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In Betty Reid Soskin’s 96 years of living, she has been a witness to a grand sweep of American

history. When she was born in 1921, the lynching of African-Americans was a national

epidemic, blackface minstrel shows were the most popular American form of entertainment,

white women had only just won the right to vote, and most African-Americans in the Deep

South could not vote at all. From her great-grandmother, who had been enslaved until her

mid-20s, Betty heard stories of slavery and the times of terror and struggle for black folk that

followed. In her lifetime, Betty has watched the nation begin to confront its race and gender

biases when forced to come together in the World War II era; seen our differences nearly break

us apart again in the upheavals of the civil rights and Black Power eras; and, finally, lived long

enough to witness both the election of an African-American president and the re-emergence of

a militant, racist far right.The child of proud Louisiana Creole parents who refused to bow down

to Southern discrimination, Betty was raised in the Bay Area black community before the great

westward migration of World War II. After working in the civilian home front effort in the war

years, she and her husband, Mel Reid, helped break down racial boundaries by moving into a

previously all-white community east of the Oakland hills, where they raised four children while

resisting the prejudices against the family that many of her neighbors held.With Mel, she

opened up one of the first Bay Area record stores in Berkeley both owned by African-

Americans and dedicated to the distribution of African-American music. Her volunteer work in

rehabilitating the community where the record shop began eventually led her to a paid position

as a state legislative aide, helping to plan the innovative Rosie the Riveter/WWII Home Front

National Historical Park in Richmond, California, then to a “second” career as the oldest park

ranger in the history of the National Park Service. In between, she used her talents as a singer

and songwriter to interpret and chronicle the great American social upheavals that marked the

1960s.In 2003, Betty displayed a new talent when she created the popular blog CBreaux

Speaks, sharing the sometimes fierce, sometimes gently persuasive, but always brightly

honest story of her long journey through an American and African-American life. Blending

together selections from many of Betty’s hundreds of blog entries with interviews, letters, and

speeches, Sign My Name to Freedom invites you along on that journey, through the words and

thoughts of a national treasure who has never stopped looking at herself, the nation, or the

world with fresh eyes.

About the AuthorBetty Reid Soskin has been a homefront war years worker, a singer-

songwriter and performer, a writer, a legislative aide, a National Parks ranger, a national icon,

and an honest and tireless fighter, both against discrimination of all forms and for the growth

and triumph of the human spirit and values that would benefit us all. In her blog, CBreaux

Speaks at cbreaux.blogspot.com, she writes, “Life has never been richer, nor more abundantly

lyrical,” and “I’ve grown into someone I’d like to know—were I not me already!” Website:

cbreaux.blogspot.com --This text refers to an out of print or unavailable edition of this title.
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ANY BOOK ABOUT a life that is reaching toward its 10th decade, far more is going to be left

out than can possibly be put in. One regret I have is that there was not room enough to put in

more about my four wonderful children.Because my eldest, Rick, passed away at such an early

age, his life is covered in this book from childhood to the short span of his adulthood. But for

Bob, David, and Dorian, only their childhood years appear.David has been dutiful, responsible,

and filled with purpose throughout his life. Bob is more of a poet, and much more like me, while

David is his father personified. As for Dorian, since she was very young, I’ve been deeply

aware of my responsibility to prepare her throughout life for living without me in it. Although she

is confident and reasonably talented, the world is simply not designed for her.Sign My Name to

Freedom is dedicated to the four of them—Rick, Bob, David, and Dorian—the loves and the

pride of my life, with the promise that I will take the time to say more about all of them when I

write my next book.CONTENTSEditor’s NotePrologueChapter 1: Creole/Black Cajun New

OrleansChapter 2: Growing Up in Pre-War Bay AreaChapter 3: Marriage and the War

YearsChapter 4: Into the Lion’s DenChapter 5: Breaking Down, Breaking UpChapter 6: The

Movement YearsColor InsertChapter 7: An Emancipated WomanChapter 8: Richmond and

Rosie and Betty the RangerChapter 9: Shining Bright at Twilight: Lessons of a Life Long

LivedEpilogueIndexAcknowledgmentsAbout the AuthorAbout the EditorCreditsEDITOR’S

NOTEWHAT IS THE SECRET OF Betty Reid Soskin’s great appeal to so many people both in

the country of her birth and around the world? It’s a question she and I have been talking over

for many years, long before the idea was formed to collect her many writings into a single book

about her life.I have known Betty for, literally, my entire life. She is one of my father’s cousins

who married into my mother’s family, so our lives are intertwined on two sides of our families. It



was my delight and privilege to witness her rise to national and international fame and

prominence over the last decade or so, and to hold many conversations with her discussing

how and why this came to be.One thing that should be known about Betty is that she never

aspired to fame, and has never seen the fame she has attained as the culmination of her life’s

work. She is constantly both amazed and bewildered by the attention that is paid to her, and,

certainly in the beginning days of that fame, dearly worried that she could never live up to the

expectations people appeared to lay upon her. I can remember several late-night telephone

calls with her in those days when, almost in tears, she wondered what she could possibly say

in a speech to be given to some organization or other the next morning. And then the morning

would come, and she would stand before those upturned, expectant faces and just be Betty,

and she gradually realized that this was exactly what they had come for. I am not at all certain

that even to this day she is fully convinced that what she has had to offer is enough.Because

the world did not come to know and appreciate Betty until she was in her 90s, there is a

temptation to use her age—and her remarkable retention of a youthful and active mind so late

in life—as the main source of her celebrity, but that’s only a small part of it.The elders of our

communities are our historians. A historian leads you to the window of the past, presses your

nose against the pane, and allows you to see everything that passes by the frame. A good

historian walks out the door into the past, walks around, and returns to tell you all he or she

has seen so you can understand what the past was like. A great historian—and Betty Reid

Soskin is indeed a great historian—takes you by the hand and walks you through the door of

the past and allows you to walk around back there, often as far as your own mind can wander,

so you can understand what it would have been like to live in those years. She puts you in the

past and helps you relive it on your own.That is one reason this small, slight, unpretentious

woman with a voice that rarely rises above a tone of quiet explanation has been able to

captivate thousands in talks and lectures around the country.But another pillar of Betty Reid

Soskin’s appeal is her unrelenting courage in facing every challenge life places in front of her,

whether it is coping with a lifetime of American anti-black racism, raising one developmentally

disabled and one gay child, enduring a divorce and a mental breakdown, or beating off a home

burglar at the age of 94.It is that stubborn courage that Betty possesses that is captured in the

title of this book, Sign My Name to Freedom. The words are the title of a song that Betty,

typically, wrote not about herself, but about a woman who had signed up during the civil rights

era for the freedom struggle in the Deep South.There are two ways that we can sign our

names to such a freedom struggle: deliberately or by circumstance. Neither should be

considered more courageous than the other. Each requires a different type of courage.The

great myth is that the great Rosa Parks took the second way, becoming the symbol of the fight

against Jim Crow segregation when she “got tired” one morning and refused to give up her

seat on a Montgomery, Alabama, bus to a white passenger. It did not happen that way. Ms.

Rosa was the secretary of the Montgomery NAACP, and she trained for many months at the

Highlander Research and Education Center in Tennessee to prepare for the well-planned

action. When she got on the bus that morning she intended to keep her seat, knowing that she

would almost certainly be jailed, and possibly suffer even worse. Her actions resulted from a

conscious choice to step to the front rank of the fight for freedom.It was Betty Reid Soskin who

took the path we mistakenly assign to Rosa Parks. Betty rarely chose her life’s battles in

advance, as Rosa did. Instead, she faced them as they came—working, raising a family,

choosing a home, operating a business on her own. Her sign-ups for the freedom fight were

generally unplanned and spontaneous, and in that, she showed all of us what ordinary citizens

facing up to their fears can accomplish.This book was first conceived by Tavis Smiley and Hay



House as Betty Reid Soskin’s life story in her own words. They had read portions of her blog,

CBreaux Speaks, which is faithfully and lovingly followed by thousands around the world, and

saw Betty’s enormous talent at recounting incidents in her life in powerful, emotional writing.

But turning those blog writings into a full autobiography presented a challenge because, just as

she used to do with her song composing, Betty writes entirely in the moment. Her writings of

past events are caused by emotional triggers: a rediscovered old photograph, an anniversary, a

memory suddenly recalled. Her writing process can be described by Omar Khayyám’s dictum

that “the moving finger writes and, having writ, moves on.” A change made in her writing style

to accommodate a full autobiography would rob her writing of all its life and all we have come

to value it for.And so, a compromise was reached.The early portions of Betty’s life, much of

which she has not dealt with in her blog, are covered by taking her words from two long

interviews she did with the Regional Oral History Office (now the Oral History Center) of the

Bancroft Library of the University of California at Berkeley. The remainder of the book consists

of excerpts from Betty’s blog. Both the interview excerpts and the blog entries have been

rearranged in chronological or, at times, subject-matter order. Therefore, there are gaps in the

narrative of her life. We have tried to bridge those gaps, where appropriate, with editor’s notes.

The result, we feel, is a beautiful book that fulfills the original promise of telling the story of

Betty Reid Soskin’s life in Betty’s own words.It is my sincere hope that you take as much

pleasure in reading it as I derived from whatever small hand I had in bringing it to life.J.

Douglas Allen-TaylorOakland, CaliforniaJuly 2017PROLOGUETHEY ARE MAKING A film

about me. Two films, in fact.One of the fine filmmakers appeared with his team to conduct an

on-camera interview to feed into the 30-minute work that is now nearing completion after more

than three years of shooting. I’m learning a lot about filmmaking in the process, and the

producer, Carl Bidleman, tells me that they now have produced about 50 hours of work that—

after editing—will become that 30-minute film for the National Park Service. The end may be in

sight.The release date has not yet been set as I write this, but I suspect that it might be late fall

2017 or early winter.I imagine that the editing may be the most satisfying part of the process,

but I’m projecting here, and have no real sense of what really goes into filmmaking. It was

fascinating to see them—after the actual interview was over, and just before the complicated

setup of lights and cameras was being disassembled—they called for a “hush” while the room’s

ambiance was recorded through the cameras. When questioned, Carl explained that this was

needed for the editing, for blending fragments of scenes together without blank silences.After

this extended period of being filmed, it doesn’t take more than a few minutes to forget the

process, the cameras, and hear just the questions, and to react without self-consciousness. I’d

never have guessed this would ever be possible, but it most assuredly happens with

experience over time, once those behind the cameras have become simply trusted and good

friends, eventually, of long standing.What the end result will be I cannot imagine. But maybe

this works for me since I rarely spend much time in yesterday or tomorrow (except when it’s

called for in my work). There has always simply been “Now!” I suspect that this attitude is a

holdover from childhood, just something that I’ve never outgrown.I’ve lived my entire life in a

constant state of surprise, rarely borrowing from the future or regretting the past, which tends

to keep the present always alive and guess-worthy. Anticipation could not have improved this

ongoing new reality that sets me right in the middle of the Art of Others, something that has

become increasingly exciting as I’ve grown older. I feel like an ever-evolving collaborator in

training.The filmmaking has become organic, much as my work with the National Park Service

has become over time. There, I’m but one element in the visitor experience, which includes

orientation films, life-cast figures, documentation of the World War II Home Front story, all the



works of other rangers, historians, writers, artists, fabricators, lighting designers, etc., and me!It

is also true of the book that is set for release in February 2018, which is being edited by Jesse

Douglas Allen-Taylor from a combination of my oral histories (archived at the Bancroft Library

at UC Berkeley) and this blog. It is to be published by Hay House out of New York, and it will

bring together their writers and editors with my collected words. These often unrelated essays

on cabbages and kings, (at times) pure rants, and, sometimes, prayers will become an

amalgamation of all those talents and minds, and I will again be a part of something larger than

myself.1A thought that has never occurred to me before this very moment: what greater exit

from this dimension than to simply disappear into the works of others? That might be the

perfect way to move gracefully into whatever immortality there is, just to blend seamlessly into

the whole with little notice. Maybe this insight has moved out from the subconscious to provide

a rationale for whatever comes next . . . whenever . . .Who on earth would ever have imagined

that my little living room would become a movie set on occasion, and that I would become at

95 a “star” sitting at my dining room table, comfortable in my socks and non-glamorous cotton

trousers, and as relaxed as a cat on a windowsill basking in the noonday sun!Yet that is

precisely where we are in life on this day, June 9, 2017.THIS TIME I’M ADDING to the voice-

over thread to be filled in behind related images of the other documentary (90-minute) by

Bryan Gibel, the filmmaker/producer of the other film being made about me.For the second day

in a row (unusual), I found myself seated in a quickly created “bunker” of quilted blankets

hooked together to make a kind of sound booth and going over old history—not the kind that

deals with the WWII Home Front, but “Betty” history, which turns out to be far deeper and with

an emotional content that is only hinted at in the national stories, or of a different kind, at

least.In the aftermath, I’ve found myself today going back over that interview and finding places

where there are glaring contradictions and inconsistencies:Where much of the interview was

taken up with how thoroughly I’d discounted the artist part of myself in running away from my

brief encounter with the entertainment industry, nonetheless I’ve certainly written about that

side of myself in this journal, and rather unsparingly. In fact, she holds a prominent place in my

personal narrative, even while I’m denying her existence.I wonder if the fact that over time, she

has evolved as a third person, somehow severed her from the whole, a “she.” Though there is

clearly some recent movement occurring, at integrating into a more complex Betty, at a time

when I’m being forced under the scrutiny of filmmaking to incorporate all of me into coherence.

But is that consistent with real life? Am I not, alternately, all of those splintered pieces, and

does the weaving together of all of those divergent bits and pieces not present the next

challenge in this final decade?Maybe that younger creative artist Betty was never

“disappeared” at all, but has been dormant, waiting patiently in the wings to reappear at some

auspicious time when the barriers were lowered and this final integration was possible. At a

time when there was no marriage to save nor children to raise, no aging parents to caretake,

no business to reclaim as a legacy for our kids, no handicapped daughter to prepare for my

exit, just maybe . . .It’s beginning to feel that way as I sit behind the west gallery exhibit at the

bayside windows of the Visitor Education Center at the Rosie the Riveter/World War II

Homefront National Historical Park, waiting to present my two o’clock program. That perch

allows me to become disconnected from those gathering at the front desk for their tickets long

enough to find the quiet offered by idly watching the bands of fog silently drift in over the water,

the changing light, the wind playing capriciously in the branches of that giant eucalyptus tree,

the rising and lowering of the tides, that ever-changing vista of Brooks Island, the East Bay

hills, the San Francisco skyline, the moody panoramic bay view, shorebirds in constant flight,

windsurfers skating over the waters precariously, the occasional leisurely passage of a



sailboat . . .Often of late, I draw my cell phone out of the pocket of my uniform, press the button

for music, and, holding it to my ear so that voice won’t bleed out into the gallery, listen secretly

to my younger self of 40 years ago singing the life I was living when my songs were birthed,

and that life returns with all of the affect it carried at the time. There are times when it takes

more than a moment to bring myself back into the present.But then it’s time to creep down the

back stairs to enter our little theater where I, alone, sit on that kitchen stool and watch as those

inquiring strangers begin to enter my space in twos and threes until the room is full, and the

stories begin and a quite different past comes alive again, once more, and we’re sharing that

other journey back through time . . .And as complicated as it sounds, it is I who serve as the

connecting link to what are on the surface conflicting realities, but equally authentic and equally

true.What happens to “I rarely spend time regretting the past or anticipating the future; there is

only NOW”? That’s a fine example of conflicting truths, a concept that arrived unannounced

shortly after my 90th birthday, an axiom that I stubbornly believe to be not only possible but an

important fact of life.Yet, it is all of a piece, is it not?It is in these moments that I am beginning

to feel all the parts of myself coming together, and the distance between them lessening, and

the hope that, in time, over continuing days, weeks, and months under the scrutiny necessary

for meaningful filmmaking, I will become whole, perhaps for the very first time, like metal

shavings attracted irresistibly to a magnet.I’m fairly certain that meanwhile, I’m in for some

highly emotional moments as that integration process takes over.The prize is that somehow

I’ve developed the ability to place myself out of range and watch that process as it unfolds. I

suspect that it is this ability that allows me to learn from it all, and to use it in my work. I’m able

to become a spectator to myself. To see myself in context.There is the sense that, in these final

years, I’m being all of the women that I’ve become over time, and using everything that I’ve

ever experienced in reaching this remarkable time of life. It’s all incorporated into that aging

woman sitting on that kitchen stool before those audiences of 48 friendly strangers every

Tuesday, Thursday, and Saturday on into infinity.I suspect that it may be time to pull those

curtains back and let the sun in, to let the music play, as I live all of the complex layers of my

existence simultaneously . . .___________________1 EDITOR’S NOTE: The book Betty is

referring to is, of course, this one.1CREOLE/BLACK CAJUN NEW ORLEANSI WAS BORN ON

September 22, 1921, in Detroit, Michigan, where my parents settled after leaving New Orleans

for the first time. Dad was a millwright/engineer. My sister Marjorie had been born there in

1918. In 1924, my paternal grandfather died in New Orleans, and the family returned to live

with my father’s mother, on Lapeyrouse Street. I was only three when we moved back to New

Orleans, so I’ve never really known anything about Michigan.I have memories of New Orleans

before we left for California. I can remember when I was three and four years old, and that was

before I even began to consciously seek out history.I have images in my head of the first time I

was allowed to walk to the store alone. I have images in my head of standing on top of a huge

wooden chest outside of the grocery store, in which ice and oysters were kept. And the men in

the community would be out cracking oysters and drinking beer, and I remember my dad

standing me atop this wooden chest and my singing, “In a Little Spanish Town.” I must have

been four. But I have images of the time being separated out and sitting on the front lawn when

my baby sister was born. I remember the house, I remember falling and bumping my head after

sitting on some sort of reel the hose was kept on. I have memories of a great flood that hit and

sleeping on mattresses atop wooden crates to be above the water that was in the house. I

remember a lot of things about being a small child in Louisiana.I remember my father telling

me that when my grandfather died, because he was such a great man in the Creole part of

New Orleans—downtown—because he was such a special man, his body lay in state on the



altar for three days so that the community could pay homage. So he was a big man, and I knew

that. My dad’s pride in his father was unbounded.I remember my grandmother, my father’s

mother. Her name was Victoria Morales Charbonnet. We called her Ma-mair.I remember once I

was sitting on the front porch on Lapeyrouse Street at a duplex that my grandparents lived in. I

remember sitting in Ma-mair’s lap, and you know how women have this fleshy part of their arms

between the elbow and the shoulder? I remember cuddling that, holding it.I can remember

brushing her hair for long, long periods, her waist-length hair. Her hair was heavy, very dark,

coarse, and straight. Her parents were Isleños from the Canary Islands, heavily Spanish,

named Morales. What I remember of her is that kind of image. She was blind, from diabetes.

And I guess the way a blind person takes care of a child is they keep them close, they hold

them as much as possible. I can almost smell my grandmother, I have a deep sense of her,

though I can’t visualize her, I don’t remember what she looked like, and there are no surviving

pictures of her. But I remember holding on to her lower arm, or her upper arm underneath, and

brushing her hair. I learned how to braid on my grandmother’s hair, and I must have been

four.My grandmother was my caretaker and best friend. She took care of me by having me

brush her long hair and telling me stories without end. Most of her stories were told in a

language I didn’t understand, but when you’re that age, who cares? It’s the feelings that count,

and her message was always one of love. She died shortly after we moved to California.My

younger sister, Lottie, was born when I was four years old. We were living on Frenchmen Street

in a two-story house. On that day, my uncle Dr. Raleigh Coker (the husband of my mother’s

great-aunt Emily) was the attending physician, and various aunts were running around doing

whatever it is that aunts do at such times. Me? I was out in the front yard, sitting on one of

those metal gizmos a garden hose is wound around. It began to roll. I fell backward and

cracked my head on the sidewalk! The raised scar is still there, marking the day of my little

sister’s birth!Shortly thereafter, in big-sister style, I remember being allowed for the first time to

walk all the way to Aunt Corinne’s house on Touro Street (maybe two blocks), which was

unpaved, with boardwalks. Boards were put down by the city in summer to walk on and lifted in

winter by residents of the community to burn in their stoves for heat. I believe that would have

been in the Seventh Ward.I have other flashes of memory of my brief childhood in New

Orleans. Sitting on front porches on hot and humid summer evenings while the neighbors

cruised by, men tipping their hats and doing their “Good evenin’s” and women flirting, I

suppose. Sweet lost bread and jambalaya. Red beans and rice. Cream cheese that in no way

resembles what goes by that name today, but a confection that came in a small round carton

and had a sweet cream sauce over it. Soft-shelled crabs and crawfish feeds with newspaper

tablecloths. Seafood gumbo. Red “jumbo” soda water bought in pitchers brought from home.

Lagniappe!—the catchphrase that always ended the trip to the corner store and guaranteed a

piece of candy, a few crackers, peanuts, anything extra. Californians, sadly, knew nothing about

lagniappe.I remember disturbing pictures of Jesus everywhere, crucifixes on walls, an altar to

the Virgin Mary. There was the musty smell while sleeping under mosquito netting, the

chamber pot under the bed for nighttime use, the blue-and-white ceramic pitcher and bowl on

the nightstand beside the bed. There was the scurrying of roaches when lamps were lit at

night. The kerosene stove in the middle of the living room and lacy antimacassars on every

piece of parlor furniture. There was the huge armoire in Ma-mair’s bedroom that held heaven

knows what, and the cedar chest at the foot of her bed that smelled of camphor when she drew

extra blankets from it. There were candles, oil lamps in case of power failures, and incense in

those tiny little pyramid shapes. I remember someone’s Spanish shawl that was artfully draped

over a chair, and that must have had some history.THERE WERE WONDERFUL STORIES



that my dad used to tell me about New Orleans. They were always family stories. Dad’s was a

huge, devout Catholic family. Over her lifetime, his mother had given birth to 17 children,

though only seven boys and our girls survived childhood. But the stories were always about his

brothers, always crazy stories about them, and many of them I suspected were lies told purely

to entertain. My mother would be standing behind my father and laughing—“Don’t you listen to

him!” And he would tell these wild stories about his brothers. He would tell these wild stories

about these brothers that were just wonderfully crazy, and I wish I could remember them now,

but I can only remember sitting listening to them, spellbound.My mother’s side of the family

also had stories about being Creole. Mother had some really wild, crazy Creole characters in

her family.There was a cousin Olga, my mother’s first cousin, who was a character, this huge

woman. I met her when I was 15 and my parents sent me down to New Orleans on a trip to be

that year’s delegate to represent our branch of the family at the annual birthday celebration for

my great-grandmother, Mammá. You’d go into Olga’s typical 19th-century-style New Orleans

house and there was a jukebox in the living room. Then I learned later that this was the place

in New Orleans where all the big bands who came through—the ones that couldn’t stay at

hotels because blacks couldn’t stay there—they stayed at Big Olga’s. Hers was the place

where everybody went. So if you wanted to see any of the sidemen, Duke Ellington, Louis

Jordan, Jimmie Lunceford, all these people, they all stayed at Big Olga’s. I think that in today’s

economy, Olga would be described as being in the hospitality industry.Well, eventually, Big Olga

—Mother used to tell this story and just laugh—opened a bar near her home, and she named it

the Holy Bar. The reason was that the priest in the parish had given her some of the old altar

cloths from Corpus Christi Catholic Church that could no longer be mended. She placed the

altar cloths on the bar where the drinks were served, to the dismay of poor Father Kelly! I

mean, Olga was as sacrilegious as anybody could be.This was during the years of formal

segregation, and at that time, when black people got on the streetcar in New Orleans, you had

to sit in the back. There was this thing—what they called the bar—that you could slip into the

slots at the back of the seats to mark the white section from the black section. White people

could move it back to make more room for white people, but black people couldn’t move it up.

Olga got on a streetcar one time and there were no seats left in the back, so she picked the

bar up and moved it up to make room for herself. And the conductor—who knew her well

because this was the line she always rode on—came back and told her she couldn’t do that.

And she said yes she could and he wasn’t going to stop her. They took her downtown and off

to jail off the streetcar because, simply, she was going to beat them all up with the bar.MY

PARENTS’ SOCIAL LIFE in New Orleans revolved around being Creole. That was status.

Those Creoles were also barbers; they were dentists; they were redcaps; they were postal

workers. They were teachers, pharmacists, doctors, dentists, tradesmen, craftsmen, and

occupied all of the social roles needed in a community where professional services were

denied due to racism. Throughout the South at the time, there was a strong professional class

by necessity. Women didn’t have the status men did. But their status wasn’t based upon money.

It was based upon names. And the Charbonnets of New Orleans were a very, very old

family.According to recent research, the parents of my paternal grandmother, Victoria, the

Moraleses, came from St. Bernard Parish in Louisiana. They were what was called Isleños, and

St. Bernard Parish was where most of these former Spanish settlers lived. As the French who

settled in the New World came to be known as the Creoles, so the Spanish became the

Isleños. They had settled there when the Spanish were dominating New Orleans. My father’s

family arrived in New Orleans from Thiers, France, before the Louisiana Purchase. They were

two brothers who I’ve come to believe were escaping the French Revolution. One of them went



to Haiti. He died there, but his family later made it back to the United States. We were on the

wrong side of the Haitian Revolution, apparently. Not the rebel leader Toussaint L’Ouverture’s

side.Our family homes were in the Tremé in New Orleans, the section bordered by the French

Quarter. The Tremé was downtown, and was the site of Corpus Christi Catholic Church, which

my grandfather, Louis Charbonnet, built. It was the Creole section. Creoles lived downtown,

Americans lived uptown, and Canal Street divided them.My dad described people other than

Creoles as Americans. It wasn’t just my father. I used to kind of laugh at that. My sense of it is

that the Creoles were the people who were related by blood to both sides, racially. They were

usually better educated, and were treated quite differently.2My father and grandfather built the

first convent for black nuns, for the Sisters of the Holy Family, which was the first black order of

nuns in this country. My dad’s younger brother, Louis, was a contractor. Like his father and

brothers, he also was a builder. Most of the seven boys were builders of one kind or

another.Louis and another contractor, who was a white Charbonnet named Paul, used Canal

Street as the dividing line, so that all the jobs that came up on the white side would go to Paul

Charbonnet, and all the jobs that came up on the Creole side would go to my Uncle Louis.

There was this understanding between the white and black Charbonnets, and these two

contractors worked with that to the benefit of both families.My father used to tell the story that if

any of his seven brothers got into trouble and were taken downtown to the courthouse, Judge

Charbonnet—who was white—would take him into the back room, talk to him, pat him on the

fanny, and send him back home. Tell him that he was from a special class of people. They were

not treated in the same way as ordinary African Americans.I later rebelled against that when I

was growing up, because it seemed like another form of racism to me.BEING A CREOLE,

HOWEVER, was only a thin layer of protection against the great weight of racism that was

prevalent in the South of those days. And that protection could easily be rolled away.When I

was growing up, I learned from my parents that they originally relocated from New Orleans to

Detroit before they had children so that my father could get work in one of the auto plants up

there. It was not until I returned to New Orleans in 2012 that I learned the true reason from my

cousin, Armand, whose father had been my own father’s brother.“It was awful!” Armand told

me.He said that my father and my grandfather, Louis Charbonnet, were working on a job

together when a white man came up to ask my grandfather a question.“As you know,” Armand

said, “in those times, no white man ever addressed a black person by their last name.”And

that’s what this white man did, calling my proud grandfather “Louis,” using the regular French

pronunciation of “Louie.” On that note, my equally proud father called the white man on it,

saying, “Do you know who you’re talking to?” And he followed that impertinent question by

doing something that was equally forbidden for a black man in the South at the time, calling the

white man by his own first name.“Grandfather had to rush him out of the state and to Detroit

where your mother had relatives until it was safe to come home,” cousin Armand told me.That

must have been in about 1917 and my mother was probably pregnant with my sister, Marjorie.

We returned to New Orleans shortly after I was born four years later, when my grandfather’s

health failed.GROWING UP IN NEW ORLEANS, I didn’t know there was anything such as a

white Creole. Creoles were always people who were mixed. They were French, Spanish, Native

American, and African. And they were a class of people who were simply separated out. They

had their own proud culture.Skin color among the Creoles of New Orleans was no big thing

since Creoles come in all colors and types and were the offspring of blacks and whites and

lived in a kind of racial limbo, somewhere in between, both socially and racially. We were the

romantic quadroons and octoroons of the times, and in many instances, the paramours of the

upper-class white population, though that’s surely less true in more recent times.I do know that



there was a regular crossing of the color line for better-paying jobs. There was always some

regret, but also a tacit agreement that no one would inform on family members who took that

route. I’m still aware of cousins who married and disappeared into the greater population

without a trace.Some years ago my father’s youngest brother, Melbourne, came to spend a few

days with us. While he was here a dear friend of my husband, Bill, Dr. Leonard Duhl, and his

wife came over to dinner. Leonard presented me with a program from a performance of

Madame Butterfly that he’d attended at the San Francisco Opera. Leonard noted that in the

cast of Madame Butterfly was Patricia Charbonnet, who played the lead. Leonard knew that

this was my maiden name. I said to Leonard, “But she’s surely not related to us. She’s

obviously a member of the white branch of the family.” Uncle Mel snorted but held his peace

until the Duhls had gone. Then he followed me out to the kitchen as I cleared the table and

said, “I wanna tell you something, hon. Huey Long had a sayin’ that you could feed all the really

white folks in Louisiana offa one chicken!”In other words, a lot of folks in Louisiana who were

claiming to be white were not always fully so.I also remember the story of a clerk who toiled in

the basement of the courthouse in New Orleans selling birth certificates with the race

designated as white to light-skinned black people, at a lower price for children, a higher price

for adults.But many of the New Orleans Creoles were content with the fact that they had their

own well-developed culture with its traditions proudly drawn from many parts of the world.I

don’t recall ever hearing my maternal grandmother, Mammá, speak anything but Creole, a

patois of French. Aunt Vivian, Aunt Annabelle, and my mother—all those in that generation and

all those raised in St. James Parish in Mammá’s household—were bilingual. They spoke in

English but gossiped in Creole, which was the main language of their household. My

generation only spoke English, though you could hear a few expressions in Creole from my

Aunt Belle’s daughters, who were of my generation and were raised in California. But few

others of the California clan retained those rich bilingual speech patterns.In my parents’

household and the household of many of the older family members who migrated to California,

it was common for adults to start out in one language and drift in and out of the other without

warning. The kids were never included, since Creole was reserved as the means for

transmitting gossip, grown-up to grown-up, as with most immigrant families.I regret now that

they didn’t pay more attention, because I think there was more to be salvaged there than even I

was aware of. But speaking French didn’t matter in California, and they didn’t teach it to their

children. And now that I’m in my early 80s and looking back on a culture that’s disappearing, I

regret it. I wish I had listened harder to the stories. I wish I had paid more attention.MY

MOTHER WAS Lottie Allen, Lottie Estelle Allen. She was from the Breaux family. She was from

a Creole-Cajun line of people in St. James Parish, Louisiana.My mother was the Creole-Cajun

black, my father was the Creole black. My father came from what he saw as aristocracy, and

my mother came from the country, St. James. Early on, I got the sense of the difference.The

Cajun line of people are the people who—at least according to the part of the family history I’ve

done—arrived from Loudun, France, back in 1631, the first of the Breaux family. That coincides

with the witch-burning period, though I don’t know how those things connect. They left France;

they arrived in Nova Scotia, where they settled for a number of years—generations. They then

migrated from Nova Scotia into Maryland, and from Maryland they received a land grant from

the Spanish who had then settled in Louisiana Territory and wound up in St. James Parish,

Louisiana, which became the—they were the Acadians, who were the French who became the

Cajuns. My mother, I can only go back to her grandmother Leontine (Mammá) because the

slave curtain drops and you can’t get anywhere before about 1830. But that is her side of the

family.Leontine’s mother was Celestine “of no last name,” a house servant at the plantation of



Edouard Breaux, a Cajun landowner, whom she later married. Among my papers is the

marriage certificate retrieved from the Catholic Diocese in Baton Rouge. It is written in French,

bearing his signature and her X. The date of the marriage was October 1865, only a few

months after the fall of the Confederacy and the end of slavery in America. Leontine was 19 at

the time of her parents’ marriage. And, yes, Edouard Breaux was the master who owned them

both.Freedom came for both Leontine and her mother, but not before the day of the

proclamation.I remember clearly the day cousin Ruth (the daughter of Isabel Allen LeBeouf

Warnie, the granddaughter of Leontine and the great-granddaughter of Celestine) and I were

driving back from the Golden Gate National Cemetery in San Bruno after discovering the

earliest microfiche records of our great-grandmother. Then there was the day that the marriage

records turned up in the archives of the Catholic Diocese of Baton Rouge in the form of a brief

statement written in French attesting to the marriage between Edouard and Celestine.In going

back through a voluminous packet of legal documents received from the National Archives

some years ago, along with those family stories I learned as an inquisitive teenager, I’ve been

able to pull together a picture of those lives. You can imagine my surprise and delight to

discover this important marriage document that proved that the family lore that told of how the

Cajun people—who were agrarians—worked the fields with their slaves, and that it was fairly

common for deep friendships to be formed, and marriages between Cajuns and black folks

were often seen. Apparently Edouard and Celestine had been in a common-law relationship

throughout Leontine’s 19 years and married in a Catholic ceremony as soon as it was possible

to do so after the signing of the Emancipation Proclamation.I’d assumed that after she married

Edouard, my great-great grandmother on my mother’s side, Celestine, had an intact family that

consisted of herself, her husband, Edouard, her daughter, Leontine, who was my great-

grandmother, and a son named Theophile, whom we’ve lost track of. According to diocesan

records, three-year-old Theophile’s birth was legitimized by the marriage. I remember

wondering, just how had it been possible to limit that little family to two children, and by what

method was their spacing accomplished?But the important fact to me was that, atypically of

many black family histories that included a mixing of slave masters and the enslaved, ours had

not resulted from rape or sexual exploitation, but rather there was a traceable familial

relationship sanctioned by the church. How naïve was I?I suppose I was so wedded to that

positive story that when we later received documents from the War Department that included

testimonies by neighbors and friends in St. James in support of a widow’s pension for Leontine,

I failed to notice that Leontine had provided the name of her father as Sylvestre Breaux, who is

listed in the census of the time as Edouard’s older brother.A cousin recently suggested that

perhaps Celestine had been raped 19 years earlier than the 1865 date of her mother’s

marriage to Edouard, and that Leontine had been aware of her actual parentage all of her life.I

suspect that rape would have been so common at that time that it would have been of no

particular importance in the scheme of things. In 1846, more than a dozen years after the

British outlawed slavery in 1833, American slave owners were producing their own “stock” by

forcibly impregnating their female slaves. They were doing so in order to compete in the

marketplace, in order to have chattel to pass along to their heirs, and in order to preserve the

Southern economy and the time-honored Southern way of life, which had been built upon the

slave trade. I’ve never gotten over the fact that those planters were quite literally producing and

selling their own children. Under those circumstances, it was necessary that blacks be

regarded as less than human. Were that not so, the entire system would have been

undermined. You can imagine that such a practice would have been one of the inhumane

results of human bondage that ended with the Emancipation Proclamation but was left out of



history books in defense of our national integrity, or at least the integrity that we claim in

theory.But then, I would not have been viewed as part of the “we” at that time, since white male

supremacy ruled the day, much as it has since that time. White supremacy along with white

privilege have been prohibitive of social change and have resisted any attempt at altering the

lens through which we see “American” life in the century that followed.Small wonder that we’ve

never been able to process that history. It says horrific things about us as a nation and our trail

of cruelty and abusiveness since African Americans landed on these shores.MY MOTHER’S

FATHER was the eldest in a family of 14 or 15 children. His mother, Mammá—Leontine Breaux

Allen—was widowed late in the 19th century, left with many of the younger children still in the

household. Her husband, George, had served in the Civil War for the North, a member of the

1st Louisiana Native Guard.The lovely family tale is that Leontine was sitting in her front yard

pecan tree when the soldiers came marching down the road. George Allen broke ranks and

coaxed her down from the limb and carried her on his shoulders for more than a mile before

letting her down. He later became a boarder in the New Orleans home of a family member and

their courtship continued. I once believed my great-grandfather George was from Ohio, though

I am not certain now where I got that impression, and documents I later received relating to his

Army pension benefits indicated that he may have grown up in New Orleans among other

members of that branch of the Allen family. George remains a shadowy figure in our lives,

without even a photograph to remind us of his existence. It’s said that there once was a large

portrait of him hanging on the wall of their little home beside the levee in St. James Parish, but

that home was destroyed by fire long after Leontine’s death, and the photo must have been

devoured by the flames.George and Mammá’s eldest son, also named George, married my

mother’s mother, Julia, known as Minette, who was 14 at the time. They had one child, who

was my mother. And when my mother was seven months old, Minette died, so my grandfather

brought my mother back to Mammá’s house to be raised.This was a little house that Mammá

owned that was on a strip back from the Mississippi River in Welcome, St. James Parish,

Louisiana. The house is no longer there. My mother grew up there. Her father, whom we called

Papa George, went out and remarried a second woman of Spanish descent, Desirée

Fernandez. They had five children and when that second wife died, he brought those children

back to Mammá as well, and they grew up in Mammá’s household along with my mother, who

was the eldest grandchild.My mother grew up in this household of 15 to 20 children. They

worked the farm, they took care of things, they took care of each other, they educated each

other. Eventually the older children began to leave St. James and move into town, which was

New Orleans. But my mother, being the first, didn’t get in on that, so she never left the country

until she married my father when they were both 19.I WAS PRIVILEGED TO have actually

known my slave ancestor, Leontine Breaux Allen. I first got to meet her during a visit to New

Orleans when I was about 16. She was born into slavery in 1846 and died in 1948 at the age of

102. I was a 27-year-old married woman and mother of two when she died, three years after

the end of WWII.My mother, who was born in the year 1894, lived to be 101. Miscegenation

clearly does not foul the gene pool.My mother’s younger sister, Aunt Vivian Allen-Jernigan,

adored her grandmother. Vivian told stories of the slavery days, of Mammá and Mammá’s

mother, Celestine, cooking in the kitchen of their plantation owner, Edouard Breaux, and

walking down to the fields three times a day, bringing meals to the field hands. Vivian also

loved to tell about how years later when she, Vivian, was a small child, once the chores were

completed in the fields, and at the end of the day, “Mammá would sink into the living room

rocking chair and with an ever-so-slight motion with her hand would send me to a secret place

beside the fireplace to bring forth a little corncob pipe and tobacco pouch from behind a loose



brick. She made me feel as if this was a secret shared between us,” Aunt Vivian would

continue. “She would then send me to bed while she remained seated, silently drawing on her

pipe until the house of many people would settle down for the night. It was only then that she

would climb under the mosquito netting of the big bed until the first morning light.”BY FAR THE

MOST INTRIGUING STORY about my mother’s grandmother had to do with the critical role

she played in her little community in St. James Parish, Louisiana. Mammá was the town

“medical assistant,” serving as “intern” for Dr. Hydel, the circuit-rider doctor who came through

on horseback about every three months to provide what medical services there were for the

people of the parish. Mammá also served as the town’s midwife and delivered not only the

babies of the family’s women, but also the babies of most of the women in their village. I

suspect that this would have been for African Americans only, though I’m not sure about

this.During the few days before the doctor’s visit, it was she who rode her horse through St.

James calling on all those who might need medical attention. The routine was that she’d place

a white towel on the gatepost of each home where help was needed, and this determined just

where the doctor would stop. He would confer with Mammá on patients’ aftercare, and she was

accountable for their health issues until his return months later.Those stories made her one of

my personal heroes early in life, and during the 1995 honoring ceremonies, when I was named

one of 10 outstanding women by the National Women’s History Project, I had cause to wonder.

One never feels worthy, I suppose, but I came to terms with the proceedings upon realizing that

I’d spent my whole life never seeking public office or acclaim (though surely I was courted from

time to time), but instead, I’d been completely satisfied to find fulfillment in draping symbolic

“white towels” over imaginary gateposts anywhere help might be needed throughout not only

my community, but also as a field representative for California’s 14th Assembly District in later

life, and now in my role with the National Park Service.It is Mammá’s work that provides shape

and form to mine to this day, and she is cited in my commentaries at the twice-weekly theater

presentations at the Rosie the Riveter national park—and with great pride and humility. She

and I are players in the great American narrative, as are so many extraordinary ordinary

people.___________________2 EDITOR’S NOTE: In other words, Betty’s father called all non-

Creoles “Americans,” regardless of whether they were white or African American. Creoles

related to both white folks and African Americans, and they were treated differently by whites

than African Americans were treated.
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Daffy Du, “Important story of a fascinating woman. Full disclosure--I know one of Betty's sons,

though not well. But I never knew anything about his mother until articles and posts about her

started appearing in his Facebook feed a few years ago. It was only then that I realized what a

remarkable mother he has, and it's why I wanted to read this book.Sign My Name to Freedom

is an interesting book, drawn, according to the editor (and her longtime friend), from two main

sources: interviews she did for the Bancroft Library's (UC Berkeley's) Regional Oral History

Program and a blog she has written for many years. Because of the two sources, it doesn't

read like a conventional autobiography and is kind of episodic. There are also some holes.That

said, it is an enjoyable read, with some real insights into life in the Bay area throughout most of

the 20th century and into the 21st, especially for people of color. Betty comes from a Creole/

black Cajun family--she was born in Louisiana and came to Oakland in 1927, at age six. She

documents her early life and that of her family, then her married life, her work during WWII and

the record store in Berkeley that she and her then-husband ran. She talks some about her

children and about her family's move to Walnut Creek, where they were decidedly not

welcomed by some of the white residents. She talks about her musical career, which ended

with her second marriage, and her activism concerning Vietnam and the Civil Rights

Movement, and her efforts to address the systemic racism that persists in society. Today she's

best known as the oldest park ranger in the National Park Service--in her mid to late 90s, she's

still on the job, giving tours of the Rosie the Riveter National Park in Richmond, CA.The writing

is fluid and often eloquent. She is an avid reader, and it shows. (But she never went to

college.)She is, in short, a national treasure and I feel I know her at least a little bit after

reading the book.”

Janina, “An extraordinary life........ A beautifully written landscape of a very long and complex

life, the tragedies and the glories. In the end, Betty contributes to the development of a National

Park that includes history from multiple cultural perspectives...not just that of the majority! That

is a powerful moment and a great contribution. And then she starts a new career as a Park

Ranger, in her mid-eighties......and writes this book at 96! She is extraordinary. I stopped only

to eat and let the dog out......”

Rob Henry, “I absolutely recommend this book!. I learned so much about my own country’s

history just by reading Betty’s story. Her perspective living as an African American woman for

nearly a century really gave me some context that I had never deeply considered. Hopefully,



millions more people will hear her story and consider what she has shared to help us move

forward as a better nation.”

Jonnie Froyd (nee Klapper), “Things I never knew. I grew up in Betty's Walnut Creek...I hung

out with her son Ricky. I always thought that my town was lucky to have the Reid's as

neighbors. I never realized that not every one accepted them...Ricky hid his family's pain

(along with his own sexuality) well...I never knew....after reading Betty's story and reflexing

back on my teenage years, I regret that I wasn't a better friend to Ricky...we just wanted to

have fun and I didn't take the time to really get to know him, or maybe he wasn't ready to let

people know him yet....it was a different time back then.I really enjoyed the book, history I didn't

know and memories  I had forgotten.”

Ebook Tops Reader, “Common sense wisdom from reflections on a life well lived!. What a

fascinating story and so well told! Betty has lived multiples lives during her 96 years on this

planet. Her keen sense of history, sense of self and sense of humor make this book a very

interesting and worthwhile read. She writes about a time in our country with which we still must

come to terms but she also speaks with a spirit of hope for all that is possible ahead. Thought

provoking stuff …. I highly recommend!”

Layla, “Opened my eyes to a history being forgotten. Very good read about a wonderful

women. Opened up a world I was only slightly aware of. It touched my heart to hear of her

modesty and bravery. Betty is a role model to all women to get involved and never give up. She

became a hero of mine by doing the next right thing.”

Lisa Nelms, “Rosie the Riveter Story About a Woman of Color. Ranger Betty tells her story

about working in San Francisco during WWII as a young black woman. Her story overcoming

sexism and racism can be an inspiration for anyone facing discrimination of any kind. Today

90+ year old Ranger Betty is an active park ranger for the National Park Service. She is an

inspiration for all.”

Eva Gregory, “Great inspiration for every woman!. Every woman should read this book. This is

a gentle, but truthful and firm, story of a brave soul who would not take "NO" for an answer. It

is a loving account of an extraordinary life. Betty Soskin is a role model of hope and bravery

for  any woman.”

The book by Betty Reid Soskin has a rating of 5 out of 4.8. 150 people have provided

feedback.
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