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O:  This morning we're talking to Mr. Charles Featherstone and we are in Indianola, 

Mississippi. He wants to talk to us about life growing up in Indianola. 

F:  Right. 

O:  Good morning, Mr. Featherstone. Thank you for granting the interview. 

F:  All right, sir. Good morning to you. 

O:  Thank you. Mr. Featherstone, you were talking about growing up in Indianola and 

segregation signs, and . . .  

F:  Oh, sure. I was under the impression growing up here, that really was the way of 

life, because I was taught by my parents that you just had to obey whoever 

seeing you, or you was in a whole lot of trouble. They had the old concept of 

saying to black people, as long as you stay in your place, but growing up as a 

kid, I never did know exactly what was the place. So, my father and my mother 

told me, well, don't go against none of the segregation laws. Well, I didn't 

understand that too much, being a kid, because I just really thought if I was an 

American citizen I could just do like the other kids. But I really learned, starting 

school—and it was all black—and the whites went to school on the other side of 

the tracks. They rode the yellow bus to school; we had to walk. I remember quite 

well when book adoption time came for us to get new books, the white 

superintendent had ordered the books for our school, but we got the old books. 

O:  The old books from the white school. 
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F:  From the white school, and they just put it in the new boxes that came in for us.  

O:  Oh. 

F:  And Mr. Duke was the principal, couldn't nothing he do about it, quite naturally, 

because once I asked him, and I asked him what he'd be just for a monthly 

report, why is it that he came back to school as quick as he did? He told me, they 

didn't want him around with the rest of the principals, see, to hear what was going 

on. So he said, well, that was that. But, growing up as a kid here in town, the only 

thing we had to do to really make a living was pick cotton or chop cotton. Of 

course, before I got to the age of being able to go to the field, I used to caddy a 

lot out at the private golf course. 

O:  Oh, okay. 

F:  So I made my living, I worked for a caddy, for a fellow named Rupert Lyon. His 

daddy was the lawyer here for the school system, the banks and etcetera. He 

was a big-time white fellow. I guess that's where I learned to play golf. I 

understood everything about it, way back when I was a kid, because I caddied. 

As things progressed and I got older in school, I didn't like the school system, I 

really didn't. Now, my oldest brother, back in 1938, I believe he left here and went 

to Chicago. After that, he stayed in Chicago for about one year. He left and went 

to Detroit and he stayed there. Now, the school system here, right here in 

Indianola, it didn't go no further than eleventh grade. 

O:  For black students. 

F:  For black students. They made sure you were not going to graduate from high 
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school. So, that's why the school system—so, my brother Jim and my brother 

Renard, when they reached the grade of eleventh grade and they just went to 

Detroit and they start working at General Motors, that was just about before 

World War II. So, when the war broke out, they just had to go to service. So I left 

because I told my mother I wanted to stay with my sister Angela. Now, when she 

got to eleventh grade, she insisted on finishing high school, so somehow my 

mother made arrangements for her to go to Little Rock, Arkansas, and she 

stayed with a lady by the name of Simmons. I was a kid at the time, but I 

remember that. She graduated from Dunbar High School. So, when she 

graduated, she came back to Indianola to teach school. See, you were teaching 

school, and the blacks come at you if you finish high school. Somehow, she just 

didn't like what was going on and she went to Detroit with my brother. It was a 

fellow by the name of Quitman Charles Walker—it was a close family to our 

family—and Quitman, he went to Clarksdale, Mississippi to finish high school. 

Quitman went to Alcorn College down in Lorman, Mississippi. After he graduate 

from there, he went to Los Angeles, California, and he read in the paper there 

that they were looking for airmen at Tuskegee. So, Quitman So, Quitman left Los 

Angeles and he went to Tuskegee. He became a Tuskegee pilot. 

O:  Wow. 

F:  Yeah, from right in Indianola. I think Quitman, at the time, he got shot down over 

Romania during World War II. But I seen progress: what they did to the black 

students, they had what you call a split session. They've told the students that—

and professors, too—that the kids had to go to summer school, June, July and 
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August, but they had to be out on harvest season to pick the white man's cotton. 

So, it was September, October, November, you were in the field. 

O:  In the field. 

F:  When everybody else just starting school, white kids start in September. I told my 

mother I couldn't go along with that, and I wrote my sister a letter. I asked her, 

could I come to Detroit? She did. Said I could. So I left and I went to—I 

graduated from high school in Detroit, matter of fact, Chancellor High School at 

Detroit. 

O:  So, Mr. Featherstone, basically, if you were a black student, you were not 

allowed to graduate from high school. 

F:  Oh, no. That was a no-no. That's why they didn't let it go to a fellow, eleventh 

grade. 

O:  Why do you think that was? 

F: Well, there were a lot of white kids that didn't go farther than twelfth grade 

themselves. If you finished twelfth grade, you were able to be in the job market, 

and they just didn't want no blacks in that. They just wanted a few blacks. They 

had one job market for you: that was the cotton fields. 

O:  Cotton fields. 

F:  Right. That's the only way you had to make a living. In most cases, before they 

start the split session, well, I didn't like it anyway. My mother and my father made 

sure: they wanted us educated. So, we started school in the very first day in 

September before they came up with that split session. But after that, we came to 
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register for school, and the purpose was to get our books. 

O:  Oh. 

F:  That was the only reason. After that, we had to go to the fields. It was really . . . 

about the first of November when, September, October, we were in the field, 

because that's the only way we could make a living, get our school clothes and 

everything else. So, I used to see kids going to school when I'm on the back of a 

truck going to the field. School kid. I was knowing that I needed to be at school, 

but that was not the case. They had everything segregated. I remember most all 

of the policemen that they in the little town here; they, going by the little old 

fellow, white, all of them right. They was as mean as they could be. You just 

couldn't do nothing out of line, because they would always tell you: stay in your 

place. But, eventually, as things went on and I got older, they started—in this 

town—this white fellow, he was a state representative, his name was John 

Hough. So they promised the town, the black part of the town, we will keep the 

Ku Klux Klan out of the town if you all stayed in your place. But they end up 

organizing another open relation, just as bad as the Ku Klux Klan. That was 

called the White Citizen's Council. 

O:  Oh, yeah. 

F:  You've probably heard of that. 

O:  Yes, sir. 

F:  So, when they did that, then there was a doctor named Clarence Charles Bowell. 

He was a friend of my sister and brother. We all went to school together at 
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Duke—we called it Duke School. 'Course, the name of the school then, the white 

school, called Indianola School, Indianola High School. But the black school was 

called Indianola Colored High School; put colored in to make the distinction 

between two schools.  

O:  Right. 

F:  So, Dr. Bowell, he also did equipment. He went to Clarksdale, to Aggie High, to 

finish high school. Then he went to Tennessee State University there in 

Nashville. Dr. Bowell was just about to change his first four years, it didn't take 

him but two years to finish. He was sharp, exceedingly sharp fellow. He never did 

play with us. We played on the playground and everything, and Clarence always 

had books in his hand. He always wanted to be a doctor. If his mother had a 

chicken and she gutted the chicken, he took all the intestines, he was just going 

through, just like he was a doctor as a kid. So he went to Meharry Medical 

School, so Dr. Bowell came back to Indianola, he set up his practice here. At the 

time, I was in the—I had gone in the army in 1953. That was the same year that 

the Korean War ended. So, when I came back from the military, I came back to 

Indianola and Dr. Bowell's name was mud because he had organized a NAACP 

chapter, and the white folks didn't like that at all. Well, Dr. Bowell's daddy was a 

big-time carpenter here, and the white people told him, if you can't get him out of 

town, because if he's not, he ain't going to make it. 

O:  The white people did not want the NAACP here. 

F:  They did not want it here. Then, my daddy joined it, and then Dr. Bowell had—I 

guess some official people. It might have been the FBI from Washington, D.C., to 
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come down here, because Dr. Bowell sent for them, because he was threatened. 

Dr. Bowell's wife was from Kansas City, Missouri, and he had two children: a girl 

and a boy. She just left him. He told her, well, you can go back to Kansas if you 

want; take the children. I'm going to stay here. But, eventually, they ran Dr. 

Bowell out of town, and Dr. Bowell started working at a hospital in North Carolina. 

Then Dr. Bowell decided to come back. Well, now, that was in around 1959. I 

came back. I intended to go to Michigan University school, because I graduated 

from high school out in Detroit. But they told me I was a little too late getting out 

of service for the first semester, so I had to wait for till the second semester. I 

didn't want to work any longer, so, they had a college here they just about started 

called Mississippi Vocational College. Now, it's called Mississippi Valley State, 

that's the same school that Jerry Rice graduated from. I started school there, so I 

had intended to just go here one year and then transfer back to Michigan. But, 

Reverend David Matthews told me, he said, you outspoken. You will speak up. 

When I went to Dr. Bowell, I asked him, who all—your friends, your classmates, 

why are they scared to come around your home or your clinic? He say, you the 

only one that got the guts to hang around with me. I remember . . . that very 

same year I started at Mississippi Valley State, I had gotten out of the army and I 

was in Detroit trying to get some clothing for college, and I was reading about a 

kid by the name of Emmett Till. He had gotten killed. So, when I was coming out 

on the bus, man, let me see a place. I caught the bus out of Memphis. When I 

got to Clarksdale, Mississippi, policeman—he really did have homemade police 

uniform, look like a military outfit here, tight in back. Well, you know about what 
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he looked like. He saw me sitting on the back of the bus and he told me to get 

off. He got his pistol put on me. He told me I must be one of the Freedom Riders. 

That was the time the Freedom Riders started coming to the South to help out to 

integrate. He thought that I was a—he asked me where I had come from. I said, I 

come from Detroit. He said, you one of them. So he took my suitcase out—they 

had bus drivers just hold up there back there, see, because of my suitcase. That 

man just threw all my clothes out of the suitcase, just, I guess he looking for a 

weapon. I told him, I said, sir, I don't know what you're looking for. Then he told 

me, we expecting a bunch of whites and a bunch of niggers come down and start 

a mess, and try to change our way of life. I said, well, I'm not. I just got out of the 

military and I'm coming to . . . back home. This is my original home. I want to go 

to school in Mississippi. That's Valley State, Mississippi Vocational College. 

Then, I left Clarksdale, I got to Ruleville, Mississippi. I had to go through the 

same thing again. This cop told me, you must be one of them niggers out of the 

North come round and start some mess. I said, sir, I went through this in 

Clarksdale. I’m going to be a student. He said, you sure Fannie Lou Hamer didn’t 

send for you? Well, I didn’t know no Fannie Lou Hamer at the time. I didn’t know 

nothing about Mrs. Hamer. I said, no, I don’t know nothing about Mrs. Hamer. So 

he took my clothes out, too, but he didn’t do them as bad as the cop did there in 

Clarksdale. So, when I got to Indianola, I start hanging out with Dr. Bowell. While 

I was in college with Dr. Bowell, Dr. Bowell was the doctor for the football players 

at Mississippi Valley State. He told me right over to the college, because I’m a 

student, and I said, why are you going this far out of the way? You could go right 
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for home, you know, on the 82 highway for Mississippi Valley State. I said, why 

are you going down by Yazoo City, that far south, to come back? He said, I go 

different ways every time, because they sent for me. They know I’m back in town 

and I’m still the president of the NAACP. 

O: Some of the white folks were probably gunning for him. 

F: Oh, yeah. Because I remember, one time, we would—see, there was Dr. Bowell 

of Indianola, Dr. Frisbee and Dr. Santium of Greenville, so many efforts made 

sure that he had old doctors, that they had the black doctors in these towns, 

because all other black folks are free. Matter of fact, if you taught school, you 

couldn’t get a contract unlessing you had to sign a paper that you not a member 

of the NAACP, and never will be, if you want to teach school. That was for all 

black teachers. So, the black teachers had signed it because they wanted to 

work in the school system, because there wasn’t nothing else left to do unless 

you work in the field. You wouldn’t want to go to college and get a college 

degree, come back to a cotton field or work at the gin. So they signed at, by 

that’s the time I was going to school. I remember one Saturday, Dr. Bowell called 

me and said, I want you to go with me. I said, where? He said, down at Belzoni, 

Mississippi. Well, there was a preacher down named, I believe, Reverend Lee. 

They was going to have . . . you know, a meeting on the courthouse steps: Dr. 

Bowell, Reverend Lee, Dr. Santium, a few of the blacks that wasn’t afraid to 

come to the meeting. Well, I couldn’t get there because I had a major 

examination that Saturday at college, and I told him I won’t be able to get there. 

But that was the same Saturday that there was a bunch of white people out, I’m 
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pretty sure they were Ku Klux Klan, because I wasn’t down there, Dr. Bowell just 

told me about it. They came up with shotguns and just blasted Reverend Lee 

right there on the courthouse steps. Dr. Bowell, he was showing me where he 

had about three pellets of a shotgun hit him, because they’re shooting at him. He 

said, I’m kind of glad you had an examination and you weren’t with me, because 

you probably would have got killed. So, I went to my daddy and I told him. I said, 

I’m going to be with Dr. Bowell, I was going to work with Dr. Bowell. That was 

really before Dr. Martin Luther King started, I didn’t know about that because that 

was in the late [19]50s. I don’t think King started until about the early [19]60s. But 

Medgar Evers, from Jackson, Mississippi, he really wasn’t—the NAACP had kind 

of scattered all over. That was a doctor, he was a pharmacist in Clarksdale, I 

forget his name. I’m trying to remember his name. He was one, too, one of the 

officers of the NAACP. I remember one night, Medgar Evers was in town and I 

didn’t know nothing about no Medgar Evers. I didn’t know about that, heard Dr. 

Bowell talking about it, and he came to Indianola to see Dr. Bowell. But Dr. 

Bowell had him to go to John Lee’s home, and not come there, because he 

thought they were watching his home. That night, Dr. Bowell really had one of his 

cars parked at his daddy’s house on Roosevelt Street, he had one at his own 

house out there on Old Inverness Road. Someone, I guess when they met—and 

he didn’t tell me nothing about they was meeting—but he told me he wanted me 

to call me, and told me he wanted me to drive his car, the car from Mr. Lee’s 

house. Well, I saw this kind of tall fellow—I guess he seemed tall to me because I 

was so short myself—and he got in the backseat of the car. He was laying down 
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in the seat. So I asked Dr. Bowell, why is this man here? You told me to take him 

down to your daddy’s house so he can switch cars, and use the car there now, 

but why is he laying down on the seat? He said, you don’t know who that is? I 

said, no. He said, that Medgar Evers. He said, we’re trying to get him back out of 

town to Jackson, see. So I want you to drive him from my house down to 

Roosevelt Street and we can change cars there, and I can drive him to Gadsden. 

O: Okay. So Medgar, his life was in danger if the white folks— 

F: Oh, he never would have got out of this town. He never would have got back to 

Jackson. So, after that, Dr. King started. Well, my brother Arthur was 

campaigning for a fellow by the name of John Conners. John Conners got to end 

up being a United States representative. My brother was also one of his 

executives. He took care of his office in Detroit while he was at Congress. My 

brother retired, but I always get a bit tearful about Conner’s office now. Just 

about every month he send me something. If it ain’t about the NAACP up there, 

it’s about some books that Conner was having come from Washington, D.C. So 

now, when people see stuff coming, they see the United States representative. 

My brother still works for him up there, and we started off in the station. Then, 

what happened after that, was Dr. Bowell was really chased out of town. He 

really had to escape. The NAACP, it just faded. But it came back up again, 

because there was a Catholic priest by the name of Leroy Speaker, and the only 

black lawyer we have in town now is Carver Randle. You probably heard of him. 

O: Yes, sir. 

F: They started the NAACP back up again. So, we started an organization and what 
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we did, we started it at my house, where I live now. We call it the Civic Club, but 

it was just about as militant as the NAACP or SNCC or COFO. So, we called it, 

we had a lot of people part of it. But they had the only black policeman here, his 

name Police Slim. Slim kind of infiltrated our organization, and we knew it. He 

would go back and tell white folks, just—but we give him bad information. 

O: Oh, okay. 

F: So he could take back to them. So, anytime we said, well, we’re going to meet, 

and our next meeting is going to be such and such a date at such and such a 

place, it never was. 

O: Okay. [Laughter] 

F: It was before that date or past that date, at a different venue. [Laughter] That’s 

the way we had to operate. Lo and behold, the federal government—then, my 

brother called me from Detroit and said, they’re having a march on Washington. 

Dr. King, I guess you remember when all the people went there. He asked me, 

did I want to go? So, I talked to him on the phone. He said, man, you ought to 

take off and come home, because Conner, he’s going to take care of everything. 

I said, look, I got my own work down here. I said, my work is different from yours. 

So you can get out there and you demonstrate, you showed me all your clippings 

in the paper where you going to jail. I said, you wouldn’t make it down here. 

O: Really. Yeah. 

F: You end up in the cemetery or we’d find you in the river somewhere, or hanging 

from a tree. I said, my work is a whole lot different from yours here in Mississippi. 
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We had to deal with these white folks, and they’re not playing.  

O: Yeah. 

F: They got very desperate. What really happened in Indianola, it never was liberal, 

but it was better than a lot of other towns in the Delta. The reason for that, it is 

because the Jews just about operated this town. About the biggest company they 

had, it’s still in town now, called SuperValu, but it was called Lewis Grocery then. 

That was Morris Lewis Senior, and he had two sons, Morris Junior and Senior 

Lewis. So, all the stores downtown: there was Benny Wharf, dry good’s store; 

there was Stamp Coin, there was Miss Youngblood’s store, there was Ben 

Free’s. I mean, just about everything in this town, the Jews controlled it. The 

white folks, a lot of them worked for these Jews, and they knew that the Jews 

didn’t like them being as hard on the black people, because black people traded 

at all these Jewish store. So they had to lighten up; they couldn’t be like it was in 

a lot of the other towns. Greenwood used to be rotten. It was something. 

Greenville was kind of a little bit liberal like us because they had a lot of Jews 

over there, just about owned everything. But, eventually, we got both 

organizations together. We had a meeting with the NAACP and the Civic Club. 

From there on, they found out that we was not—we were desperate. We were 

not going to give up the cause. So we asked them about getting tellers in the 

banks, integrate the bank. Now, the library right here, couldn’t nobody come to 

the library. 

O: Black people were not allowed in the library. 

F: So they had to a great big sit-in on Saturday at this library. Mr. Giles, he was the 
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leader of that group. We had so many different groups that he just said, these 

folk for real. Don’t look like they’re going to give up. So Mr. Hough came in, he 

trying to pretend being a state representative. Boy, we’re going to have to bend 

our knees a little bit, he said. He had some kind of ailment. We’re going to show 

you all. And so, they really wanted to get some of the schoolteachers to be 

tellers, but tellers weren’t making that kind of money that—and, at the same time, 

he wanted to try to strip all of the people out of the schoolhouses that were 

qualified to teach. We got hip to that, we said, no, we’re not going for that. So, I 

remember one . . . [Laughter] one Saturday. They had locked up a lot of people, 

and Charles Cotton, Charles Cotton and I, we went to the so-called the white 

fathers and said, you’ve got to let—they had to pass over our church. He was fit 

to live in Greenville, so he thought he was one, so we had to get him out of jail. 

So . . . [Laughter] He said, it’s kind of rough over here, isn’t it? I said, yeah, it’s 

kind of tough. They going at us, but we not giving up. They tried to stop us, 

football coach every time they—at Gentry High School, and they used to call that 

Big Nigger and they called me the Little Nigger. That was our name. They were 

gunning for us. I remember, one summer Cotton left, and he went down to Baton 

Rouge, Louisiana. He was getting his master’s degree at Southern University. 

We were getting phone calls, saying, what they going to do, going to bomb my 

home, and so on. I told my wife, take the children out of the front room. Put them 

in the back bedroom. I couldn’t let them know. I didn’t want my children to be 

afraid. We said, we’re just going to change it around a little bit. Man, that whole 

summer—now, this is no lie. My wife . . . had the pistol. I had a rifle and a pistol. 
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She guarded the house and we got—I know I’m saying to Dr. White, Stacy, right 

now, it’s a dead-end street. So we knew, anybody come down there, we were 

watching. They couldn’t keep on still because of the dead end; there’s a cotton 

field on the other side, a big old grass ditch in the cotton field. So, my wife sit up 

to twelve o’clock at night while I sleep, and from four o’clock at daybreak the next 

morning. Man, I was so glad when that was over. Somehow, we got what we 

wanted, because told them we was not going to stop. As you all call, we’re 

raising hell. Then, the last thing, I’m pretty sure you heard of it: we got the first 

black superintendent, Dr. Merritt. We asked him, why wouldn’t you consider Dr. 

Merritt? We had a meeting with the white people. They’re sitting on one side of 

the table, we’s on the other. We told him, we think Dr. Merritt, because he had 

got his doctoral degree down there at Southern Mississippi. He was a principal at 

the school and a teacher, too, made principal. So, I asked Dr. Merritt, what is the 

qualification for being the superintendent of education in the district? He said, 

you’re going to have to have a master’s degree. You don’t have to be no Ph.D., 

don’t have to be no doctor. I said, but you got a doctoral degree, and they’re all 

ready to sign the contract to give him—they rushed him in. We said that we didn’t 

tell him nothing. They just knew we were very quiet, and coming up to Easter, 

down that St. Benedict Catholic—now, we had made a beautiful plan to boycott 

every store, everything on the highway. It was one store, Piggly-Wiggly. The man 

told us, we will give you all meat, bread, pop, sandwich, whatever. We had 

printed up signs and we had everything put to one drugstore, made sure that the 

old people could still get their medicine. We told them, we won’t boycott you if 
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you just—and they went along with it. We held them folks out for about—and I 

was so glad they gave in, because I was getting tired of it myself. [Laughter] We 

were getting close to giving in. That was the last big move that we had made. We 

got Dr. Merritt there because we put a lot of places in town out of business; a lot 

of stores in the downtown area, they were closed, because black people did all 

the shopping. They were the consumers. We stuck to it until . . . one night, when 

we was out on the line, they came and told us we have already agreed to give 

Dr. Merritt, the black fellow, the Superintendent of Education. We said, we don’t 

know it, except we’re out tonight, we’re going to stay here until we find out 

tomorrow morning whether or not it’s for real. Then, we found out it was for real, 

we just had a great big celebration. Then, it’s just about all I can remember 

saying about life in Indianola. 

O: Mr. Featherstone, could you talk a little bit—you mention your parents. Where did 

they come from, and what did they do? What kind of a . . . ? 

F: Well, my parents, they didn’t have much education, but my daddy somehow he 

really originated—he said he remembered. Now, my daddy’s daddy, he’s the 

same cemetery, just north of town. He was a preacher. His name Gordon T. 

Featherstone, and he was born in 18—matter of fact, he was a slave for eleven 

years when the Proclamation of Emancipation was issued. But my daddy, he 

came out of South Carolina, he said. He was brought into the state by some 

white people. Then, when he first came into the state, they brought him into 

Aberdeen, Mississippi. I would ask him a whole lot of questions, but Daddy didn't 

know how the family originated or how they got from Africa, nothing like that, 
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because my granddaddy—we call him Pa, he was a preacher—because Pa 

didn't know. He just knew he was a slave. There was not that much he could tell 

my daddy, and not much my daddy could tell us. But my mama, she came out of 

Alabama, a little old town in the Southern part of Alabama called Loxley, 

Alabama. Well, people always thought my mother was a schoolteacher. I guess 

she used to look like one, and she carried herself, but she didn't have much 

education, but you'd never believe it. She believed in education, and my daddy 

did, too. So, they start farming before they came in there in Indianola, right out 

north of town in Stephenville. My daddy became a deacon of the church in Mount 

Beulah, where her family was part of. But somehow, I am pretty sure, when they 

were brought from Africa they were brought from South Carolina. Pa was there in 

South Carolina, and from South Carolina to Aberdeen, Mississippi; from 

Aberdeen, Mississippi to Indianola, Mississippi, and my mama came from Loxley, 

Alabama to Stephenville, Mississippi, little did some farming up there. They was 

farming. So Mama told Daddy that, I don't want my children raised out here on no 

farm. We going to go to town. We're going to move to town so they can get an 

education, because we don't have no education. My mama just told my daddy 

that she all for these children being educated. But, like I said for, the education's 

just a building, didn't go no farther than eleventh grade. They made sure you 

was not going to get twelfth grade so you would not be a threat to the job market. 

O:  Yeah. Do you remember, Mr. Featherstone, did you have uncles or aunts that 

had an influence on you or other family? 

F:  You know, it was amazing. See, my mother was born illegitimate. Her daddy was 
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a member of this family down in Loxley, Alabama—it's a black family, just about 

owned that town. They was very rich people. To this day now, we have family 

reunions, they always send me a letter and all the rest of us to come to it. They 

said that they couldn't find where my mother was at the time when her daddy 

died—because it was illegitimate—so she could receive his part of it. They had a 

turpentine farm down there. But that's about much as I know. I tried to talk to 

Mama, and my oldest sisters and brothers know about it, because she—it was a 

strange situation of my birth. What I mean is, my oldest brother—like I told you, 

went to— 

O:  Detroit, or . . .  

F:  Chicago, Detroit, see, he was twenty-two years older than me. My oldest sister is 

twenty years older than me. My oldest brother had two children older than me. 

Matter of fact, I was an uncle before I was born. 

O:  Okay. 

F:  So, what happened: I tried to get information from the older group, but they didn't 

know too much about me, because when I was staying down here with the 

younger group, soon as I move up there, I lost kind of a little connection with the 

younger group. So, that was my situation. When my oldest brother died there in 

Detroit, I went there to the funeral, but I didn't have too much feeling because I 

really didn't know him.  

O:  Yeah. 

F:  So . . . but here in town, here, no, I think my mother got to fifth grade, she say. 
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My daddy got to fourth grade. I think he was a year behind her when he had to 

stop. His daddy, being a preacher, he going—for one thing, he know farming, 

working on a farm. Mama didn't want us out there, because that was before my 

time. The older sisters and brothers know about that, and they know more about 

the family history than I do. But now they've died, I'm so . . . well, I know what my 

daddy could tell me and what my mother could tell me. I didn't want, I think, 

Mama didn't want to talk much because she was born in illegitimate, and she just 

thought that was a bad thing. She didn't want to talk about it that much. 

O:  What did your father and mother do for work? 

F:  Cotton mill. [Laughter] That's all you—Mama, now, no. Mama did two things. 

Mama picked cotton—she didn't chop, because she didn't like chopping cotton, 

but she could pick—and she worked for a white family here on this side of town 

by the name of Nash. Now, the man would bring the clothes out Monday, and 

drop them off—Mama had to wash them and iron them, along with all her 

children's clothes. She had to do it on the side, like. Mama was getting two 

dollars and seventy-five cents a week. 

O:  Mm. I thought you were going to say per day. 

F:  Huh-uh. A week. 

O:  A week. 

F:  For all that work. My brother Herbert and my sister Velma, we had to take the 

clothes in big old baskets and take them over to the house. Now, they'd fold them 

when they were dirty, but when they clean, we had to take them and we had to 
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pass a lady's house by the name of Miss Moody. That was a mean white lady. 

When we was going by her house, we had tip by. 

O:  You what? 

F:  Tip by. I mean, on the street, tip. If she was out in the yard, she would call us, 

nigger, oh, lil’ niggers. She'd call the black side of town Niggertown. Called it 

Niggertown. I remember one time, she called the police on us. We was just 

walking by. We told the police. But my daddy started working at the oil mill here 

in town. He fired the baller. 

O:  Yeah. 

F:  Yeah, for the oil mill. That's for it to get cotton seed, to get the oil of the seed and 

things like that. So he kept a steam baller going. Daddy worked here until this 

white man, named Mr. Boose, he got fired, but Daddy was so good at keeping 

that baller going, so Mr. Boose got a job up at Saxton, Missouri and he asked my 

daddy would he come and go with him. My daddy did, because my daddy was 

getting a bigger salary in Missouri than he got in Mississippi. 

O:  In Mississippi, okay. 

F:  And he was sending the money home. But, daddy stayed here for about—I 

guess, five or six years, until they had one of daddy's friends got lynched and 

mobbed up there in Saxton, Missouri. I'm trying to think of that fellow's name. It 

was such a mess, because at the time, Daddy had invited Mama and me—Mama 

and my oldest brother and sister stayed here at the house—so we was up there 

at the time. They had him at the jail, and there was a truckload of white people. I 
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guess they was Ku Klux Klan members, too. They didn't let him make it to jail. 

They put a rope around his neck after they had shot him to pieces. They tied him 

to the back of the truck and they drug his body all through the black community, 

and they were just shooting at houses. Daddy told us to get down on the floor so 

wouldn't nobody get hit. After what they did, right then, I'll never forget this: they 

poured gasoline on this body and made everybody that stayed in that community, 

black, come outdoors and stand there with guns and watch them set him afire, 

burning. That's when Daddy left my sister's husband—his name's Clem Caver, 

he was up there—so Clem left Saxton, Missouri, went to St. Louis and got a job, 

so they started staying in St. Louis. After that, my sister really be the type that 

would, she looked in the ad column and saw they was hiring there for the 

Wabash Railroad Company. That was in Illinois, though. So he left, he came 

round here after they burned up this man—I forget, I'd like to recall his name. 

O:  What town was that . . . ? 

F:  Well, in Missouri— 

O:  Yes, sir. 

F:  Saxton. 

O:  Saxton. You were up there then? 

F:  I was up there at a time.  

O:  So, the white folks who lynched this man, they drug him around . . .  

F:  All the black communities. We had a great, big playground out there in the 

middle, I guess it was just like a project. So they cut the rope from this truck, and 
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he just looked like a bloody piece of meat because they had drug all the skin off 

him. He was bloody where they shot him. They did that because he messing with 

a white woman up there, see, a white woman. Why, she got caught with him and 

she declared he raped her. That's what they did to him. So, daddy started 

working for the Wabash Railroad Company, and that was all over Illinois. He was 

going from Custer Park, Illinois to a place called Godley, Illinois, and from there 

he went to Roundhouse over at this city in Illinois. But, most of the time, when I 

left this town I went back to Detroit, stayed with my sister. I came down, the last 

time before I finished high school, that's when they had the split session. 

O:  The split session. 

F:   I was working in Chicago at the time, because Detroit had a strong child labor 

law, they didn't allow no children to work. But, in Chicago, I washed dishes; I 

washed dishes at a highway restaurant there. Then, my last year, my senior 

year—that was in the fall of 1952, because I graduated from high school in 

Detroit in 1953, spring of 1953. But . . . it was a rough situation. I just really don't 

know no more about my parents than what I've said, because Pa—my dad's 

daddy—he was really a slave. He knew that the only place he could remember 

was South Carolina. He didn't know what town in South Carolina, but they bought 

him from South Carolina. The white man moved him and brought to move he and 

his family to Aberdeen, Mississippi, because I remember before my daddy died, 

he asked my brother—because at that time, my brother and I was operating an 

animal clinic here because we both had gone to Tuskegee for veterinary 

medicine. I was also working at the post office and teached school up in 



MFP-033; Featherstone; Page 23 
 

Ruleville. I had three jobs. I would leave home early in the morning and I wouldn't 

get back to—my wife and my children enjoyed the house, I spent all my time 

working. I had just stopped teaching, because I had retired, but I ain't going back. 

I would just stop teaching, the last school year. 

O:  Last, really? 

F:  Right. [Laughter]   

O:  Wow. 

F:  So you see how long, I told them I was tired. No more. I did like Michael Jordan, I 

said, when I retire this time, it's going to be— 

O:  Final. 

F:  Yes, sir. No more. 

O:  Wow. Mr. Featherstone, excuse me— 

F:  Okay— 

O:  No, I just wanted to open the door, just in case because the next—Mr. White 

and—are going to come by. But I want to come talking with you as long as you 

have time, but I just want to let them know. 

F:  Oh, yeah. I have time. 

O:  I just don't want to keep them waiting, just in case. Mr. Featherstone, earlier, you 

were saying you went to Tuskegee. Can you talk about that, how you ended up 

going there? 

F:  You know, my brother and I both really wanted to be human doctors. But the 
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situation was, I wrote Michigan—matter of fact, I wrote the University of 

Mississippi. I knew I wasn't going to get it, I just going to see what they going to 

say. But they wrote me a nice letter back, was typed beautifully. The last 

paragraph it had on, we don't accept Indians and niggers at the University of 

Mississippi. 

O:  The last paragraph. 

F:  At the end, last paragraph. They put Indians first: we don't accept Indians and 

niggers at the University of Mississippi. This is what they put in, n-i-g-g-e-r-s, 

niggers. That was before John Meredith. I mean, Meredith went to— 

O:  Oh, yeah, I was going to ask you about that. 

F:  Yeah. So . . . what happened, somehow my brother got a chance when he down 

in Alcorn College, so he was in pre-medicine, just like I was over at Mississippi 

Valley State. So, he got in Tuskegee. He was eight years older than me, so what 

really happened: he finished there at Tuskegee School of Veterinary Medicine, 

and he went up to Vermont to work there in fieldwork with cows. So he got tired, 

he said Vermont was too cold. I said, what is it too cold? Or there wasn't no black 

people up there. He said, a little bit of both. 

O:  A little bit of both. 

F:  He said, but, it was actually too cold. They tried to get him to stay, but he left 

them up there. After that, he came down to Indiana, because it's the same town 

that the University of Indiana is in now. 

O:  Oh, Bloomington. 



MFP-033; Featherstone; Page 25 
 

F:  Bloomington, that's it. He and another friend, they started operating an animal 

clinic there in Bloomington, Indiana. So, somehow he got—because he was 

teaching at Indiana University, you know. So, of course, with a couple courses, 

they operated the animal clinic. After that, he moved to St. Louis, where my 

sister's—where we were staying. But he worked over at East St. Louis at a 

slaughterhouse, so he was not working in the clinic as a veterinarian. So, after 

that, a friend of his was named Filligame. Filligame was an officer there at the Air 

Force. After he got out of the Air Force, he told my brother: why don't you come 

out to Los Angeles? He said, he had an animal clinic, he wanted my brother to 

work with him. After that, I had just about given up trying to get in medical school, 

because then when I wrote the University of California, I wrote the University of—

man, I wrote some schools. All out west there, they told me I had to go to school 

in my own territory, because it wouldn't be fair to the students out there; the 

taxpayers, they say. But, if you can't get in—and I told them all I would stay in 

Mississippi. I said, man, it's impossible. I told them I'd send them a copy of that 

letter I got from Ole Miss. 

O:  Wow. Do you still have a copy of that letter? 

F:  Mm? 

O:  Do you still have a copy? 

F:  No, my wife tossed it away. She throw away a lot of stuff of mine. But I wished I 

had kept it, because I had a little—matter of fact, she threw away from yearbook 

up in Detroit, my high school yearbook. But they told me that, and so when I 

tried—wasn't but two schools in the whole United States were predominantly 
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black that had a medical school. That was Meharry Medical School in Nashville, 

Tennessee and Howard University there at Washington, D.C. They just told me, 

just like Michigan told me, I have to wait because they already had students lined 

up for the next five years. I said, I'm fixing to forget everything I forgot in five 

years. My mama got a letter after my brother had graduated from Tuskegee, and 

on the letter it says, do you have any more kids that you would like to attend 

Tuskegee School of Veterinary Medicine? My mama said to me, and I was at the 

time, I was up in Detroit. She said she'd send that letter to me, so I wrote 

Tuskegee, and they said, yeah. They asked my brother, but just as he graduate, 

so they ask me, did I have anybody that ever attended school at Tuskegee? I 

wrote them a letter back and I said, yeah, my brother Jesse, he graduated from 

Tuskegee with Veterinary Medicine. I forgot what year it was, it's so long ago. 

They sent me an application. So I filled it, out so I went to the president—white—

over there at Mississippi Valley State. He was the first president of the school. I 

asked him, I said, what would be his chance—I said, I don't have no money to go 

nowhere, but I have acceptance, but I don't have the money. I showed him my 

acceptance paper, my pink slip and everything, and he said, well, I'll tell you 

what. Dr. White had a lot of contact with the people in [inaudible 01:03:24], and I 

had that letter at the time from Ole Miss; at that time, I had it. So, Dr. White left 

the campus and I didn't know where he was going, nobody else did. But he went 

down to Jackson with that letter, and they told me that they would put me under 

what you call a regional plan. That means, it you can't allow to go to school in the 

state, we'll hire you.  
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Unidentified male: Hey, Doc. 

F:  All right. 

Unidentified male: He's supposed to be interviewing me, but I'm upstairs to chat. 

O:  Okay, so I'll come upstairs. 

Unidentified male: Just holler at me, all right. 

F:  So, what happened was, so he told me to go down to Jackson to the Woolforth 

Building in Jackson. I guess that was the name of the educational building. So 

they put me under the regional plan, like they did all graduate students. If you 

weren't allowed to go to school in the state, then the school had to support you 

financially in another state. That's how I got that. So, that's when I took off down 

to Tuskegee. I remember, when I first got down there, Dr. Creak looked up at me. 

We were registering for school, see. He said, you want to tell me who you are? 

You've got to be Jason's brother, because you look just like—that's the way, my 

brother's name is Jesse, but that's the way he pronounced his name. You've got 

to Jason's brother because you're looking just like him. He'd say, he's bigger then 

you, but I said, yeah, that was my brother. He say, do you know that Tuskegee is 

the only predominantly black veterinary school in North America? He said, he 

looked at me, he said, how in the hell did you get here? You got no business, 

because we ain't never had no two people from the same family. I said, the only 

thing I know, sir, my mama got a letter, and it said, did you have any more 

children that would like to attend Tuskegee? I got that, then I wrote them, and 

they sent me back an application. I filled it out, I was accepted, and I went to Dr. 
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White over there at Valley, and he told me he went down to Jackson, he got 

things worked out to work for billing. He said, since you graduated from this 

school, I'd be glad—he said, you'd be about the first one we know going to any 

kind of medical school to graduate from this school. He said, that's why I'm doing 

this for you. 

O:  Okay. How long was the program at Tuskegee? 

F:  Tuskegee, I was down at Tuskegee the year before last. But, when I was down 

there, they gave us six years to finish, and they had A, B, and a C plan. Matter of 

fact, if you went to Tuskegee in the undergraduate, you had two years of pre-vet, 

then you went cross campus for the four years of veterinary medical studies. So, 

it really was six years. So, last year, I took a class over there and I had the 

principal, just take the class over there just to see Tuskegee. It was a historical 

school. So, I was talking to the dean of the School of Veterinary Medicine over 

there. I say, do you all still have six years? He said, no. He says, eight, now. 

O:  Eight, wow. 

F:  He said, you got to put four years of pre-vet. I said, well, but two years when I 

was down here. He said, I know, but we still trying to get that back. But, as of 

right now, you got to put up eight years. 

O:  Eight years, wow. What year did you graduate from . . . ? 

F:  That was in . . . because I know I first got there in [19]61, so I remember it had to 

be [19]65. 

O:  [19]65. Wow. 
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F:  So, we got back here, I knew good and well, during that time Dr. King had a thing 

going. I knew I wasn't going to get no place, and I knew that black people didn't 

have no animals, they couldn't hardly take care of themselves. But my brother, 

he and his wife, they separated. He left Los Angeles, and he came here. That 

was in 1974 when he got here. When he got here, he was trying to get a job to 

have some kind of physical means of supporting his livelihood, so he tried to get 

a job at Mississippi Valley State. I told him, I said, no. We're going to get us an 

animal clinic. Well, I'm not going to talk about the tricks I had to pull to get the 

money and get this out; I'm still going to be quiet about that. 

O:  [Laughter] Okay, that's fine. 

F:  But I pulled it, and so my brother was saying, man—and I pulled one on him, 

because when I got there, I made sure I had life insurance and casualty 

insurance, because I know my brother liked to party. I was going to make sure 

that, if he got sick or anything, the insurance company would take care of it. So, I 

got everything for five years. I remember one day, I came from school up there in 

Ruleville, and I came back through to home. Said, man, could this be true? I said, 

what? The bank said, they said we had paid off the—I said, yeah, I got it for five 

years. I said, now I'm going to tell you, I got casualty insurance on you just in 

case you got sick. He said, you had a fixed deductible? Yeah, I sure did, because 

I had to put up my house and my property. I put up my own security. I took a 

heck of my gamble and my wife went along with it. But we operated for about 

thirteen years, from 1974 to 1987. June 30, 1987, we closed it down because his 

wife had had a slight heart attack and they had two boys in the community—and 
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they were staying in here, because they had so many crack houses, and so he 

left and went back home. They never did divorce; they were just separated, for 

thirteen years, they separated. I guess the move and get the kids out of that 

community, there wasn’t a lot of things. So he went, left, we closed down. Some 

white people mad, because they said, it's a shame you all closing down this 

clinic. You are the best veterinarians we ever had in this area, then you got to . . . 

so they asked me to buy some, I wouldn't, I didn't want to operate no clinic by 

myself. I said, I got too many years invested in the schoolhouse; I'm not far from 

retirement. I said, I'm not going to give that up. 

O:  Right. 

F:  I told them, I said, we just got to close, and that's what we did. But, from the 

cotton field to an animal clinic, that was a long jump. 

O:  It's a long journey. [Laughter] 

F:  But that's about the history of my life. 

O:  All right, well, thank you so much Dr. Featherstone. I really appreciate it. 

[End of interview] 
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