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Karen Ferguson: Maybe you could start off telling us where you grew up, with whom, and what community
you grew up in.

Ann George Atwater: Okay. I'll start off by saying my birth date, | was born July the 1st, 1935 in Columbus
County. The name of the town is Hallsboro, North Carolina, | usually tell people it's Whiteville because it's
only seven miles away. | was born they say around 12 o'clock in the day, and a midwife delivered me. After
that, growing up—I guess | had a normal growing up | would say. At age six, my mother died. My father
remarried shortly after that, but until he married, the children had to mostly look after themselves. | got
married when | was 13, going on 14. I've had three children, my first child died. | think | was married about
two years—I believe it was two years before my first. | believe that's right, I'm not even sure. Now when my
first child was born, he was a blue baby and he lived only 30 minutes.

Ann George Atwater: We lived on a farm and we stayed with my father, he owned his own home, but he said
he worked 25 cents a day, and he built this home. Of course after that and he got the farm, he started
working at the saw mill, and that's basically where he worked up until he died. | was 19 | think when he died.
But, I didn't remember my mama too much being sick. | can remember her funeral and | remember a little
bit about her, | know she had arthritis and would swell up, and they didn't have walkers. They might have
had them, but we didn't have any, so she would push two chairs over the floor to walk. Then, that's what |
remember, and then | remember her being sick in the bed before she died. That's about as much as |
remember her. But my daddy would, what | call it, hire us out to people. If someone wanted to gather the
crop, he would always hire us out on days that we weren't busy in our field. We had tobacco and corn, we
didn't have any cotton.

Karen Ferguson: Did he own his own farm?

Ann George Atwater: Yes.

Karen Ferguson: He did?

Ann George Atwater: Mm-hmm.

Karen Ferguson: He owned it when you were born too? He was—?

Ann George Atwater: Yes. But in order for him to have the monies to keep his going, it's like | said, he would
hire us out.

Karen Ferguson: Okay, | understand. Do you remember anything about your grandparents?

Ann George Atwater: No. My grandparents, the only thing they said that my father's mother was an Indian,



and the picture of her with her straight hair and everything, she looked just like one, my father did and all of
his sisters and brothers did. Now, my mother was real, real dark.

Karen Ferguson: Do you remember any stories being told about your grandparents, about what they did
or—?

Ann George Atwater: No, | can't.
Karen Ferguson: No? Who did you grow up with? Was it just your immediate family?

Ann George Atwater: Just my immediate family. Then, when | got married, it was me and my husband. Then
we separated and then we went back together, we moved to Durham, and this was in '53 we moved to
Durham.

Karen Ferguson: What kind of community did you grow up in? Can you describe the community?

Ann George Atwater: Well, at the time when | was home, all of our roads were dirt roads, now they're paved.
We lived directly in front of the Methodist church and we had to walk about, | don't know, a good three or
four miles to our church, the Baptist church. Our houses were not too close together, but they were close
enough if you needed to call somebody, you could call, somebody would hear you, because my daddy
would send me to the store and he would holler and tell me what else he forgot to tell me to bring home,
and we could hear him all the way down there. He's just hollering and tell—He'd call the next door neighbor,
because we didn't have telephones, he'd holler, "Good morning." They'd holler back, "Good morning," and
whatever they wanted to talk about. Sometimes it looked like to me—It was about from here to the end of
the street or maybe further, and they would hold normal conversations rather where people now run in the
house and get on the phone, they didn't bother with no phone.

Ann George Atwater: We were around the kind of people that if—My daddy had a garden and it was
vegetables coming off like now and you probably had one, he would make sure—Or didn't have one, he
would make sure you got some veg and meat, the same way when we kill hogs, he had to make sure miss
so-and-so had a morsel of fresh meat. This is the way that they grew up. We didn't do too much going to the
doctor. My daddy had a bush called wormwood tea, catnip, and boneset. If you got a cold, you got some
wormwood tea. But if you was aching, you got some boneset in. When a child is born, you give that child
catnip tea. This is what he gave us. Then, he would cook us homemade chicken soup. If you get a cup of that
chicken soup and a cup of wormwood tea, now you're supposed to be well by morning, and nine times out
of ten you was, you'd have to get well not to want anymore because the wormwood's so bitter. You couldn't
stand it.

Karen Ferguson: Did you have other relatives who lived around you?

Ann George Atwater: Yes, my aunt. Well, the area is basically kin people, a lot of kin people there, if not on
my daddy's side, on my mama's side. The house facing our house on the right, my aunt, my daddy's oldest



sister lived there. The house on the other side was a friend of ours, it wasn't anybody that was kin to us, but
we always called kin, everybody was kin. Then, my sister lives across, behind the church, and her husband's
family is around here, so like | said, everything is built up by family.

Karen Ferguson: Do you have any particular childhood memories that you think we'd be interested in?

Ann George Atwater: | don't know. | was just so mean when | was a child. See, we had to go to school a half a
day and then come home and do the work in the field, | call it in the field. | can remember one of the boys at
the school—all children liked to pick at other kids. | think my dad had packed us that day for lunch some
cracklings and sweet potatoes, and they were picking at me for the food that | had to eat, and | knocked the
boy down the steps. We had high steps going up to the schoolhouse and | knocked him down the steps. My
teacher was my first cousin and she got at me, and | told her, | said, "You can't go put your hands on me."
She said, "Well, I'm going to tell Uncle Will about how you act.” I said, "You can tell him. He ain't going to do
nothing to me."

Ann George Atwater: That was the only C my whole time going to school | ever got, and it taught me a
lesson, it really did. That's part of what | remember, that we just worked hard.

Karen Ferguson: | have a question. How was it like growing up with—What kind of discipline did your father
give you, growing up with your brothers and sisters and things like that? Who were some of your friends?

Ann George Atwater: Okay, now see when | come along, my father could discipline me and you if you was at
my house, and we kept a batch of kids ready because they—My daddy always said, "When you cook, you put
on the big pot and the little one." Now, the problem we had was with our stepmother. See my stepmother,
after he married her, she didn't want us to eat as much as we wanted to eat. She wanted to allowance us out
the food, and my daddy didn't like that, and this was a big problem. When we went to eat, we had to take it,
either wait till she leave and go back in the door, get it, and go out to the barn or somewhere else and eat it.
But see, he didn't like for us to do—He wanted us to sit down and eat all we could hold.

Ann George Atwater: But with the discipline, now if we did something and we know we did it, like one time |
went in and cut the pineapple cake, and when my daddy come to look for me and said, he was—All we had
was beans that grew up on a stalk. | got down on the field in the row of one of them beans, and he was
calling me, just walking past me. I'm just laying down there scared to breathe because | felt he would kill
me. But, he would spank us and he'd whoop you, spanking, that was the sure enough whipping. If anybody
else's child and they was involved, they would have to get a whipping too. The same if we went to their
homes, they would do us the same way. | can remember getting under the house and staying under there
just about a whole day, scared to come out. Our house was made—It didn't have underpins like people got
now, it had blocks, you lay the blocks and then it sit there across—What is it? The seal on the blocks, and
that's the way they made the house.

Sonya Ramsey: How was it with your brothers and sisters? Did they try to discipline you? Or, how did you do
your chores around—?



Ann George Atwater: Okay, well when | got up big enough that | thought | was grown, now they couldn't
touch nothing I had and they couldn't tell me nothing to do. But my daddy, when he left home to go maybe
to the store, the oldest person was in charge, the very oldest one. Say if my oldest brother was gone and the
oldest sister was home, then that sister was in charge, and we had to do whatever she tell us to do or we got
it when they got back.

Karen Ferguson: | have one more question. What kind of attitudes about life do you think your father and
your stepmother and mother instilled in you?

Ann George Atwater: My daddy always said, "Do unto others as you would have them do unto you." That
was his holy word all the time. See, my father was a deacon at the church. On Sunday mornings, he would
get up, and if we missed breakfast to have prayer, we didn't eat any breakfast, we had gone to church with
no breakfast. But, that's what he always told us. He also said, "Obedience is better than sacrifice." If you
obey, you get it. He said, "That if you do what's right, then right will follow you. If you do wrong, wrong will
follow you." | think that's why I've been sick a lot, because like | told you, | was so mean, and God gave me
an opportunity to get it all cleared up.

Sonya Ramsey: | have a question.

Karen Ferguson: Well, | thought maybe we'd go to school.

Sonya Ramsey: Okay.

Karen Ferguson: Can we talk a little bit about your school?

Ann George Atwater: Yes.

Karen Ferguson: What school did you attend?

Ann George Atwater: Okay, | attended—Well, it was Hallsboro Elementary School at that time. | went as
far—I was promoted to the 10th grade when | stopped school. But we had to go, and like | said, that C that |
got on my conduct was the only C that | got the whole time | went to school. My sisters and brothers, they
was—I'm the baby of nine, | forgot to say that. When they would get their homework, | would always be
around listening to them, going over their homework, which made it easier for me to catch on and learn.
That's the way | did. When my sisters and brothers was learning how to speak French, oh man, | was right in
there with them, but | can't speak it now, that left. When | quit school, all that left, so | can't speak any of

that.

Karen Ferguson: You said you only attended for half a day and then you went home to do the chores. Did the
other children do that as well?



Ann George Atwater: All of the children in the family had to stop. See, when you clean up the field, my
brother would go along with the bush ax and cut the—I'm using the corn field, we would cut the cornstalks
down and we would come along, pick them up, and then pile them up. Then, late in the evening, my daddy
went around the place and then we'd burn them. That's the way we cleaned up. Now they got the tractor
and things, now they tractor the stem in, and you don't have all that hard work to do. Then, we had
chopping—When the corn come up, you have to weed it out, thin it out. We had to come home and work and
make sure we got it done and stay in school at the same time, and that's the way, so we could make it.

Karen Ferguson: Was the school open for nine months or was it open all year long?
Ann George Atwater: No, it wasn't all year long. It had to be about nine months, like it is now.
Karen Ferguson: Okay. Were you ever disciplined by your teachers at all, other than—?

Ann George Atwater: Yes. | accept whatever they told me or they put me down for, they make you be in
timeout and you would get—Like | said, if it was spelling time, if | act up, then | didn't get to spell. | can
remember one time, my daddy raised my two nephews, and the teacher called him and told him that my
nephew had took his car keys. My daddy come home and asked him, "Did he take the car keys?" He said,
"No, pa, | didn't take the car keys." He said, "DJ took the keys." That's another little boy. Well, DJ's father
asked him and DJ said, "No, Ernest had them." | thought my daddy would never get to beating Ernest, never
get through.

Ann George Atwater: My daddy went down to the house to DJ's house, and then daddy went out to the crib
where DJ would never leave the crib, and when they go up in the crib, there was the man's keys down there.
Then, my daddy turned around and he whipped DJ for lying right in front of his daddy. You could have heard
him uptown, he's like—we were real real loud. You could have heard him uptown, "You accused my child,"
and he went on. He carried the keys back to the teacher and he laid the teacher out, because the teacher
should have looked, he figured. School was—I loved going because that gave me a chance to get on—See,
we didn't have a swing in our yard, but there was a swing at school. We could swing, jump rope, and play.
Then, when that was over, we come home because we know we had to work.

Ann George Atwater: Well, we would wash up every morning in the basin, we had a basin, but we took a tub
bath once week because—That would be in the tin tub. People take tub baths every day now, but we didn't,
we got it on Saturday night, getting ready for Sunday. We couldn't wear our same clothes to school that we
wore to church on Sunday.

Sonya Ramsey: Right. Do you have any remembrances of any special teachers that you had or any attitudes
or values they taught you?

Ann George Atwater: Yes. See, at that time, we didn't change classes like people do now. See, my first cousin
was my teacher. She stayed there and she taught every grade, and that's the way it was. | had to be real
smart because she was my cousin, | couldn't play along. She made me get down harder | think than



anybody else in the class.
Sonya Ramsey: Do you remember any childhood schoolmates and—?

Ann George Atwater: Yes, | had a friend of mine, her name is Anna Mae Thurman, and we used to be together
every day. We talked about getting married, we both were supposed to get married at the same time. We
were supposed to have our children at the same time. We was going to build us a house—We wanted six
children, three girls and three boys. We wanted a house with a hall down the way and rooms on each side of
the hall, | don't know what all that meant.

Ann George Atwater: But one thing happened, my daughter that | got and Lydia, my oldest girl. She, her
baby was born the same day, May 12th, but he was born in the morning and Lydia was born in the
afternoon. That's the only thing that we did together, had them two babies.

Ann George Atwater: My daddy wouldn't allow—Well, they had, we call it Piccolo joints or shops now, some
people call them clubs. If he let us go, he, we'd have to go, say, on Sunday evening somewhere around six
o'clock or so, but by nine we had to be back home. When he started letting me take company, he would
always say, "Well, it's nine o'clock," and whoever's there to see me, "It's time for you to go home. Anne, it's
time for you to go to bed." He did that with all of my sisters and brothers.

Sonya Ramsey: | had a question about—You said you married at 13?
Ann George Atwater: | think | was 13 or 14. | think it might have been 14, it seemed like at least 14.
Sonya Ramsey: What did your father think about that?

Ann George Atwater: Well, my father was so mad, and so he went and got his shotgun and he set it up by the
door. He went over to my husband, children's father's, house and asked him, "You got—?" See, what
happened, my daddy didn't know that | got pregnant—I backed up, | had that wrong how long—I was
thinking it's two years between my first child and Lydia. But, | got pregnant. He went and asked him—He
carried me to the doctor and he was giving me all this wormwood tea and everything, bitter apple,
everything people give you for colds and everything. | was so sick, | couldn't stop vomiting. He said, "Not my
baby, | know my baby is not in family weight."

Ann George Atwater: Well, the women around home told him, he said, "Well." They said, "Yes, she is. Yes, she
is." He'd ask me and | said no. He finally broke down and carried me to the doctor. The doctor come back
out and told him that that's what was wrong with me. He went to put the shotgun by the door and he went
over to the boy's house, which he had to walk about two miles to come back to get the shotgun. But he went
over there and asked him what did he plan to do? He said, "Mr. Will George, | plan to marry your daughter. |
want to marry her. | want to marry her." My daddy signed us up, like | told everybody, | told him | didn't
marry him, my daddy did because my daddy had to sign for me to get married. We took our blood tests and
everything, but he signed for me.



Ann George Atwater: | said, "That wasn't in God's plan, so that's why—" We married and we stayed together,
let's see, | came up here and he left me here when | was pregnant with Marilynn, he was gone 17 years, we
separated 17 years. Then, he came back and | went back with him again, and that time | divorced him. | put
him out for good. | couldn't take it.

Ann George Atwater: I've raised both of my children without a daddy, just the man I'm with now. We've been
married 18 years, but he's been here. | wanted to put him out for seven, but the Lord showed me how we
could live together. But with raising those kids, | raised them off of $57 a month. | look back now and |
wonder how, that's what | was getting from the FTC was $57, how we made it. But | made it by—Back then in
those days, you could get flour, sugar, and cloth bags and some of them had flowers in them. | took the
bags, washed them out, and made the kids their clothes, took the white ones and made the slips out of
them.

Ann George Atwater: They took flour and made starch to put in the clothes. This is the way we did. For
eating, we would—I stayed in a joined room to a lady. We decided that—She had two boys, and we would
eat as a family together. If she was working today, then she got home, | would cook. If | was working, she
would cook. But, | did all the washing, she did all the ironing because that lady could iron, | couldn'tiron.
But, we got along and that's how | made it. Finally, | got to work with the lady and started doing domestic
work, and then she would give me her children's clothes, which | was so grateful and hand-me-downs from
other people. You wouldn't know they were hand-me-downs because my children, they were new to them
and their clothes was in such good shape till they looked like they were new.

Ann George Atwater: I've got set out several times by not having enough money to pay my utility bill, | mean
pay the rent, and lights and things cut off because | was not able to pay the utility bills. We had a rough time,
but | don't know, through it all we were still happy.

Sonya Ramsey: When you came to Durham with your husband for the first time, did you know people in
Durham already?

Ann George Atwater: No. He came to Durham with Venable Tobacco Company. See, he was already in
Durham, I was in South Carolina, my brother's wife died and | went down to help him with his six children.
When | came home, my brother had found a girlfriend that was real nice to her, so my daddy said, "Well, he
don't need you anymore, you need to come home so you and your husband can get together." My daddy
didn't believe in separation, divorces and stuff like that. He believed in getting married one time only, unless
the person died. But anyway, when | come to Durham, Frenchie was already here, and he sent me a letter
and a one-way ticket. | packed up everything we had, Lydia and myself had, it was in a trunk and a shopping
bag. | had most of her things, like diapers, a dress or two to change her in, and then milk and a shopping
bag.

Ann George Atwater: We come into Durham with it. When | got to Durham, he was not at the bus station.
Well, I looked at it, | just walked from one end of the street, looking, and | didn't know which way to go, so |



went to the police. | asked him, | showed him the address, so he called a cab. He told the cab driver to take
me to the address, and if my husband wasn't at that address, to bring me back to the bus station. But when
we got there, the lady that lived at the house was there. She knew | was coming, so she told me to come on
out to the cab, and they got the trunk out, my shopping bag, and the baby out and we went on the porch.
First thing she told me, he was in the house with another woman, where he had been staying with her,
having an affair the time | got out there.

Ann George Atwater: When | went around to the house to get him, | knocked on the door and he looked out
the window and saw me, he ran through the back and come back to the house and sat on the porch. Then, |
went there, he took the baby and he walked the baby to the ice cream parlor right around on Roxboro Street
over there, and then we talked. But the thing of it is, he had a room and in this room he shared it with
another man, so me, him, and the baby had to sleep in the same bed. | had to be the first person to go to
bed and the last one to get up, | don't care what happened, because the other man—I didn't want to have
my night clothes on in front of the other man. That's the way we stayed for a long time.

Sonya Ramsey: What did you think of Durham? Did you like it?

Ann George Atwater: | didn't want no parts of Durham, but my daddy told me to just hang out, stay on your
things, it'll be better. | was trying to obey him, and | didn't really want to go home because sometimes you
run your mouth too much and | was talking about what big plans | had, what | was going to do, and couldn't
do none of it. I didn't want nobody to know that | had got that bad of shape, to come right back home, | was
in worse enough before | left. But, | hung on in here and stayed here.

Sonya Ramsey: With your little child, how did you manage childcare? Did you have to go out and find a job
and things like that?

Ann George Atwater: Okay, what | did, like | told you, | went to the police. Some of the neighbors told
me—Well, what | did when we stayed together in this room, | would go to church at night in Jesus's house of
prayer, and | would sit there, pray, and just ask big God to give me something, a better place to stay. I'd
come back home, and I'd cry, and cry, and cry, and the lady would talk to. Finally, | looked in the paper, and
she wanted somebody to come clean her house. Well, at that time, people at my home was making 30 cents
an hour, $3 a day for working in the field. She asked me, she said, "How much do you charge?" | said, "30
cents an hour, $3 a day." That's what that lady paid me, but | didn't know at that time they was making 50
cents an hour.

Ann George Atwater: But | took it, and | was able to buy milk for my little girl and help pay the lady enough
money that she moved us out of that room into a room there wasn't anybody sleeping in but me and them,
but it was the dining room where you eat, she had us a bed in there. We finally made—I told him that he
would have to get out and find us another place to stay, and he didn't want to do it. One night when | came
home from church, the lady there was telling him that | was seeing somebody else, and no soon as | opened
the door, he struck me. The lady had an ax down by the door, and when | grabbed the ax, he ran. When he
ran, | threw the ax at him, and then | took off downtown, | ran downtown. | didn't think about the baby, I just



ran myself and took out a warrant on him, and | lost shoes | had on running. | didn't care nothing about the
shoes, all | was trying to do was get to safety and get away from him.

Ann George Atwater: | said, "He drug me this far for nothing, he wasn't going to beat on me too for nothing."
I went on and kept working for the lady, and then | decided that | would get my own room. | got my own
room and we was using coal, so he was delivering coal. I'm needing a bag of coal, and he was the man, so |
didn't know that was him because | never would've bought the coal, so he brought the coal in there. He told
the man driving truck to go head on, he found his baby and his wife. We stayed there until | got pregnant
with Marilynn, and then he took off, went to Marlboro, Maryland. He wrote me and asked me to come, then |
wouldn't come, so | stayed right here. | stayed with a lady, a room with another lady until she told me
that—Well, she told the man at Christian Howard that | ought to keep my child out of her room when in fact
she would call, and for that, he let me have some used furniture. | started off housekeeping from that point.

Ann George Atwater: My house rent was $6 a week, and that's what | paid. But then, | had a furniture bill, so |
couldn't make it to work so | called my brother and | asked him what he thought | ought to do was pay the
furniture bill or pay the rent. He said, "Pay the furniture bill, and I'm going to send you the $18 for the rent."
He never sent it, so they sent my stuff out for as much as $18. Then, | decided that | would scrap up and start
over again, and that's what | did. | always penny pinched. | didn't sell liquor, | didn't drink liquor, | didn't sell
my body or nothing to make it. | worked hard and | made what the children had. After Marilynn came, | just
made her, because Marilynn had—I think Lydia had one dozen diapers, Marilynn had two, and that's what |
carried to the babysitter was two dozen diapers. | took some old raggedy sheets, where | worked the people
gave me, and | made homemade diapers out of those, because we didn't have Pampers then.

Ann George Atwater: They might have had it, | didn't know nothing about it, and so that's what we did. | kept
leaning on the Lord, kept praying and talking to the Lord.

Sonya Ramsey: Well, | was just going to ask you, you said that you didn't ever sell your body, you never took
any of those kind of choices to survive. Did you know people who did make those kinds of choices?

Ann George Atwater: Sure | did.

Sonya Ramsey: What was the difference between them making those choices and you making the
choices—?

Ann George Atwater: Okay, | always was taught that whatever you need, ask God for it. It may not come
when you want it, but it was on time. That's what | did. | did that, and | took waiting on the Lord, because |
can remember one day my children having no milk or no nothing. It was a man going into a bootlegger's
house right next door to me, and | called him and | asked him if he would loan me $5. | told him what |
wanted with it and he said, "You got to give me $6.25 back." | said, "Well, when | get my check, | will give it
back to you." The day that | got my check, on the first of the month | think—I don't if my check, if they was
coming on the first. | think they was coming on the first then. | went to him to pay and he had another friend
that they both went to church, and his friend was a deacon.



Ann George Atwater: He said, "You see this lady ain't got no money. Why don't you give her that? You ought
to give her that $6." The man gave me the $6. Well, the next week he came over to my house and he said,
"You just look like such a good woman, you need somebody to help you." Well, the man started coming, he
went to the grocery store and he bought my groceries. This was on Friday, and that Sunday, he took me and
the kids out to the airport. | thought that was the prettiest thing, to see them big airplanes, and the children
was just as excited as | was. We started talking, and we went together for 12 years. He said, "l want you to
move off of this street and move into another street." | moved from Carrington Street to Fowler Avenue. He
put fans in the house, because I didn't have air condition but we did have the fans. He made it just as
comfortable as one could during that time.

Ann George Atwater: See, | didn't have to quite spend all my $57 because he would give it to me—He would
pay the milkman and he'd pay the laundry man, because | had my clothes done in damp wash and then |
would hang them out. Those that | could rub on the board in the bathtub, that's the way I did it.

Sonya Ramsey: You just mentioned about the role of faith in your life. Can you talk more about the role of
religion in your life?

Ann George Atwater: Okay. | still believe strongly on the Lord. As | said, if it had not been for the Lord, |
would not be where | am, even though | was so mean. | think | was mean because of the frustration that I'd
had out of the men in my life that I'd gone with, them not wanting to do anything. | couldn't find a good man
to save my life. Reading the Bible, sitting down and talking to God—See, | talked to God just like I'm talking
to you, and then | got close and close, and then | joined a church here. | started working real actively in the
church and I just buried myself in religious activities and things. | wouldn't go around the places, like | said,
the clubs and things like that. If | had a party and some friends come and wanted to drink or something,
they would have to bring whatever they wanted to drink at my house, and then my children would be in the
back in their room with the door shut.

Ann George Atwater: Then, when they asked to come out, then my company would have to go, those that
were doing the drinking and all. I never had that fighting and clowning. Now, | have fussed with my first
husband, we fought, but it wasn't around the children. It'd be night, he'd be out, and I'd be fool enough to
go out looking for him. See, God took care of me through that, and | always thank him for it. Then, | got
down sad. I've been just about what you might say dead twice. My heart stopped beating for four minutes
one time and five minutes another time, and God brought me back. | promised Him that | would do the best
| could living for Him the rest of my life. That's why | may get down today—The last week in April, | was in the
hospital.

Ann George Atwater: | had set up the program to honor our pastor with the Durham Committee on Affairs of
Black People. | couldn't make it, because my legs swelled up that Tuesday and the thing was on Friday, and |
couldn't make it. But, | kept talking to God. The doctor said he was going to have to take this leg off, but |
still got it. See, | knew God would come, not when | wanted Him, because He didn't come right then,
because my leg was hurting, | wanted Him then, but He waited and then my legs and thing went down. The



doctor was amazed today of how good they're down.

Sonya Ramsey: You mentioned earlier, growing up that you went to Baptist church, did you continue with
that denomination?

Ann George Atwater: No, I'm with United. | came here and | would have been, but | went to White Rock
Baptist Church. White Rock is—I call it the ditty church, the folks are supposed to be upper middle class
folks. I always said, "God has no respected person." At our church at home, when the preacher is preaching
and you witnessing, you say "Amen!" and a "Hallelujah!" whatever you feel like saying, so | would say
"Amen!" you know, holler out real loud, and everybody in church would turn around to see what that noise
was coming out. | made so much noise, so they came to me and told me that | was, | believe they said in
Ward Four, and Ward Four don't come to church in the day, Sunday morning, they came Sunday afternoon.
They got Mrs. Nellie Hunter, a lady lived right behind me, to be my leader, because she go to church at night.
The reason she went to church at night was because she drank a lot of liquor, her boys and they'd clown,
and that type of person, nobody didn't see them, that's the kind.

Ann George Atwater: There was another lady there that had a house full of children. She was about in the
same predicament | was in, because the children just didn't have as many clothes as mine and she lived in
what we call one of them shotgun houses too. But, her hair was real, real short.

Ann George Atwater: Who are these two ladies coming up here? | don't know who they are, | wasn't
expecting them, they didn't tell me they was coming.

Ann George Atwater: Anyhow, this lady, they told her to wait and come in the afternoon. | said, "Uh-huh,
God, they wouldn't have us like this." I laid them out in the church and got up and walked out. Then, | went
to Mount Calvary.

Ann George Atwater: (doorbell rings) Come in. [INTERRUPTION 00:36:28]
Karen Ferguson: You were talking about going to Mount Calvary.

Ann George Atwater: Oh yes. | start over to Mount Calvary—Well, | met Mary Bailey and Mrs. Bailey said,
"Anne," said, "Come on, go to church with me." She said, "I believe you'd like it." | went over there the first
Sunday and | said, "This church, they do just about what we do at our church at home." | went back the next
Sunday and | went the next Sunday, so the next month | joined the church.

Karen Ferguson: What kind of church is that?

Ann George Atwater: That was the United Church of Christ, Mount Calvary. It used to be Mount Calvary
Christian Church, and since that time we've come together as United, changed the name to Mount Calvary
United Church of Christ. That denomination is made up of all churches—It's in that denomination. Well, |
started singing on the choir and that just lifted me up. From the choir, | worked with the women. Now I'm a



deacon of my church and I'm in charge of all the women. | went to Sunday school, we had to go to Sunday
school, that's something—That's the other thing about being with the Lord. We would have to go to Sunday
school and my daddy would ask us, "What was the Sunday school lesson all about?" We had to memorize it.
When the preacher got up to preach, he didn't ask us to remember the sermon, just his texts and where he
took it from, then he would sit down and the Bible and have us to read it, so we would understand what it
was that we were doing.

Ann George Atwater: If we couldn't, we'd get it, he said we'd sleep, playing in the church, or whatever, and
we could not let children not talk and get up and go out, they wouldn't let us do that. | taught my children
the same way. When you go to church, before you go in church service, you go to the bathroom, get your
drink of water. Now, that should hold you one hour, because | fed you before you left home so you're not
hungry. This is the way | do them now. People say, "Well, let them alone, let them talk. They're just
cheering." This ain't nowhere to talk, they got to learn. That's the way | was and that's the way | am
with—Now | have two grandchildren, my daughter's children. | don't know if you want to hear about them.

Karen Ferguson: What neighborhood did you live in when you first came to Durham?

Ann George Atwater: When | came to Durham, | lived over—Let me see what you would call it. You know
where American Tobacco Company is now?

Karen Ferguson: Mm-hmm.

Ann George Atwater: Okay, downside that road there's a road—Well no, | was in North Durham on Canal
Street. That's where | first come when [ first came with my husband. | mean, | got it with him, that's where
he was, on Canal. Then, | moved from there to Carrington Street, which is more or less kind of like uptown.

Karen Ferguson: Were there any big differences between coming from the countryside to the city? Did
you—7?

Ann George Atwater: Yes, because nobody had any gardens up here. You had to buy your food, and you see
there we grew our food.

Sonya Ramsey: You talked about White Rock and the people that went there. What did you think about—Do
you think Black people got along pretty well in Durham with different classes and things like that or what—?

Ann George Atwater: Well, yes and no. If poor folks stayed together over here, they were fine. Now, but if
they went over here where the middle class folks are, they were counted, "What's she doing over here? |
wouldn't want her by me." This is the kind of thing that they'll do. They still do it. They still do it. I'm right
now third vice chair of the Durham Committee on the Affairs of Black People. I'm the poorest person in
there, and I'm pretty sure I'm the fattest one in there. Unless | raise my voice, go to hollering and whooping
about something, you can say something, they'll just carry it right on. | can say something and they'll say,
"Well, we'll go right on to the next one," or something like that. I don't know whether they intend for it to be,



butitis.

Ann George Atwater: Now, one of the ladies there one night, she said—They called on me, we're getting
ready to—The city was put out, Trevor Hampton, our chief, and they called on me. | had been in home, they
acted just like I had died, and that's what my job was for 30 years, organizing the community here in
Durham, fussing, getting things straight and going in these places, straightening these folks out. Well, it
looked like for a long time they forgot | was doing that. When they didn't have nobody to really get up and
charge the folks, to get the folks ready to do something, they called on me. I said, "All right, I'll go in. I'll let
them have a piece of my mind," and that's what | did.

Ann George Atwater: | preached a whole sermon, and everybody was talking about how good it was. At this
meeting, this lady said, "We got to stop acting like we Black, we got to act like we're Colored." | got my bag

and | come out of there, | couldn't take it. | just couldn't take it. She asked me why did | leave, and | told her
exactly.

Sonya Ramsey: Going back, was it different? | guess we need to get into a little bit about the courage that
you had to become a community organizer.

Ann George Atwater: Okay. All right. Remember that | am skipping about, because | can't remember
everything down the line so I'm skipping about. That's why | said you need to ask me question so it can
refresh my memory. When the way | got started, | was living on Fowler Avenue in another one of these
houses. Now, this is my story. | usually tell everybody, "That's the only house that speaks to the people." It
was bent over, the house was bent over. This particular house, | wish | could've kept it, | wish they'd have
gave it—Just give it to me.

Ann George Atwater: You could see, | didn't have to come outdoors, open the door to see who was going up
the street or what was going on, | could just look through the crack and see. The house was a three-room
house. The house was in such bad condition that when the man cut my lights off, | could stomp on the floor
and the lights would come on. In the morning, I'd go to work, I'd stomp on the floor and they'd go off until |
come home in the evening. | mean, it was really bad. The toilet in the bathroom was on the—You had to go
out the front door, down around the side on the porch, that's where the bathroom was. If | didn't manage to
take a string and put it on the door while I'm on the john, anybody coming by the street could see me on the
john, or the children on the john.

Ann George Atwater: The floor fell in with me in there one day and the tub set up like that and the water was
shooting up, my children said, "That's Niagara Falls." They loved to play in it, especially in the summertime
because that was Niagara Falls. That particular house, | got behind in my rent, it's something like about
$100. It seems that | stayed behind in my bills, and I did rob Peter to pay Paul. | just didn't make enough to
cover all my bills at one time, and that's why | stayed in the predicament that | did. The man come by the
name of Howard Fuller and a lady by the name of [indistinct 00:43:58] Hedgepeth, they were—The North
Carolina Fund gave them a grant to organize the neighborhoods and fight the war in poverty.



Sonya Ramsey: Excuse me, what year was this?
Ann George Atwater: This was in '62, '63, somewhere getting close to '64.

Ann George Atwater: When they was asking us about our problem, they said, "Well, if you come to the
meeting on Philmont Avenue, we would," it was Pickett Street at that time. She said, "We would show you
how you can help yourself." | said, "Can't nobody help me and let me help myself." I said, "l don't believe
them." They said, "Well, if you don't believe me, come on." | went down there that night to the meeting,
took the children, and | was telling them about how raggedy my house was and how much | was behind, he
wouldn't let me wait, and | only had one day a week work. He said, "Well, | tell you what, if you work with us,
we'll see that you get your house fixed." | said, "l don't want nothing fixed but my bathroom floor." He said,
"We'll see to it your bathroom floor get fixed." | said, "God, that man with all that can do all of that." | said,
"That man ain't going to let him doit." One of our leading people in the House of Representatives now, his
father was the owner of this house.

Ann George Atwater: We went around there and they talked to him. He said, "Well, we raised your money."
He said, "Now, we're not going to pay you till you come and fix that house." They come and fix the tub up,
put some boards on the tub and set it up straight, and put a latch on the outside of the door rather than one
on the inside, so fix the door where | could shut the door. You still had to have a string to hold it together
when you were in there, but when you come out, you could hook it. That's what started me. After | found out
I could go down there and talk with that man, he changed his mind about—Waiting for me to get—He was
waiting for them, but they had the money. But anyway, he was willing to wait and work it out, go ahead and
work the house out. When | found out you could hold your rent money to get something done, | started
hitting his dirt.

Ann George Atwater: | started going out there, telling everybody, | quit every job | had. | didn't know whether
me and my children would eat the next day, whether I'd get put out, it didn't bother me. | said, "God, you
sent them. You sent this to me and I'm going to work it." | said, "God, thank you for teaching me how to be
able to reach out." | started reaching out, touching at that point, and I've been going strong ever since.

Karen Ferguson: Can you think of any other things from your past, from your childhood, that gave you the
courage and the belief in yourself to be able to do that as well?

Ann George Atwater: Well, | think—



