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Powell:

This is an interview with Cris Branche on November 22nd, 2005, at Cleveland State University.  My name is Allison Powell, and today we will be talking with Cris about Trinity Cathedral.  Chris, I’d like to ask you just a little bit about yourself.  Can you tell me when and where you were born?

Branche:

I was born in a little town south of Little Rock called Duvall’s Bluff, Arkansas, and that’s something that none of my colleges probably even know about.  And I came to Cleveland when I was seven years old. I was with my grandparents, there.  My mother was here the last couple of years. 

Powell:

And, how long have you lived in Cleveland?

Branche:

Ever since.

Powell:

Since you were seven.  And where do you live now?

Branche:

I’ve been in the same house for fifty-one years and I live on Albion Road in the Ludlow area of Shaker.

Powell:

When did you become part of Trinity Parish?

Branche:

When my husband and I got married, which was in 1951, he had been reared Methodist, I had been Baptist, both of us had strayed from our initial places and he was going someplace else. I was going to the Congregational church.  So we decided we would visit churches and determine a church we would go to together and be comfortable with it. And so we visited, we had lots of fun; only young people would do such things. We went to Quaker service and I discovered I cant fast before going to church because my stomach growls something horrible and my husband moved and sat someplace else, so I knew we couldn’t do that.  We went to Bahigh. We did it all.  It was lots of fun, but we kept coming back to Trinity and it was because they had one of the finest choirs in the city.  And Dr. Craft, who was the choir director, who was really internationally known, had these marvelous choirs.  And they were paid choirs, that’s not true in many places, you had to audition and they were fine singers.  And we kept coming here and I said, you know, we keep coming here; it’s all right with me, is this where you want to be?  And he said, well, oh, I just love the music here so, and it was such a beautiful place. And people were gracious and so, he said, well your not going to be disappointed that we’re not going to go to the Congregational Church? And I said, well God told me in the parkin lot that he really don’t care. So, this is where we ended up coming, and when I called to sign up for an instruction class and they asked me what brought you to Trinity?  And I said the music, and I remember Mary Gull saying yes my dear but what really brought you here?  And I said, my dear, it’s the music. My husband is a historian.  He would never be a part of the Anglican Church with Henry’s past activity; except he’s decided the music is more important.  So that’s how we came here.

Tebeau:

I’m gonna go get the coffee now, so as to not to interrupt your question. That was a great story.

Powell:

And what sticks out in your mind about the parish, other than the music?  Anything else?

Branche:

Then or now?  It’s a very different place my dear, then it was in 1951. Very different place.  This Cathedral is now truly a cathedral. It also stood as an impressive edifice in the community and it did some good things. But it was not considered someplace where those in need could come those in difficulty could come.  It was not a place that hosted all kinds of meetings of all kinds.  A cathedral in the old days in Europe was the center of activity in a community. And all kinds of things took place there that had nothing to do with religion.  It was the center of activity.  And that’s what this cathedral has become. Interestingly when you’re the Cathedral of a diocese and really serve all of the churches in the whole diocese you get visitors on Sunday morning from all far flung places and there for the membership tends to be extraordinarily diverse in terms of where they come from and since we now have wonderful freeways people can now come in much more comfortably from farther away. So this congregation is unlike most congregations because we have people from all over the greater, greater Cleveland area as members of this congregation.  But it is the real philosophy and mission of the currant powers that be here, the vestry and the trusties and the members of the staff and the clergy, to make this the very thing that cathedrals set out to be.  So if you’d look at the kind of things that go on here during the week it’s now pages instead of one or two things. And we have a marvelous music and performing arts department, headed by Daniel Hathaway, that does brown bag concerts and folks come on Wednesdays. We are now getting ready for the feast that we do that is the old, centuries old feast, and people get dressed up in all the old garb. And that thing always precedes the Christmas holiday, its part of advent.  And we’ve got everything from the AA meetings here all the way to very well extremely well organized meetings planned for political folks, for people who are in the management of the city, arts community, we have a wonderful art gallery, and the dean is very much into that.  She just came back from a sabbatical where she did lots of photographic things and so she’ll have an exhibit very soon. The cathedral is now a center of activity.  We, Mary and Sterling School, which is an elementary school that is very near here, is something that we do lots of thing with Mary and Sterling youngsters.  We feed sometimes hundreds of people on Sunday noon.  And that started out to be a very small thing and it’s now gotten to be much larger.  And many of those people end up getting some of our social services that the clergy provide and we have one clergy person that’s what they do. They look after the needs of what the less fortunate might be.  So that’s a long answer to a short question. 

Powell:

That’s ok. What type of social services to they provide?

Branche:

They find out what’s available in the city and how to literally hook people up to what their needs are.  We have many, many homeless people that end up down in this part of the city and there’s a great need for someone to direct them and one of the other things that’s of serious concern is how much mental illness there is out there and these people are getting no care and they end up homeless and that has become a problem.  Its interesting many of the homeless now attend our services and we welcome them.  It seemed awkward to some of the congregation, I remember those early days, but its become very, they attend the services, take communion, do everything everybody else does and then of coarse they’ve also figured out if you do that as you take your communion you can leave and go into the parish hall and be one of the first people there for food. I think that’s problem solving. 

Powell:

Now you said you’ve been coming to the parish for a long time?

Branche:

Since 1951.

Powell:

And when you began coming to the parish in 1951 did you encounter discrimination?

Branche:

No it was interesting; I have though about that over time.  There may have been two or three families of color here.  And I think back then, you know you guys keep giving us different names, back then we were Negro all of a sudden now we’re persons of color and we’ve gone through a lot of transitions in-between.  But I can remember, and we were really, because people came from all over the place and you may not know who’s who there didn’t seem to be anything about us coming at all.  It’s funny what you remember.  I remember one Sunday morning I got here a little late and so I had to wait till a prayer was going on or something, and the usher said to me “Mrs. Branche, may I ask you a question?”  And I said off coarse.  And he said, “You are Spanish aren’t you?”  And I smiled a thought oh my there’s been a discussion.  And I said oh thank you very much Spanish ladies are so lovely and that’s a very nice compliment but no I’m not Spanish. And he got this funny look on his face and started to blush and he said, “Well um, what is your nationality?”  I said I think you call us Negroes but I said the problem is we don’t have the handicap that you have we come in all kinds of combinations that must be very confusing. And at that point the music started and I went in all giggling to my self. And I could hardly wait to get home to tell my husband what had happened.

Powell:

That’s funny.

Branche:

But since then, its interesting one of the trusties of the Cathedral took a real fancy to us and when I was pregnant. And he was from a very affluent family, wore the pince-nez glasses.  He was almost like a caricature.  I loved to have been able to have do caricature sketches like from the New Yorker cause he would have made a perfect caricature.  He was just so gracious and the dean said we’ve never seen him take such an interest in anybody.  And of coarse my husband being a historian and England being part of his thing and this guy was British and he owned part of a very high-flown affluent company here.  So we got to be friends, we invited him out to the house when we bought the house and all of that stuff.  And he began to do things for us; I have beautiful print club prints up my stairway that I could have never afforded back then. When he went to England he brought our son the cute things with the leggings and the little buttoned up coat and the cap and nobody else had that.  And so we asked him if he would like to be godparent to our son and he was. He had originally moved here from New York and was at St. John the Divine in New York and so we had some interesting cross-fertilizations that worked out just fine.  His family was not pleased with his relationship but we had fun. 

Powell:

Do you consider the parish generally more welcoming now?

Branche:

Oh very much. It’s a very welcoming place. I have never felt there was never a racial discrimination thing here. There was some concern with homeless folks and it really was more class.  And we had had, when I first came here, several of the people were extraordinarily wealthy and we have a very good endowment because of that.  The congregation got smaller and smaller as people got older and older. The very wealthy died or ended up in the very lovely little churches in the suburbs came to be. They ended up there.  Thank goodness we got the endowment money before that.  This parish now has much more attendance.  We have an 8:00 service that there’s a loyal, absolute group that goes to the 8:00 service.  There’s a 9:00 service that we are now calling our family service, were families bring their children. And it’s hilarious cause, now that does disturbed some people, cause all of the little kids come up to the alter and put their hands over the stuff and they dance when the music is playing. There are folk who have real trouble with that and I know that.  But it’s wonderful because it’s become the place where young people feel very happy and my kids would have loved that.  My sons were born here, baptized here, you know did everything here at they couldn’t do anything in particular.  Couldn’t serve at the alter or be an acolyte or anything until they were sixteen or older.  Well by that time their whole young crowd in the neighborhood was much more attractive and we didn’t care where they went to church but they had to go.  So they ended up going to the Congregational church and not active here except for certain things.  Now both of them, one of the big things here is the Boar’s festival that is the Sunday after Christmas.  And my oldest son was the first sprite to open the Boar’s Head festival, which is a big deal and his pictures up in the gallery.  And my second son ended up riding the Yule log and embarrassing me thoroughly as the cathedral was totally silent and the three kings were marching out and a colleague was the black king, and he had a page behind him who was swinging incense.  Well we don’t do incense here very much and as they passed Chris, who was sitting looking like a cute sprite on the log, and I’m sitting on the floor right at the front just in case he acted up.  And I hear this voice, that you could hear all over the Cathedral, “Ewe that stuff stinks!” and of course people laughed and I wanted to die.  So that’s my biggest memory of the Yule log activity at the Boar’s festival.  But there are things like that, that make your history in a place much more a family history.  But neither of my sons are active in their churches. Ones a physician and the other’s an architect and they live on opposite sides of the country but they’re not active particularly in their church because they didn’t get. Though we were always here and I’ve been up to my ears in this place, it was not a part of their life particularly.  So now all of these kids are in everything.  The little, as long as they can carry the cross they can do it.  And so that’s wonderful and I think it’s much more realistic and it’s much more giving and I think God would prefer it that way.  He told me in the parking lot. 

Powell:

You mentioned the Medieval feast before Christmas?

Branche:

Yeah, its, when is it? It’s in two weeks now. It’s the feast before advent and it’s English just like the Boar’s Head is. And Daniel loves to do it and it’s with music and all of the trappings and all of the wonderful food and all of that stuff so it’s become a tradition here.  

Powell:

How is that different from the Boar’s Head?

Branche:

The Boar’s Head is a religious ceremony. It really is a religious thing.  And it’s named for this big Boar’s Head that’s born up to the altar.  But it’s all about the birth of Christ and the religious ceremony that goes with it, it’s really religious.  The other is the fun thing you do before you get around to praying over your religion.

Powell:

Are you involved with either of those?

Branche:

Not as much anymore. I used to be all the time but you move over and let some of the younger folk and new people do that.  I usher so that’s my involvement for those. 

Powell:

You’ve mentioned the minister, how the dean now is very involved in making the church more a community center.  How do you think she compares to the deans when you originally came?

Branche:

Well it’s a different climate. And that’s not a fair comparison.  It’s a different climate.  The church today is very different than it was, and I know you young folks are very aware of all the hullabaloo that’s going on with the four congregations that have pulled out of the Episcopal diocese because we have a, and I hate the term gay, but priest that, I mean, and a bishop who is homosexuals.  I cannot understand how folks make this their church instead of God’s church.  And that’s very much in the middle of what’s going on in the Episcopal church today and it’s such a minor thing in the problems of the world today that I cant figure out why folks waste their breath on that and they do.  The fact that we have a female dean is a big deal to some people.  The climate is very different in terms of what goes on.  This place has always been, because it was a Cathedral, served the diocese cause that’s, but serve the diocese only as a church wanted them to do something, or wanted to do something here and they took care of that.  The dean has always served on comminutes around the city and things like that.  But the mission statement has changed over time as the society has changed.  

Powell:

And why do you think that’s happened?

Branche:

That’s the way thing occur.  If your flexible enough to meet needs, now there are Episcopal congregations that are not about to be flexible, that’s true in all religions.  It has nothing to do with which particular sect you happen to be.  But it’s a matter of whether of not your going to be inclusive or exclusive.  

Tebeau:

I’m going to actually interrupt, cause that’s a really good question Allison.  Could you give an example of how the mission has changed as the church has changed?

Branche:

Well for example, thinking back on some of the many things we did here.  Ted Henry, who you probably recognize, he and his wife were members here.  And he is one of the ones that lead a committee that started the feeding program on Sundays when they were members here.  So that’s something, because he recognized a need, because of the exposure that he was having in the things he had seen, they had a committee, he took leadership in doing that way back when.  I remember.  And there were just a few people, just a little bit.  That’s the legacy I give him full credit for that he did here.  But now you’ve got to remember that the members of the parish had to be comfortable enough to try that because that was a real new thing for him back then.  I can’t remember, it’s been here so long now I can’t even remember when it started. But that was a good example of how somebody here, who had exposure, brought it to the attention of the vestry and they had a committee and they tried it out and its become a permanent program as part of the mission statement of this Cathedral.

Powell:

You said you were not Episcopalian before you came here and you had to take classes?  Can you tell me about those classes you had to take?

Branche:

Well it was simply saying these are the tenants of the Episcopal Church.  These are the things we believe and it’s not that different from anything else.  The thing that’s interesting to me that’s the number of Roman Catholics that have become Episcopalian.  Cause that’s a real change cause they have to, we don’t do the thing with the Pope and all of that. We’re part of the whole basic structure, very similar.  We don’t do Mary and she’s one of many.  And we don’t pray to the saints and all that kind of stuff.  You had to know if that’s gonna bother you and so forth.  So you took that and then you were confirmed as a member of the Episcopal Church.  And it wasn’t a big long process and you did it with a group and so you also got to know people, which was nice.  

Powell:

Have you taken other classes here?

Branche:

Well we’ve always got something going on and back when I was younger and particularly when the kids were young.  Now at 10:00 on Sunday morning in between the services there’s always something going on.  We had a whole thing, and there’s bible study and all that, but it’s usually wrapped around a particular thing.  There's a Sunday morning one, there’s things that go on during the week if that’s what you happen to be interested in.  And back then I got involved with a lot of stuff with the kids.  I did Sunday school and all that kind of stuff.

Powell:

You were a trusty and a vestryperson for the church.  Can you explain to mean what those are?

Branche:

I know where you’re going with this.  The trusties are the guardians, to put it in simple language, the guardians of that endowment to be sure that this place is funded cause you can imagine this is not an inexpensive place to run.  And so the trusties are really the protectors of the finances of the church.  The vestry is like a, what was it called at our other church? Well it’s like a board of trusties.  And they govern the programs and all that kind of stuff.  They’re elected by the congregation and there’s an annual meeting in January in which the dean reports to the congregation, the vestry reports to the congregation and elections are held.  And you’re elected to be a trustee; you’re elected to be a vestryperson. Those are not appointed positions ever.  

Powell:

How long were you either of those?

Branche:

I don’t know, I was on the vestry a long time and I don’t remember how long and then I was really a bit surprised to asked to be a trustee cause I’m not a finance person but I got told yes, but I believe in a reality check and will call anybodies check on it and that’s what they wanted me there for so that’s what I do. Now the trustees, just this year, have merged with the vestry and there is a committee that does the finance that is made up of the trustees but it’s one total group because now that we’ve added, we’ve got this additional building and space, there are many more considerations that have to go on because the diocese does not own this we do. That can have it’s own set of concerns and so we have folks that deal with that with the bishop.  I’m not sure God had any of this in mind but this is what we do. 

Powell:

There’s the feed the people program on Sundays?  What other programs do they have that involve the community?

Branche:

You’d have to get the currant list, there’s just too much stuff going on.  I’ll see out there in the lobby there’s a whole table full of stuff and I could not possibly, I’d miss something and be in serious trouble. So I will see to it that you get that.  We offer space for meetings that are going on in the city.  So that makes us part of the structure, city structure things, there are organizational things that we do like as I said the AA, we have an AA thing that meets here regularly.  There are basic things that are in the arts community that gotten to be a big thing in addition to the music community, there are arts community things that meet here. And one of the things that was interesting that happened that was a real change.  This Cathedral used to have permanent pews.  Two deans to my knowledge tried to get those pews changed and it didn’t work.  The vestry would not say yes.  And I remember it was two deans ago when he kept saying well the old cathedrals did not have pews cause then they could change the space differently to use it for different things, and how much more useful it would be to be able to use that wonderful space for different things. And the first thing that we had here after the pews came out and we gave them to other congregations that wanted them so that they’re still in the Episcopal diocese someplace was the Ohio arts council meeting.  The Ohio meeting was here and the meeting was held here and they set up the tables and all the stuff in the sanctuary. And the music that Dan could do for stuff in the sanctuary was marvelous and nobody could have a complaint in the world about that.  And yet on Sunday they could do what ever they wished. And now you’ll see in the Cathedral there’s the crossing.  That altar will go down and disappear so that, that becomes flat and you can go up to the high altar.  And we don’t use the high altar very often except, because it was the feeling that the clergy wanted to be closer to the congregation so only when we’re doing really big deal stuff for Christmas and you know, something special do we have that crossing flattened out and then you can go all the way up to the high altar. And boy that’s a change.  But that came as we did some of the architectural changes in the Cathedral.

Powell:

It didn’t originally 

Branche:

No, no, no.

Powell:

How long ago did they do that?

Branche:

I don’t remember.  You’d have to get a date.  But in terms of the Cathedral it’s a relatively modern, it’s not from long ago and I don’t remember which dean did it.

Powell:

The community outside the Cathedral, what changes have you noticed?  In the surrounding area?

Branche:

Well let’s see, look at Cleveland State.  Cleveland State was hardly a blip on the radar screen when, years ago.  It has grown which means students; students do come in and out of here.  We do thing with the university. So that is part of our community. And Prospect has changed amazingly because it’s been developed and there are businesses there now.  There’s some residential things going on there now.  So that there’s that kind of change but when we say community it’s much bigger than that.  It means anything that’s going on in the central city itself.  Plus, the Cathedral is involved with any other community in the diocese.  So that all the different diocese of Ohio will have things, and we have things like meetings of all the teenagers and they’ll have a whole weekend here with sleeping bags and the whole thing. We do that kind of stuff that can provide an integrating of peoples across the whole diocese that this can be used for, so all kinds of diocesans meetings go on here.

Powell:

You said the Cathedral works with one of the schools?

Branche:

Yeah Mary and Sterling. It’s an elementary school.  For example last Sunday they were filling baskets for Thanksgiving and trying to make-up all these Thanksgiving baskets for families that the school had said were in fiscal trouble. So those baskets with the turkey and all the stuff to go with it were to be delivered to those families.  And we by stuff for the students at school, we give the schools money to provide thing for students that cant have it and we have volunteers that go work at the school.  They adopted the school.  

Powell:

Do you know how long the Cathedral has been doing that program?

Branche:

No, seems to me it’s been a while.  See you should’ve chosen the historian instead of me. 

Powell:

You said your husband was a historian correct?

Branche:

Yeah he was.  He could have told you if he was still here.

Powell:

He worked over at Cleveland State?

Branche:

No, Tri-C after he had retired. He came in with that one program and ended up head of department in the schools.  And then when he retired ended up down at Tri-C doing stuff.

Powell:

And you were also a kindergarten teacher?

Branche:

I was a kindergarten teacher.  And when head start, and I trained teachers and that kind of stiff.  I didn’t want to be a principal; I didn’t think that was a fun job.  And when head start came along I got pulled out of the classroom to help start that.  And ended up on the national, they said we did thing unlike most school systems cause we involved the parents and that seemed so dumb to me because your gonna have kids two and a half hours a day and don’t have anything to do with their parents, so what are you going to do, how much are you gonna get done?  But I ended up on the national head start thing and as a national consultant for programs and that was a marvelous experience. Then I ended up doing stuff for the office of education in Washington.

Powell:

Can you explain to me what head start is?

Branche:

Boy I can tell you’re young.  In 1965 as part of Lynden Johnson’s war on poverty, head start was born. It was for four year olds, children before they went to school. And it was to give them, at that time it started out as a summer program for six to eight weeks and they were poverty children and there was an income level base, to give the some of the experiences to better help them be successful in school.  It was all over the United States.  It really was a remarkable, remarkable program that came out of, sort of, nowhere.  And it’s been thee most successful of the poverty programs because the peace corp. came out of the poverty programs; there were all these different programs that came out of the poverty program that Johnson put together.  But head start is one of the few that remains to this day. And that was back in the 1960s.  And we still have head start and in many places they have year round head stars for low-income children.  And I was very fortunate and got involved and ended up going to different cities and stuff and went to the Philippians and Porto Rico and stuff to help train people, parents and local people to be on boards and stuff like that.  So it was fascinating. It was wonderful.  I learned an awful lot more than I taught.  It was marvelous.  So I got a head start.

Powell:

How long were you a kindergarten teacher for?

Branche:

Maybe fifteen years. Easily that long.  I started teaching in 51 and head start came in 65 so subtract that and you got the answer.  And then as money became available for a year round program from, as an outgrowth from the war on poverty I got told I wasn’t going back to my kindergarten cause I was gonna run this year round program.  I remember the first time I went back to my school after that happened and I saw the kids that were in first grade and I went in the building and they ran and hugged me around my knees and stuff and where were you, where were you and I remember going back to the car crying.  I miss my kids, but soon decided it was better to see if we could provide stuff for kids all over the city in a better way.  So I was in charge of preschool programs and then when the kindergarten supervisor retired I was asked to, I guess I had been fussing we need continuity and this aught to be one department and it’s called early child hood Sir, I would say to the superintendent and so when the kindergarten supervisor retired he said ok this is going to be the department of early childhood.  I was delighted; I said great whose going to do it?  He said you are.  I cant do that.  He said oh yes you will.  It’s an assignment than instead of an honor.  And so I had the first division of early childhood in the state of Ohio.  We got the Governors award we did big stuff. We just though we were doing what you needed to do. And it wasn’t a big deal as far as we were concerned.  Cleveland really provided leadership across the country for that and I was happy to be a part of it.

Powell:

What was the difference with what you did with the early childhood as opposed to the way it had been set up before?

Branche:

Well you see there was no preschool program. There were no programs for four year olds, there was no continuity of curriculum, there was none of that.  There were not parent programs that prepared them for that.  So that was the kind of stuff we did.  We had a curriculum that had flow; we had programs that helped parents.  We had television things on channel 25.  They became our real mentor because we could do programs there that parents could see in their homes.  And parents back then my dear; everyone didn’t have a television set.  And they would come to the local church or community agency where they had television sets and we could beam the programs there and have meetings and stuff.  So it was really exciting, we were breaking grounds and doing all kinds of good stuff we thought.  And it was really exciting.  Now early childhood programs, departments are all over the country.  

Powell:

Do you have any other memories that you would like to share?  Anything else that you can think of?

Branche:

Of Trinity?  No I guess I’m just really delighted that this is a welcoming community here and it has, the welcoming really takes the tenets of Christianity and tries to work it out.  And we really believe this is God’s house and we cannot say who cannot come, and we cannot say who cant take communion, because its supposed to be symbolic of the blood of Christ not ours.  And so I think that’s such a good thing in today’s world, to be able to do that.  Its marvelous that more and more this kind of, people have the right to believe and practice there belief any way they wish, but its wonderful to have the kind of flexibility that’s here.  Do you know what the Beatitudes are?  Do you know what the one is for the 21st century?  Blessed are the flexible for they shall not be bent out of shape.  Which is what I think we function by.  I heard that years ago and I love it.  That’s my mantra I think.  But I think that’s one of the good things here that there’s flexibility and the thing that you’re held to is what would Jesus do? 

Powell:

You said they do baptisms here?

Branche:

Oh yeah, and christenings and confirmations and stuff.

Powell:

I was raised Roman Catholic.

Branche:

Oh so you do know, what I said was very appropriate then.

Powell:

Do you also have to go through first communion?  Or do you not have to do that if you come into this church do you not have to do that?

Branche:

No once you, if your baptized or if your confirmed, no. You are, the children take communion just like we do.

Powell:

You also have the beautiful baptismal, is that what they use?  Do you have any memories?  That’s so, by itself is so beautiful.

Branche:

Yeah I guess, those of us that have been here with it, some times if we have a lot of children being baptized all of a sudden then the holy water is just used at the altar and the children get.  We had when my children were baptized a very private, you could have a private ceremony.  So we had a private ceremony for the family and it was a big deal.  But that was when there was not a whole lot of them that took place.  It is a beautiful place and the small chapel, that’s the other thing I think is interesting, the small chapel is a wonderful place to go have some private communion of your own.  And we have the labyrinth, I haven’t mentioned the labyrinth, that’s been a fairly recent addition and it’s laid out and people can walk the labyrinth to meditate and find peace and all of that.  So that was a brand new thing that was brought in, it hasn’t been that many years ago now, no I better not guess.  That’s our latest activity that sort of a part of the meditation and theoretical part of the church and there have been people that come and walk the labyrinth and meditate.  It doesn’t work for me I tried to walk the labyrinth and found myself planning dinner and doing a few things and I thought God’s gonna get you for this.  So I think I didn’t do it after that.  

Powell:

Where is the labyrinth located?  Is it in the cathedral?

Branche:

Yeah, they lay it out. It’s a big, I’ll have to show you that.  It’s a fascinating thing.  It goes to ancient practice in the cathedrals and it’s this configuration that they lay out on the floor.  You walk it and meditate about whatever is of concern to you and it helps people focus if you can do that.  I’m out of focused, sorry about that.  You probably have already figured that out. 

Powell:

I’d have the same problem.  I’m done with my questions.  Mark, did you have any?

Tebeau:

I do have some questions, not surprising, and it’s some of your questions.  Do you remember The Gate coffee shop?  It was right next to here in the 60s.

Branche:

Oh, yeah.  I didn’t remember the term Gates.

Tebeau:

Why did you put that question down?

Powell:

Dr. Souther

Tebeau:

Suggested that

Branche:

I didn’t remember Gates.  We just called it the coffee shop. 

Tebeau:

Let me ask you to compare that to Aroma, which is out there right now.

Branche:

The difference is, this was purposely designed to bring in the folks over at the university, the students, the faculty.  And it’s fascinating; it’s a hang out. My Goddaughter, who works downtown and is a, she does stuff for the United Church of Christ, when she’s working on stuff and she’s, she’s in their communication department and does a lot of their press stuff.  She will come over here and work, and get coffee.  Its marvelous, I think, boy we had no idea.  I don’t think we were doing all that.  But you see people studying, you see people working, and they’re of all ages in there.  And that’s very different than that other coffee shop was.  It was a nice little hang out and folks used it for a hang out, but this is more purposeful I think.  The idea was from that original coffee shop.  The Ten Thousand Villages that is the next shop that is ours is part of our world mission and those things in Ten Thousand Villages are from third world villages where the women are trying to get themselves some cash flow that they can use in there country.  And Ten Thousand Villages is something that’s all over the country.  And theirs one on the west side and we thought this one would be a good spot because of the excitability.  And we have a bookstore; we didn’t have that at all before.  The bookstore is a thriving little activity.  When we have somebody here, its wonderful, you can go right down to the bookstore and gat the book.  Or if something comes up, it’s a marvelous place to get gifts for folks.  So that has been a nice addition to the Cathedral. 

Tebeau:

When Allison asked you to describe the community, I think she was going after just what you described now.  What’s changed?  If you would describe, maybe not an address.

Branche:

See, to me the community is so much bigger than this.  When you say community to me I don’t, it’s like your talking about the physical plant in the broad sense.  But to me the community is much bigger than that.  When we talk about community here we mean the bigger community, and feel our mission is to be of service to that bigger community.  

Tebeau:

When you think about that bigger community has that bigger community changed?

Branche:

Oh sure.  The income level of the immediate surroundings is much lower than it used to be years ago. There was a time years ago that the projects, which probably doesn’t mean a thing to you, there was housing projects.  And almost everybody in those projects was some body in graduate school somewhere, or they were a student, or they just got married and this was there first apartment and that was what the projects happen to be.  Now the projects are low-income folks.  The turn around, of coarse they say cities do things in rotations, as people are moving back down into the city with the new housing that has gone up.  My sister and her husband just moved from Cleveland Heights in a great big house off north park down to 55 and Lexington.  In that community, as they downsized, in a darling house.  Its marvelous now cause she and her husband, it takes them fifteen minutes to get to work.  And the boys are away in college so they don’t need all that space.  That’s a change that is just beginning to occur.  It will be interesting to see if that impacts on us anyway here at the Cathedral.  There’s a lot of new housing going up around us now for both low income and middle and upper income people.  They’re encouraging people to live downtown now.  It will be interesting to see. We are getting people that come in here, always welcome guests, who’s here, and we applaud them on Sunday morning.  People, if they feel comfortable will come back again and we find people who are living downtown or the lower west side that weren’t there before.  Even that kind of community change is going on down here and we’ll see how that plays out.  

Tebeau:

I actually have a bunch of questions.  You have a fascinating story.  Allison’s probably not accustom to the facilitator asking so many questions but I’m curious so you’ll have to pardon me.  One is just informational.  What were the years when you were working with the division of early childhood?  

Branche:

I started teaching in 1950 and I taught at four different schools as I had my children.  In 1965 is when I got pulled out to do head start.  I retired in 1986 I think.

Tebeau:

So you were with the division of early childhood until

Branche:

There was no division until we created it.  We created it in 1970, yeah. But it was all kindergarten stuff. 

Tebeau:

What were the four schools you taught at?

Branche:

Well it’s interesting; they don’t all exist anymore now that you’ve said it.  R. B. Hays, which was at 40th and Central, and I was at a building that was housed in the projects and it was the projects main office.  We had six classes in that building where the main office was. Then I left there to have my first child, then I went to Collinwood and that school no longer exists.  Boy, you shouldn’t ask me that question, I’m begging to feel a little odd here.  Then I had my next child, and I taught after that one at Lafayette school.  Then went to Huff school and now that I think of it none of those schools exist now.  The moral of that is don’t have Cris work there, you’ll lose your school.  

Tebeau:

When you mentioned the projects around R. B. Hays, you mentioned that the projects had changed.  Was that what you were thinking of, the projects around that school there?

Branche:

No, housing projects for lower income folk, well the income levels have changed over the years.  It was where you got those great big apartment developments down in the city.  Those were called the projects.  They usually had a name; the ones there now are called the King Kennedy Projects or the Huff projects or things like that.  They’re the government-subsidized housing.

Tebeau:

Section 8 is what they call it. There was a change in the sixties that you just describe is section 8.  I’m interested in three things, and they’re big stories so I’m going to let you pick and choose.  You migrated here as a seven year old from Little Rock

Branche:

Just below Little Rock.  Big farm

Tebeau:

I’m interested in you said your mother was here, and you came with your grandparents.  That’s essentially what we; tell us a little bit more about that.  How did it start?  What are your memories of the farm?  Where was it?

Branche:

Oh it was a huge farm right on the white river.  My husband’s swore that there was no such place as Duvall’s Bluff.  He said that doesn’t even sound real and I told him yes there was.  It was a segregated town but not in the sense that it was uncomfortable.  I don’t remember any discomfort.  We had a great big one-room school that I went to.  We were the last family in the town and had all of this land right to the river.  The next family was a white family.  The town Dr. that there was a white picket fence, gosh its amazing what you remember, a white picket fence around there house.  My grandmother would do things for them and there was a gate to our property that she would go through.  There was a small down town, and there was one church, now that I think about it that we all went to.  But because I was in this one room school when I came here at the age of seven they didn’t know what to do with me because I knew stuff for the sixth grade and stuff for the fifth grade and stuff for the forth grade because you learned everything that was going on.  If you could.  So I ended up skip, they put me in fourth grade, I think, but then I skipped something in fifth grade.  I didn’t think anything of that.  

Tebeau:

When was this? What year?

Branche:

I don’t know.  What ever it was when I was seven.  And its interesting that I would end up marring a historian cause I would have to remind him my short suit was history that’s why I married me one.  So dates he had to keep up with.  But I remember one of the things when I first came here I walked in my sleep for a while.  And the dr. said it was cause I felt so closed in.  Cause my play house was as big as our garage here.  We had all this space and all that stuff.  And people couldn’t believe how I spoke.  I said again and aunt and stuff like that.  I spoke just like I speak now.  And they couldn’t imagine what Arkansas was that you sounded like that.  And I remember getting into a couple of fights cause folks made fun of how I talked.  And being a god-awful tomboy it was not a good thing.  Everybody said again and aunt, that was the way people talked.  We did not talk like they do down south cause that wasn’t that kind of a town.  I’d forgotten that. 

Tebeau:

So this was, I’m sorry, I don’t know how old you are.

Branche:

78

Tebeau:

78, so this would have been 70 years ago when you arrived which would make it the middle of the depression.

Branche:

Yeah, and my mother had a big catering business, that’s what she worked on.  And because he had a big catering business, well back then it wasn’t so big.  She was working with her aunt and learning the business and all which was why I was with my grandparents while she was learning this.  Daddy worked for General Electric and stuff, here.  By the time the real depression set in mother had a good size business going, and she feed half the neighborhood.  In fact there are very well off folks to this day that when they were first doing their dental practice when folks couldn’t afford to have there teeth fixed.  Mother would share.  She would bring everything home from the things that she did and share it with the neighbors.  And I never thought anything of that.  I used to take filet mignon sandwiches with me for lunch when I was at Alexander Hamilton Jr. High School I didn’t think anything of that until I became an adult and looked back.  And had colleagues say to me as an adult, yeah we thought you guys were rich cause of all the different kinds of food you had and you had steak for lunch.  I didn’t think anything of that cause it was normal in our house.

Tebeau:

What neighborhood did you grow up in?

Branche:

Mount Pleasant 132nd off Kinsman.  I speak Yiddish cause it was a marvelous integrated neighborhood, Jewish and Italian and Central European.  And when I went to, I was president of the student counsel at Alexander Hamilton.  And we ran for offices and when I look back the big deal was not that I was of color and won the election but that I was a girl.  So it was all over the papers that this girl was the student counsel president.  And I talked about running the student council like you did in a kitchen.  Comparing the recipes and how you had to have recipes for things and all that stuff.  I look back and think, talk about yolky but it worked and people laughed and I got elected over a Jewish guy and an Italian guy.  And I used some Yiddish words and some Italian words in the speech.  Cause that’s the kind of neighborhood we grew up in.  It was wonderfully integrated and we didn’t think anything of that back then.  But the Mount Pleasant area was a very integrated community.  And the house I lived in my grandfather built.  When I ended up down at the bored of education and ended up being the early childhood person, the lady that was the secretary, Goldie Boughdoe, who I will never forget, was in a.  And that was new, learning to deal with a secretary cause I didn’t get trained.  I just got put places and then you had to go take courses and figure out how to do it.  One day I went into the secretarial pool and needed to say something to Goldie and didn’t want everybody else in the pool to hear it and there was one other Jewish gal now that I think about it in that pool.  Cause it was really not any consequence, you know.  So I said to Goldie, it’s amazing what you retain that you don’t know you retain, so I said it to her in Yiddish.  Well the other secretary said my God I don’t believe I heard that.  And Goldie said all these years I’ve worked in the system and I wait to get a Negro boss speak Yiddish to me.  I said that shows you, you never can be sure.  I’ve just been very blessed to have had an interesting… you know.

Tebeau:

By the way that is one of the best stories of why integration, that I’ve ever heard.

Branche:

My grandkids in California have, my sons a Dr., his wife’s a Dr. at two different hospitals, so they have nannies cause of their crazy schedules.  They have three nannies, all of whom are Hispanic, they’re from, they’re imports from someplace in Latin America.  And all of the children speak Spanish including the two year old.  My one concern, they almost came here cause the Clinic wanted my daughter to come do things here, and I thought we’ve got to find Hispanic nannies. We cannot have them loose that skill.  I was on the International board of the Christians Children’s Fund and went Africa on a fact-finding mission, because of head start.  The woman that was in charge of the parents programs in head start, she created that.  That was not a part of the original thing.  She was on the board of the Christian Children’s Fund, that you sponsor kids around the world.  They had sent people over to different places to look at the health program and the this and that.  And she, because of her position with head start said has anybody ever gone over to look at what kind of education we’re providing in these countries?  And what we’re doing and whether it’s appropriate to the country?   She said well I know somebody that could go do that.  And I remember when she called me and said would you be willing to go to Africa on a fact-finding mission?  My husband said now you’ve lost your mind.  That’s ridiculous.  But I thought it was fascinating because, the first time we went to Burundi she went along with me and she got stopped as we entered the country.  And boy did they grill her.  It’s a French speaking country and she didn’t speak French.  And they were really giving her a hard time.  I had gone right through.  I had went back, that same thing happened to me like with the Yiddish, when you need it, some of it comes back.  And I went back and talked to them in French and I hadn’t used French since I left college, but just enough, its why you need this and why that’s so critical to what you do.  I got her out of the situation there.  And when I came back here he said so what did you find out over there?  And I said I could have told them with out ever going.  We went all over Africa.  The Christian Children’s Fund, unlike some of the others, the country has to build the buildings.  We will provide the funding for the books; you know the supplies, even for the uniforms and that kind of stuff even the food.  But the country has to have an investment enough even in the buildings.  Christian Children’s Fund tries to teach a man to fish.  So you learn how to do this and we’ll leave you.  There will always be a need for folks to do all that other stuff so that we’re not sanctimonious about it.  I discovered that in all of these different places in Rwanda, God have I shed tears over that, I know some of those people that died in that mess in Rwanda.  They were using European textbooks.  That was, you thought, that was so obvious.  And the first time I saw it I thought there’s got to be some reason for this.  That’s too simple.. Have you ever thought that something was so simple that its gotta be wrong.  And of coarse, Bessie wasn’t an educator she was a lawyer, so you know.  But I found it all over Africa.  In Rwanda they have the most gorgeous flora and fauna you have ever seen.  It had to be the Garden of Eden, it was that gorgeous.  And here they were using textbooks teaching about flora and fauna from Europe.  It was the stupidest thing I ever heard of.  It was dam dumb.  I can’t think of any other way to put it.  I kept saying to her we fund al kinds of things locally to help people do things, why don’t you have local people write the stories and with the African tradition of oral history and all of that stuff.  They could do so much.  And it was consistent, all over the continent.  So when I get back to Richmond and go to the meeting I said, they didn’t pay me, they paid all the expenses, I went as a volunteer.  I said you spent all this money for me to come and tell you something I could have told you before I left here.  And when I explained to them it was like the light bulbs went on.  I said, the kids have this rich heritage which you ought to have somebody, you’ll give someone a job because they’ll be a writer and they can publish the stuff and folks will by it.  I can make an economic thing for this for you.  But it’s such common sense.  And they said oh, so they funded, I felt like I had done something.  And my husband said that is so simple.  But they funded local people to write, and it was interesting in the programs, the first ones to do that though were the ones in Asia.  They really wanted to take over their programs as soon as possible and make it reflect their culture much faster than the ones in Africa did.  That I found interesting.  Cause when I went over to Asia to see what they were doing they were doing some of that.  It’s fascinating, I tell you I learned so much, I don’t think I taught a lot but I learned so much.  

Tebeau:

It’s interesting listening to this cause my wife and I sponsor children through CCF.

Branche:

Oh do you?  Bless you dear.

Tebeau:

And we’ve been doing it for like fifteen years.  You’re only generating more questions.  Which is a sure sign that I should have another student come and speak to you and schedule more time with you.  
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