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MFP-047 
Interviewee: Lilly Lavallais 
Interviewer: Marna Weston 
Date: August 22, 2009 
 

L:  I went to Chicago and went to a whole bunch of different schools; finally 

graduated and got in Governors State. But went to Loyola—actually, first school I 

went to, Chicago Teacher's. Valley was not accredited then, so I had to go back 

and start all over; they didn't accept any of the credits. 

W:  Really. 

L:  But, then when I went to Governor's State, the Dean was a good friend of mine. 

He accepted all those credits. I was fifty. I went back and got a degree in 

Criminal Justice. I did all the right things then that I didn't do when I was younger, 

but my grandmother was a part of this thing. She was so scared; we were in all in 

Chicago and she would tell us, I need some soup and some sweetbread for the 

Freedom Riders, but don't tell anybody. It just touched my heart. She was in her 

seventies, eighties, because she was a good friend to the aunt that the house 

was burned—you've heard of Irene Magruder? 

W:  We went to her house yesterday. 

L:  Okay. She and my grandmother are good friends. We would send things and 

Mom would make things for them, but she didn't want anybody to know where 

she—she'd whisper on the phone. I'd say, Mom, nobody can hear you. But we 

were all—I think my grandmother was always like a militant. She was really 

Indian, and she was just adamant, everything. I can remember I was in college, I 

was around eighteen, nineteen, and we had collectors that would come by and 

sell bedspreads and linens and that stuff. During that time, that was in the 
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[19]50s, we didn't have fancy living rooms. You just walk in the house and it's a 

bedroom. Should I not be saying this? 

W:  Oh, no, you're fine. Please, whatever you'd like. 

L:  Okay, yeah. He came in—the guy's name was Mr. Matthews—he came in and 

sat on the bed, and my grandmother made chairs. She had two cane-bottom 

chairs for people to sit in, and she did hair in the back. When she came into the 

room, he was sitting on the bed. Well, we weren't allowed to sit on the bed. She 

said, how much do I owe you? She was a little bitty lady. He says, oh, about 

seven dollars, Emma. She says, well, take this seven dollars and don't ever 

come back to my house again. She said, my chairs aren't good enough for you to 

sit in, then you can—if my children don't sit on the bed, then you don't sit on it. 

W:  That's very presumptuous, to sit on someone's bed. 

L:  That's right, he sat on the damn bed. My grandmother said, you don't do that. 

Don't ever come back here again. Take the seven dollars; never come by my 

door again. He thought that was just something, that this old black woman would 

tell him that. But she meant that. 

W:  Is your last name pronounced Lavallais? 

L: Lavaillais. 

W:  Lavaillais. Not a lavaliere, but a Lavallais. 

L:  Okay, that's a French Creole name. I am from Louisiana. 

W:  Well, this is Marna Weston with the Sam Proctor Oral History Program, and in 

conjunction with the Sunflower County Civil Rights Organization, this interview is 

taking place in Indianola, Mississippi in the public library. I'm speaking today with 
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Miss Lillian Lavallais. Thank you so much for agreeing to do this interview with 

us. 

L: Okay. 

W:  It's the kind of thing will really inform people about the movement, to talk to 

people that were there in their own words, instead of having others talk about it. 

L:  Okay. 

W:  Would you please spell your full name? 

L:  Okay. My first name is Lilly, L-i-l-l-y, the last name is Lavallais, L-a-v-a-l-l-a-i-s. 

W:  What is your date of birth? 

L:  My date of birth is 5-3-1940. 

W:  Where were you born? 

L:  Indianola, 217 Railroad Avenue. 

W:  Okay, so down to the spot. 

L:  Right down to it. 

W:  Okay, the fan. [Laughter] It is a little warm in here, isn't it? 

L:  Then I just got out of the sun, I just came out of the sun at the farmer's market. 

W:  You were talking about your grandmother a moment ago, and I love to ask 

people as much as they can tell me about their family before we kind of get to the 

interview. So, who are your mom and dad, and . . .? 

L:  My mother's Quinola Smith. My grandmother was Emma Merkison, who was a 

hairdresser. My mom always had a sandwich shop because she did not want to 

work in anybody's kitchen. She never did, never did, until she left here. She was 

about forty-five when she left and moved to Michigan. 
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W:  Do you know their dates of birth or places of birth? 

L: Oh, yeah. My grandmother was born, I think, in Glen Allen, Mississippi, 18 . . . let 

me see, my mom was born in 1907. My grandmother must have been, I don’t 

know, somewhere around the 18’s, 1800s, late 1800s. But my mom lived to be 

ninety-seven. My grandmother died at ninety. My mother’s just died of 

Alzheimer’s, but she was always so into us going to school. Blacks in Mississippi, 

when they went to school, they all were teachers. Never—you had nurses, 

teachers, very few businesspeople; no doctors. Nobody went to the medical 

school. When I started at Valley, I wanted to major in pharmacology. There was 

no class; no courses in pharmacology. I did have some chemistry, but later 

ended up with a degree in criminal justice. You know how you start out in school, 

you don’t know just what you want to do. But it was an honor, because my 

grandmother would give me thirty-five cents every morning, 1958-[19]59 for my 

lunch at Valley. We paid seven dollars to ride the bus to high school. We left the 

high school and went to Valley every day, and being a majorette during football 

season, I stayed on campus, but other than that we rode the bus every day. 

Played cards on the bus and it was an experience, because so few of us got a 

chance to do that. I mean, being Catholic, the church bought my books. Father 

bought all my books and paid my tuition and all that kind of stuff, because there 

were so few black Catholics; very few. My grandmother was Baptist, of course. 

Everybody was Baptist. Some few Methodists, but I took catechism when I was 

twelve, to have this white priest come and tell us everything. He’s still living there, 

as a matter of fact. 
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W: What was his name? 

L: Walter Smeitel. 

W: Father Mitchell. 

L: Smeitel, S-m-e-i-t-e-l. He lives in Holly, Colorado. He was here last year; we had 

an anniversary thing for him. He was about ninety-six years old; wonderful guy. I 

mean, never saw any color. That was our—everything that was connected with 

civil rights. Father was in the middle of it. We had a little bitty church and a little 

center that was off from the church, that once a month, people in New York 

would send new clothes and old clothes. We’d go through them and label them 

and sell things for a quarter, fifty cents; a lot of good stuff, a lot of things: shoes, 

coats—not that there was a lot of need for coats, because you know it doesn’t 

get that cold in Mississippi. Father was really the backbone of my family, you 

know, to see me getting through the two years until I left. My mom left, then I left 

and went to Chicago. She went to Michigan and moved to Chicago, and that’s 

where I went back to school. I stayed gone from . . . I left here [19]59, I came 

back in [19]99. 

W: What about your dad and your grandfather? 

L: My grandfather died . . . oh, my father died when I was about three years old. 

W: What was his name? 

L: His name was Noah Wesley. 

W: Where was he born? 

L: He was born somewhere in Mississippi, I think out there in Glendora, Glen Allen, 

up there near Slaughter, in there. 
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W: Do you know the date of his birth or the year? 

L: My dad and my mom—he was ten years younger than my mother, so he was 

born in 1917, but he left here, were going to all move to Arkansas, but he died 

when I was three. My grandfather lived to be an old guy, though. He was part-

Indian. 

W: What was his name? 

L: He was a Merkison, James Merkison. My grandmother had just my mom and one 

brother. My uncle just died, just died like my mom just died. He lived in Michigan, 

Lansing, Michigan. 

W: I’m very sorry for your losses. It is always tough to lose . . .  

L: That’s right, because my mom, when I moved back home in [19]99, my mom had 

always said, I’d like to go back home and I’d like you to go back and teach, but 

you know they said that I would have to take classroom management, statistics, 

and something else. I did not want to go back to anymore classes. I volunteered; 

I do volunteering now. Well, I’m a docent over at the museum, and pretty much 

take care of my—because my mom died with Alzheimer’s, and my husband has 

been diagnosed with Alzheimer’s about a month ago. 

W: Scary stuff. 

L: I won’t believe that, I’m not accepting that. The test that the doctors gave him, he 

didn’t pass with the doctor; he was confused. I gave him the same test, he 

passed it. I think, oftentimes, they’re kind of pushing these pharmaceuticals. He’s 

been taking Aerocept, and the Aerocept starting affecting his knees; had to make 
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those little short steps. He hasn’t taken it in three or four days because it is so 

darn expensive. He’s better now, he’s not taking Aerocept. 

W: What types of memories do you have of your grandparents? 

L: Oh, my grandparents—my grandparents, that was the center of your life. My 

grandmother, I guess Grandma was the same now, but my grandma did 

anything. My grandmother worked at home, doing hair. She did hair; that was 

before the shampoo days. They were washing hair with washing powder and 

stuff. But my grandmother, I remember always sitting on the stool in the kitchen 

doing hair and cooking. When the Freedom Riders came in [19]59—no, [19]60, 

because I left in 1961, I was always sending her money because she was always 

saying, I’m going to make some sweetbread. I’m going to fry some pies. I’m 

going to make some soup or something for them, but don’t ever tell anybody 

about it, because I don’t want them to do the same thing they did to Irene’s 

house—Irene Magruder’s house was burned; you probably know about that. The 

only thing that she did outside of the house was pick cotton. She never chopped. 

But she would go to the cotton field to pick cotton. She never wanted us to go. It 

was just here of us, I’m the youngest. My grandmother would not let us go to the 

field. We wanted to go because all the kids were going. Everybody was in the 

cotton fields. My grandmother said, you can stay and wash hair and help me pick 

up this hair and stuff, but I don’t want you all to go to the cotton field because 

you’re just as important to us as the white kids are. Stay up and clean up around 

this house. We weren’t—with my grandmother doing hair, my mother’s cutting up 

stuff for sandwiches; she’d do beef stew or chicken and fish or stuff like that. We 
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never went to the field and people don’t believe it. Most of the kids, the ones that 

were sharecroppers, would naturally have to go. One year in 1955, I was fifteen, 

we had one year of what was called a split session. School was out in May, and 

then we went back; through June and July they were chopping cotton. August 

and September, they were picking cotton, there was no school. We went back in 

October. We had four months out. It was kind of crazy, just one year. The people 

that were the powers that be, I guess, the black powers that be said, they didn’t 

want their kids going to school like that, just go like the white kids went. We had 

one black doctor, Clinton Battle, well, and then after Dr. Battle, we had Dr. White 

to come because Dr. Battle was doing a lot of things with civil rights and he was 

really, really framed. Never drank alcohol, and he was framed for driving drunk 

on the highway. 

W: But he didn’t drink at all. 

L: Did not drink. Did not drink. When he left, the last time I saw him he was a basket 

case, because they had taken everything away from him. Beautiful wife, Jean, 

she was from Kansas City. He went to marry her up in Tennessee, but they 

called him, they had him coming from Mississippi Valley. The first president was 

President White, and was an Uncle Tom. They told the white folks everything that 

was happening, that they’d had a civil rights meeting in Itta Bena, and they pulled 

Dr. Battle over because they knew a few black people had fine cars. He had a 

nice car. Pulled him over, said he was drunk, and took his car. He couldn’t—he 

made house calls in it. He couldn’t go and see his people. Like, I lived in the 

country; people lived in the country then. His livelihood was taken away from him, 
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no car. When he went to buy another car, they would not sell him a car. I never 

knew this until I read Let the People Decide, Moye. It was in his book, civil rights 

from the [19]60s through the [19]80s. I think he’s from Ohio. But there’s a book 

called, Let the People Decide. That’s when I found out what happened with Dr. 

Battle; we never knew. You know, this was a quiet thing. But he died recently. I 

think Dr. Battle died about three or four years ago. We really mourned him here, 

because he was the first black doctor, and everybody loved Dr. Battle. Dr. White 

was fine, but none like the first black to be here, because we always thought 

doctors were white guys, you know. We had a lot of good memories as a child. 

But, coming back, having been gone so long, I am considered an outsider still; 

not in the clique. Not just by whites, but by blacks, too. 

W: Did your older siblings stay here? 

L: No. One’s in Vegas and one’s in Chicago. 

W: What are their names? 

L: Blondeen is my oldest, is my middle sister, and Dolores is my oldest sister. 

W: So, three girls. 

L: Three girls. 

W: And you all left. 

L: We all left. My oldest just got married as a teenager, and I left when I was 

nineteen. I left Valley. Blonde left when she was sixteen or seventeen. Everybody 

was leaving to find better jobs and stuff like that, or better opportunities. But, 

coming back now, being in criminal justice, my last job before my mom died, I 

just gave it up to take care of her. What’s the system, the jail administrator, I lost 
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that job after six months because the white administrator—I was his assistant—

did not like me. I don’t think they took very well to black, educated women. I had 

the jazz band from Valley to come over and play for the inmates. There were 

sixty-five black inmates back then, thirteen of those were guys, thirteen women at 

the time. I brought permission from the sheriff, who was black; brought the band 

over and they played for them. Two weeks later, I was fired. He said I could not 

make that a college campus. I was just doing something different because I 

figured these young black guys never heard anything but rap or blues, and give 

them something different. I had a guy from the school over in Moorhead, that’s 

Mississippi Delta Community College, is going to come and teach them some 

writing skills. Like they would ask me all the time, Miss Lilly, would you teach me 

to back a letter? Said, address an envelope? But the first deputy, who’s a white 

guy—McFadden—did not take to me. He said I was trying to change things. I 

was not in the North, we didn’t do it like that down here. It really just, they walked 

me out as if I had committed a crime, because I had written a letter—for my 

church, we would write letters to God once a year. I’m out of a big church in 

Chicago. I wrote this letter and asked God to help me to deal with him, and he 

went through my stuff and found that letter, showed it to the sheriff, sheriff walked 

me out, told me I could not think like that. Three years ago. I mean, how do you 

tell a person how to think? Those days are gone for everybody, but I just walked 

out. I never tried to fight it or anything, just went home, took care of my mom. 

She died two months later. That was double, because I was hurt; I lost a job. Top 

of my class, all kind of honor medallions. I knew that stuff with my eyes closed, 
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how to treat them and what to look for when they were isolation. I made 

arrangements to take them to—a lot of them had mental health problems. I’d take 

them for that. It was not appreciated. It’s not appreciated, you know? But I plan to 

go back and to work with an educator. They need some assistance. There’s a 

program . . . saw the guy today at the museum that’s working at it, those at the 

museum that keeps me. I like that, I enjoy that. But, other than that, it’s peaceful 

in country, but I find some of the same stuff I left here. I find the whites are nicer, 

because they need your business, because black people make money. But it 

only goes so far. It’s like one girl that I tried to, early, get close to—a white 

woman at the bank, because her daughter and my daughter’s going through the 

same thing with husband problems. We read the same books and I’d tell her to 

call me after she read the book, and she left that bank, that was it. In other 

words, we can be friends on a business term, don’t call me afterwards, you 

know? I did that with two of them. So I just . . . you know, my friends, my 

husband, my family. I find them to be—I mean, I’m sure there are some good 

people, I’m sure they are wonderful, but I promise you, they draw the line. 

W: So you don’t have much trust. 

L: No, I treat them like—at the farmer’s market, I give away more stuff than I sell. 

They come through—my husband had brain surgery two years ago, and there’s a 

lady that comes, has a restaurant downtown, right downtown. She said, when my 

husband was sick, you know, people would be by, saying, if there’s anything I 

can do, just let me know. Let me know. I hate that. I’m like that Nike commercial, 

just do it. You have surgery, I come to your house, I’m not going to ask you if 
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there’s something I can do and you’re sick. I know I need to wash the dishes and 

mop the floor and make you something to eat. When she comes to the farmer’s 

market every week, I give her something to take home. She’s got a big 

restaurant. She’s never one time said, come by and get a couple of meals for you 

and your husband. He’s had brain surgery. I know your children are not here, it’s 

just you, and you’re driving in Greenwood—I stayed in Greenwood. They just . . . 

you know. I came back hoping that I would get a job. My stepfather had raised 

me, took care of the Grishams. Those are the rich people with the Double Quicks 

and owned the gas companies, and I’d ask about getting me a job, finding me a 

job, because the old Grisham is over the Games Commission; the casinos and 

stuff. He says, well, I can’t do anything; I’ll leave that up to my boys. So, I went to 

them to try to find me a good job with a degree in criminal justice and so, it never 

happened. My dad worked there until he was ninety years old, in the yard, 

cooking, doing everything. We used to get mad at him because we thought he 

cared more for the Grisham kids than he did for us. With my mom and dad, my 

stepfather, my mom got together with my dad, mom separated when I was three. 

He died when I was three; right after they separated, he died. But my stepfather 

that raised me, he worked for these rich people. Now, you think they tried to help 

me get a job when I came home? I don’t think. Says, I’m back and I want you 

guys to help me. You know, my dad worked for you until he died and he lost his 

sight, and this and that; he loved those people. It’s not reciprocated. Different 

kind of thing. It just goes so far. Whereas, with me, we love unconditionally. I 

have friends I’ve had all my days, I would do anything for them. I’m forever a 
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caregiver. I’m a natural-born caregiver. I’m up for doing at somebody’s house, 

doing something. I don’t do a lot of visiting, except to somebody that’s sick and 

needy. They don’t do that. My mom died, I didn’t get a card from a white person 

in town. I was very much connected with the bank, I’m on the Main Street, the 

chamber, all that. No cards and things. I had it in the paper; no flowers. In lieu of 

flowers, send contributions to the victims of nursing home abuse, because my 

mother was neglected in a nursing home. Spent eleven months, I had her in five 

different nursing homes, and I never got a card or nothing from nobody in the 

white community. 

W: What do you think it is within these people you’ve identified as not reciprocating 

that puts them in this situation? I’m picking up from what you’re saying that they 

would do it for somebody else, but you— 

L: For their own people, black people, but not for black people. I promise you, and 

I’ll tell it to them. I say, what’s with it? I say, white people don’t send cards to 

people when they lose their mother tragically, the way I lost my mom? She had 

Alzheimer’s, and I can’t talk about that because I’ll go into another thing. But hm-

mm, the white relationship with the black relationship here is the same, except 

they need your business. They know when I come home from Chicago—see, I’ve 

teared up just talking about my mom. I had sold some property so I had some 

money. I really had some money when I came, I don’t have none now. But I 

came home, bought a big house in the country, a $150,000 house. I had put as 

much money into that house as I’ve paid for, but a lot of it is just kind of rigged 

up, but it’s a beautiful house. But I had some money and I was really accepted 
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because they know I have money; over two hundred thousand, almost a quarter 

million dollars in the bank. It’s a lot of money for somebody black, and I bought a 

house. They advised me, don’t put forty thousand dollars down or this and that. I 

went to Malou’s and redid my house. Malou’s is one of the better furniture stores 

here. I mean, anything in there. I had a person to come over to set it up. I didn’t 

even pick out a lot of the stuff; some of the intimate things I did, in my bedrooms, 

but the living room, dining room, they all did that. But then, even they over there, 

they just embraced me when I was just buying. They were just coming in, 

bringing stuff, I didn’t even know how much this stuff cost. But then, when I lost 

that job at the sheriff’s office, I got little nasty letters in the mail. In fact, I had 

three things taken out of my house: a table and two mirrors. The mirrors were 

five hundred and something dollars apiece; the table was like a thousand dollar 

table. They took the damn table and two mirrors out of my house when I lost my 

job. I told them, I cannot pay for this. I’ve lost my job and y’all have to give me a 

break. They sent somebody over there to pick that stuff up, and I had spent 

about fifty thousand dollars at that damn store. I don’t think it would have 

happened had I been white. I really don’t. And that’s a fact. 

W: The firing or the furniture? 

L: No, no, no. I don’t think, if I were white, they would have taken that furniture. I 

really don’t. I think they would have worked on me, said, you spent fifty, sixty 

thousand dollars here, keep the stuff. Just as a gift. They later gave me a bed, a 

table, some other things, after Katrina. I had a girlfriend, a white woman that 

came up, when I was taking care of a woman in a nursing home, had broken a 
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leg for about seven months. She was homeless. I was to Malou’s and I said, I 

spent all this money with you guys.  Help me out. They did that. I think, 

somewhere down the line, I got to them, because I wrote and told them that I 

thought it was a shame for them to take these three pieces out of the house, you 

know. It was not the right thing to do, considering I had been a good customer 

and spent so much money there. They did give me some, but I did not. I was too 

embarrassed that they came over and took that stuff out of the house, all the 

money I had spent there. 

W: Do you think they did it to be embarrassing, or is it just strictly business? 

L: No, I think it was just strictly business; she hasn’t paid, we’ll take it, whatever. I 

told them, I said, if I were a white woman, you guys wouldn’t have even taken 

that stuff. You would have thought about how much money I’d spent. I have, in 

my head, I lived in Chicago forever. When I was at Loyola, one of the big—you 

know, Loyola, the great big school—I was down at Loyola for two years because 

they didn’t accept the credits at Valley. I had friends that were genuinely friends 

that were white, one Greek girl and one girl that was Italian. I hear from them 

now. They were born and raised, and their parents were rich, and they never told 

them that anybody was different. See, you’ll never get all that out of these people 

down here, never. They will always look at you as being a little bit different, and 

how in the world do you have a house like this? How could you . . . ? I mean, silly 

stuff. But my house, it’s gorgeous. I’m just saying this because it’s the truth. I 

wouldn’t tell it to anybody else, being egotistical, but everything in there is luxury. 

Not even make my bed up, it’s gorgeous, all kind of gorgeous, expensive stuff on 
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my beds. But I go in houses that’s nothing like near mine, and believe me, I have 

been invited for one time for wine at a girl’s house, but I invite her to my house 

for wine, and something never happens. They always have something to do. One 

lady here who’s the chancery clerk, she’s the highest-paid person in town. I have 

invited her—I voted for her each time, twice since I’ve been here. Invited her to 

my house for dinner and stuff, there’s always something urgent that she has to 

do. But she does not want that kind of relationship with me. I can go to the 

chancery clerk’s office at City Hall, at the courthouse, and laugh and talk with 

her, take her something like that; it’s fine. But she’s not going to come out there, 

except if she’s campaigning. 

W: Do you think that, in order to have an effective network that works for a person 

socially and politically and economically, it’s important to have those out-of-

business ties? And, if that’s true, is that something that is denied to black people 

broadly here? 

L: Say that again. 

W: Well, what I mean is, you do business with somebody and they take your money, 

but you want to do stuff after work or church and social things, so that’s an 

important aspect of further growth. 

L: Yeah. I have been invited to the church. I’ve been invited to—most of the people 

that work out of the city, they go to first Baptist, right across from the post office. 

But I’ve never gone. At holiday time, I’ve gone, but just on a regular basis, I have 

never just gone. Well, I go to my own church. But it’s not . . . after the office doors 

close, that’s it. You might say, well, come by the house some time, and you go 
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on by, but don’t say, come by mine, because that ain’t going to happen. That is 

not going to happen. They might come to a funeral for a minute. It’s not going to 

happen. 

W: So it’s a one way after-work relationship. 

L: Yes, ma’am, yes, sir. 

W: I mean, does that matter? 

L: It doesn’t matter, it just kind of got to me, like after my mom died. I said, where is 

these friends that’s always up in my face and I can’t say, well, be sure and come 

to my mom’s memorial. I had my mom cremated. And, you know, sure. Not a 

card or anything. I guess, because coming from the North, my white friends—

when my nephews died, they were there, up in my bed. Nephew was like my 

son, and I couldn’t get out of good. They were there in the bed to help me and 

stuff, but that’s not going to happen here. It’s just that you notice the difference 

and you say, well, what’s with it? If they laugh and talk with you and you’re 

working alongside them, what the hell is the deal if I say, come out to my house 

and eat? Let’s have a drink and stuff. If I can go by your house, why the hell can’t 

you come by mine? 

W: Do you think it’s something to do with maybe status or a perception? 

L: Probably a perception. I often tried to figure that out, because I know that I have 

the same thing. We want the same thing for our children and stuff. What is the 

difference, if there is a difference? It’s sad, because we’re all here in this little 

small, town together. Why can’t we act like this is a community at work, after 

work, it’s over? You go to a little affair and you’re going to find, all the white folk 
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are going to sit together. I make it my business to sit my butt right up in 

somebody’s face that’s white. What is the difference? It’s so hard to break that 

barrier. They always feel like, you know. Like I said, I read everything. I have 

read every civil rights thing that you could think of, was always in Chicago, I was 

always in some kind of meeting with Dr. King or Jesse Jackson, I’m a member of 

PUSH and stuff like that. I always think about when I come back home. There 

were times—I’ve never really been scared. In [19]65, I came home, my 

grandmother died and my three kids, we sat right on the front of the bus. The bus 

driver said to me, you cannot sit that close, the children might get hurt. You 

know, I’m sitting right behind him. I says, I’ll watch them. They won’t get hurt. 

We’re the only black people on the bus, 1965. My oldest son says, Mom, why are 

they staring at us like that? They’re staring at us because the civil rights thing 

had just started to happening, and they didn’t feel like we should have been 

sitting there, that I was being militant. I sat right there; we got to Memphis, it was 

a different story. Mississippi to Memphis, they never took their eyes off us, like 

why the hell are you guys sitting up there on the front? Why are you, you know? 

But I did that, because my grandmother and my mother had always told me, 

you’re just as good as anybody. 

W: What are your three children’s names? 

L: Pardon? 

W: Your three children, what are their names? 

L: I have four children. 

W: Four children, pardon me. 
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L: My oldest son is Jamaal, and my second son is Gregory. My one daughter is Kim 

and my baby is Chris. 

W: Okay. Now, what are their dates of birth? 

L: My first son is Jamaal, is forty, is born September 1955. I was a teenager. 

Gregory was born, Gregory is four years behind him. Kim is four years behind, 

the first three or four years apart. My youngest one was born in 1976, was 

fourteen years behind my daughter. I have four kids, I have four grandkids. My 

oldest grand, two grands, are seventeen, and they always ask me about 

Mississippi, especially since I moved back. Then, the number three grand is 

fifteen, and one is thirteen. My daughter has three. My second son has one. My 

oldest son and my youngest son has none. 

W: What were hear nationally is that Mississippi knows how to handle race relations 

better than anybody else. They’ve come into the twenty-first century and 

everybody’s doing business and everybody gets along. 

L: Got more black politicians. 

W: Yeah, I’ve heard that. In fact, when we came here last time, we met the three 

African American mayors of Itta Bena, Greenwood, and Greenville, although 

found out since then that two lost in re-election campaigns and only the mayor of 

Greenville is still in office. 

L: And in Indianola. 

W: And Indianola? 

L: Uh-huh. 

W: Okay. 
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L: Well, you know what I think about that? I think that all these politicians, the 

political things, is because Mississippi has such a damn bad reputation. Such a 

bad reputation as being the worst state in the Union, so they naturally do this. 

But, you know, they’re in office and all that, and there’s a good relationship, but a 

lot of that stuff is strictly on the surface.  

W: Do you think it’s appropriate to tie the Blues into civil rights? I ask that because 

some people might argue that it’s easy for everybody to be together on the 

Blues, because that’s a cultural music phenomenon and people enjoy it, but 

when you talk about the civil rights phenomenons and things that happened, 

people were killed. Horrendous things occurred. But it just seems to be that 

there’s this desire to put the two together instead of have the two separate. I just 

want to get a reaction from you about that. 

L: The Blues? 

W: Yeah. 

L: Well, you know what? I have always come to the B.B. King museum. My aunt 

started the B.B. King Days. We came home, started in the [19]80s. 

W: We’re fortunate. We were honored guests at the opening last year, so we really 

enjoyed it. 

L: Were you? 

W: Yes. 

L: I was in Chicago, my brother-in-law was real sick. That’s the first time I’ve ever 

seen such black and white together, because it was at my aunt’s house down in 

Hammer Street, right across from the Ebony, the first three or four years. After 
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four years, she had a heart attack and died, and then they start having it. The 

dinners were still there, but then they started from having the concert in the 

country to Fletcher Park, but that’s when it was the real black and white together, 

with the B.B. King. That’s when it was really brought together. 

W: That’s what we’d have thought, visiting here on our first visit. So, hearing some of 

what you’re saying is a little different for me. This is why I’m asking these more 

penetrating questions, at least from my point of view, because I perceive that it 

was all happy, and everybody black and white together. That’s what I saw last 

year when I was here. 

L: It is always like that. But I’m just telling you, after the lights go down low, it’s just 

a different story. I mean, maybe I might looking at it differently, being in the North 

for so long. Because where I lived in North Park, right up in Chicago, my 

neighbors were white and we did everything together. We did everything 

together. But, see, with the Blues, we be coming home, and people like it. As a 

matter of fact, there’s a store downtown called Abraham’s. 

W: I was in front of Abraham’s the other day. 

L: Every single day, you’re going to hear no music, nothing but B.B. King. He’s got 

every CD that B.B. ever did, and that’s what they put out there. 

W: I took my recorder and put it up while we were standing in the street for the 

natural sound, because I could hear it. I was like, oh, the Blues, this is incredible. 

L: It’s all B.B. Jamie put everything, everything that’s on that table is B.B. King stuff. 

When they have the dance at the Ebony, they really price us out, because they 

have fifty dollars to get in there. Blacks aren’t going, they aren’t paying that much 
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money to go in there, but you have blacks and whites together. I mean, I have 

never been kissed on the lips so much by white guys in my life, or every doctor 

from the clinic, every businessperson, rich, rich, all the Grishams, every year. It’s 

always, always . . .  

W: But no card for your mother. 

L: Hm? No card for my mother. 

W: These the same people? 

L: No goddamn card for my mom. 

W: Same people? Do you think that the— 

L: I try so hard, you know. I go over, like, Billy Grisham has Alzheimer’s now. I’ve 

gone over and taken pies and things, and his wife sent me a thank you note. She 

knows my husband had brain surgery. You think she would send me a card. I 

guess because, my mother says to me, well, you can’t expect everybody to be 

like you are, Lilly. I never forget about people. Like, if you leave here and 

somebody tell me that you’ve been sick or something, I’m going to find a way to 

send you a card to say, cheer up. It’s my inner DNA. It’s fine, B.B. King Day, and 

the next day you say, hey, I had a good time last night. That was last night. I 

have no reason to lie to you, Marna. This is the truth, so help me, God. 

W: I’m enjoying our dialogue. I have one further question and then we can move on. 

I was trying to formulate it here writing while you were telling me; I was still 

paying attention, I just wanted to get my question right. What I want to know is, is 

the popularity of the Blues covering up acknowledging the horrors that took place 

before the civil rights movement? 
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L: Of course. Oh, of course. Listen, did you read Moye’s book, Let the People 

Decide? 

W: I have not yet, but I will. 

L: Would you read that book? Would you read that damn book? This man, in that 

book, was interested in this black woman. Senator Eastland, that you’ve heard 

of, he owns Doddsville, Mississippi. That’s about eight, twelve miles from here. 

Sunflower’s eight, and Doddsville’s four miles from that. The man came home, 

this white guy, came, one of the Eastland brothers. He told the black man, told 

him he didn’t want him at his house anymore. When he came, this black man 

took a gun and shot Eastland—Eastland, whatever his last name is—and a black 

guy that was with him. They said the black guy was an accident. There was no 

Highway 49. They went all the way to Itta Bena, that’s almost to Greenwood, 

when a little black boy found them sleeping in the park, brought them back. They 

took them in front of that church in Doddsville, made all the black people come 

out. This was in . . . maybe in the [19]40s. They cut fingers off his wife, one by 

one. He took her left hand, took them off one by one. Then they tied her and set 

her on fire in front of her husband, all these black people. So, when they got to 

him, he was trying to get away, it took five or six black men to hold him, and then 

they just put his hands up. They took each finger off one at a time, and then they 

set him on fire. They beat him and stuck screws in him, where they pulled the 

screws out, meat would come out and stuff. That man became a senator. His 

sons, grandkids, are still up there. There’s one, the mayor of Ruleville, is an 

Eastland. Her mother’s black, but she’s white. She’s mixed, you know. You think 
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about that. I mean, why couldn’t they take them to trial? He said it was an 

accident that he shot the black guy. He said he shot the white man because he 

was trespassing. It was trespassing, even though he was on his plantation 

screwing his wife. You know what I’m saying? I mean, that was a horror. There 

were old people that lived to tell that, that they made them stand and watch that, 

and they are rich people. They own all that stuff up there. They still like women, 

you know. It’s not like you’d think of black women marrying, white women 

marrying, black guys have said in some books whether black women liked the 

white men. They were raped. They had no choice. It’s . . . you know, it was some 

terrible stuff. Like Mrs. Hamer. You know Pap and her nieces and things and all 

of us were playmates. Because she wanted—I mean, she wanted to do 

something simple, I’ll go up here and vote. We finally got a thing erected in 

Ruleville where she said, please, don’t bury me on Marlow’s plantation—Marlow 

is a big-time plantation. All the low-down stuff he did, they just love it. They’re just 

loving it. Laid it right in Leland. Her husband is one of the people, her husband’s 

father is one of the people that killed Emmett Till, and she works at the bank. 

Black people go in the bank and they just go right around her. They just look at 

her. How dare they put her in a public position. But that just goes to show you 

what they think. So what? Get over it.  

W: How well did you know Mrs. Hamer? 

L: I knew her well. She lived in Ruleville, she lived out in the country. I mean, I was 

in and out of Mississippi because my grandmother was here, but I knew her. 

She’d always hop-talk real loud, sing, and stuff. I was close to her niece. She has 
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a niece that died last year and a niece that lived in Chicago. Was closer, she’d 

write letters home and stuff, but she was just somebody that was just common, 

everyday people. Never went to school, just dropped out maybe second or third 

grade. All those people like McLaurin and all them, this last book Tracy 

Sugarman did, We Had Sneakers, They Had Guns. Chelsea had the book last 

month, brought it here last month. Excellent book. I read all that stuff because I 

need to know that. You need to know. Every book I finish reading, I send to my 

daughter, I want them to know everything. Because we need to. We’re all from 

this little place. I was born in Walken, just right on the railroad. 

W: Who were your favorite authors about the movement? Who do you look to as 

people that you read it, and they knew what they were talking about? That’s what 

happened. 

L: Moye. Tracy Sugarman. What’s his name did a book . . . from SNCC. I didn’t like, 

well, the militants and Stokely Carmichael and all of them, I read all of their stuff. 

W: Talking about John Lewis? Gone with the Wind? 

L: No, I didn’t read that. I got to read that, though, because this is my favorite place, 

is right here. I probably am the most avid black reader in Indianola because I 

never have to pay a book fee if I keep it too long, because I read all the time. I’m 

here every week. 

W: How about Dittmer, Local People? 

L: Pardon me? 

W: Dittmer’s Local People: The Struggle of Civil Rights in Mississippi? The book’s 

called Local People: The Struggle of Civil Rights in Mississippi, by Dittmer. 
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L: No, I haven’t read that. I mean, the books that I was really just starting, getting 

into them later. Before, I was reading really in school, in and out of school all the 

time. I would just always, I would read to everybody. But lately, when Tracy 

came, he said, you got to read all our books, lady, because I’m always a part of 

whatever happens. He has to do with it. But the book that you’re talking about, 

Stacy’s read it. You know Stacy, Dr. White? 

W: Mm-hm. 

L: We discussed books all the time. When I leave out here today, I’ll probably—who 

is that book that you were just asking me about, I’ll probably get that. 

W: Dittmer. D-i-t-t-m-e-r. It’s called Local People. I’ll write it down for you before you 

leave. Charles Payne’s I’ve Got the Light of Freedom? 

L: Stacy read that. She’ll read something, we all bought Sugarman’s book and 

Moye’s book, because we cooked upstairs when Moye was here; we were 

upstairs. Down here, with Tracy Sugarman, we didn’t have as big a crowd. But I 

liked her. I guess I was impressed with Moye’s book and Tracy because they 

stayed right here in Indianola, and they were so poorly accepted by the Lion’s 

Club. They came here, there were all black people; seventy-five people, 

everybody bought a book. I followed him around, going to the Lion’s Club, and 

they all but jumped on him. You know, like, this is not true. Why would you say 

this? 

W: [Laughter] 

L: It’s all documented.  

W: Yeah, he had his facts straight. 
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L: Why did you have to go back to that? Why can’t you get over that? He said, 

because it’s true, and it needs to be known. He was so poised. Same thing with 

Tracy Sugarman, you know. Those are the last two books. I probably read some 

of these other books and it’s been a while, because every week, I’m doing a 

different kind of somebody; different kind of artist. It’s always something that’s 

educational.  

W: Could we leave the Delta for a second? I’m really interested in your forty years in 

Chicago, [19]59 to [19]99, Operation PUSH. Did you know Barack Obama? 

L: Of course I did. He lived in Hyde Park, I lived in Hyde Park. Well, I had, probably 

on the West Side, you know, Oak Park and South, also. 

W: My brother lives on South Merrill. 

L: Okay, that’s the South Shore, that’s the South Shore. What hundred south on 

Merrill? 

W: It’s seventy-seven hundred block. 

L: Okay, seventy-one hundred is where we used to have our—Valley used to have 

our alumni things there. It’s a club up in there, a private club up in there. 

W: Yeah, he told me about Barack Obama years ago. He said, you’re going to see 

this guy. He smokes all the time, Barack Obama. Funny name, but he’s going to 

do something. 

L: Mm-hm. He and his wife, she worked at City Hall, she was always at City Hall. I 

got away from my tenants for two years and I lived up in Hyde Park. We Tim 

Evans, who’s over the justice system, because Danny Davis was not—my 

neighbor who’s a congressman—he’s trying to get me back into justice so he can 
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burn out. They get burned out and they call people back, but they had a big thing 

with the governor lately, so there’s a freeze on all the jobs. 

W: Blagojevich. 

L: Uh-huh. They had a big thing with him, and they have not straightened that out. 

You know? 

W: Did you know Burris, the man that took over the Senate seat? 

L: Oh, of course I did. I did my first paper at Loyola on him. He was comptroller 

then. Did a paper on him. You know, had to do the papers on different politicians, 

whatever. I don’t even remember what class it was; probably a political science, 

because I had a lot of political science. My major was just human services, 

human resources, then. I later got into criminal justice because my oldest son 

had gotten into some trouble. I wanted to get into that. 

W: What’s the biggest difference between Chicago and the Delta? You’ve had the 

opportunity to compare both close-up, close hand. 

L: The side of town I lived on, the West Side, a lot of people were from the South—

not necessarily the Delta, I don’t know anybody that was from the Delta except 

my family—I find a lot of difference. I find the opportunities being much greater, 

as far as, like here, you have to be in a clique to get a job. I guess there’s that, 

too. It’s political. It’s not what you know, it’s who you know, like the jobs that I’ve 

had. I did a lot of volunteer stuff, but I also always worked for the city, I worked in 

my church. My church’s big business, Johnnie Colemon was my pastor, one of 

the one hundred most influential black people. It’s been many, many years. She’s 

got Alzheimer’s now. But I worked out of the church there. Most of my time was 
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spent, when I got out of school, working with human resources. I’d go be an 

asset for South Austin Coalition. I’ve been all over the place, all over the world: 

Washington, California, New York City, trying to get monies for HUD and for the 

West Side of Chicago. We were really good at that. We’d go with those, things 

would last two or three days, and it was paid for. We didn’t have to spend any 

monies. The organization would send us part; some monies came from the cities, 

and they would send a group of us, maybe eight or ten of us, and we’d fly 

different places to get monies for gas, for the people in the cold in Chicago. I 

don’t find a lot of difference. I really don’t find a lot of difference, except with my 

friends, my personal friends. I find them to be more genuine than the friends I 

have here. Maybe that’s because I spent most of my adult life there. When I 

came back here, they knew me as a twenty-one-year-old leaving here. I came 

back as a strength—this, even my classmates. I’m active in my class. We pay 

dues and stuff like that. Somebody dies or somebody’s sick, we do that. But I’m 

not as close to them. I still, every day, somebody from Chicago calls me. 

Somebody’s always on my ID. I miss you, when are you coming back home? I 

think of Chicago as home, I think of Mississippi as being the place of my birth. 

Home is where your heart is, that’s where my heart is. I just came back here to 

get—my mom had Alzheimer’s and I wanted to come back to a quieter place. 

With Alzheimer’s, there’s so many embarrassing things that they do. I figure I’d 

buy a big house in the country, my mother could be comfortable. I wouldn’t have 

to worry about if she’s in the backyard, somebody’s going to do this or that. It’s 

hard to compare when you say it. It’s hard to compare. 
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W: You see yourself staying here, or . . . ? 

L: Hm-mm. 

W: You’re going to leave the Delta? 

L: My husband is not well. All my children are there. I see myself going back to the 

Chicago. Back to Chicago, those are my . . . my happiest days were spent there. 

I mean, I had some happy days here, don’t get me wrong; going to Valley on the 

bus every day, being a majorette, being in a band and following the band all over 

the place; we’d go to Texas, we’d go to Florida. We played Texas Southern, we 

played Texas A&M. 

W: The classics. 

L: Huh? 

W: The classics. 

L: Yeah, I mean, we were in a squad—Valley is in a different squad, because we 

weren’t as big a school as Jackson. I support Jackson State, too, Jackson State 

and Alcorn and stuff like that, but Valley’s getting on up there. We got our first 

female black woman president now. 

W: Doc Oliver. 

L: Huh? 

W: Doctor Oliver. 

L: Uh-huh. 

W: Were you Greek? 

L: No, we didn’t have—there was no sorority. 

W: No Delta Sigma Theta, no AKA? 
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L: Now, not then. We were not even accredited then. You have to have a certain 

amount of PhDs to be accredited. We were not accredited until I had been gone 

for about three or four years before we became accredited. I went to a private 

school. I went to Loyola and I graduated from Governor’s State University, a 

private school. I am a member of Phi Beta Mu, that’s a criminal justice—it’s a 

lifetime criminal justice honor society. You pay a membership. We pay so much a 

year. But, anywhere in the world, I can call my classmates. We get a booklet 

every year, up-to-date, where everybody is and phone numbers and stuff like 

that. Whenever I call them, they know I was probably one of the older ones in the 

class, and they know me because I was a Lavallais—a different name—was the 

only Lavallais in the class. But we’re in touch, we’re always in touch. 

W: Let me ask you this. If you’re from here— 

L: Mm-hm. 

W: And you went somewhere and gained education and life experience, you can’t 

stay here. Who can stay here? 

L: The people that’s been here all their lives and never left. The people who can 

stay here, the people that’s here now that’s doing well, are people that never left 

here. Never left here except a week, vacation to Chicago, New York, California or 

something. See, and I had—this is a black attorney in town. He said to me, well, 

you know, it’s going to be kind of hard, because you never stayed to help 

Indianola grow. I said, I don’t understand that. You’ve know me all your life. Not 

only is he an attorney, but he is the head of Legal Affairs at Valley. Certainly, I 

thought he would have been able to get me a job. Hm-mm. The jobs that are 
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given to people, for people that get jobs, are people that already have jobs. 

People retire, mm-hm. People get jobs, and they go . . . they retire from teaching, 

and the next year, they’re working in another position, a job that I thought maybe 

I could have got. If there’s no more than being a receptionist or something. 

W: What are your hopes for the Delta? 

L: That eventually someone will wake up and say, I’m tired of it being the way it is. 

All these phony people, everybody should be real. Just be real. It’s the easiest 

thing in the world to be, is just be real. Not for everybody. It’s not easy. Because, 

you know what, the grandmothers and the grandfathers and stuff has put that in 

their heads, and they always feel somewhat superior. 

W: I’m going to mention just some names and places, some short things, and just 

get your reaction; whatever it is, you can think about it for a second and then— 

L: Because I got to go, my husband’s out there waiting for me. 

W: Okay. Barack Obama. 

L: Wonderful, wonderful, wonderful. I have a girlfriend that sent me a plaque. It 

says, Black man is given the dirtiest job in the world, and is given all the things 

down there, and he’s sitting there with his head down. You know? Wonderful. I’m 

ecstatic. I just blew my horn and went all through Indianola the night he won—

because I live in the country, I came into town. Ran stop signs and everything. 

[Laughter] I was excited. If I was in Chicago, I would have really gone crazy. 

W: Leadership.  

L: We need some outside leadership come in with some different ideas, people like 

me. Not people that’s been here all their lives. It’s like when I worked at the jail, 



MFP-047; Lavallais; Page 33 

you know? I was there for six months: excellent leader. I put on my resume, 

leadership ability, have been in supervisory position. No, don’t want change in 

that particular area. They want change so everybody can see it, the puppet, but 

not when it comes down to the . . . am I making sense? To change that I could 

make on the inside, they don’t want that. But, if I can make it in the newspaper 

and they say, well, they did this and that they want that, to get some kind of 

recognition. But the genuine change—they should have some change, some new 

people, some new blood. Not the same people, because they’re going to do 

things the same way. I would do things altogether differently. That’s why you 

have so much recidivism. People go to jail and come out and go right back 

because they don’t give them anything, they don’t teach them anything when 

they’re in there. If you’re in there for five or six months, why the hell can’t you 

teach them to address a letter? That might make them want to go to school, go 

back and do their GED’s. I will tell them every day, don’t ask me nothing if you 

aren’t going to do your GED. Don’t ask me for nothing. Don’t ask me to call your 

grandmother. I’m not calling your grandmother. I’m not calling anybody. If you’re 

not going to do this GED, don’t ask me nothing. Get out of my face. I was good to 

them. I’d bring them things, beyond the call of duty—the women, the thirteen 

women that were there. I’d take them perms, take them deodorant, colognes, 

stuff like that. They loved it, but they said I shouldn’t do that, because this wasn’t 

a college campus. Why not? They’re already locked up. What the hell . . . how is 

that going to ruin anything? They need some different kind of stuff. Had I been 

over there now, it would be . . . a lot of people I see on the street, and I said, you 
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know what? You’re back in jail. Why are you back there? They said, Miss Lilly, 

because I wanted to go back to school when you were there. Leadership, new 

leadership, not the same stuff. 

W: Diversity. 

L: Explain how you want me to tell you diversity. 

W: You tell me how you want to explain this. This is my pitch; I’m going to give you a 

word, you tell me what comes to your mind, towards to diversity. 

L: Diversity, I’ve been talking about diversity with the daytime friendship, nighttime 

something altogether different. Don’t be diverse in that. You know? Be the same 

in all. I call you twelve o’clock at night, jump up like you do at your office at twelve 

o’clock. Do the same thing at nights you do in the daytime. Do the same thing at 

your home that you do on your job. Go make a difference, you know? 

W: Power to the people. 

L: I think people should be given to the people that has never any, see how they 

handle it. Peter, Scott, have had all the time, they aren’t doing—don’t make me 

say crazy stuff. 

W: Should Chicago get the Olympics, you know how they’re talking about putting it 

up there? 

L: Say what, now? 

W: Should Chicago get the Olympics. 

L: Don’t make me jump up and scream that that’s home. Don’t make me jump up 

and scream and beat on this table, I’m hoping. 

W: Would you go up there? 
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L: Are you serious? [Laughter] 

W: Would you stay in town for the Olympics or would you rent your place out like 

people do? 

L: Look, my house has now a bed and breakfast. You all should come out there and 

spend a night or two. 

W: What’s the name of it? 

L: Lilly’s Bed and Breakfast. I do gumbo parties and people come in; people in 

museum spent the fourth and fifth of July out there. They had gumbo, Lord, they 

were cooking it up. I said, a bed and breakfast is supposed to have breakfast and 

go home. You’re not supposed to have me cooking dinner, but I did gumbo 

because they know I love to cook. But I would be in Chicago during the 

Olympics. When the Olympics go there, I’m out of here.  

W: Well, I know you need to go, and I appreciate the interview so much, Lilly 

Lavaillais. I’d like to conclude my interviews giving the person that I’ve spoken to, 

first, my appreciation and thanks for the time that you gave today. You talked 

about stuff you didn’t have to, and people will benefit from it, so I appreciate it so 

much. 

L: I hope so, I hope so. 

W: I like to close with just giving that thanks and also whatever you want to say, your 

reflection on the interview or your final comment. When you’ve said what your 

last comment, that’s the end of the interview, so you have my thanks. 

L: Thank you, darling. I enjoyed this. Give me a hug, I’m a hugger. 

W: All right. 
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L: Oh, broke my ankle in this . . .  

W: Thank you so much. 

L: How long are y’all going to be here? 

W: We’re leaving 2:00 this morning, coming. 

L: You got my phone number, so if you want to come back up here again and you 

don’t want to stay in a hotel, you want to stay in a great, big room and have some 

good food, call me. 

W: Did you put your phone number on there? I do have all your information, did you 

put your phone number in the box? 

L: Oh, shoot. I did not put my phone number on there. 

W: Everything but. 

L: I guess I didn’t a place for— 

[End of interview] 
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