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Not Forgotten

Twenty- Five Years Out  
from Telling Memories
Conversations Between Mary Yelling  
and Susan Tucker

c o M PI l e d  a n d  I n t ro d u c e d  B y  s u s a n t u c K e r

“In 1980 I asked Mary to join me in this research because we shared an interest in our segregated communities 

and how segregation was both mitigated and reinforced by domestic workers, their employers, and especially the 

system that created and continued a servant caste.” Mary Yelling (left) and Susan Tucker (right) in conversation, 

September 2013, by Jane Tucker.
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For Telling Memories Among Southern Women, Mary Yelling interviewed about one- 
third of some 200 women who had the time and courage to talk to us about their 
memories of domestic workers and domestic work. As I said in the book, Mary’s 
part was essential. As an African American woman, she was able to gain trust with 
current and former domestic workers in our racially divided society much more 
quickly than I, a white woman, could.

We had first met in 1979 on Department of Labor survey research projects 
carried out in Mobile, Alabama. Mary began with them when she decided to leave 
work as a math teacher. I began with them also in a gap year, away from being 
a librarian and archivist, because I wanted to explore more fully than a full- time 
job would allow the relationships of white employers to their African American 
domestics. I had begun this work in 1973, interviewing white women and research-
ing domestic workers as portrayed in literature and archival records.

In 1980 I asked Mary to join me in this research because we shared an inter-
est in our segregated communities and how segregation was both mitigated and 
reinforced by domestic workers, their employers, and especially the system that 
created and continued a servant caste. We also soon learned that we shared much 
more. Our grandmothers and grandfathers had lived on the same street, for ex-
ample, and essentially we had grown up in the same neighborhood, albeit one 
divided by race. Both of us also loved stories, and we thought of the stories that 
domestic workers and their employers told about one another as critical to under-
standing so much around us.

I have received three to seven calls every year since 1988 from those seeking ad-
vice about their own work on domestics or pleased to tell me how they had read 
Telling Memories and used some of the narratives as a springboard for their research 
and writing. One of these callers was Kathryn Stockett. Given the frequency of 
these calls over the years, perhaps it should have occurred to me how significant a 
topic the story of domestic workers might prove one day to popular audiences. I 
did not think this, but I was always glad to help, and Mary and I remain grateful 
that we were able to provide some part of a foundation upon which others could 
build.

On the other hand, because of this continuing interest and because of a sense 
of fairness to all those women who told us intimate details of their lives, Mary and 
I have continued to work together in a series of recorded conversations (with each 
other and with others over the last two decades) on a variety of topics, especially 
the centrality of place in shaping who one becomes, and legacies within life paths 
set alongside thoughts on reparations for slavery. The excerpts below come from 
this documentary project.
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In Their Own Words . . .

Mary Yelling: Tell me about your earliest memory of a domestic worker.

Susan Tucker: I guess it would be of my grandparents’ cook. I can remember 
seeing her in the kitchen. And there was a little set of steps that I would climb up 
and jump down into her arms. Also, my grandfather would sit at the table and he 
would say, “Cook, bring the ice cream.” I remember how she would stand with 
her hands on her hips when she talked to him. She was assertive. I didn’t know the 
words for that, but I knew she stood her ground. He wasn’t supposed to have des-
sert. And my other grandmother had a maid named Mattie, and she made really 
good pralines. So, I guess you would say my memory of them centered around 
stability and good food.

So you, what was your first memory of a domestic worker?

MY: My great- grandmother, who was actually my step- great- grandmother but 
who I called Mama, I can remember moving up to her house. She had pretty 
dresses that I liked. And she said that when she brought me the first night, I was 
around three. I could talk, and I protested because she wanted to put pajamas 
on me. I had never seen pajamas. And she had gone to Adam Glass Department 
Store and bought a bed for me. She had all that because she made enough money 
working for rich white people as a domestic worker. The idea was that my mother 
wasn’t going to be a domestic worker full- time, and I wasn’t either. We were going 
to have other paths open. Mama had no other path, but she still had a good life. 
I called my mother Darlin’. She had me when she was just a teenager but she was 
a student council type and smart, and the idea was that she would continue her 
studies, and so I was with Mama.

ST: That was another thing I remember too, though, of course, later, from 
the domestic workers I knew as a child: their family networks stretched more 
than ours did. The cook who came to work for us when I was six was Eula Mae 
Rudolph, and she had been born in 1917. So, she was then forty years old, and she 
had two daughters. They were in their twenties, and they had lived most of their 
lives in the country. She had never lived with their father, or with them long. But 
somehow it was always conveyed to us that she could send money home and help 
them, all the family in the country, by working in Mobile. So I think I had admi-
ration of that, for how even if things were hard, you still sent money home, took 
care of family. I also remember having some worry over that, some discomfort 
that likely was a sense of how unjust the segregated South was. The city allowed 
more work but the country, she thought, was safer for her children.

MY: Now, I think there was a difference for Mama in that as a little girl she got 
away from the rural South. She was born in Purdue Hill, or Camden, or some-
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where up in the country. When she was six or seven she moved to the Gaillards’ 
house. I don’t know if the Gaillards had a house in the country or what, but she 
came and she lived in their house. Her name was Mary Louise, but they called her 
Willie. Now my granddaddy had a birth certificate, but Mama didn’t. He had to 
establish her date of birth—this was later for social security or something—and I 
remember him going to the Gaillards’, the only time I remember him going there, 
to ask them for information even on her age. But she always said she lived in the 
house with them. Her mother—Mama called her mother Carrie—had a bunch of 
children, seven maybe. The baby sister, Aunt Lucille, eventually we knew. And 

Mary Yelling: “[My granddaddy] had been reared at Spring Hill College. All his life, the Jesuits came to our 

house. The president of Spring Hill College, he would come to our house every Saturday and bring books and sit 

and visit.” Spring Hill College, Mobile, Alabama, ca. 1901, Detroit Publishing Company Photograph Collection, 

Library of Congress.
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Carrie also came down here when she was very old and died in the room where I 
slept. Aunt Lucille was very dark. Mama was, for all practical purposes, white. We 
saw a lot of differences, you know.

Mama first married the man who oversaw the reservoir right across the street 
here on Mordecai Lane in Spring Hill, so they had a good living and a house on 
the reservoir. He was a Black Creole, that was the term they always used [though in 
other places he would have been called a Creole of Color], and so he was educated.

Then, after he died, she married my granddaddy. He had been educated too. 
He had been reared at Spring Hill College. I think his grandmother and aunt, 
they lived on the grounds of the College, and the memory I have is that they were 
washwomen at the College, for the Jesuits. One of my earliest memories is that we 
would wake up and go to mass. I would walk over there with him. All his life, the 
Jesuits came to our house. The president of Spring Hill College, he would come 
to our house every Saturday and bring books and sit and visit. Later, even after 
my grandfather died, I would find these notes where people asked him to write 
letters for them. White people—he worked in a lumber company and in a plastic 
company—and they, the whites, were not as educated as he was, and they needed 
his help.

ST: Which brings us to the other discussion about place, how you are in this 
house that your grandmother and grandfather built and you added on to.

MY: Yes, in the 1970s, we moved back here. My husband and I had lived away 
since the 1960s but we moved back to be with Mama.

ST: Why had you all left Mobile?

MY: As an African American you couldn’t get really ahead here. We found 
work in Oklahoma, my husband did, and then in Cleveland. And the schools 
were much better. I stayed home and raised the children. It was better to be away. 
I think Cleveland gave a more equal society to us. But I won’t say that growing up 
I ever suffered here in Mobile, particularly in Spring Hill. I had a lot of freedom. I 
used to know every pecan tree down by Mary B. Austin, the white school. And it 
was a small place, Spring Hill, even though I went down to Mobile to Catholic 
schools, especially in high school. But Spring Hill had these really polite white 
people. It was only later when I was teaching math in a high school did I see whites 
who were disrespectful to me and even to each other.

ST: I also had a lot of freedom to roam as a child here; I loved the gullies. And 
I remember the College, in that it desegregated early (1956). I have tried to think 
about that, what it meant to be right down the street from this place that made a 
stance. I don’t even know how I knew that they did, but I did know. I must have 
been older when I knew. Maybe my father told me. My father was from the hills 
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of Tennessee. He was a doctor but he was a populist. He talked about Tennessee 
and how the people there had not wanted to secede from the Union, how they eked 
out a little living. His mother had run a boarding house so he could go to school 
in Nashville. He was a difficult man, but he planted the idea of an America that fit 
better for me with Spring Hill College than it did with Mobile society.

MY: Was he Catholic?

ST: Oh, no. He was an atheist.

MY: Still, in a lot of ways, Spring Hill, in general, not just the College, was 
what helped us. Because Mama didn’t work for the Gaillards after she married, but 
she worked for the McMillans. Where the Gaillards had some sort of way of being 
known, the McMillans were richer by the time I came up. I think Ms. McMillan 
was from Pennsylvania too, so she was different. Mama told so many funny stories 
of what went on there in that house, but she made a pretty good living, and she 
always had so much for us.

Darlin’ always worked too. And that gave me a relatively prosperous back-
ground. Part of it was having people that loved me. I always knew my mother 
loved me. And I might say that having met my husband and his family was a gift, 
because, again, I fit in there. So very few families blend like ours do. But of all my 
gifts in life, as we have talked of them, I would also say my grandfather. Maybe 
between my mother and my grandfather; they were my greatest gifts.

ST: My own gifts of life had to do with books. In reading, there was a com-
plexity equal to, say, George Wallace. I hated seeing him on the news—especially 
if Eula Mae was in the room. I felt, how unfair for her to have to be from here and 
have him as governor. She was so smart, and I couldn’t figure out how society had 
somehow punished her so, and others so, just for the color of their skin.

MY: One of the saddest things is how so many of the domestic workers had to 
leave their children. Just like Mama coming to the Gaillards’ at age six. Now, how 
could that have felt?

ST: We heard lots of stories like that, didn’t we? I remember particularly your 
interview with a woman who wanted to write a book. I often think of her state-
ment about the cattle grate, how she felt locked into a society just like cows were. 
I think, too, almost every day of what one domestic worker said to me, something 
like—the exact words are in the book, but I think my memory is worth quoting 
and comparing: how canned foods, how all that meant so much to them, to have 
money to buy food.

The comparison between my memory and the exact words makes me want to 
ask about oral history. What do you think about the oral history process? Did it 
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work for us? Did the women get to tell their story? Did they get enough credit? 
Did you get enough credit?

MY: Lots of questions. I think you are not supposed to do that in oral history, 
ask too many questions.

ST: You are not.

MY: But yes, I think it worked. I had one woman’s daughter who called to com-
plain after the book came out. She didn’t like that her mother had been quoted as 
using incorrect English. I worried a little about that. She did use incorrect En-
glish, but if she had been writing she would not have done so.

ST: Did the women get to tell their story?

MY: I think they did. Some of them were afraid, you know, that you wouldn’t 
put in the bad parts, but you did. I remember one of them, you had to go get the 
permission form. I think she wanted to be sure she trusted you and not just me.

Susan Tucker: “Two of the white women were very generous and told me I had done something that would be 

remembered. Another wrote and said very delicately that she felt, in reading, all the emotions a human can have. 

I think most of them felt not so sure that they liked seeing themselves in print. On the other hand, they were polite, 

and in this case, they were politely silent.”
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ST: One of the hardest parts for me was when they wouldn’t sign the release 
forms, and I would give them back the tapes and the transcripts.

MY: How many asked for that?

ST: About thirty white women, and three African American women. I remem-
ber one of the white women had told about a domestic who had a miscarriage 
at work and how she, the white woman, helped her, how she thought the father 
might have been a rapist, a white man. But most were simply stories that were 
not unlike the ones we had permissions for. Some people fear being exposed more 
than others do. Different types of people fear being exposed in different ways. I 
understand that but still it was hard just to let go of their stories.

MY: We made some profit, but I am not sure it was more than pennies per hour. 
Does it take advantage of people? I would say no. People give stories to the news-
papers. They all wanted to talk, to be heard.

ST: Did the ones you talked with afterwards, after the book came out, did they 
feel that they still owned their stories? I mean, especially since we changed their 
names.

MY: They liked owning the pen names. In the end, they liked that we listened, 
and that others read their stories. The problem is that no one wants to listen to 
you. Children don’t listen, generally. Fifty years from now, they say, oh, that’s 
what mama was talking about.

ST: Two of the white women were very generous and told me I had done some-
thing that would be remembered. Another wrote and said very delicately that she 
felt, in reading, all the emotions a human can have. I think most of them felt not 
so sure that they liked seeing themselves in print. On the other hand, they were, 
as you said about the white people in Spring Hill, polite, and in this case, they 
were politely silent.

MY: What about people you work with, what did they think of the book?

ST: For a long time, because I work in a university where oral history is not 
regularly practiced, it was ignored. I was often asked to give talks, but it was 
always to community groups. From who knows where, I also received a few pieces 
of hate mail. One of them took a picture of me and wrote across it “Upholder of 
the status quo.” Another wrote to me and said that I had, as Faulkner once said, 
sacrificed people for my own writing. This writer had the exact quote: “If a writer 
has to rob his mother, he will not hesitate; the ‘Ode on a Grecian Urn’ is worth 
any number of old ladies.”

Yet every single year, a writer or an academic would contact me and say, “I liked 
your book, and I am writing a similar book.” Every single year from 1988 to, oh, 
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just last month someone wrote me by email. And back in 2007 or so, Kitty Stockett 
called me.

MY: Did you like The Help?

ST: She tells a good story, she weaves together distinctive personalities. I didn’t 
like the film much because I felt like it made poverty look easy, look clean.

What is your reaction to The Help?

MY: I liked the movie, I did. And I like that now my children are so glad that 
I worked on Telling Memories. I like that. Like the women I interviewed, I feel like 
now I am being listened to. And I say I am glad she used what the women told us 
and made something different from it. She made people listen. I know it is fiction 
and I know not everyone liked it, but she made people not forget. What more can 
you want?
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