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Mary Hebert: Virginia. 

- [Mary Jones Abbyss] Oh, yes. At that- The most noticeable place, especially going to school, when I would
come home, I came by the Greyhound bus, and there was a "Colored" waiting room. At that time, it was
called "Colored", and I don't even think they even used the word "Negro", but they had a "Colored" waiting
room. And I would carry my lunch on the bus, a lot of times in a shoe box. And I would have fried chicken,
cake, sandwiches, you know, things like that. 

Hebert: So in Baltimore, you wouldn't have to go, say, to the back of a restaurant to order food or something
like that? 

Abbyss: If we went to one, I don't think so, but like I said, I wasn't in that lifestyle of even to be going to one.
So I don't recall. But yet I know going to stores, it was completely different. 

Hebert: You could try on clothes in Baltimore? 

Abbyss: As far as I remember. 

Hebert: What about the restrooms? Did they have signs above the restrooms? 

Abbyss: You mean- they had the water fountain, the restroom and the waiting room. That was a unique
distinction. I mean, you knew, you knew where it was. Because on the water fountain, even if you seen it in
pictures, in real life, they had "Colored" and a little arrow or an arrow would point where the "Colored"
section was. I mean, this was prominently displayed. 

Hebert: Were the, were they inferior water fountains? Were they smaller? 

Abbyss: Well, by not going to, even knowing where the other was, I can't say, you know. 

Hebert: Oh, they weren't right next to- 

Abbyss: Oh, no, no, no. I mean, not. I didn't see whites in the section where we were, so, I mean, they
weren't there. But I'm trying to think of what, the only thing that I knew was different was when we passed a
white school, as opposed to a Black school. How well kept that white school was, how much bigger it was.
For example, the school that we went to that was a complete elementary and high was no bigger than a
white elementary school. You know, where it was just an elementary school as opposed to being an
elementary and high. And at South Norfolk High School, which is now Oscar Smith, I guess, it was much
bigger than, than what we- Our school later became Carver, George Washington Carver, and 10th grade
became Carver. 



Hebert: But Oscar Smith was a bigger- 

Abbyss: It was called South Norfolk High School. It was bigger. Everything was bigger. Everything was better.
Everything was cleaner. So you could just see the difference. (coughs) 

Hebert: How did that make you feel? Did you realize it at the time when you were growing up, that there was
this big difference between the two? 

Abbyss: I think I remembered it more within my race than I did out of my race. I was aware that I had short
hair and that my skin was real dark because that's when a lighter person had more prominence. I mean,
that's, that's not even white. You just knew white- you thought lighter folk were better and you
automatically thought white folk were better. (coughs) Excuse me. 

Hebert: But that's not something that your parents tried, your parents tried to instill like self confidence in
you? 

Abbyss: They did try to instill the self confidence. My mother, I don't, I can't remember exactly how she said
it, but even she, she would always tell me, "Mary Elizabeth, you are pretty with your little teas and tan self."
She would, she, I could tell she was making an effort to make me feel good about myself, especially with my
hair. She straightened my hair every day. That's when people used a hot comb and grease. So she tried her
best to do everything she could to enhance and make me feel like a better person. And I was aware that she
was doing that. 

Hebert: But the lighter-skinned people got more- 

Abbyss: That was even in the family, within a family. Yes. Lighter people to me had the better position. And
I'm trying to, the biggest place where I noticed it was like in high school, especially in 11th grade and 12th. I
just know all, I can't remember if they were cheerleaders, but I know all the majorettes basically to me
appeared to be light. And if they had a "Miss Homecoming," she was light. 

Hebert: And so the prom queen would've been light. The prom queen- 

Abbyss: Yeah. Right. Right. Anybody of importance in school basically was light. 

Hebert: Did you find that when you went up to Baltimore and to college? 

Abbyss: In Baltimore, the culture shock was how people teased me about my Southern dialect. I remember
the people laughed at me and made fun of how I talked. And that was before television, you know, so that
meant, that was a great distinction, you know, with a Southern, a real Southern dialect. So at that time we
called it "talking flat." And I remember I didn't put endings on words, and people used to make a great deal
over anything that I said, I said in a funny way. I remember I called the word "equip", "equipped". It was just



like a, you know, a habit, and people used to mock, they just mocked the way I talked. And this was at a
Black college. 

Hebert: But you were Southern. And most of them weren't. 

Abbyss: Right. Um-hum. 

Hebert: When you came back, did you have trouble finding a job teaching? 

Abbyss: Well, I taught in- Okay, one of the stipulations at Coppin was, after I had been there a year, I
automatically was a Maryland resident. So my last year, I actually paid my own tuition. My daddy used to
send me $5 a week. That sounds like a minimum amount, but that was a lot of money. And I paid my own
tuition, which was $25 a year. And one of the regulations, stipulations, was you taught in Maryland for two
years. It's like a blessing in disguise because it was easy to get a job then. And I got a job in east Baltimore,
and I rode a bus, wore a hat and wore white gloves. Teachers were expected to be pillars of the community. I
mean, there was a certain distinction, and teachers at that time stood out. You knew a teacher from other
folk. So I remember being- wore heels all the time, even in the classroom. But I remember the practice
teacher person, when we did our practice teaching, you had to go "dress." I mean, what we call dress now
would be considered casual then. You actually wore a suit, heels, and they were called stockings instead of
panty hose. 

Hebert: And so you had to dress up. 

Abbyss: Had to dress up. You, you just looked the part. That was just one of those things. 

Hebert: And so you taught there for two years. 

Abbyss: I know I did my two years- 

Hebert: In Baltimore. 

Abbyss: In Baltimore, 'cause I finished in '60. I could have taught three years there 'cause I got married in '62.

Hebert: Was going to college, sending you to college a financial hardship on your family? 

Abbyss: Absolutely. That was one of the reasons why- Okay, when I told you I worked at Batagallia, the thing
that saved me from working in that produce company was going to school. So once I started college, I was
working for a teacher named Miss Adelpha Howe-Frazier. And I was doing housework for her, but I don't
remember doing it the whole time. And after a point, my brothers were working, and then that was at the
point when I was not required to actually work the way I used to because I remember actually coming home
and having to study. And I had to write papers and things, but they were not scholarly the way that papers



are now. I actually did my most scholarly paper on the graduate level. But when I was in college, for
example, at Norfolk State, what was considered scholarly was nothing in comparison to the workload that I
had when I went to Coppin. And then I finished Coppin, just as I said, after taking additional courses plus,
you know, going on. Before I could even be in a regular program, I had to take additional courses. But part of
it was their requirements were higher, and the other part was the deficits. And it was only on graduate level
that I realized how, you know, you know, each time it was, you saw a difference. 

Hebert: So your education, say, in Norfolk as a high school student and a college student, didn't meet up to
the standards in Maryland? 

Abbyss: Right. Right. Absolutely. That was when I first realized- but it was not depressing enough to make
me actually, you know, draw back from it. It was just like, I always had that. I remember one time I stopped-
now, this is probably the part my mama really didn't like. I was, I didn't stop because I was an inferior
student. But that, at that time I was going to church. I was in this church, and I mean, I went to church every
single night, and I was keeping my aunt's children. She had a lot of children and still trying to go to school.
And my, I became behind in my studies, and without announcing to my mother, I just stopped school and
just kept on going to church. And then I'll never forget it. That's when you- By that time, my daddy had a car.
Okay. My daddy got a car evidently when I was away, 'cause he used to always meet me at the bus stop. He
had a blue car. I'll never forget it. My mama and daddy came up there in their Chevrolet unannounced and
gave me an ultimatum. They said either I was going to get myself back in school. And that was when parents
would go actually to the school and talk to the president. I mean, it's not, when you did anything in writing.
My mother said I was coming home in Virginia or I was going to get myself back in college. But it wasn't, I
didn't quit college for a wrong, wrong reason, but she just didn't know. And all my transcripts at that time
were sent home. That's when people respected your parents. And when she found out that I- there was no
transcript and I can't remember exactly how she found out everything, you know, that I do know, they came
to Maryland unannounced. 

Hebert: And they told you to go to school. So that they went up to Maryland? 

Abbyss: They came unannounced and then we had a little falling out. You don't have to put this on the
record. They had a little falling out with my aunt that I was staying with, but I'm just telling you the scenario.
But we have since made up with my aunt. 

Hebert: So that, that they weren't happy that your- 

Abbyss: They weren't happy that I was not- Remember I'm the first born. 

Hebert: Right. 

Abbyss: Mother- They had five children, and it's like, colleges meant everything to them. I mean, my brother
worked at- By that time, my mama had a job working as a nurse at Norfolk General Hospital. And my brother
worked, and my brother bought me an Aqua Marine radio. So I could keep time, a clock radio. That was for



me to go up there in Baltimore. My brother worked at the hospital and mother, I mean, she was just smart
enough. She knew how to pool that money. It was his working with her that sent me to college, that
everybody worked so I could go to college. 

Hebert: So you did they feel like they were sacrificing for you to be able to get-? 

Abbyss: They knew they were sacrificing, but it was done. It was not, there was not a problem with it. It was
like, it was, that was their plan. That was their plan. They were going to get me through college. And that's
what they did. 

Hebert: Did they choose you above the others? 

Abbyss: Well, I was the oldest and first. 

Hebert: So you went first. 

Abbyss: Okay, now if I jumped down the line a little bit, when I finished college, the first thing I did after, I
bought a gray Lady Baltimore suitcase. And that was when I didn't know about charge accounts. And you
got paid once a month. I paid everything. At that time I would pay cash. I bought a Lady Baltimore suitcase
set, a pair of red shoes, and a watch. And I came home. And I remember what I would do. I would buy
clothes, and I would give them to my sisters. or I would send them to my sisters. That was my way of paying
back. And after that, because my parents requested nothing of me of a monetary nature, every holiday I
bought my daddy a complete outfit. I can't remember exactly what I bought mother. I know we gave her
money, but I mean, that was my way of payback. So to answer you, I don't think they required it of me and
even expected because at the point I had bought my daddy so many suits. He had never had that many suits
in his life. Finally, he just told me to stop, you know. But, I mean my daddy, backing up a little bit, coming
through, he had one suit that lasts him a whole year. That was in our, you know, coming up days. 

Hebert: And then after you- 

Abbyss: I graduated. That was the one thing that I did. I remember distinctly he got something from me of an
outfit, nature, Christmas, Easter, and Father's Day, those three times. 'Cause he didn't require anything. He
didn't, you know, he didn't require anything. And what I wanted to do, I sent money to my mother, and I
can't remember how much, but I was in a position at that time to send my sisters, 'cause see my, okay, my
one sister had already married. That was Doris. And she's the third born. Fourth. There was five of us, Tim,
Ed, Doris, and Delores. My two brothers, one brother had gone in the service. That was Ed. Tim was working
in the hospital, and he later went into the Army and made a career of it, twenty years. and Delores was the
baby. So by the time I finished college, it was only one child because it was a year difference. It was only one
child home, but she chose not to go, go to school either. 

Hebert: She, she had the opportunity 



Abbyss: She, but she benefited in high school from my clothes, you know, from things that I sent. But she did
not choose to go to college. So she got married in '61. 

Hebert: And you said you got married in 1962. 

Abbyss: In '62. I'm on a second marriage. I got married first time in '62. 

Hebert: How did your parents feel about that? Were they happy? 

Abbyss: (laughs) Not really. Not really, because my mother did not approve. Like I, I married sort of fast, a
person whose mother was in the church and who told him about me. It was more of a, it was more of a mail-
type marriage 'cause he was in the Air Force, and I met him only like on a coming home from the service on a
Christmas break or whatever. And next thing I knew we were corresponding. It was more of a
correspondence-type marriage. And uh- 

Hebert: Did you have a big wedding? 

Abbyss: No, no, not at all. I got married in his mother's living room. It was very small. 

Hebert: Did your parents-? 

Abbyss: My parents came, but they- (laughs) my sister got married one day, and I got married the next. It
was not even planned like that, you know. 

Hebert: And when did you move back to Norfolk? 

Abbyss: During that marriage, my husband was in the Air Force, and I lived and taught in Japan. 

Hebert: You lived in Japan? 

Abbyss: I lived in Japan. Now that was one of my, that was a culture shock in one sense. But that was one of
my more meaningful learning experiences, meaning I developed an appreciation for America. 

Hebert: What kinds of things? 

Abbyss: When I realized how much we had and how little- And that was at the time when Japanese people
were not the way they are now. This was in the '60s, the early '60s. One of the things that happened while I
was overseas, Kennedy died, and our family was like a pro-Kennedy-type. When I was in Japan, I noticed
that, I had a maid in Japan. I had a maid, and after- Okay, one of the things I found out there was every state
in the United States required a certificate. And in Maryland, I didn't have a certificate. And in order to teach
in the dependent schools, and I did teach eventually, I had to get a special letter from somebody in
Maryland stating that Maryland did not require a certificate for a person to teach. And so I taught in the



dependent schools in Japan, and I formed a long relationship with an (indistinct) family that lasted so long
that even years later I used to write them and send a card. And one year I didn't get a card from this couple
and found out that their daughter Susan had been killed. And so even to this day, I still send a card to the
family. 

Hebert: So even with all the segregation that still existed- 

Abbyss: Overseas, you didn't experience segregation because the military did not tolerate it. So that's why I
was saying it was a new type experience. I mean, that was when I met white folk on a level that if there was a
problem, I never noticed it the way you would have done in the States, because I met people from all walks
of life. That segregation was, my husband was an enlisted man, and teachers had officer privileges, and I
could have gone to the officer club, which I chose not to do because he could not go. So that's why I say it
was a shock of a different nature. So all throughout my life, I found out different little ways that you get
those type problems. 

Hebert: But even with the segregation in America, you still saw it as being better than the-? 

Abbyss: Than Japan. Okay. I think I'm saying two things. The things in America that I took for granted. 

Hebert: Right. 

Abbyss: It was in Japan that I realized how much we had food in every sense of the way, as far as the way of
living. The other learning experience that I learned was, that's when I learned that all white people were not
what I thought they were because in Japan, everybody in the military got along as a family, everybody. 

Hebert: (indistinct) 

Abbyss: So I did not, for example, the (indistinct) were Southern folks, but you- Because by teaching in the
military the dependent school system, if I remember correctly, you could not, they could not do those things
to you because the military had a different standard- 

Hebert: Right. 

Abbyss: -that the rest of the world did not have. That's when I realized that people got along. I mean, that
was the first time I saw Blacks, like my husband, everybody got along in the military. 

Hebert: Was that the first time you really interacted with-? 

Abbyss: Right. That was the first time, right, that was the first time I had even interacted. Before it was like
on the outside looking in. And at first I was a little bit hesitant, but it made it much easier later when I really
did come back and enter the desegregated situation. I didn't realize what a neat experience the Japanese
experience had been. And that made it so easy wherein, had I just been thrust into an all white, I never



would've been prepared. 

Hebert: So you taught white children at the dependent- 

Abbyss: Right. Actually they had more whites than Blacks. 

Abbyss: You mentioned Kennedy's death a minute ago. Did you all, your family perceive him as being helpful
to-? 

Abbyss: Like, it was almost like this savior of a, in a sense. It was like he was a, okay. If you know how some
people feel about Martin Luther King, if there were, it was almost like the two Kennedy brothers and Martin
Luther King, that's not really just like a little cliche. It was something like, and even President Roosevelt,
when I was a little girl, I remember my daddy used to sort of esteem him. And I don't know if it was because
of the different programs that he set up during the war, but it had to be something he knew about, but I
know he esteemed him in some kind of way, you know. So Kennedy felt in that same, you know, category. 

Hebert: And along with Martin Luther King-? 

Abbyss: Right, along with Kennedy and Martin Luther King in a Black, in our community, to me could have
been one and the same. 

Hebert: So you all, you all were aware of Martin Luther King, what was going on. 

Abbyss: Very much aware. But now the one thing, the one thing overseas, I just didn't realize how much
devastation took place until later years when I saw some of this stuff on TV, but we had an inkling. But the
Kennedy thing was one of the biggest things that I remember. But it was after looking at- what the Prize? 

Hebert: "Eyes on the Prize." 

Abbyss: "Eyes on the Prize." When I realized that was the- I knew about the dogs and the whole, but it's like
overseas, you just get an inkling. But I did not know exactly how much devastation took place. But we were
aware, but we definitely were aware of the accolades of Martin Luther King, you know. 

Hebert: Did your father or your parents ever talk about any other national leaders when you were growing
up, like Thurgood Marshall? 

Abbyss: A hero to my, a hero that my pop, my family talked about was Joe Louis. 

Hebert: Joe Louis? 

Abbyss: Joe Louis. 'Cause that was a radio type, even though he wasn't into, it was like, it was like that was
the person you elevated. And probably Adam Clayton Powell. Okay. Let me- Want to know a magazine that



we always had in our home? Ebony. That was the line that- that was a Black- The Ebony publication has
been in our house all our life. Ebony, not Jet, now. But I subscribe to Jet now. But Ebony has been one that
my family has, Mother has always, remember, Mother was an avid reader. 

Hebert: Did she also subscribe to newspapers like the Journal and Guide? 

Abbyss: Absolutely. Well, she didn't subscribe then. You had a person who brought it. So they, they bought
that weekly. That was the one paper. And that was the thing where I said, Mother is a historian, 'cause
anything worth keeping, she would always cut out those pictures and save them. And that's what she has
now. She has pictures that came from that Journal and Guide. when there were no, see, there was a time
when Black people were not in a white paper. 

Hebert: Right. 

Abbyss: And there were not the kind of killings you had now, so you didn't even make the paper for doing
something bad. 

Hebert: So she would clip. 

Abbyss: She clipped, she kept a historical line of things, you know, that happened. 

Hebert: When did you come back here? 

Abbyss: I came back home in '66. That's when my marriage broke. Because when I came back home, when
his duty tour brought him, we were in Japan from '62 until '66. And when he came back, he was, he came
back to Texas. My daughter was born in, I have a daughter, 29, she's born in Austin, Texas, but we lived,
actually lived in Waco. And I'm trying to remember, which was first, after we came, she was born in Austin.
We must have moved to Waco. But when I, when I was in Texas, that's when my marriage, when I finally
came back home. 

Hebert: And you moved back to Norfolk. 

Abbyss: I moved back to Norfolk with my parents. They had a very large house by that time. 

Hebert: Did they own their house? 

Abbyss: They owned their home. 

Hebert: And you started teaching in-? 

Abbyss: I got a, okay, I, this is sort of really funny. I came home in October, and I went to the bank, and I saw
a teacher who is dead now, but Ms. Lavenia Skinner. And she said, she called me Jones. She said, "What you



doing? You teaching?" But she didn't even know, you know, like I was home for that particular reason. And I
just mentioned I was home and her brother-in-law, Mr. William H. White, was a principal, and their teacher
had died. A teacher had died in his school. I got a job on the spot, just like that. I started teaching in
November of '66. 

Hebert: And what was the name-? 

Abbyss: Southeastern Elementary School. 

Hebert: And were the schools still segregated? 

Abbyss: Yes. That's when schools were segregated, schools were still segregated. 

Hebert: Was there any fear among teachers about the schools desegregating, about losing jobs and things
like that? 

Abbyss: If there were, I was not aware of it by just coming back, but the one thing, the apprehension that I
noted was when I did move, when Blacks were put in, and I'm going to use the word "put", when Blacks
were sent to white schools, that's when I noted apprehension. 

Hebert: Among the teachers. 

Abbyss: Among teachers. 

Hebert: Was there, I don't know, was there a fear that they didn't measure up? 

- That was, that fear and maybe possibly unfairness. So I said between the two, because some made it and
some did not make it. 

Hebert: Did some lose their jobs? 

Abbyss: Through the evaluation system. Once they went to white schools, through demotions, through
illness. 

Hebert: Did they desegregate the teachers first and then the students, or was it-? 

Abbyss: I remember a boy named Mickey (indistinct) who was my next door neighbor. He rode with me
when I went to Southeastern, and I got a car about that time, and I would drop him off at Great Bridge High
School. And that's when I know it was like, that was like token. You know, one. I can't remember if you could
go to the school that you wanted to, if you could provide your transportation, because that seems like it was
before the designated times when people, you know, actually had to go to the school in a certain district. So
when I went to Great Bridge, I had one boy named Champ, George Grandy, and a girl named Sugar. I'm



trying to think of her real name, but her parents own an upholstery place in Oak Grove. And it'll come to me
in a minute, what's her name? Mitchell, but we call her Sugar. I had one, that's when you had a room full of
white children. And they gave me over age white children, one retarded girl who was 16. I taught her how to
sew. And I think that's a kickoff from this, but at that time they did not expect me to make it. And I don't
mind saying that for the record. And I didn't know it for a fact, but anytime you put all the most, the children
threatened to beat me. And Sugar and George took up for me, and this is something I remember, this was in
'68 or '69, but I remember to this day and they know, and I was a Lipscomb, and they say Mrs. Lipscomb, and
I was real timid. I didn't talk like I do now. And I was not the independent type. I was more of a passive type,
but I learned how, you know, through the broken marriage and through desegregation, I really grew up. And
I had a boy named Mackie (indistinct) and his people were rednecks. And they, they just almost like sat
watching to see what you were going to do. And do you know, I don't know how I did it, but (indistinct
name) and I can't think of his- The Rawlins, Rawlins boy. They were all little bosom white friends. And they
were just going to threaten me, made me feel intimidated and everything. They became some of my best
friends, and I have in my school now something made in- I can't remember, I want to say '74, but I don't
want to give the wrong date, but he made me a little red thing that you could, paper thing, I keep it every
single year I carry, I carried it from Great Bridge. I taught at Great Bridge Elementary, 14 years. I taught it,
had it at Southeastern. And I have it with me at B.M. Williams. It's something I would never get rid of. It's just
a symbol of that boy ended up being one of the best things I could have had before the year was over. 

Hebert: What grade were you teaching at Great Bridge? 

Abbyss: I started 4th and okay, want to know something real important about that? That's when I taught in
4th grade, you taught Virginia history. I remember, I can't say it was while I was doing it or not, but the
Virginia history book had nothing about Blacks. It had a little insert about Booker T. Washington and maybe
something about George Washington Carver. And somehow or another, there came some kind of little, a
problem, and for a while they discontinued teaching Virginia history. And that's what you teach in 4th grade.
Now they have since upgraded the history books, but I don't know about the Chesapeake part of it. But I do
know when I taught the Virginia history, there was no real mention of anything about Blacks. 

Hebert: So there was no mention of King or anything? 

Abbyss: Nothing. And there were actually, like I said, they said a little something about Booker T.
Washington, 'cause somehow or another, he has something to do with Virginia. And they said something
about George Washington Carver. 

Hebert: But they never mentioned slavery or emancipation? 

Abbyss: It was just a one-sided, a one-sided book. 'Cause I often wish that I had, and I think I probably had
one back here, stuck in the house somewhere, 'cause it was so such an obsolete book. 

Hebert: Now how did these families like the Rawlins family and the (indistinct) family treat you? 



Abbyss: They were real mean and tough, but they all won out. And I'm not saying this because of me, but for
some reason I think I won the children's acceptance, and naturally the parents follow suit to a certain
extent. But there was, I'll never forget. And I won't even call this particular name, but that was an attorney,
and he had a daughter, and this person was in a position to do this, that he, they had their child taken out of
my class. And this is a prominent Chesapeake attorney. 'Cause his daughter teaches in the system now. And
I was in, in a class with her. I know she would never know. I would still remember who she was. If you turn it
off. [INTERRUPTION] Or there was a section, you were asking about this neighborhood, there was a section
in Chesapeake called Fernwood Farms, nothing but prominent Blacks, principals. By this time, you know,
there were more of them. I don't exactly know where they came from, but this whole stretch was nothing
but professional Blacks. That first year that I was at Great Bridge or either the second, if not the first, no, not,
not the first, but the first is when they just gave me two. That next year they gave me a lot of these Black
children. But because they were Black, they didn't know the prominence of their parents. Later on, I didn't
get the- I had all those Black children, but they came from Fernwood Farms. But all of the parents were the
professional folk. And by this time they were more than teachers. The day, one day there was a, a college
professor, you know. Later when the white administrators realized- They didn't say all of this, but you can
put two and two together. When they realized that these were professional folk, they gave those children
who lived in Fernwood Farms to the white teachers. So after that a few years, I didn't get them. 

Hebert: So there- 

Abbyss: Now I know that for a fact. 

Hebert: There was always a sense, or you sensed that they thought that you weren't as good as the others? 

Abbyss: Right. Right. It's not only that. It's almost like- it's hard to explain it because I don't think they
thought that. Because I'm going to tell you this. And I can't be, I guess I really sound vain. In order for me to
get into a White school, they knew I had to be better. Now, I'm saying it for them. They knew. But it was still
that "you are not good enough to teach my child." I could not have gotten into a white school if they did not
feel. They didn't do it only because of the law. What they did, they hand picked the teachers that, because I
remember Dr. Mary- I won't call her name, she was one of the teachers that when she went on to get her
Ph.D. and she became a supervisor. Dr. Shirley, she was just a regular teacher at first. I'm just naming these.
They knew what they were doing. I never chose to get beyond a Master's. I'm going to tell you exactly why. I
would've gone on with the way my mama did. And when my aunt was a regional supervisor in Chatham,
Virginia, and she was a principal, I wanted always to be a principal too. But with desegregation, there were
limitations of promotion. So the biggest thing I, I got my Master's when it wasn't popular to have a Master's,
I got my Master's in 1970. And at that time when I got my Master's, it was put in the paper. (microphone
crackles) A long story, talking about perseverance. After I came home, if I got it in '70, I remember I was
taking all these courses, and the same Ms. Skinner who asked, who got me this job. She called me Lipscomb.
Then she just said, "Lipscomb, you take all the-" I have always been studious. I always went to school. And
part of this stem from that Coppin experience, I would always take courses. I remember one time Mrs. White
sent me to George Washington University to take linguistics. And at that time you could take courses. You
didn't have to pay, you know, and it was during that Kennedy time when they had these funds. I took a



course in linguistics, and I learned a lot about why people speak the way they do. This was at George
Washington University. So, you know, if I'm on the, taking the course there and fitting in, I must be doing
something. So when, the day he had put the notice on the bulletin board- and that was before I went to
Great Bridge. But I learned so much about English and the language and how it progressed, like within the
community and within the culture. Not that I know everything. But that was one of the things that made me
feel okay when I went to Great Bridge, because nobody could tell from my talk and the semantics and
everything. Actually, I think I was a little bit more prepared than some of those white teachers. Because like I
said, what happened was when I went to George Washington, his sister told, this principal's sister-in-law
told me, she said, "Why don't you get a Master's?" I had a lot of hours in reading, and I would just take
courses in a random fashion. She said, "What?" And I never, I always thought a Master's was a little much,
even though I had planned to do it. But it wasn't at that time. My daughter was a little girl. If she was born in
'66, that mean she was a baby. I would play at the church where I played, which was a small church. Mother
kept my baby during the weekend. I only went on Saturdays, and I lived with my mother. But in the summer
I went for the whole, you know, nine weeks. My mother kept my baby and the people on campus, you
talking about no social life. And it was done like this on purpose. I would take her clean clothes and iron
them in the dorm while everybody just was doing their partying. I made my averages. I finished, got my 39
hours in the time allotted and got my Master's at Virginia State with a young child. And at that time I was, I
was not married, 'cause I didn't re-marry until she was eight. 

Hebert: So, so you, you moved out to Petersburg for a while. 

Abbyss: Only in the summer, but my mother kept my child, my mother and dad, my daddy was living there.
My daddy died 10 years ago in '85. 

Hebert: And, and you would, you would come back on weekends to be with your daughter. 

Abbyss: Right. And I would go to church, and I took her to the park. You talking about nurturing? I left my
baby's daddy when she was, I think she was five or six months old. She was born in June. I came home in
October. So she has been, I have been her sole parent all her life. 

Hebert: You were mentioning before how there was reluctance for you to get, or a reluctance to go higher
than the Master's. 

Abbyss: Oh yeah. All right. Okay. Before remember I kept telling you how I was thriving, just like when I got
my Master's. My next step would have been, go on and get your doctorate, you know, just keep on because I
was always a studious person. Well once I got, okay, this is the one thing I learned. Okay, in the black school
system, I could see people being promoted. I can't remember if it was a woman, but there were more male
principals. But as soon as I got in the white school, so this is the one thing I noticed. This is what I really
noticed. Only the strong teachers survive. If the teacher wasn't smart or a go-getter, And this is why I was
saying, I sort of learned through a broken marriage and through desegregation, how to survive. That first
class they gave me, I knew something was wrong, but I still say, I've been naive about a lot of things. I did
not realize at that time what they had done, as much as I was determined to make it. I had this girl, a white,



retarded girl, 16 years old in my class. I can't remember my class load, but I remember I had all kinds of
problems. And I was always the kind, I will make it work at night. Some people tell me that. They said, well,
you are a controlling person. Well, I sort of learned how to do that. So I survived, people sit in on me, I
survived, observation. And that was why, I mean, at that time, that was when, if they observed you, they
didn't do these conniving things as much as I have seen them do it later years. They were fair as far as I can
see, but they were just so strict. For example, if a person came in, they would say, well, now, it made me no
nevermind because I knew I was going to do my job anyway. And I always had that tenacity, no matter if
they came in, I always did all my homework. I did everything that would've been required, but I always did
more. Like if I was supposed to have a lesson and so on, and so I would over-teach, over-plan, over-
everything. And I always did that. So down the line, I ended up with more Black children coming in, but I
remember my children would come from certain neighborhoods. I would get all the Blacks, not from
Fernwood Farms, but from Bells Mill, and what later became Harbour North. And they were called the less
affluent neighborhoods. And even to this day at B.M. Williams, I get more children from an area called
Crestwood with only one-parent homes than I do from Riverwalk, which is the more affluent. And I know.
Okay, this year my class had, I had 20 children. I had 14 Blacks and that's a high percentage. If the other
teachers have 7, 8, and 9, and some didn't have that many, but I would just say that average was not 14
Blacks. Otherwise it would not work on 11th first grades. So. 

Hebert: Is there an attempt or some kind of attempt like, or was there an attempt by the school board to
give Black teachers more Black students than white students? 

Abbyss: Not for the right reason. At first, it was just the opposite because they weren't even there. You had
to, at that time, that's when the HEW, the rules were, you better have some Blacks in that room. I got one
Black, like one girl, one boy, that first year, then maybe later you might have two or three. Well, now it's
gone complete reverse. But then my, it's also because of the community. I think our school possibly has a
half and half Black population. But before that, it was by law. You knew because you had to sign that little
statement. And even now I think we do it, but I don't think it's as mandated as it was early on, Early on, they
really took a head count of how many you had, but before it was like a token situation, because you didn't
have the Blacks in the first place. Now, I don't know if it was how they divided their lines. I can't remember
how, when the first year that I remember being in a desegregated was either '68, early on, when I told you,
when they had to desegregate with teachers, it had to be desegregated. So they put a Black teacher in every
grade level. So you had a school with X number of white teachers and one Black on their grade level. So
that's the way it was at first. 

Hebert: How did the children react to one another in the first-? 

Abbyss: Children are innocent. Children are honest, also. Children who were more affluent-this is my
opinion now, I'm giving you my opinion-appear to be more programmed, to be anti-you and stand up to
you. But that's also when all children were a little more polite. But the children who came from what I would
call the section of the white community where even their affluent people sort of looked down on them, they
were my better students. Meaning they were less- they were more understanding. But they all had what I
call that, I would just say, "redneck mentality," for lack of knowing how to describe it better. But I had more



problem from so-called affluent folk, like a doctor's child, or like I mentioned, that attorney person. See,
they would put the children in your room. And I guess they took chances on who would stay, who, but every
year at that point, I've always had somebody who would leave. And sometimes they would try to do it in a
polite, nice way. But I remember I had, I'll never forget this. A man came, and he was a city planner, Mr.
Vawker. And he had a very smart daughter, and they put that girl in my room and, and I have always been a
vocal person. And I told him, I said, "Your daughter is too high to be in my room." And I remember my
principal didn't like it. That's how, when I said, I noticed later that they were doing conniving things. But I
could also teach a smart person also. 

Hebert: But- 

Abbyss: But I let them know. And what happened, it was something they said to the principal, but they still
always respected my opinion. I just tell them your daughter is too smart to be with this group. And I have
still had a situation like that, where they were put an extremely smart child, and they knew everybody. But
the man by being, not knowing the Great Bridge mentality, 'cause those Great Bridge folks sort of stood
together, and they knew, and I know they knew, but he was new to the city. And for some reason they put
his daughter in a room, which by that time I realized she should, even the way they group, 'cause they would
group according to, you know, certain level. And I just told him, I said, "Your child should be in another
situation." And if I, and they put her in another room. 

Hebert: I need-


