
 

The Foundation for The Gator Nation 
An Equal Opportunity Institution 

Samuel Proctor Oral History Program 

College of Liberal Arts and Sciences 

 

Program Director: Dr. Paul Ortiz 241 Pugh Hall 

Technology Coordinator: Deborah Hendrix PO Box 115215 

 Gainesville, FL 32611 

 352-392-7168 

 352-846-1983 Fax 

 

   

 

The Samuel Proctor Oral History Program (SPOHP) was founded by Dr. Samuel 

Proctor at the University of Florida in 1967. Its original projects were collections centered 

around Florida history with the purpose of preserving eyewitness accounts of economic, 

social, political, religious and intellectual life in Florida and the South. In the 45 years since 

its inception, SPOHP has collected over 5,000 interviews in its archives.  

 

Transcribed interviews are available through SPOHP for use by research scholars, 

students, journalists, and other interested groups. Material is frequently used for theses, 

dissertations, articles, books, documentaries, museum displays, and a variety of other public 

uses. As standard oral history practice dictates, SPOHP recommends that researchers refer to 

both the transcript and audio of an interview when conducting their work. A selection of 

interviews are available online here through the UF Digital Collections and the UF Smathers 

Library system. 

 

Oral history interview transcripts available on the UF Digital Collections may be in 

draft or final format. SPOHP transcribers create interview transcripts by listening to the 

original oral history interview recording and typing a verbatim document of it. The transcript 

is written with careful attention to reflect original grammar and word choice of each 

interviewee; subjective or editorial changes are not made to their speech. The draft transcript 

can also later undergo a later final edit to ensure accuracy in spelling and format. Interviewees 

can also provide their own spelling corrections. SPOHP transcribers refer to the Merriam-

Webster’s dictionary, Chicago Manual of Style, and program-specific transcribing style guide, 

accessible at SPOHP’s website. 

 

For more information about SPOHP, visit http://oral.history.ufl.edu or call the Samuel 

Proctor Oral History Program office at 352-392-7168. 

 

-October 2013 



MFP-064 
Interviewee: Charles Modley 
Interviewers: Amanda Noll and Josh Moore 
Date: September 24, 2010 
 

N:  This is Amanda Noll and I’m here in Mississippi on September 24, 2010, and I 

am here with . . . 

JM:  Josh Moore 

N:  And . . . 

CM:  Charles Modley. 

N:  Well, thank you, Mr. Modley, for taking the time to talk with us today. We’d like to 

just start off with some general questions maybe you can tell us a little bit about 

your family history and how long your family has been in the Mississippi Delta. 

CM:  Yeah. My father name is John Henry Modley, Sr. My mother is Emma C. Modley. 

Her maiden name was Red. And I come from a family of thirteen siblings. And 

they were here, and somehow or another now, I gather—I have not really traced 

it, you know, their genealogy. But they was here during the of time 

sharecropping. You know, during the time when everyone was farming. And 

somehow, they had family in Alabama; Forkland, Alabama. We have a farm out 

there. We have a hundred acres of farm out there. And six of them still live in 

Alabama. Two of them live here now. I had two sister pass in the last five years, 

and I am the baby boy. I have a sister under me named Gladys, Lottie, Rosie, 

Vera, Roosevelt, Luella, Matthew, Elmer, Glen, Delores, Charlotte, yours truly 

Charles, and my baby sister Gladys. You know during that time, when they was 

coming up, there was nothing to do but farm back then. But just, you know, sitting 

around here, just hearing them talk during the years I was growing up. They 

always gave them a part of a farm to raise. And no matter how much farming 
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they done and money that they create to establish you know that is a good farm, 

they was never able to get from under the yoke of the plantation owner. They 

was always in debt no matter how much money they accumulated during that 

year, or during the years. They was always in this, this debt. So back in 1962 or 

[196]3. My father was John Modley. John the first died, which was a uncle of his. 

So he asked who wanted to come out there and raise the farm. You know, 

because he was leaving. So my Daddy, he would go. So we left, I was maybe 

two or three during that time. So he left, went out there with all the youngest kids. 

Three kids stayed here, Rosie, Vera, and Roosevelt stay here. And the rest of 

kids went with the parents. So we farm out there for about, until I got ready to go 

to Tuskegee University. That was in 1974. And we always would—at that time to 

pick a bale a day with that amount of people on the farm; Luella, Emma, 

Matthew, John and Glen, they basically was doing the cotton picking. And they 

would pick a bale a day. And so the people at the time in that area wasn’t used to 

a family picking a bale a day. So every day after about 3:00 my dad was able to 

take a bale of cotton to the gin and have the ginned, every day. And we did that 

always up. When Emma and Mathew and Luella graduated, that was in the late 

sixties, maybe [19]67 or [19]66. During that time, the small kids did a little bit of 

farming during that time. And mostly we went from farming to a truck patch, 

where you just raise your garden vegetables, your watermelons, peas and 

beans, peanuts, cucumber. Because the bulk of it sooner was gone. So he 

couldn’t keep that amount of accumulation up to pick a bale of cotton a day. So 

when I left—now I went to Tuskegee in 1974. And he farmed very little after that, 
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very little. And when I left Tuskegee I came here. I don’t know why I came to the 

Mississippi Delta. Like my sister right now, she always asks me—my older sister 

in Chicago—she always asks me, she said, y’all should go out there and farm. I 

said, I don’t want no part in farming. I have enough farming, you know, coming 

up, because every time we get out of school in the evening time, we had to go to 

the truck patch and chop. Very seldom did I miss days out of school, but the 

other siblings did because during that time it was little bit harder to raise crops, 

during that time. But the hardship in farming through the years, with the sun, you 

know, the hot sun and stuff like that, bugs, I just don’t feel like farming today. 

Even like we in Atlanta out there, I still don’t want to farm. Because it left a bitter 

taste in my mouth. Not that I was under the yoke of the plantation owner, but, you 

know, as you growing up you can see the kind of things they probably had on our 

parents, on our fore-parents. So that was something that I would never—at that 

time, I said I was never going back to it. But there is a lot of money in farming in 

now. Because you’re able to get the loans, the grants, big tractors, big combines. 

You know, things you need to farm. It’s a little better now, although they still got 

the black farmer lawsuit going on right now as we know it. But my Daddy always 

farmed. He always was able to provide for us. We never wanted for anything, 

because he always had a debt through the farm. But we was able to, through the 

first round of the settlement, we was able to get part of that money. Because we 

was able to show the fact that we actually farmed. 

N:  And what settlement was this that? 
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CM:  That was the Black Farmers Settlement that they held one right now. Last week 

they was supposed to introduce a bill you know concerning to get the rest of 

them taken care of, I think about seventy-one thousand black farmers still trying 

to get money. But I came here in 1980. During the 1980s, Alsie McDaniel ran for 

mayor during that time. He was a black man, he was a black lawyer. He won the 

election, but they held it up in court for about right at a year. And that is why the 

mayor election is different from the presidential election right now. Instead of like 

running in 2008 we ran in 2009. City elections got throwed off a year. But nothing 

was done about it during that time. It stayed held up in court, I think about eight 

or nine months, I’m not sure. But I’m quite sure history will hear about it. Here in 

Indianola it really haven’t changed a whole lot. On the surface it look like we have 

come a long way, and I know we have. But it’s not where it need to be as far as 

blacks having the same opportunities as the whites. Right now we have a white 

mayor, and last that you ever had a black mayor, you could see the things that 

he campaigned on that he’s not really doing right now, because in face, I believe 

that somebody behind is pushing him to do certain things. You know, just this 

week we had an apartment complex that was denied. It came through the board 

of Aldermen and the mayor. And on the way out, I picked up a local paper. How 

long have y’all been here? 

JM: We have been since Wednesday. 

CM: That is the day it really came out. It have changed, changed a lot. So what I do, I 

broadcast games for Gentry, right? Football, basketball. I go up to Oxford, which 

is the north part of Mississippi. It’s in Lafayette County. I go to Hernando, Saltillo. 
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My biggest concern now is to try to bridge the gap in the school system. That is 

what I would like to see, because when you go to Oxford, they are mixed. I don’t 

know sixty, forty, or seventy, thirty, because all those northern cities up there 

where we had to play, those schools are mixed. And down here they have your 

academies here. And I feel that the reason there is not a lot of job opportunities 

here is because the town is so split. Because no one would like to come to a 

community where you have your academy over here, you have your black public 

schools over here. And they have to pay money twice. They have to pay taxes, 

where if I choose for my kid to go to the academy I got to give money to them 

also. So you know the community is real divided. And I don’t know whether or not 

we can bridge the gap. I think we need to bridge it through education, myself. As 

you know the Mississippi Delta, and you are talking about education, it is near 

the bottom. Almost everything in Mississippi near the bottom. Everything bad, we 

got it and it is near the bottom. Now we, for the infant mortality rate, and teenage 

pregnancy, and for the ratio of black that migrate to the prison institutes are 

probably at the top of the list. STDs we are at the top of the list, but we are at the 

top for some bad, but we are never at the top for nothing good. And it is going to 

take a lot of work to get this community and probably all the Delta to come 

together. And change this direction we are going, because you know it is no way 

that we can aim to attract, you know, anybody to move from over there and come 

down here and locate the job. Even when like Nissan came here and stayed in 

Mississippi and went to Madison Central, one of the richest areas in the state of 

Mississippi. Okay. Toyota came here; Toyota went to Blue Springs, near Tupelo. 
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And our governor, he’s Haley Barbour. And the jobs it seem like are interested in 

coming to Mississippi, he never seem to distribute any of them to the Delta. He 

always, northeast Mississippi, where you have Ole Miss up there. And some jobs 

he send to up Oktibbeha County. I think that’s where Mississippi State is at. But 

they have a steel company come; it went to Columbus, that’s right near 

Mississippi State. So, the people in the Delta they are struggling. We are 

struggling for jobs; we are struggling in education. My thing is, if I was raising a 

kid right now, the first thing I would put on his table a book, tell him to read and 

get more knowledge and understanding. Because if we don’t do that, there is no 

future for us. We probably end up, you know—some figures say, well, the Delta 

like a third world country. Probably in some instances yeah, but not as bad. And 

is it a forgotten area? I don’t know, but seem like nothing good comes out of 

Mississippi Delta. We already know we got B.B. King. You know we have a few 

more people, we got Morgan Freeman. He’s from Clarksdale. And if we don’t get 

on this bandwagon to educate our kids learning and reading real early, for like 

black community, we are done. The dropout rate is real high in the state of 

Mississippi. Sad thing, we have almost thirty-something percent dropout rate in 

the state of Mississippi. I don’t how many drop out here in Indianola to the 

number, but we have a lot of problem here in the Delta. Crime rate is real high, a 

lot of young men on drugs. And we need to, like, really come together. It’s a lot of 

programs out there fend off that kind of activity. But are they working? I don’t 

know, it don’t seem like they are working. I mean, you really can’t know. I mean, I 

was in a meeting the other day, I saw where Congressman Benny Thompson 
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had gotten several million dollars down here since he been office. You know but 

the thing about it, is it seem like—I think he has been in office since [19]93. Are 

we better off with him? Probably yes. Has he done all he can do? No. Can there 

be a lot of improvement? Yes. But I think that some of the improvements, we 

need to start with ourselves. You know we are divided as a people. We go into 

the community, we kill up our own people, destroy our own neighborhood, sell 

drugs to our young kids. And can this stop? Yes, but it got to be taught early and 

it got to be taught every day. And really, when it started reaching the third or 

fourth generation, where you know I went to school with your daddy. He was your 

father. You went to prison, he was in prison, too. So, the Delta is struggling to 

survive. Not a lot of jobs here. And it’s not, they say education is the pits here. Is 

it really that bad? Yes, we scored lower on the test this year in statewide test. I 

think the test scores came out maybe a couple weeks ago, you know. They had 

some making progress, a little progress, but it’s not where it should be. And we 

need to get on some type of Delta-wide communication block program that we 

can start our kids in the right direction. You know as far like, I don’t know what 

the academy scores on their tests. I mean I know it is a private institute, and that 

is not really public knowledge. But I am quite sure that they have problems, over 

there as well. Whenever a public school has a problem they always put it on TV, 

they always broadcast it. And they always make sure that the news media covers 

negative things. You know, I think everything is predicated on, here, I think 

everything is predicated on the status quo of not doing the thing that they need to 

do to enhance. Okay, if I am over here struggling—and I can take a modern 
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example from an academy. If the academy is doing real good, why don’t we go 

over there and see what they are doing. And they are passing their kids and 

scoring higher on their test, lets go over there to Oxford, let’s go to Saltillo, let’s 

go to Lake Cumberland and see what those kids are doing. Maybe you can bring 

the ideas back onto the Delta. Maybe our kids can progress as well. But I think a 

lot of racism is still here. I mean, you can see it every day. I believe that racism 

here because they still wants to be over you. Although we are free now, they still 

want to feel like, well, although you have your black mayor, your black aldermen, 

but I am still better than you, because I am white. And some blacks fall into that 

trap, still do. During the last election, they just feel like a white person can 

maneuver things better. He won in every ward. We had three black wards down 

here, and he won over here in Ward One and Two, and then he won in Wards 

Three, Four, and Five. I think it’s more of an education thing, to educate our 

peoples that we can do the same as our counterparts do. But first you got to 

believe it and understand it. And why we need to work together so our 

community can grow. And it’s been real stagnated. Johns Manville left in 2001. 

We haven’t had a significant job come to Sunflower County since then. Okay, the 

county purchased, you got one, two, three, three buildings that they purchased, 

but nothing to put in them. Now, I believe there is no supervisor really going out 

to solicit jobs for this area. I think they are there for those salaries. They make 

pretty good, about $45-46,000 a year. And they is there for the salaries and they 

are not doing anything to enhance our communities and I think this time we need 

to hold them accountable for it. I mean, I could be on a telephone and pay bills. 
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They spin the truth every month. Where they have to pay this and pay that, they 

pay different branches of the city. And they have failed the people as well. And 

for us, like getting someone in there to really represent this area. I don’t believe 

that a lot of people be discouraged and run because of the fact that old Joe did 

not do anything and maybe Sam not doing anything either. But this whole 

Sunflower County need overhauling. I believe that, you know, we can do a lot 

better things than we are doing right now, ‘cause we are just stagnating. We are 

not going anywhere; same people in power now was in power in the 1980s. And I 

always like to think that the ones in power like to see the community grow, you 

know. But right now, I don’t believe they do. Because you have your Double 

Quick stores here, you have your Supervalu, you have your hospital, you have 

Dollar General, and you have Delta Pride. Delta Pride is, in other words, they call 

that the bottom. If you work at Delta Pride, most people say that is the bottom. 

N:  Is that a grocery store? 

CM:  Delta Pride is a catfish manufacturer. They produce catfish in the field, on the 

farm, and then they bring it back and they cut them up, put them into boxes and 

ship them all over the world. But they making no money out there. Some of them 

have been out there ten to fifteen years, but are getting nine dollars an hour. But 

to me, it seem like the government should be able to do something about that, 

they can’t, cause hey, they have a union. And the union not bargaining in good 

faith, as I can say, where if I’d been working a job for fifteen years and I’m getting 

only nine dollars an hour, starting off at minimum wage, it’s probably time for you 

to move or try something better. Dollar General, they work basically like they do 
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at a grocery, at a Supervalu. They pick groceries off the shelves, put it on the 

jack, wrap it up, put it in the trucks, and send to different stores. But basically that 

is all you have here in Indianola. B.B. King Museum came here in 2008 and has 

been great for Indianola, yes. There has been a lot of notoriety to it. But it haven’t 

brought a lot of notoriety for nobody to volunteer to bring jobs here in our county 

or our city. The average person walking the streets right now, if they are not 

working, doing welfare or whatever, they feel like they don’t have any hope. The 

reason why a lot of our kids, a lot of our grown people get on drugs, is because 

they feel like it can’t get anything better for them. And I think that we need to 

have programs for that too, so that we can encourage people that there is always 

hope that you can do some things. 

[Telephone rings] 

CM: Excuse me. From y’all experience, if y’all ready, what do y’all think about the 

Delta? 

N:  Well, this is actually my third time back. I was here for the opening the B.B. King 

museum so I saw the town really come alive during that time, and a big parade 

and everyone really excited. That was also the election year, so a lot of political 

fervor, and it was really vibrant. And then coming back the next year, I saw a 

different side of the town. And I still saw a lot of people excited about politics and 

a lot of people still impassioned with the same beliefs. So that was, it wasn’t a 

depressing thing to come back to. But I saw a different side of it, kind of the 

ordinary side of it; the everyday aspect, and people still talking about the same 

issues, especially education, really, on the forefront of everything. 
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CM:  I think education is key. I mean, you can’t do anything without, you know, 

education. I think it is really resonating right now in the community. Because like, 

state tests—I don’t know what they have in Florida, do they have state tests in 

Florida? 

N:  Yes, very strict ones that end up cutting funds more than helping anything. 

CM:  But see, okay, now blacks are the ones who don’t pass the test mostly. I mean I 

don’t know, like I say, that if there is a way that they are teaching, they need to 

go up and see and share. Lot of kids at Gentry, good students honor roll 

students. They get to that tests, can’t pass the test and go on to college and do 

real good. And I think that is a real problem. I know in the older days they didn’t 

have it. They had a test now for what? For what purpose? 

JM: Funding. 

CM:  Funding? 

JM:  That is what it is back in Florida at least. 

N: If you score well you get more funds; you score bad, you get less, which doesn’t, 

kind of, it’s counterintuitive really. 

CM:  Right, okay. We have a lot of students to be on honor roll at Gentry, Gentry High 

School, but can’t pass the test. Have to over there Miranda Academy so you can 

get into college. And when they go into college they on honor roll. So does it 

defeat the purpose of it or what? You said funding, yeah, I can see that. No Child 

Left Behind, do you think that worked as well? 

N:  Hasn’t seen it work yet. 
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CM:  No Child Left Behind, it probably helped done some good in some places. And I 

know here in Indianola, I don’t think it done so well, because I don’t know what 

percentage of students pass that test. But you would be amazed at the students 

who don’t pass. And they had to go somewhere and go to summer school to try 

to get into college during their summer and I have seen some of them pass the 

ACT test, you know, enough to make, get into college. But if they can’t fare the 

state test, they can’t get into school. So, it may be good for funding, it may be 

good for that. But I think it is a way of kicking back, to me, now I’m a straight up 

guy. To me that is kind of like targeting, targeting people who really want it to 

effect. Do we need the test? Can a kid go to school and be successful in college 

without that test? Yes. Should it be totally based on funding? Or should there be 

some other criteria that the test could be based on? I mean, the student going to 

college verses not passing the test. A lot of students drop out just because of the 

test. And I don’t know what the dropout rate down in Florida is because I don’t 

live down there. I am quite sure it is high. I don’t know if it is thirty-seven to forty-

seven percent like here in the state of Mississippi, some places higher than that. 

Sometimes we put emphasis on things that should not be emphasized that much 

to me. Now when we graduated from high school, we didn’t have a test. I’m quite 

sure that your mother did not have a test, or your father, did he? They done good 

right? Okay. Do you think it needs to be changed, that it needs to be overhauled 

as well? Yeah, I do. But I don’t know, I know I went broad range in here, it’s just 

some of the things that I feel like need to be talked about here in the Mississippi 

Delta. I don’t know what in particular y’all were looking for, but I assume you can 
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get fifty people in here, they’ll talk about fifty different things, things that affect 

them the most. And if we begin to, this state of Mississippi, if we began to focus 

on education where education funding is being cut—it been cut several, several, 

several times. Even this year, Haley Barbour thought about closing Mississippi 

Valley. He wanted to combine Mississippi Valley State, Jackson State, and 

Alcorn in one university. But he did not identify Delta State, Ole Miss, Mississippi 

State or Southern Mississippi—a college for women, now—and then Columbus. I 

think you said something about them, much of them going to Mississippi State. 

But I don’t think the governor, although he is from Yazoo City, I really don’t think 

he really have a lot of concern about this area. And he always seems to point—

like about a month ago, a biofuel company wanted to come here, in Greenville, 

about twenty-five miles away. And Greenville, Columbus, Franklin County was 

right through that area. In the final analysis, Greenville was not on the map any 

more. It was going to be northeast Mississippi, below Jackson, in the coast. Now 

if we have a governor in office that’s doing this all the time, do you think people 

are blind and can’t see what is going on? And I think if a community as blacks 

here in the Delta, I feel like we could come together, mobilize ourselves, and we 

can be there to channel that in a different direction. But see, we cannot change 

because we are in not together ourselves. And, you know three generations 

had—have you heard of the Willie Lynch Syndrome? 

N:  No, sir. 

CM:  Okay. You’ve never heard of Willie Lynch period? 

N:  No, sir. 
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CM: Okay. Willie Lynch, back in 1712, he came to some plantation; I think it was in 

Virginia. And he told the slave masters how to keep us divided for years. He said, 

put the light skinned blacks in the kitchen, and put the brown skin in the yard, and 

put your darker skin right there around the edge of the field, and put the black 

ones in the field. Now, if I am out there picking cotton, right, and you a slave as 

well, and it is hot sun, I am going to feel some animosity. Hey, you in that kitchen, 

working in the kitchen eating as much as you can. So, yeah, I am going to be 

upset. So, he’s going to get upset. Guy at the edge of the field is going to get 

upset. The guy in the yard is going to get upset. And has this worked for years? 

Yes, this has worked. In the Mississippi Delta, blacks cannot come together and 

support anything. And that’s hindering us, that is hindering what Haley Barbour 

needs to be doing as well. Now we can come together, we can come down and 

protest some things, about some things that we are lacking in the Delta that the 

other parts of the states is getting. Cause knowing in a world that we know what’s 

going on but we can’t do anything about it; oh, that is Haley Barbour, he’s got all 

the power. No, he don’t. We had a superintendent to be taken down at the first of 

this year. His name was Macintosh. And so forth and so on, he sued the 

governor and the attorney general because they handled it wrong here. He was 

an elected official being replaced by a non-elected official. It’s just sometimes we 

feel that it’s no use in fighting because we are not going to get anywhere by 

fighting. Just how we feel that sometimes your vote don’t even count. We don’t 

go to the poll. In this second congressional district right here you have 700-

something-thousand folks. If they would go out and vote—if they would go out 



MFP-064; Modley; Page 15 
 

and vote, we could control the elections state-wide. But we don’t feel like voting 

really matters to anything. And has it changed? No. It’s the same way now. Now 

we generated a lot of momentum back when Barack was running in 2008. They 

energized the base. But it’s—I’ll be right here, and vote come up in November. 

You won’t get half as many of those peoples to come out here and vote for in 

November for Congressman Thompson. You know, our problem range is very 

broad. I mean we have problems that you cannot even imagine. Since you been 

coming here to the Delta, compare the Delta to Florida in the aspect of 

education. 

N:  Well, education in Florida has its share of problems too. [Laughter] 

CM:  I am sure it does. 

N:  We are definitely one of the lower, I think we are forty-seven or something, the 

worst in the nation, so we are pretty bad off too. 

CM:  But this area here, does it look like this area in despair? Doesn’t it? 

N: Yes. 

CM:  Now, I had a friend of mine coming down from Tupelo on Saturday, the first time 

coming down. My niece live up there, so she brought him by my house, right? 

And the first thing I said, I said, how do you like Indianola? He said, a little 

depressing. But you just coming in off the street, if I am driving off the 82 

Highway coming here, would it looked depressing to me? No, not really, maybe 

because I was raised on a farm, you know what I’m saying? I wasn’t raised in a 

big manor nowhere like in Orlando whatever. But you know, you all come down 
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from Florida, from University of Florida, of course it look terrible. And sometimes 

you feel like, I don’t see how people live here. You ever said that? I mean— 

JM:  I come from an older town, too, so it doesn’t really—when I got here, it almost 

looked like home. I mean, it didn’t affect me as much, so. 

CM:  I have a brother who lives in Chicago. He was in Vietnam, lived in Chicago for 

about forty something years. He said he couldn’t live here anymore. I said, why? 

He said there is nothing to see, there’s nothing to do. But I just think, once you 

get used to it, you able to balance your time, you able to live wherever you can 

adjust to. But education, we in the pits. Politically, we have come a long way, 

cause Mississippi has the most elected black officials than any state in the union. 

Are we doing anything when we get in office? No. Can we do better? Yes, sir. I 

see teenage pregnancy every time you go to Wal-Mart. They hustle, thirteen, 

fourteen years old, fifteen, sixteen. If you getting pregnant at fifteen and sixteen, 

your life is going to be miserable unless you get it into your head to straighten it 

out and somebody there to help you raise your child. Going to see to that child 

while you just make it up in your mind, hey, I’m going to school. I made my 

mistake, now I’m going to school. I can go to Greenville and it’s the same thing, 

but it’s our kids. It’s blacks. They have all types of programs to combat that, and 

none of them are working. The government send thousands and thousands, 

thousands of dollars down here, just for you to have programs to educate the 

teenaged. If they going to have sex, they need to keep from getting pregnant, 

okay. But if you are having a child at fifteen, sixteen and seventeen, you are 

probably there already. You going to be on welfare. You are going to be on food 
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stamps, which is the same thing. So, if you are living like that, you raised in a 

household like that, sometime you can’t see your way out. Degradation set in. It’s 

deep in you. And the programs have failed us as well. Cause, like I tell you, 

Benny Thompson, millions of dollars down there for a program, just what I say it 

did. They are not working. So, if I am starting from the bottom up, if I have a six- 

or seven-year-old, or a two- or three-year-old, first, think I am going to decide: 

learn how to read, and comprehend. If you can learn how to read and 

comprehend, those math problems you know you got to read, those word 

problems in math? Sometimes you got to know what you are doing to work those 

math problems out. And we have a place over there right now called Delta Health 

Alliance. They send books out now, kind of like encouraging them to read, and I 

think that is a good thing. I think it should have been started forty years ago. 

Because the Delta had councilmen over there about forty years, and they just 

now making an impact. They have gotten about sixty-three million dollars from 

the stimulus package and I just feel like we go to spend that money somewhere. 

We can’t just sit on it. But life in the Delta, if you got you a job making about forty-

five, fifty thousand dollars a year and you a principle or you are a athletic director 

you are an assistant principal you can live like a king because things are not to 

high here. You can live like a king because you know the crime rate is high, but it 

not high like it is in Chicago, New York. Based on the population, things like that. 

But normally, if a person do something out here, they almost able to catch them. 

Because everybody here knows everybody. It is a town where, I mean, people 

ask, do you know Charles Modley? They say, yeah, I know him. But this is the 
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only time about, it was about thirteen thousand. I talked to tax assessors about a 

month ago, he said it dropped down now to about ten thousand people, because 

people are migrating because they can’t find no work here. And education, 

economic development’s not doing what they should do. You know we got a 

dead economic development board over there. They’re not going out trying to 

solicit any jobs, and they paying him a salary. Education, economic development, 

and job training. Those in order. Right there, I think if we could capture them, I 

think we would be okay. But the blacks suffer the most in all aspect, of those 

three. Healthcare, since they passed the health care bill back in March—I think it 

is going to be great, because a majority of people don’t have life insurance, they 

don’t have health insurance. So, if you don’t have health insurance, you need 

some life insurance, because you are going to die. In Mississippi, heart disease, 

diabetes, hypertension, people are sick here in the Delta. I usually go to the 

doctor over there in Greenville, his name is Doctor Damon. He is just about my 

age. He ain’t never been to a place where so many people are diabetes, high 

blood pressure, they’re just sick, period. But those are the two main things that 

happen, and diabetes is one of the most terrible diseases, because you cannot 

control it. I mean, I usually hear my momma and them talk about it when I was 

coming up, but you know it never dawned on me. You know that they were just 

that devastated. Plus, now they got more knowledge about it than they ever had, 

but healthcare is in the pits; healthcare jobs, education, economic development. 

And I think it is going to take a long time when people are not working together to 
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bring that to the forefront. If we are not working together, we cannot get those 

issues resolved, you know, no kind of way. 

N:  Well, we’ve talked a lot about education and the importance of it. Do you mind 

sharing some of your experiences with education growing up? And you had a big 

family, too, maybe your older siblings. Were they in segregated schools and go 

through that process of desegregation? 

CM:  My older siblings, they went to an all-black school. The name was Green County 

High. They left a few years before I got out of high school. I think we had about 

two or three white kids going to my high school. But when I went to Tuskegee 

University, that’s all what’s there, because we had an engineering school, we had 

architecture school, and then we had a veterinary school, we had an aerospace 

center at that time, and we had nursing school. There was a lot of whites, and a 

majority of my biology classes— 

N:  Was that a historically segregated university? 

CM:  Yes, that’s Booker T. Washington that founded that university. And a majority of 

white students, they was in veterinary school and engineering. And a lot of them 

was in the aerospace center. And it wasn’t anything to me, ‘cause I never did 

really—it was nothing big to me to be mixed. The experience down there was just 

like going to school with regular black people. So it was no different. But coming 

here, and having left there, I say I came from an institute that was mixed, you 

come back to teach or whatever, school here, and all the kids are black. And the 

problems still exist now that was back then. We were separated then, and we are 

separated now. Can it get any better? Yes, it can. But I don’t think the movers 
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and shakers in this community want that to happen. I mean, cause I know that 

Tom Gresham, he’s a multi-millionaire. He owns something like forty Double 

Quick stores. And back on the internet, back in 2001, I looked for him on there 

and he was grossing seven, fourteen million dollars a month of all the stores 

combined. That’s a lot of money. And does he give to the black community? Not 

a whole lot. You go there for forty-fifty dollars, maybe a hundred dollars. He’d 

probably donate. But I went to them and asked for a sponsorship for football this 

year. He didn’t budge. I thought about writing him a letter and telling him, look, a 

majority of kids, and a majority of the people who come into your store have kids 

who go to Gentry or they go to Gentry themselves, and you can’t donate just a 

sponsorship for football season? But I didn’t do it. And I’m glad I didn’t do it, 

because I didn’t want to be controversial, being on-air, you know. So, I think I 

used the right method doing that. But I think that blacks in the Delta, along with 

the whites, they could do better mixing a little bit more. We don’t really have 

churches. We come together during Thanksgiving time and only on this church 

right here on the corner, First Baptist Church. They all came across the track to a 

church right across the track, but they’re trying to show some kind of 

communication, trying to be on the same page a little bit. But deep down, I don’t 

think they really want us to come together. I just feel that. I mean, there is no 

reason that—because I remember back here when Dr. Merritt first became 

superintendent, the first black superintendent in this area here, Indianola School 

District, we had to boycott. I used to get off work in the evening time and go over 

and sign for the boycott. We had a boycott in grocery stores for the black Dr. 
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Merritt to be superintendent over black schools. We got ninety-nine percent 

blacks that got to the schools, but you want a white superintendent over there. 

N: What year was that in? 

CM:  That was in 1986. That was the first black superintendent in Sunflower County. 

And it came with a price. We closed five or six stores downtown. They went out 

of business and was not able to come back. Now was it—did we have to go that 

far? No. We could have sat down like we are talking right now and said, look, the 

best thing for us to do is go on and allow Dr. Merritt to be the superintendent. 

And the city lost millions of dollars that year just because of several stores closed 

up because of the boycott. And in 1986, again Mike Espy ran for the second 

congressional district representative. He was the first black in the state of 

Mississippi. I worked on his campaign. And we had two things going on at the 

same time. We also formed a biracial committee that was able to meet in the 

middle to see what both sides wanted to do, because of the boycott. And so I 

think it last for about two months. I am not sure. 

JM:  What exactly where you guys boycotting? 

CM:  Double Quick Stores, owned by the richest man in Indianola—no, he was the 

richest man in the Delta, well, in the state of Mississippi really. And so we was 

able to boycott a lot of stores and so he came to his senses and he let Dr. Merritt 

in as superintendent. But it didn’t come without a price. Everybody paid the price 

for that. The academy been over there for about thirty-something years. And I 

know you have about three or four blacks going over every year just so that they 

can get public funding. And now they talk about charter schools. Our Indianola 
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School District right now, we are in receivership, conservative here. He is running 

the school and our county school as well. They run the county school as well. 

That is where we are right now, for education. Saying, hey, you peoples in the 

Delta, you cannot run your own school. So, I’m going to send some of you down 

here to Jackson, Mississippi. We are going to show y’all how to run y’all schools 

in the Delta. I mean, in other words, that is what they are saying, but they been 

there; our school system—it has been since 2008 or 2009—it will be two years 

next year. Sunflower School District been—just this year in April—it was taken 

over by the state. So, the state runs both of our schools now. Here in Indianola 

School District, we didn’t have enough money to run the school system. And they 

had to get some money from the state to pay those people off. And they need 

money from the state to you know come take your school system over. Now, 

there are a lot of problems in Sunflower County School District, with Mr. 

Macintosh. Thirty-seven allegations pent against him for not running schools 

right. Out of thirty-seven, he missed thirty-seven. So he came there and took that 

school system over this year as well. That is where we are right now concerning 

education. Mississippi Delta, over there in Moorhead, about, I think the blacks 

outnumber the whites, but they do go to schools together over there. But they are 

probably about sixty, forty. And they used to have good football team, and they 

get along pretty good. On the average day, we get along pretty good. I don’t think 

it will be a big race thing, but I think we just need to get funding and just try 

something, see what will work. Now, I’ll tell you what I proposed to the mayor. I 

asked him, why don’t we just have one school system? I said, we’ll get a 
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representative for you to sit over there and talk to the people over on the white 

side. They don’t want to keep the school system like that. We want to have just 

one school system. See, we got dual school systems here now. Like I told you 

earlier about the, if a company wants to come here, if our city is divided, they 

don’t want to come here, because if the education system is divided, you can’t 

hardly find people to work, truly. If the mayor said, well, you know people can go 

to school where they want to go to school, I already knew that. If you chose to go 

to University of Florida, and I chose to go to the University of Alabama, that is by 

my choice and your choice as well. But why can’t we come together and have 

just one school system? And save private people who plan private schools 

money over there. And everything would change. So, I think we will come more 

together as a community. I believe that we would be doing the things God 

wanted us to do, to work together in peace and harmony. But Delta State over 

there in Cleveland, about thirty miles away, they used to be majority white, but 

they are majority black now. They have more black students going over there 

now than they do white. But I see a lot of faculty members leaving now, a lot of 

staff leaving. And why you want to leave now? Because my wife work over there. 

She called her name up, who left. And they been at the University x number of 

years, and they left. And since she had been there, they had about thirteen 

faculty members to leave. Now, I don’t know whether they just retiring or not they 

going to other places, but I don’t think the education system is worse than people 

think it is. But I think if we really left it to that person themselves to garner all of 

the education that they need to make it in this world, I think they put it out there. I 
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don’t think the student is being held accountable at home to do what they are 

supposed to be doing. I think the teachers teach, I think they teach pretty good. 

So student fights, fights a lot in school. I mean it’s terrible. Probably cause I am 

saying terrible, cause they shouldn’t be fighting at all. You know you have a good 

week when you have just one or two fights. And you usually have about two or 

three fights in a day. So, you know some weeks be good, some weeks be bad. 

And I just hope it get better. 

JM:  Do you think that how the mainly the majority of the white individuals in the Delta 

go to the academies and the African American kids go to the public schools, do 

you think that is a major playing part in why some business won’t come here and 

why the town seems so, all segregated. 

CM:  Because if a business come here, you know, they gonna bring them in and they 

gonna wine and dine them. We have a private school over here, we’re going to 

ask for a donation to support this private school. And he’s going to say, hold now, 

I’m already going be paying taxes, right? So, if I pay taxes to the Indianola tax 

base, and the taxes go to the public schools, you mean to tell me I got to turn 

around and get some more money out of my pocket to send to the private school 

for it to operate just because I got a business here? A lot of them don’t want to 

that. A lot of them say, hey, that double jeopardy. See, I’m paying the taxes 

already, and I am going turn around and bring three hundred jobs in this city. You 

know economics says I am going up then. And you looking for about $60,000 

from this company to just give to the academy? It is not going to happen. I 

believe that the older people here, white citizens, older, I don’t believe they want 
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their kids going. I just don’t believe it. Let’s go back to the mayor. The mayor 

almost said it to me. In a roundabout way, he said, people have a choice to go to 

any school they want to. So he is letting me know that, that was a no-go on that. 

They ain’t doing it. I mean, they are not doing it. So we’ve got a long ways to go. 

And it will probably be another fifty years, cause I asked some of the black 

leaders in town all the time. They say, Mr. Modley, they don’t want to do that. If 

they wanted to that, we open our talk to the superintendent here. You know our 

king, Davis Rush. He said they don’t want it to happen. So, I just believe that it’s 

a race thing. I just think that is something that we really need to be addressed. 

Even like the apartments down there in front of the golf club, these departments, 

it doesn’t even matter how many houses you have at a time in a city. There is 

always going to be people that needs homes. These groups of blacks was going 

to build a big church out there coming up out there already. Beautiful church, and 

this black group was going to put some houses down there. The Board of 

Aldermen turned them down. What he said in the paper doesn’t make any sense. 

We don’t want to sit and hear all that loud noise down there, traffic is going to be, 

you know, this is an industrial area. And we want citizens to be protected from 

the flow of traffic. When people is coming in and out to the business, now there 

are no businesses down there! So, I don’t know whether or not y’all saw, do you 

read Ebony magazine? There’s a large part on the Delta in there this month. 

Right now, I have about three or four pages in there, I was reading it the other 

day upstairs. They were talking about the same thing we’re talking about right 

now, being poor in Mississippi Delta is just like being poor in Africa. That is what 
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a majority of people think. I asked people to come down from Chicago, maybe a 

year or two ago. He said, I didn’t know you all lived like this down in the Delta. 

They think we are back in the 1800s down here. They didn’t know we have a lot 

of nice things, here. We had a lot of nice things, we had a lot of bad things down 

here. But this is a perception that has been going all over America, by the 

Mississippi Delta. They compared the Mississippi Delta with the Appalachian part 

of Virginia and stuff. You know place like that, West Virginia. Where it is really 

poor up in there, you know about that, right? It is really poor there also. So they 

kind of like comparing the Delta to that. So we are making progress, but we have 

a long way to go, still have a long way to go. Still. Whenever y’all get the chance, 

we need to go up there and read that Ebony magazine. I’m quite sure y’all will 

get a lot of information out of that. It’s up there right now. Who they had on the 

back of that magazine? I think Barack—no, no not Barack Obama. It’s talking 

about the same thing that we are talking about today. Living in the Mississippi 

Delta, healthcare is bad, but basically we have good peoples here. I work with 

white peoples, matter of fact, one used to visit me all the time. Shoot, we worked 

together, come over to my house all of the time, bring his wife, we would sit down 

and talk. As a matter of fact we went to a couple movies together. So you know, I 

wish we could bridge that gap and come together and live the way we should be 

living and cut out all of this division. Dr. King preached it. Barack thought it would 

happen before he got in to be president, as he got in he found out, hey, we got a 

long way to go. They don’t want to work with him. Like John Boehner, people 

don’t want to work with Barack. Bottom line. I mean, it reflects all the way back 
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down here. We have it in the White House, you have them right here in the 

Mississippi Delta. And I think it is a good thing that y’all be coming down here to 

share this information. Y’all doing a project on this? 

JM:  It is actually a running project. It’s been going on for, what? Four years now. 

N:  Well, Dr. Ortiz has been coming here since the mid-[19]90s, so he’s been doing a 

lot of work down here. We have about sixty oral history just from these past three 

years. It is a really great project. 

CM:  Y’all usually come in the fall or the late summer? 

N:  Yeah, usually late summer, August or September. 

JM:  We actually do these audio files that are being made, that are being shared with 

the Delta State as well. So once we get them back to Gainesville, and taken care 

of, they’re going to Delta State. 

CM:  On the seventh, I am on a panel at Delta State, a civil rights panel. So we are 

going to be talking about the same things. This has nothing to do with anything 

now, but I read in Ebony today that we thought George Washington was the first 

president, right? No. I was going to bring him with me, I left it at home. Because 

my daughter had been reading it. She said, Daddy, you gotta do more research. I 

said, hell, I’m looking at the internet. So I found out today that the first president 

of the United States was John Hanson. He was a black guy. It was eight 

presidents before George Washington, John Hanson. And to me, I mean it just 

blew me away. That they can have knowledge like that kept up. So it won’t get 

out. I asked my wife I said, do you think other people know this? She said, they 

probably do. So I called my friend, James. He know everything, So I called him, I 
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say, I was trying to get something on him. I say, who was the first president of the 

United States, overall? He said, John Hanson. That is the kind of thing I am 

talking about right there, where America would try to hide who was the first 

president of the United States. I am quite sure that he didn’t know, or that I didn’t 

know it either. Quite sure that ninety-nine percent of America don’t know that. 

And I think that is something that really needs to come out, and be shared with 

the Americans right now with the people in America, they don’t know. And that 

ought to be part of our black history. See, I can’t wait until February come so that 

I can share that with a lot of my colleagues. And tell them that the pictures that I 

had on the paper, I went to the internet and they had the same pictures on there. 

So they put another John Hanson on there to contradict him. So I know what it 

was. So I felt good when I read that. And they was from Virginia as well. The 

Delta just needs to be on the same accord so we can do some great things in the 

Mississippi Delta. But you look back when history, you know, fifty years from 

now. Some students probably will be from Florida, coming up here probably 

about the same thing we have been talking about right now. Has it gotten any 

better? The way it is going now, no, it is not going to get any better. Because as 

long as the people have a strong hold on some people that can make a 

difference in this community, they are not doing it. Everything that we go through 

to have a great significance to it, the ones that hold the key to immigration, he is 

never at those meetings. Because they follow him, quite sure he speak loud and 

clear, and they follow him, and I just think we need to be together on some 

things. And not just when we go to the B.B. King concert in June every year. Now 
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the B.B. King concert in June, aww man, we just like that. Two peas in a pod, just 

like that. Dancing, drinking together, I mean it would be fun. I mean, why not 

always? I mean, why not on a daily basis? I think that can happen but I just think 

people don’t want it to happen. 

N:  Do you think that cultural activates, like music and B.B. King, do you think that 

they can help on an everyday basis? 

CM:  Right, I mean they could. When they built that museum, they said that there was 

going to be some of the ways to bridge the gap between the white community 

and black community. Two years, I don’t think it will get better for they part. But it 

used to be, I think they probably made a little progress, but not like they wanted 

to. Because right now, the blues was created in the cotton field. The place down 

there, they say cost fourteen million dollars to build. And all the archives in there, 

all the memorabilia, whatever they got in there, cost fourteen million dollars to 

build. And the parts setting off from the museum, there’s supposed to be an 

educational center, but it is not being used like that and no blacks, very few 

blacks are in the decision making position there. It is totally ran by whites. And I 

think that has put a bad taste in our mouth. You know, when B.B. King died, he 

was eighty-four years old. The museum is going to be way more powerful than it 

is now. I think that the first year that they did, I think they had forty-something 

thousand visitors, which is great, at eight dollars a head. I think it could be a 

bridge to the community if they want it to be. 

N:  Do you have anything else left to ask? Do you have anything that you want to 

end the conversation with? 
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CM:  Well, I am just glad y’all here, so that you can analyze the world of the 

Mississippi Delta. And hopefully you all will continue to come back and gather 

some more information so y’all can take it back to, what’s done all— 

N:  Well, for the past two years we have been just basically in Indianola and this time 

we are stationed in Cleveland, so we are just starting to spread out a little bit 

more and hopefully we will continue to expand.  

CM: She said it was in Marks. 

JM: We have Marks and Ruleville and Cleveland and Indianola this year.  

CM: How long y’all going to be here? 

N: We’re leaving early, early Saturday night or Sunday morning. 

JM: Yeah, Sunday morning, about 2:00 AM or so. 

CM: How long it take you to get back? 

JM: It took forever to get here, it took about fifteen hours. MapQuest said eleven-and-

a-half, took us fifteen. 

N: We like to eat along the way. 

CM: It took about fifteen hour to get down to Orlando. I went there twice. It’s really 

super hot down there.  

JM: We got out of the bus here, and we were like, wow, there’s a breeze and it’s not 

all sticky. Feels great. [Laughter]  

CM: Yeah, I enjoy it. So thank you. 

JM: Well, we enjoyed it as well. This is a great program. I pretty much stumbled into 

this program and I absolutely love it. I took a seminar with Dr. Ortiz, just as a 

GPA booster, and I took the class and just loved the program. 
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CM: That sounds like my son. Take the class just to boost the GPA. 

JM: Yeah, love the program, and I’ve been working here for the past year. 

CM: That’s great. I hope y’all are coming to the football game tonight. 

N: We heard there’s a parade in Cleveland too. 

CM: Oh they got pig picking over there. Oh yeah, y’all should enjoy it. 

N:  Well, sir, thank you for taking time out of your day. We really appreciate it. 

 

[End of interview] 
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