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Preface:

I decided to do my‘project on the African-American community of Steelton,
concentrating on the trials and tribulations of growing up as an African-American
in a small town in twentieth century America. I wanted to focus, in particular, on
the importance of church and community because they encoxﬁpass a strong sénse of
culture. I chose to pﬁrsue this study of African-Americans because it was a
community with which I as an, Euro-American, was unfamiliar. I grew up in a
. community that W"as often segregated and I felt deprived of the privilege of
experiencing a community that was different from my own, therefore I wanted to
experience a culture that I };ad never had the opportunity to encounter in depth .
before. | o

‘Initially, I did have some difficulties with the project. I was reared in a town
in which there was én African-American’ community; however, the tension
between the races often hindered my opportunity to experience African-Americém
cultures and/or to know many African-Americans. ‘I always regretted this lost
opportunity because I felt that color should never affect relationships between
people.' Because I was never able to form any relationship with people of the
African-American community, I was unsure of how to approach African-Americans
in Steelton. My uneasiness was evident in my first experience at an African-
’American church, The Buelah Baptist Church in Steelton.

I was really apprehensive to attend the Buelah Baptist Church. I went wﬁh
two of my friends, Amy Davenport and Andreya Valabek. It helped to have other

people with me to give me confidence to enter the doors of the unknown. We were




fifteen minutes late. This was not due to uncouth manners, but rather to
directional illiterécy. Our tardiness for church increased my nervousness, I did not
want to make a bad impression. I guess it is always difficult to tread upon
unfamiliar territory but to blatantly disrupt it is quite another nerve-destroying
matter.

We were three, white college students walking close together through groups
of people whoxﬁ we did not know. My mind spun with many random, yet relevant
fhoughts. What if I say the wrong thing? Will they be inad because we are late? Oh
 no, I have not been to church in a long time. Is this the church? It looked réther
like a small, yellow dwelling where an extended family might live. All these fears
dissipated like steam from a pot when I encountered a smiling, jovial gentleman ét
the door. “You came!,” He said with a grin wider fhan the crack of the open door.
My tension immediately disappeared and was replaced with confusion. I was not
sure if he was speaking to us, but upon glancing around, I réalized that it had to be
us. “Give me high five girls!,” he said as he raised his small, chestnut colored hand.
It seemed unorthodox.but.I reached up and slapped him high five. It was nota
glorious rite-of-passage but it was a start. My friends did thé same, followdﬁg close
behind. |

We were then greeted by a woman who pointed us to Barbara Barksdale who
was sitting in the last pew on the right side of the church. Shé waved to us to join
her. I wondered how she recognized us. I guess I was begmniﬁg to feel comfortable
for realization of the obvious had evaded me. In new situations I like to be

inconspicuous but we really did not blend in. I sat down while I apologized for




being late. I fidgeted with rhy coat; Barbara smiled with understanding.

We stood and sang a hymn. I felt uncorhfortable, perhaps it was because I
always sing an octave lower while confusing all the words. The discomfort
intensified with the particulaf hymn that was selected, “Free At Last”. Ireally
wanted to participate because the unification of these péwgrful and passionate
voices excited even’my undisciplined voice to want té sing; however, I questioned

whether I had the right to sing a song which resulted from my ancestors enslaving

theirs’. I moved my lips but my voice was barely audible, silenced by the guilt. This |

guilt inevitably lead to paranoia for I felt that everyone in the congregation was
focusing their eyes on me. |

We sat down and the church service commenced. The minister delivered a
sermon cohcerm'ng all the changes that are vtaking place with the youth of today. I
listened intently. His voice would ri;e in aﬁ adamant crescendo that would fall in a

lilting of the last word for emphasié. His preaching became louder and the words

began to flow into a chant that lifted the épirits of the congregation, causing them to

respond with their own praiFes of Jesus. I wanted to join the responses. I wanted to
sing and clap my hands but my inhibitions caused me to remain corhposed exéept
for my foot which refused to stop tapping to the beat.

The church service ended with a final h}.'rrm. I stood, swaying slightly, either
caused by the music remaining in my mind or the uneasiness of my legs from the
ache of sitting fof so long. I felt exhausted but I was also refreshed and invigorated.
Barbara introduced me to Ettia Payne who agreed to be interviewed. I was excited

and nervous by the prospect of having a person to interview.




After our télk, we left. The three, white college students walked out the doors
of the Buelah Baptist church--not huddled, arms wrapped tightly around their
bodies for comfort bﬁt down at their sides, smiles on their faces. Itold Amy about

‘my uneasiness in singing “Free at Last”.. She smiled and agreed. She said, “Well,
maybe we will never know that suffering but I feel that today I have become free of |
ignorance and fear.” I agreed with her.

Ikalso had problems with my project due to the interviewing aspect. I had
never interviewed people before and I was nervous that I might offend someone.
But I realized after my first interview with Ettia Payne thaf there was no reason to be
uneasy. The people who I interviewed were very willing to talk to me. They were
open and straight-forward as well as élso being interested in my opinions. |

I interviewed seven individuals frorh the African-American corhmum'ty. I
discussed with them their life in Steelton, the importance of church and
community, the discrimination that they felt, and their good memories as well as
bad. Ienjoyed the co_nversations“ that I had with them and I appreciated the
knowledge and sénsitivity I gained from these conversations. I finally felt
comfortable in a new environment and with the interviews which I felt were the
basis of my project.

Because of this project I was able to grow spiritually and emotionally. I have
gained a better understanding and an appreciation of another culture. I have learned
that racism does not stem from people but rather from ignorance. My hope is that

through this paper, I will be able to stop some of the ignorance which thwarts people

from having understanding, compassion, and tolerance for others who are different




from themselves. I have learned that people are inherently the same regardless of

color. Everyone feels pain and joy; grief and happiness; love and hate, and everyone

must live their life the best way they can.




~~Steelton-~

“There was something about the air in Steelton, I don’t know if
it was country or what...the pace was slower...the homeyness,
just the contact of neighbors and that closeness, being able to
walk up and down the street and knowing what was around the
corner. I definitely miss the closeness of Steelton and

definitely the steel mill played a large part of whether we ate.
Our lives centered around the steel mill” (Beth Brown).

The streets of Steelton weave a wonderful pastiche of diversity. Each block

constitutes a different heritage, adding to the colc;r of the cultural tapestry. The
communities diverge in heritage, only to converge in the unification of the larger
community known as Steelton. The communities with their various r’eligions,
beliefs, and lifestyles cast a bright coloration to the small industrial town which

appears grey from the steel mill smoke.

The different communities of Steelton have been formed from the migration
of people of various nationalities who were seeking work in: the steel mill. The
people tended to remain with their own nationality, forming their own
communities and neighborhoods. “We had different arc;as of town, we had Polish
| people in one area of town and you got the East Side and West Sidé of people”
(Brown, 2). The community of the African—Americans’ is one of many wﬁich is
embodied in the larger community of Steelton. This community, like many others,
became rooted in Steelton due to the attréction of work opportunities in the steel
mill.

Steelton is a small industrial town which expanded around the Singular




industry of steel. In 1880, the settlement around the banks of the Susquehanna
River was large enough to be established as a town. The steel company began its
operations in 1866. From the begihning of the steel works, African-Americans were
drawn to the town by the possibility of work. Prior to 1900, most of the African-
Americans who migrated into the Steelton came from Maryland, Virginia, and
West Virginia, migrants from the deep south did not enter the town, in substantial
numbers, until after World War I (Pollard, 4).

After 1916, the steel company became known as Bethelem Steel. Bethelem
Steel was actively involved in recruiting African-Americans from the deep south as
strike breakers, accounting for/the..l‘arge migration of African-Americans into
Steelton during this time. They flourished to the town due to the encouragement of
receiving a job in the mill within ohly a short i)eriod of time (Pollard, 4-5). The
migration of African-Americans continued to be heavy during the decade of the
eighties. By 1890, over 1200 African—Americaﬁs resided in Steelton; however, the
number of African-Americans was slightly less in 1900. By 1920, African-Americans
constituted ten percent of the pépulation, settling in the lower end on the west side
of Steelton near'the' Susquehanna Rivei' (Pollard, 5).

The steel mill provided the incentive for African-Americans to migrate to
Steelton as well as the nucleus of their survival. The small steel town’s foundations
were erected by Bethelem Steel Coinpany and the people who were attracted to it in
pursuit of a job (Pollard, 5). The mill dictated the people’s livelihood, causing them

to depend upon the steel company for the means to obtain food and shelter. It is for




this reason that the town centered around the eteel mill. Therefore, the mill caused
an economic equality among the communities. “I mean everybody’ s family worked
in the steel mill, so nobody was rich” (Carelock, 5). Almost everyone, regardless of
nationality, worked at the steel company, relying upon this job as a way to support

their family.

Because the majority of the people worked at the mill, there was a financial
equality created among everyone. “Just about everyone was in the same boat cause
most of the men worked at Bethelem Steel...the incomes were about the same in all
families” (Powell, 5). There was not a significant division of class strﬁcture in
Steelton for the steel mill provided the main source of income for every family:
The tiring, hard, and low paying work of the mill was compensated by the support
that people found within their communities.

Nohetheless, African;Americans' were often discriminated against by other
people in Steelton, causing their community to be segregated from the other
communities within the town. They were often given the dirtest and hardest jobs in
the mill for lower pey. “[The African-Americans] couldn’t belong to the Steel mill
managers club because they only hired them to do janitorial or labor type jobs”
(Powell, 3). The African-Americans were subjected to eegregaﬁon from other
communities within the town as well as within the school systems, alienating them
from other people and sodial activities and organizations. Because of this
segregation, they found eupport, help; and understanding from the people within

their own community and church.




People have a tendency to pull together and they make up for what
they don’t have. And I think that is why you have the communities
that you do with one same action inside another. And I think you
draw on these strengths, you have to in order to survive (Brown, 3 ).
Their roots were planted within these two structures glvmg them the emotional
strength they needed to endure the hard times of poverty and struggle. The steel
mill provided them with a means to live but the community provided them with a

means to survive.
~~Community~~
The structure of the African-American community in Steelton is based on

fafnily, neighbors, é.nd church. The combination of these aspects of community,
establishes a network of support. “As more formal sources of aid and support are
threatened...informal support networks bécome more important for survival.
These informalisupport-resourges can lie in family, friends, neighbors, church, or
community” (Hatchett, 79). The family is the core of this informal support,
providing the members with the necessary financial as well as emotional means to
survive. “So, in the general black population...there is an overwhelming
perception of family solidarity” (Hatchett, 67). Each individual, within the family
unit, usually has a pérﬁculé.r responsibility in order to help contribute to the other
members. The responsibilities of the individuals whom I interviewed were often
detemiﬁed by their birth order and /or the family’s needs. i

The oldest child was responsible for the care of the younger siblings because

the parents often had to devote a substantial amount of time in providing for the
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| family’s essential needs. “My mother, she tried to work outside of the home and
she did sew on a part time basis...And being the oldest, I remember her standing me
at the sink in the kitchen before I was six years old washing dishes. I remember .
always taking care of a baby, simply because I was the oldest and that was the way it
was” (Brown, 2, 4). The responsibilities of the oldest child entailed acting as a
surrogate mother in order for the parents to secure the financial needs of the family,
consequently the number of children effected the number of responsibilities.
In genefal, the individuals whom I interviewed were part of a large and/or
extended family, attributing many of their responsibilities to the sustainment of all
these members. Shirley Hatchett contends that: “...for blacks an extended household
is most likely one that contains grandchildren either with or without the parents of
the children” (Hatchett, 59). The extended family dictated more responsibilities but
it also provided the other members with more financial and emotional support as -
well as establishing a strong value éystem.
We were a part of this extended family and the values that I think were
taught by being a part of this extended family are basically what makes
us who we are today...[my mother] depended heavily on her mother to
my father’s mother, they were all very important in her life. They
played a very important part basically in raising us...my grandparents
had a lot to do with what we ate and how we ate, how we came about
our food basically (Brown, 1-2).

The grandparents, especially the grandmothers, provided basic child care. They also

helped the family by contributing to the food supply, raising hogs and chickens as”

well as growing vegetables and fruit. They formed the frame of the family unit,

providing the care, values, and wisdom of their years.




The oldest child also had more responsibilities because of the absence of the
parents, usually due to death. They were then compelled to act as the provider as
well as the care taker. “Our parents died when we were young. And so I helped to
raise [my younger siblings]...I got thirty dollars a month and twenty-one of that I sent
home for the mortgage” (Carelock, 2). Although the oldest had to maintain the
needs of the family, they found strength within the family unit, depending on the
‘other members for emotional support, after causing a closeness and stability arhong
the siblings. The oldest child had to bear most of the burdens of the family’s
respdnsibilitiés; however, there were individuals who were the youngest in the
birth order who had to support their families because' the older siblings were gone. -
Thus, these members could no loﬁger con’tributg to the family.

" The oldest and youngest child’s responsibilities were often parallel because
the oldest child had to care for their younger siblings and the youngest child had to
care for their ailing parents. “I was the only one in the house, so the responsibilities
fell on me to keep the house. My mother was blind...she had .diabétes and then the
blindness set in. And she had to come home from work...I did domestic work”
(Payne, 2). The youngest child usually had to undertake the responsibility of aiding
the remainder of the family members due to their other siblings’ absence. They
often had to endure the hardship of these contributions without the emotional
support from other family members because their siblings were gone from the
home. It is evident that within the African-American community of Steelton the

family was an imperative facet of the community structure. It was the basis of




solidarity in which other informal means of support were formed; however, there
were other aspects of community from which the family could seek help, adding to
the network of support. “Besides being more likely to be extended at the household
level by the inclusion of family members beyond the nuclear family, black families
are extended beyond individual household boundaries” (Hatchett, 48). Thése
boundaries were usually extended from the family household to the other houses in
close proﬁnﬁty, establishing a support system among the neighbors. |
The neighborhoods in the African-American community in Steelton
constituted a means of help and understanding for individuals. “...black
néighborhood organizations are major resources for reducing alienation and
improving the overall quality of life...” (Milburn, 31). Because many individuals |
were in the samé economic situation, they depended on one another for the
necéssities for survival as well as the emotional strength to endure these crises.

“#And if someone was to get sick, it wasn’t like today where you have different

means...the people in the community and the churches would get together and they

would provide food and clothing, whatever they could” (Powell, 4). The
neighborhood compensated for the fanﬁiy’s inability to fulfill their own needs. The
‘mutual exchange of assistance perpetuated a feeling of unity and stability among the
neighbors, giving the family the security of an exterior support system.
The neighbors would assume the responsibility of providing for individuals
who needed help financially or emotionally, extending the network of support

beyond the realm of family. This extension of assistance was often necessary when




families suffered from traumas such as death. “...when my parents died, the
neighbors and everybody helped..because everybody worked together...the neighbors
and the church, they helped us” (Carelock, 3). Because of the neighbor’s willingness
to help and their devotion to one another, a bond among the people in the
community was possible. |

The African—Americéns in Steelton found help and understanding through
the combination of family and neighbors, creating the foundatidn of the |
community. Riger and Lavrakas observed in an ethnographic study of African-
Americans that: “...social embedment, bbndedness, and rootedness in the
neighborhood was linked to involx}ement in neighborhood gfoups” (Milbum,v 35).
In Steelton, the African-American’s closé relationships with neighbors usually |
evolved from another support system outside of their families and neighborhood
which established as well as promoted community solidarity. ﬁe support system of
family and neighbors was constructed from the network of support within the
church. Many of the individuals in the African-American community in Stéelton |
contend that church constituted the organization of community and reaffirmed the
stabﬂity of it, crediting church with’providing them with the emotional strength to
survive. Their rootedness within the church caused a unity among the community,

offering the individuals another means of support.

-

~~Church~~

Even in the'bondage of slavery, African-Americans praised God. Their




religious beliefs prdvided them with solace and allowed them t.o retain their
heritage. They sought strength in their hymns and consolation in their prayers. But
in the progression of time, the organization of the institution of church supplied
them with a stronger means of reaffirming their racial identity, establishing a sense

¢

of community.

The African-American church as an institution of support evolved from the
oppression to which this race was subjected. Church was an imperative aspect in
the lives of African-Americans for it perpetuated the feeling of commonality and
community among them. It provided a social setting in which African-Americans
could be actively involved fdr they were ostracized from Ameriéan society by the
white majority.' “Black churches are a unique social entity in that they were
develéped by an oppressed group that was refused access to the institutional life of a
broader Ainerican society” (Taylor, 105).’” The cohesion of culture and customs was
sustained in the church, forming a means of retaining African-American’s identity
as a unified race. Church served the purpose of providing African-Americans with
an institution which served as a sanctuary from the harsh discrimination of
American society as well as a place to maintain their heritage.

Because African-AIﬁericans were forced to endure discrimination within
American society, they established the refuge of church in order to secure a place
within that society. “The significance of black churches to community life may be
attributed, in part, to their position as one of the few indigenous institutions in

black communities that are built, financed, and controlled by blacks” (Taylor, 105).




The church was a facet of African-Ame;rican’s lives that they could control and in
turn, they found strength and support in that control. It was one of the few realms
in American society where they could voice their opinions and socially express
themselves without the threat of being scrutinized and/or exposed to the hostility of
the white majority. -

Richard Allen who organized the Free African Society was ré’sponsible"for
leading the movement that established the African Methodist Episcopal Church.
The movement spread to other areas, erecting these churches in various cities
(Frazier, 27). One of these areas was Steeltoﬁ which witnessed, in 1871, 'the '
organizing of the first church which was the African Methodist Episcopal, located on
Second and Adams Street (Pollard, 5).

| Prior to World War I, there was an aggregate mémbership of three black
churches which amounted to nearly seven hundred members. Because there were
1200 African-Americans in the community, only fifty-eight percent could be counted
as members of the congregation (Pollard, 5). Only half of the African-American .-
population was affiliatedrwith the church; however, the influence of the
congregation cannot be minimized. Although the congregation did not represent
the entire African-American population in Steelton, it did demonstrate those who
were willing to strive for respectability in a predominantly white society.

The sermons encouraged African-Americans to avoid Sabbath breaking,
gambling, drinking, and disorderly affairs, establishing a value system. The

sermons were usually conducted twice on Sunday and the congregation was
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strongly encouraged to attend both. -Although the churéhes’ efforts were to "
construct an institution which would promote values, morals, and racial identity
among the African-Americans, it also served the purpose of providing them with
solace and support. The following is a prayer which describes the comfort that these
individuals found through their belief in God. It was often recited during services.
“Vainly we offer each ample, vainly with gifts would his favors secure. Richer by
far is the heart’s adoration, dear to God are the prayers of the poor” (Pollard, 5). This
prayer depicts the hea;rtfelt plea of the poor and oppressed. The church provided
them with a place to profess.these pleas as well as occupying an important role in

their lives by establishing a system of values and support.

It is evident in the interviews that I have conducted that church served as an

important aspect of these individuals’ lives, providing them with the means to seek -

social interaction, support, and solace that could not always be found outside of their
community and/or religious sphere. The church constructs, for African-Americans,
a stronger sense of their own community while supplying them with another: -

source of a support network.

The church served as a place for Afri'can;Americans to socially interact and be
involved in activitie;s and organizations in which they were restricted from outside
of their community. “Black churches serve as the organizational hub of community
life...black churches furnish outlets for social expression, provide a forum for the
discussion of political and social issues, and serve as a training ground for potential

leaders” (Taylor, 105). The church compensated for the loss African-Americans felt
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by being restricted from the mainstream of American society, by giving them an
establishment where they could openly express their opinions and feelings. “...you
were allowed to express yourself. Although everything was geared toward religion,
there was more 6f a freedom of exp;ession.” (Powell, 2). This expression was vital to

African-Americans’ survival for it reinforced their worth and importance as

members in society.

The African-American individuals whom 1 interviewed affirmed that church |

was a large part of reestablishing community ties. It was a place where they could be
social, reaffirming their own positions in society. -
There seemed to be an importance there...the church played quite a role
‘as a social center for our community as a coming together. Not only:
did you have the fellowship, it was an area where people came together
sodcially to actually just bond together. It was the center of our
community, it really was (Brown, 3). .
The social involvement in the church caused community solidarity, leading to the
strengthening of the support system within the community. Individuals received a
sense of unity through the church by interacting with others who were also victims
of discrimination (Lincoln, 1). The acknowledgement of commonality served to aid
individuals in their plight of being subjected to prejudice and rejection, bonding the
community together by the same need for help and understanding.
The church as a community structure gave African-Americans the
opportunity to be involved in social activities that were not provided for them in

other areas of society as a whole. “Religious orientation and behaviors of black

Americans emerged as a reaction to blocked opportunities in American
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mainstream” (Taylor, 106). African-Americans affiliation with church gave them
the chance to participate in organizations as well as enjoy the entertainment of
particular programé. “The schools did very little socially... [The church] had picnics
and we had trips. around the world were you would walk from one house to
another and you would gather different items. It was a sodial...they ueed to have tea
parties fbr us” (Powell, 2). These organizations and activities also served to link the
community with the church, providing the individuals with a feeling of belonging
to a society whether or not is was mainstream.

The church as a community structure also formed another means of support
for African-Americans. Because the members of the conimuni'ty bonded within the
instituﬁon of church, they formed relatiohships with o;e another of mutual
reliance and dependency. “If there were hard times and a community member was
sick and they belonged to your church [the church members] went out and took care
of that person...they would gather money from the church to send so that person
could have...I guess the money to pay their bills” (Barksdale, 2). The church
members’ assistance eften enabled individuals to survive through their hardships,
| botﬁ financially and'emotionally. |

The African-American churches in Steelton not only gave individuals a
means for social interaction and support, but it also provided solace, for those who
struggled with tribulations within their own iives, by instilling a strong value |
system and belief in God. “I couldn’t i\ave ‘made it [without church], I think.

Sometimes, you know, you get off on the wrong path an something pulled me back
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and I.contribute that to going to church, being affiliated with church all my life is the
reason for that” (Payne, 8). The church provided individuals with a sense of moral
responsibility. Because these individuals could find consolation in the support of
the church members and their religious beliefs, they often depended on the church
to lead them in the right direction.

These individuals.’ interaction within the community and church reaffirmed
their roots as African-Americans. These roots were reestablished within the
community by the formation of people with the same culture and within the
church by the étyle of preaching and music that was uniquely African-Ameriéa_n.
The melodic cﬁanting of the preacher caused the congregation to answer his ., : ‘
sermons with responses of religious pfaises and shouts, causing them to clap their
hands and sway to the beat that was formed by the rhythmical crescendo of the
preacher’s prayers. The gospel hymns, through their deep minor chords, told of the
struggles and strife of slaves’ fight for freedom, giving the cohgregation an
understanding of a past generation’s Hopes, pleas, and plight (Barksdale, 2). These
roots were planted in the soils of renewed hope and freedom but they flourished in
a time of discrimination and prejudice, leading African-Americans to establish their
own community and system of support within the church.

~~Discrimination~~

The African-Americans in Steelton were often subject to discrimination

within the town. Their family, neighbors, and church formed their community

which provided them with the emotional support to withstand the prejudice which
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they were forced to endure.

...few would deny that living in black America has been, and continues

to be, detrimental to one’s life chances, social integration, and physical

and mental health...consequently...exclusion from the mainstream

American opportunity structure is played out in many other ways in

the social and psychological nature of black neighborhood, family, and

individual life (Jackson, 264). S
The structure of their cofhmunity was erected from the segregation they felt from
" the other communities within the town, arising from many of the townspeople’s
discrimination of the African-American race. The African-American individuals
whom I interviewed revealed that the segregation between the communities was
obvious and the acts of prejudice were usually blatant. However, their exclusion

| ' |
from the other communities was acknowledged as a silent realization; they
perceived and accepted their position in society as irreversible.. African-Americans
felt this discrimination within the town and school, segregating the communities.
Steelton is known for its communities of various nationalities, boasting its

diversity. These communities intertwine in the intersecting streets and blocks
where they reside; however, the beliefs and lifestyles of these individuals of
different heritages, unravels any thread of unity which could bond them with one
another. “...they want to call this the melting pot, the little town with the big heart
but it's like whose heart are we talking about?” (Barksdale, 7). The “heart” of

Steelton is not always perceived as being filled with understanding and compassion

for all races, discriminating against those whose race differs from the majority. The-

African-Americans’ segregation from the community of Steelton caused them to

feel as though their race was not held within the town’s “heart”.
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The individuals whom I interviewed were forced to deal with this prejudice
in their daily lives. They admitted that racism existed within the town but they
claimed that it was a silenced fact with which they complied. Because of the
prevalence of discrimination against the African-American community, these
individuais accepted their oppressed role. “They ignored us. And if you went in the
office and there were all white people, they would ignore you...I didn't let it bother
me. But, yoﬁ know, you didn’t let it show that it made a difference” (Payne, 4).
Although these individuals were forced to acknowledge their position in society by
other’s discrimination, they still felt the hurt and anger of being ostracized from the
larger community of Steelton due to their race. “It was prejudice. And it was- .
degrading, if you let it be” (Payhe; 4). African-Americans’ believed that only they
could stop the degradation of the prejudice actions that were inflicted upon them.

- However, these actions did cause them to feel pain and hurt which they concealed

- from the racist people by disregarding their prejudice actions, reaffirming the
suppression they felt as a minority. They were often taught by their parents to
disr_ggard racist acts, enforcing the idea that these acts wére an irreversible part of an
African-American’s life.

The African-Americans in Steelton realized their role in society as being one
which was subject to discrimination and hostility, accepting this position through
" the socialization process within their family. “The family is the important égent of
socialization for blacks, for it is within the family context that the individual first

becomes aware of and begins to grapple with the significance of racism and
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discrimination” (Jackson, 247). The African-Americans in Steélton often did not
perceive the existence of prejudice because their parents protected them from
discrimination by teaching them to have low expectations of society as well as -
instilling in them their boundaries within this society.
It was more or less the way our parents taught us, you don’t do the, '}.'ou
don’t expect that. We weren’t too disappointed. We were prepared for
it. I think our parents prepared us for it. We knew you didn’t do this
and you didn’t do that. Like. we had two theaters, one was called the
| Strand and one was called the Standard. The black people could not to
the Strand, we had to go to the Standard (Powell, 3).
These individuals’ felt oppressed within the society because they were socialized to
believe they belonged in that position. They accepted their role as inherent and
irreversible, leading them to construct their own community where they could seek
solace as well as recoéﬁﬁon and approval. Thése individuals’ subjection to
discrimination permeated into the schooll systems, extending the prejudicial beliefs
and acts from the town to institutions within the town.

Most of African-American children attended Hygeinec which was a
segregated elemeﬁtary school. “We had all black teachers and all black students,
And all the black sttidents in Steelton, Except for the ones on the Lower End, went to
Hygeinec. In fact, children on the West side passed three schools to get to Hygeinec”
(Powell, 2). After eighth grade, the students attended Steelton High which was
integrated; however, many of the African-American individuals in Steelton
perceived racism within this school system. The African-American students were

often disregarded in the classroom and barred from student activities. They endured

the discrimination of their white teachers and the segregation from the white
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students, prohibiting them from being able to be actively involved in the
educational institution. Because the African-American students were usually
alienated from school oriented events as well as deprived of a substantial education,
an organization was established around the turn of the century that promoted the
education and protect the rights of these students.

.This organization was the Frederiék Douglass Association. It was intended to
be an African-American counterpart to the white student alumni association. The
initial objective of this association was to encourage those who were seeking the
education of moral and mentél improvement. The Douglaés Association became a

social highlight for the African-American community, persisting until after World

~ War II (Pollard, 5). The organization of Frederick Douglass accepte'd the

responsibility of providing the African-American students with their own events to

- compensate for the school affiliated activities from which they were prohibited. The

Douglass Association also secured these children’s right for receiving an adequate

" education, supporting African-Americans in their disputes with the school.

The African-American individuals who I interviewed recounted stories of
the segregation and discrimination to which they were subjected. They were often

segregated from the white students due to the separation of activities and events in

accordance to race.

..mostly our events [were segregated], ya know blacks had their events
and whites had their events...we didn’t even have the same prom. An
organization called the Douglass Association, they had taken care of the
black children’s prom. We paid our class dues and everything. We
were never allowed to go to the prom with the whites (Carelock, 7).
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The segregation of the African-American students from the white students was
emphasized in this division of social functions. The African-American students
were sponsored with their oWn activities. However, they were still excluded from
the events which were provided for the majority of the student body, leaviﬁg them
with the feeling of isolation from other students. This isolation led them to form
their own cominunitfy in which they could be socially interactive, furthei'ing the
segregation between the races. The African-Americans in Steelton not only
experienced segregation from the white students but they also suffered from the

discrimination of their teachers.

The interviews that I conducted demonstrated that many of the African-

American individuals felt as though they were disregarded, in the classroom, by the

teachers. They recdghized they were treated with indifference while the white
stﬁdents received more attention. “...I rememberjl used to sit next to this girl and
every time that I had my handl up, this person was always called on even though I
had the answer and that person didn’t. [The teacher] called on the person next to
me. Or if I asked for help, it was always I will give you help but not too much to get
you through” (Barksdale, 4). These acts of prejudice affected the African-Americans’
view of themselves in relation to other individuals, acknowledging that they were
deemed to be in a lower position in society because of their race. These
discriminatory acts were not overtly obvious as being racist, therefore African-

Americans were socialized to believe that they belonged in an oppressed role.

Although some resisted these discriminatory acts, most accepted this role as an
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inevitable and inherent aspect of their identity. Because these African-Americans
accepted the prejudice of the white majority, a silent acknowledgement of a racial
structure was constructed.
The African-Americans were placed in a low position in this racial structure,
- enduring discrimination and segregation. They were socialized through their
experiences in this position to realize the silent rule of where they belonged.
There seemed to be a silent rule and you knew your place...and I went
to school with white and black students but I remember our prom and
our graduation, even though we were friends all year long there was a
certain point when you were reminded of who you were. You couldn’t -
mix. You couldn’t integrate. You couldn’t belong to this particular |
group or crowd (Brown, 2). ]
|

Although'the rule was silent, the African-American students heard it through the

loud reverberations of prejudice and discrimination. The segregation of races was

not only found in the schools but also in the communities where each nationality
claimed their own section of town, estab-lis'hing geographical as well as racial J
divisions that separated the communities from one another.

The various communities embodied individuals from different races who
either through choice or force segregated themselves from other comniunities.
They formed these sub- communities through the commonality of religious beliefs
and lifestyles, isolating those individuals who did not share their same cultural
values or heritage. “There were pockets of segrégation [between the communities].
We had different areas of towﬁ...and everybody looked on their community

basically as a closed community. There were areas that were totally white and we
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didn’t even cross those lines” (Brown, 2). The African-Americans were compelled
to establish their own coinmunity because they were ostracized from the larger

community of Steelton due to discrimination, providing them with é derivative of
this community where they cbuld be recognized as viable and important members

of society. The African-American community was generally located on the West

~ Side and Lower End of Steelton. Their community served as one of the few areas in.

the society of Steelton where they could voice their opinions and socially interact
among individuals who shared their mutual plight of racial segregation.

The segregation of the African-American community in Steelton extended
even into death, forcing the African-Americans to be buried in separate cemeteries
from the whites. “Even at the cemetery, at the Baldwin, if you were white you could
get in but...they had different areas for different nationalities” (Barksdale, 7). The

African-Americans were allocated their own cemetery which served as the

" counterpart to the white cemetery of Baldwin. In Steelton, the African-Americans,

in life, rooted themselves in the support of their community and, in death, the roots

of their heritage were planted in the ground of the Midland Cexﬁetery.’
~~The Midland Cemetery~~

In 1860, there was a flu epidemic in Steelton, causing the death of many of the
townspeople. Hamus Dunckle contributed two parcels of land for the burial of these
people (Brown, 7). The African-Americans inherited one of these parcels of land -
which became known as Midland and the whites received the other which was

called Baldwin, segregating the African-Americans from the whites even in death.
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Hamus Dunckle gave thishland with thé stipulation tﬁat both groups accept the
responsibility for providing the maintenance of the cemeteries. The Midland
Cemetery became an extension of the African-American community. They accepted
their responsibility of tending to the cemetery because the people who were buried
there were loved ones as well as former members of the community, representing
the roots of the African-American heritage.

The African-American individuals whom I interviewed claimed that their
parents and grandparents stressed to them the imporfance of caring for the
cémetery, instilling in them the bsense of community.

..it was a place that we did go and it was one of those areas of

responsibility, it was expected. This was something that was passed on

from our grandparents and their parents because we took care of our

own. This was part of being in that little pocket of a community within

a community. You were expected to care for you own (Brown, 6).
Because African-Americans were segregated from the larger community of Steelton,
they had to depend upon their own community for supporf. Midland was included
as part of their community, supplying individuals with a means to givé respect to
the deceased members. The cemetery also by providing individuals with a place to
visit their relatives, grieve for their losses, and recall their memories, reestablishing
the feeling of community.

The community provided the maintenance of the cemetery by individuals
caring for their own family plots-- “taking care of their own.” But throughout time,

this care as well as the cemetery deteriorated due to the community members either

moving or dying. Individuals neglected their responsibility to the community and
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their deceased loved ones, forgetting the importance of retaining the history of their
heritage. “The area where they were buried was kept fairly nice because people who
owned the lots were fortunately local and they remained in this are where now a lot
of people have either died out or have moved to other areas and. they don’t come
back to clean it up” (Powell, 8). The deterioration of Midland represented, to mé.ny
of the individuals whom I interviewed, the disintegration of their history, robbing
them of their roots. | B

Individuals in the community were proud of Midland because it embodied
their history as African-Americans. The preservation of this history was imperative
in the reaffirmation of their identity. The deterioration of the cemetery caused a
feeling of devastation for many members of the community, leaving them with a
feeling of hopelessness. “My thought was how appalling, how sad, you know, that
you have all this wonderful history buried here litg;ally buried...people can’t even
drive past and acknowledge that people are buried thefe because of the weeds and
trees, nobody even recognized it as a cemetery” (Barksdale, 7). The individuals who
I interviewed found the destruction of Midland to be shocking and ;ad. They felt
that their history .was lost and their loved ones forgotten.

There were individuals from the community who ﬁad not been to the
cemetery in years, remembering its impeccable condition which now no longer
e_xisted.- Beth Brown was one of these individuals who cherished the cemetery as
the resting place of her beloved grandmother and the memorial to all the members

of the community who established the roots of African-Americans in Steelton. Her
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sentiments epitomize those of so many who felt the loss in the deterioration of

Midland.

...when I went up their that day and I saw the devastation of Midland
cemetery I was just speechless...tombstones were all over the place.
There was trash and beer cans. And there were signs of the occult being
out there. And to remember my grandmothers as I actually
remembered them and to know that they were out there. It really tore

 at me. I remember thinking that grandma I am going to do something
but I won't forget, I won’t forget. That's how the poem of Midland

came about, really out of frustration (Brown, 6).
The desecration of the cemetery saddened and frustrated so many who felt helpless |
at the sight of Midland being engulfed by weeds and trees, destroying precious

memorials. Individuals found it dishearfening to see their history buried beneath

the trash of those who disregarded the cemetery as a sacred ground.
Beth Brown's frustration and hopelessness led her to write a poem which

beautifully reflects her feelings of despair, desperately pleading for people to

remember the individuals who have been forgotten and to save the cemetery that is

being lost.

Midland

‘Beneath overgrown trees now entwined
in clinging vines, they came from some
point in time to rest at Midland.

Among ashes, dust and decay they lay

in unattended graves with no one to

remember except on Memorial Day...
They are lost at Midland.

Can you remember them by name?
Those who died free and slave paving
the way to a better day...before
resting at Midland?
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The hope of tomorrow. Their children
—their dream! We gave them courage
to fight for things unseen! Surely,
something is owed for struggles that led to Midland.

Is there anyone who really cares...
Anyone...with eyes to see and ears to
hear--whose heart does not cry out
in despair...at the devastation of
Midland?

(Cry with me as a heritage dies!
Thrown aside—in a heap
of perishing Black pride!
Lost in memories;
lost in time....

Shame! Shame! Forgotten roots
sigh...This is Midland! (Beth Brown)

~ This poem was written for the recognition of the African-Americans who
fought and struggled tb create a better life for future generations, planting the roots
of a heritage. This roots have been regretfully allowed to be buried beneath |
| unattended graves, forgetting those who once established and formed a comrﬁunity
in which others can ﬁow seek refuge. Beth Brown believes that people’s

understanding of the importance of the cemetery was lost in their oblivion of the

those individual’s contributions. -

Brown-declared that African-Americans want to find their roots by tracing
their lineage to Africa, disregarding the roots of their heritage in America. She
emphasized that the roots of the African-American people are in America where

they fought for freedom and struggled for rights to release their race from the

bondage of oppression.

In 1985, there was the movie, Roots. There was such a sense of roots.

25




And an importance was being put on roots. And where you came
from, they just seemed to forget about the roots in America and in
urban America, they just wanted to go back to Africa. It was like a total
blocking out of who we are. We are here today because of the people
who were here before us which are our roots. So our roots are
intertwined in this country. I just felt that our heritage is important,
my memories of these people re important. And it just seemed so
terrible that with the struggles they make so we could be where we
were, where we are today that everything was just lost and forgotten

(Brown, 6).
Although some people in the community did forget thét their roots were in
Midland, there were others who realized that a heritage was also being laid to r'est in
the cemetery among the dead. A heritage that they wanted to uncover from
underneath the weeds and trees, saving their roots in order to allow them to thrive
for the next generation. Many of the individuals whom Ivvinterviewed felt that
people wanted to overlook the cemetery’s contribution to the community because
| they wanted to forget the pain; however, they also forgot the happiness they now
feel resulted from these people’s efforts to create a better future. But there are
individuals who didn’t forget and who want to cause others to remember; these
individuals are involved in a project to restore Midland as well as the roots of their
heritage.

The restoration project of Midland evolved from those African-Americans’
who felt angry and saddened by the deterioration of the cemetery and the lost
heritage. The purpose of the project is to restore Midland, rediscovering the history
of the African-American history. The person at the forefront of this project is
Barbara Barksdale who was also devastated by the cemetery’s condition. “It was very

sad, in fact I cried and I thought God what can I do? What can I really do to change
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this and make things really right?” (Barksdale, 8). She résolved to change the
 disintegrated state of Midland, providing African-Americans with their history and
roots that were once an important extension of the community.

Barbara, in frustration and desperation, began the efforts to restore Midland
niy herself. She pulled weeds, chbpped trees, and tried to scrub the stones of their
worn and dirty"countenance. But her determination availed her with an aching
back and more frustration. Her mission to independently repair the cemetery was
an impossibility for she needed help. A commu.nity.had allowed the cemetery fo
deteriorate and a community was needed to help restore it. Barbara began to récruit
individuals to aid her in the restoration of Midland, bringing people fogether as a
community. She found support within her family, neighbors, and church,
‘reaffirming the purpose-of community.

The project of Midland has accomplished the revival of the cemetery as well
. as causing solidarity among the community in the common purpose of finding
their roots and acknowledging their heritage. Barbara succeeded in teaching people
about the history that was being lost beneath the trees and trash. “Barbara, she
becéme interested in it so now we have a committee. And I'm real acﬁve in that. I
mean, with Barbara, you learn everyday cause when it got cleared we went around
and saw all these headstones from all these people who had been in the service...”
(Carelock, 12). Because of this project, people learned about their history, | N
reaffirmed their heritage, and renewed their sense of community.

The people I talked with about the project revealed their feelings of joy and
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gratitude for the restoration of tﬁe cemetery. They appreciate Barbara for her efforts
to give the community the special gift of revitalization. “[The project is] beautiful,
beautiful. She’s a beautiful person. Barbara is doing a good job” (Carelock, 11).
Barbara humbly accepts their acknowledgement of her endeavors but she believes
that she had no other choice in her decision. She knew that the history of the
African-American heritage, in Steelton, was being pitifully lost; saving it would
return the community’s roots as weﬂ as their hope for the future community.

The Midland cemetery is and will always be an extension of the community.
It is reminiscent of a time when African-Americans were segregated in life as well as
death, discriminated against because of color. The prejudice of others éaused
African~Arhericans to establish a community of commonality where they could seek
support, solace, and understémding from the racist society from which they were
refused. The people who lie beneath the restored grave sites are the people who
struggled and fought for the possibility of claiming their rights in tﬁat society,
causing it to be a reality for future generations. The restoration of Midland has
closed the circle of the community, reestablishing the value of a heritage which was
lost and regained.

The African-Americans in Steelton were often victims of Iprejudice,
segregated from other communities within the town. Their subjection to
discriminatory acts socialized them to believe that they inherently belonged in their
irreversible role of oppression. Because éhey were forced to endure alienation from

the mainstream of society, they established a community which functioned as their
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own society, one where they could be recognized as viable individuals who made
valuable contributions. Their community embodied family, neighbors, and church,
constructing a network of support and understanding. This network of support was
imperative for their survival, supplying them with the emotional strength to bear
the burden of racism. The African-Americans in Steelton planted the roots of their
heritage in the small steel town, hoping that these roots would remain and flourish.
And because of the efforts and struggles of past ge'nérations, thése roots have
flourished, reminding others of a race who fought the bondage of oppression in

order to survive.

~~My Concluding Comments~~
I, for a brief amount of tirﬁe, became a part of a Steelton community, a

community with which I had ‘been previously unfamiliar. I chose to experience the
community of African-Americans because I had always had an interest in their
“heritage and culture. I began to slowly enter their community by éttending church
and ta‘lking.with individuals.

I interviewed seven members of the African-Aﬁerican community. I talked
to them about their lives in Steelton, listening intently to their memories and
stories. I felt their strong emotions of sadness and pain as they told me accounts of
their experiences growing up in Steelton, being subjected to prejudice,
discrimination, and segregation.

These interviews provided me with emotional strength, diminished my fears
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of the unknown, and freed me from ignorance. I believe that the most touching
and influential interview that I conducted was the first one with Ms. Ettia Pé.yne.
She was very animated and enthusiastic in recounting the stories and memories of
her life. I listened intently while I concentrated on her face. I studied it—her
features, her skin, and her expressions. The stories could have been told solely -
through the defined wrinkles—-frown and laugh lines—-and the determined look of a
fighterl and survivor.

I became so involved in the tales of vher life that I felt the anger ahd pain that
she had once felt in her endurancé of racisrﬁ and segregation. As she told her
stories, I began to feel as though I wés her. 1 begah to think that I understood what it
meant to grow up as an African-American. I felt as though I had lived this life--the
life of an African-American, in the times of hard work, little respect, depression, and -
determination to survive. |

At Athe end of the interview, I reached down to turn off the microphone
which I held in my hand. Ilooked so white. It was then that I realized that I am
also a color. The color which will never know the oppression and heartache that
Ms. Payne felt in her lifetime.

My experiences in the African-American community have provided me with
a renewed sensitivity of others. I may have not been subjected to the discrimination
and pain that they felt but I can acknowledge it and in doing so I think that I-have

gained a very special gift~the gift of understanding and unity.
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~~Hope For The Future~~

Clayton Carelock~~

“T would like our young people to get a different outlook on life. You know, mostly
young people today, they think that someone owes them...so many of them ﬁﬁssing
out on their education and opportunities...they don’t seem to care about nothing”
(Carelock, 9). ' '

Jesse Powell~~
“T think the most important thing is that people learn to respect one another and get

along together, that's the most important thing. I mean there is always going to be
squabbles...but I think once you really learn to really get along together and respect
other people’s ideas and respect people who are different from you. I think that...we

can overcome anything if we must overcome those basic facts” (Powell, 9).

Barbara Barksdale~~

“ 1 would definitely want complete unity and happiness in most people. Not none -

of this you know they say in the north when you look at a white person they will
have a smile on their face and they will walk.behind you and call you nigger and in
the south the difference is that the white person will call you a nigger to you face.
So, I hope these days will come to pass...never even worry about having to use the
word “nigger”. That the bonding, the friendship—true friendship could happen, a

| unity of people” (Barksdale, 8).

Blondena Fortune~~

“{My hope would be for kids to get along] Your color doesn’t mean anything to you.
it doesn’t keep you from getting sick. And color means nothing, as far as that goes”

| (Fortune, 11).
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~~Oh fear not in a world like this,
And thou shalt Know ere lony,
- Know how sublime a thing it is
To suffer and be strong~~
--Longfellow




Works Cited:

Barksdale, Barbara. Personal interview. 28 April 1996.
- Brown, Beth. Personal interview. 17 April 1996.
Clayton Carelock. Personal interview. 4 April 1996.
Fortune, Blondena. Personal interview. 4 April 1996.

Frazier, E. Franklin. The Negro Chufch in America. New York: Schcken Books,
1963.

Hatchett, Shirley and Donna Chochran. “Family Life.” Life in Black American. Ed.
Judith Hunter. New York: Sage Publications, 1991. 46-83.

Jackson, James. “Black .American Life Course.” Life in Black America. Ed. Judith
Hunter. New York: Sage Publications, 1991. 264-273.

]ackson, James and Wayne McCullough. “Race Identity.” Life in Black Amenca
Ed. Judith Hunter. New York: Sage Publications, 1991. 238-253.

Lincoln, C. Eric and Lawrence H. Mamiya. The Black Church in the African
American Experience. London: Duke University Press, 1990.

Milburn, Norweeta and Philip Bowman. “Neighborhood Life.” _Life in Black
America. Ed. Judith Hunter. New York: Sage Publications; 1991. 31-45.

Payne, Ettia. Personal interview. 27 February 1996.
Pollard, William. Personal interview. 13 April 1996.
Powell, Jesse. Personal interview. 26 April 1996.

Taylor, Robert and Linda Chatters. “Religious Life.” Life in Black America. Ed.
Judith Hunter. New York: Sage Publications, 1991. 105-123.




Works Consulted:

Byerly, Victoria. Hard Times Cotton Mill Girls. New York: Cornell University
Press, 1986.

Lynd, Robert S. and Helen Merrell Lynd. Middletown: A Study In Modern
American Culture. New York: Harcourt, Brace, and World, Inc., 1929.

Merelman, Richai‘d, M. Represénting Black Culture. New York: Routledge Press,
1995. ’ ‘ -

Newman, Richard. Black Power and Black Religioh: Essays and Reviews.
Connecticut: Locust Hill Press, 1987.

Thompson, Paul. The Voice of the Past. New York: Oxford University Press, 1978.




