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To my parents, Ben and Ruth Ivy, and to the Ivy Ten and their descendants
The extraordinary love my parents had for each other was at the center of every hope, sacrifice, and success they achieved for themselves and for their children.
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OUR FAMILY MOTTOS
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“Ivy love, Ivy strong”
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“Once an Ivy, always an Ivy”

––––––––
[image: ]


“Rooted in love, blossoming by grace”
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The first motto means showing love toward one another; being resourceful and resilient; having hope for the future and keeping it alive in oneself despite disappointment and loss.

The second means our hearts and arms remain open toward every family member and previous in-law spouse who wish to reconnect with us.

The third means placing faith in our Almighty Father who loved us first; knowing how we’ve come into being; and knowing that his kindness allows us to build a life of reward.

– Paulette Ivy Harris
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PROLOGUE
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I am the sixth of ten children brought forth to the world by the love between my African American parents Ben A. Ivy, Jr. and Ruth F. Thompson. The Ivy Ten, though three have passed, are in our ’60s, ’70s, and ’80s. This memoir includes family history and stories which span from the early twentieth century to the 1970s. It includes first-person recollections from my siblings and my centenarian mother transcribed by me in 2001.

At reunions or gathered on video conference calls, we retell these stories. They spark so much hilarity and emotional connection that our love for each other is palpable by anyone else present. My mother’s repeated pleas were that “Someone should write these stories down.” And I have done that here. My siblings are bound to have different recollections about a detail or two. The stories are based on my own childhood memories and on what I’ve gleaned from our reminiscing over the decades. This memoir is not all-inclusive as my siblings surely recall incidents that happened outside of my awareness.

My parents were the children of people who left Mississippi, Georgia, and Tennessee and joined the Great Migration of African Americans from the agricultural South during the first decades of the 1900s. They sought civil and social equality and better economic opportunities in the industrial North. They found alternative types of work, but because of their race, too few progressed in their level of employment or elevated their class of citizenship. My parents prepared us to succeed further.

My family’s story began in St. Louis six months prior to Pearl Harbor after which our country entered the Second World War in 1941. My parents married when lynchings, Jim Crow segregation, and race discrimination policies were entrenched, not only in the South, but in every region, city, and town in the country.

For black citizens, these restrictive civil policies continued into the mid-1960s. They dictated where you were born, what schools and colleges accepted you, the jobs and careers you sought, the income you earned, where you worshipped, what friends you had, and who you could love and marry.

All of society feared polio, smallpox and other diseases that disabled adults and children alike or took their lives. Print and broadcast media were inundated with alarming reports about demilitarized zone violations; nuclear missiles in Cuba pointed in our direction; discontent over Southeast Asian wars; defiant marches, boycotts, and sit-ins for equal treatment in services, fairness in employment and housing, and for the right to vote; also with the dream-killing assassinations of social change-makers like President John F. Kennedy, Minister Malcolm X, Dr. Martin Luther King, and Senator Robert F. Kennedy.

In these decades, Ben and Ruth Ivy raised their children with the support of parents, the camaraderie of close friends, and with reliance on their faith. Despite adversity, the Ivy Ten lived a phenomenal childhood. We had two parents who were devoted to each other and to us. We had what we needed, and we never had a hungry day. We received an outstanding education. We know God, and we know our Savior.

Our family mottos are “Ivy love, Ivy strong,” “Once an Ivy, always an Ivy,” and “Rooted in love, blossoming by grace.” Perhaps you will relate as I recall the love, the rules, and the philosophies for life that nurtured and strengthened me inside this tight-knit group. If you can relate, then welcome to my family!
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ALL OF IT BEGAN WITH LOVE
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YOU KNOW YOU’RE AN IVY IF YOU’RE LED BY THE HEART
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I asked my mother the age-old question a parent is often asked: How did you know our father was the one for you? This is what she told me.

“I was first attracted to Dad’s looks, he was handsome. Then I got to know him, and I wanted to be with him, and he wanted to be with me just as much. When your dad and I decided to marry, I don’t think that as kids, and when you like someone, you’re thinking about whether this person will be a good father and husband, and provide, at least not in those terms. I didn’t have the sense to be aware. I thought it was a matter of course, all in the process of being married. I knew that he had great manners, and he was kind, smooth talking, and sweet. The raising of children and family life came gradually. Other than an old girlfriend that lived in the same apartment building as Dad, I never had any female competition for your dad’s affections.”

YOU KNOW YOU’RE AN IVY IF YOU’RE THE APPLE OF YOUR MOTHER’S EYE
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Our father, Ben Anthony Ivy, Jr. was born on May 31, 1920 at Barnes Hospital in St. Louis, Missouri to Bennie and Hattie Ivy. His father’s job as a chef limited their time together, so his mother doted on him. Perhaps this and a serious bout with scarlet fever at age five prompted his mother’s extra attention toward him. He was the apple of her eye. Bennie Jr., the name on his birth record, internalized the absences that his father’s job created, and he grew closer to and more protective of his mother.

Bennie Jr. grew up in the area called The Ville in St. Louis, the center of the black middle class at that time. Though he received religious education through their family church, St. Elizabeth Catholic Church, he attended segregated public schools.

In 1929, the Great Depression gripped the economy and held on until 1941. Through those years, his father’s employment remained stable, and his mother’s seamstress work buoyed their household income.

Bennie Jr. entered Sumner High School in 1935, but he didn’t finish. Why in 1937 our father dropped out after the tenth grade to enter the workforce remains a mystery to me, as his father’s employment and income were stable despite the Depression. Maybe the age-old quest for teenage independence lured him. I do know he later regretted it. Then in 1938, at age eighteen, Ben Jr., the name he preferred, met the love of his life, Ruth Thompson.

At age twenty-one, Ben married Ruth in June of 1941. He then registered for the World War 2 draft on July 1, the date on his draft card. A medical deferment saved him from serving. I assume poor vision and bad sinuses played a role in the deferment. American Steel Foundry in Granite City, Illinois employed him, and he continued that job through the war’s end.

YOU KNOW YOU’RE AN IVY IF CHITLINS SEALED A LOVE STORY
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Sometimes it’s difficult for young children to imagine that before they were born their parents had single lives and dated. As children, our parents, Ben Ivy and Ruth Thompson, attended the same church, St. Elizabeth Catholic Church.

In grade school, Ruth met her future mother-in-law, Hattie Ivy, before she met Ben. She went to a Girls Scouts recruit meeting held in the church basement. There, she first met Hattie, the troop leader. Ruth didn’t join, but thereafter, she and Hattie stayed acquainted because Hattie chaperoned the church’s weekend activities for the children. Ruth soon learned that Hattie was Ben’s mother.

Ruth entered seventh grade in 1935, and Ben entered his freshman year at Sumner High.  He hadn’t yet noticed her. But Ruth was secretly smitten by him already. When Ben left Sumner in 1937 before his junior year, Ruth began her freshman year at Vashon High School. It seemed that Ruth becoming friends with Ben was not to be. From afar, she’d observe him at Mass and at church socials among his friends.

In 1938 at sixteen, Ruth officially met Ben at a youth gathering at church. She was a petite five-foot-two, very feminine, smart and beautiful. She played piano, and her modeling classes taught her to walk gracefully. She was sociable and had many friends. Her personality was thoughtful and kind.

Ben was handsome, about five foot eight, with a mellow baritone voice beneath his neatly trimmed, silky mustache. His personality was polite, quiet, and gentlemanly. He dressed well and wore his Stetson hat cocked at an angle. Ben made smoking cigarettes look artful and Ruth didn’t mind.

Our mother recalled the following before they were exclusively dating. “My doorbell rang unexpectedly. I opened the door and there stood Ben ready for our date. Not knowing what else to do, I invited him in, took his coat, and escorted him to the front room. He hesitated slightly being perplexed as to why another young man was sitting there on the couch. I’d made the mistake of scheduling two dates for the same evening. I graciously introduced them to each other. So, there the three of us were, staring at each other uncomfortably. The two of them tried to remain unaffected by the situation. All evening, they traded niceties and small talk, until it grew late and then each tried to wait the other out. I was relieved when one of them stood up and thanked me for the interesting evening as he hid his disappointment. At the door, my friend was suddenly miffed and abrupt. But we bid each other a cordial farewell, and he left.

“I knew I’d hurt his feelings and thought I’d make it right the next day. I still had to face my other friend in my front room. Ben stood and looked me square in the eyes and said, ‘I wasn’t about to leave until after that other fellow was gone.’ After that night, we agreed not to date other people. I was seventeen.”

After Ruth’s sophomore year, she transferred to Sumner High for the fall semester of 1939. Now that Ruth was on Ben’s radar, he’d meet her after school to walk her home and carry her books.

“We hadn’t been going out for very long,” Mom recalled, “and Ben decided that he wanted to come over to my house. So, I invited him to dinner. When he got there, he asked, ‘What’s for dinner?’ Well, we’re having chitlins for dinner. Ben said, ‘Wha-a-a-t?!’ It was very funny to see the expression on his face. Chitlins were foreign to him. Hattie had never made chitlins for him and Pop Ivy. My mother and my grandma Mollie also prepared spaghetti, our famous potato salad, and other trimmings. We sat down and had dinner. Ben enjoyed the dinner so much, even the chitlins! Afterwards, when we had chitlins, he’d be over.”

[image: A person and person standing outside a door
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Ben proved his devotion and loyalty to Ruth. Mom told me that neither thunderstorm, plunging temperatures, nor snowstorms kept him from a promised date with her. Her mom and grandmother’s jaws dropped whenever our father appeared on their doorstep drenched by the heaviest downpours or frosted by the deepest snows. 

And so began our parents’ life-long love story.

YOU KNOW YOU’RE AN IVY IF YOU’RE ROOTED IN LOVE, BLOSSOMING BY GRACE
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My parents were raised as only children in St. Louis during the 1920s, ’30s, and ’40s. My father Ben and my mother Ruth were a beautiful couple inside and out. They had kind, forthright and soft-spoken personalities. They were high school sweethearts, and they loved each other.

My mother graduated from Sumner High School in January 1941. That same year, they married on June14. He was twenty-one and she was nineteen.

Their married life began in my paternal grandparents’ apartment home. For the first six months of marriage, the rhythm method succeeded. But their love was potent. Probably by a combo of miscalculations and waned discipline, my parents conceived their first child, a son, during the Christmas holidays of 1941. From that year to 1959, Mom and Dad were in a state of pregnancy or postpartum exhaustion. During that eighteen-year period, they birthed the Ivy Ten, creating our family of twelve.

One by one, we rooted into our places in the family kept fertile by our parents’ enduring love, and with enough space for ten distinct personalities to blossom by grace.

YOU KNOW YOU’RE AN IVY IF YOUR PERSONALITY BLOOMED

––––––––
[image: ]


Our family is an eclectic bunch. We didn’t inherit the pleasant singing voices our parents had. But we Ivys are attractive looking with magnetic personalities. A sense of humor is well-developed in us. The talents my siblings and I possess varied by degrees in academics, in art and creativity, and in athletics. Our parents supported our education, our talents, and our outside interests.

A child’s personality is formed early. My perceptions of my siblings’ personalities are subjective. What I pose are brief descriptions that suggest my siblings’ personalities as I perceived them in childhood. I’ll start with the Ivy Ten’s oldest.

My brother Ben, number one, was the quiet enforcer. All of us looked up to him. Anything he said went a long way.

My brother Charles, number two, was very handsome and athletic. He was a standout fullback on the varsity football team, yet his personality was serious and subdued.

Ruthanne, number three, was a fashionista in my eyes, though she had few opportunities to fully display her fashion sense until after she graduated high school and was employed. When teen and younger girls joined the Memorial Lancers Drum & Bugle Corps, which she and I and two other siblings were members, she not only taught them to march, she also mentored and taught them the confidence, dignity, and self-respect she learned at home and in dance school as a child.

David, number four, was the family’s court jester. Whenever the comedy curtain rose, he was the headliner. “The Kid,” as he often referred to himself, had athletic prowess. He liked sports. He dominated on the playground basketball court against the neighborhood kids. He led football scrimmages in our backyard, and he displayed great skills at both. David was creative, too. He often sat alone with paper and colored pencils, and he’d draw oversized creatures squeezed behind the steering wheels of souped-up cars, dragsters, and old jalopies. And he was talented at music. He learned to play the bugle very well in the drum & bugle corps, then played the trumpet in the high school band. He taught himself to play the organ and arrange music. At age seventeen, he became the music director for our drum & bugle corps.

Stephen, number five, also learned to play the bugle in the drum corps, and like his brother David became a soloist. He opted for the French horn in the high school orchestra. Stephen was our family’s resident “Einstein.” He exhibited a brilliant mind, and library books were his friends. His patience, however, had a short fuse.

I’m number six. I’m an all-around creative person, and my creativity extended across multiple media. As a child, I wanted to be a part of what everyone else was involved with. I wanted to sing in a choir like my parents, march in the drum corps like my older siblings, and draw with pencil like my father. I also liked to plan and organize. From a young age, I readily shared my knowledge with the intention to “advise” and to “teach,” not that my attempts were always appreciated by my siblings.

Mark, number seven, was an adventurous sort. He had guts and was unafraid to step out front. He was strong-willed and appeared confident and self-assured.

Janet, number eight, was exact and meticulous. When she made up her mind to do something, or not do something, she was difficult to deter.

Donald, number nine, was sincerely charming yet impulsive with a devil-may-care approach to most things. His head stayed in the clouds which made him seem lackadaisical when completing any given task. Don, as he preferred, walked on the edge of our parents’ directives. Often, he tripped over them.

Maryellen, number ten, didn’t care for dolls or dresses. Anything the boys could do, she could do better, was her approach to life. Mary, as she preferred, found her identity in athletics. She was the lone girl playing in scrimmage games and on three-on-three basketball courts. And since she couldn’t be on an organized baseball team, she proved her batting and fielding talents on the girls’ softball diamond. Yet she was empathetic toward others with a passion for wanting to help.

In our family, there were no nicknames that we called each other on a regular basis. When we did, we used them to express affection, or to signify our disagreement, or to press each other’s buttons. Only Mom could affectionately call Ben “Corky.” Call Charles “Chuck Cheese,” if you wanted a fight with him. Ruthanne was called “Annie” or sometimes “Annie Glasses.”

The only one of us who dared to debate with our dad about sports or anything else was David, and Dad allowed him. However, after Dad reached his limit of patience with David, Dad’s cue that the debate was over was to say, “Okay, Swish,” which David didn’t like. It’s the word David uttered to mimic the sound of his air ball driving through the net of his imagined basketball hoop. Swish!

I don’t recall a nickname for Stephen or for Janet. At times, Mom called me “Lettie.” On second thought, my siblings shortened my name to “Paul” in my latter years of high school following the lead of our toddler nephew. Perhaps that places me in the same category as Don and Mary, though no one, other than my siblings, calls me Paul.

To get under Mark’s skin, my brothers called him “Zark” or “Zarkarina” because of a so-called prominence that shaped the back of his head. Don was a wiry kid, so Dad sometimes called him “Spider.” We affectionately called Mary “Mowy Hollan,” a babyish mispronunciation of her name Maryellen.

Our dad was strong in body and will. Our mom was emotionally strong, intelligent, and ultra-feminine. Both were resourceful and forward-thinking people. Dad was creative with his hands and tried to make his surroundings better and more beautiful. Mom was creative in the household. She had a decorative flair. She made our furnishings look worth more than they were.

Our parents’ status in the neighborhood was one of due respect. My older siblings were tasked with building respect from the kids in the neighborhood. Before we moved there, the neighborhood kids had a strained relationship with our grandmother Mimi because she kept the balls they batted into her yard. Her grandchildren drew threats and curses from neighbor kids when she gave the balls to us to play with. None of the Ivy Ten was known to pick a fight, but when pushed, we could end one, and we backed each other up.

We Ivy children had disputes with each other, however in public we were respectful and obedient. Our parents never received a report that their children behaved improperly at school, nor did we give them a reason to meet with law enforcement.

YOU KNOW YOU’RE AN IVY IF YOUR PARENTS STEPPED OUT
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As children growing up in St. Louis County, we witnessed first-hand how our folks took time out from parenting to step out on the town. Actually, the city because their network of friends lived there, plus there weren’t any establishments in the county where black adults could socialize. And Mom and Dad were social animals. They met with friends at their houses, at their favorite watering holes, as well as at formal and casual dances, which kept them connected with the world outside the family dynamics of home.

I recall when Mom and Dad went to formal black-tie functions. On those occasions, they seemed magical. He in his tuxedo and Mom in her ball gown reminded me of the dancer-actor duo, Fred Astaire and Ginger Rogers. Mother had a rhinestone tiara that sparkled like diamonds, and when she wore it, she was as beautiful as any fairy-tale princess I’d ever read about.

Dad soon tired of renting tuxes for these affairs, so he decided to buy one. I remember his excitement after he purchased his own tuxedo with tails and patent leather shoes to wear to a gala. To go with the tux, he bought a set of gold cuff links and buttons inlaid with mother of pearl. I have this set now, and I cherish them.

Some of those memories also remain vivid with my siblings. Mary recalled this: “I remember Mom and Dad getting dressed up in tuxedos and formal gowns and going out looking great. He bought his own tuxedo with tails.”

Since we couldn’t go on dates with them, some of us wanted to feel a part of it in some way. Stephen recalled this: “I remember an occasion when Mom was preparing to go out with Dad, and I asked her to wear the bracelet that David and I gave her for Christmas. Without missing a beat, she went right to her room, pulled out the sparkling bracelet and slipped it on her wrist, then left with Dad. Now, I don’t know if when she got to the car, she took it off and put it in the glove compartment, but those kinds of things were important to Mother. She never commented to me whether the bracelet was appropriate for that particular night or anything.”

“I remember,” recalled
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	Don’t give your mother any trouble.

	Don’t raise your voice to either of us or roll your eyes.

	You must love and support each other.

	Sons don’t hit your sisters. Look out for your sisters and protect them.

	You must attend church, catechism classes, and achieve First Holy Communion and Confirmation.

	Do your housekeeping chores and homework before going out to play.

	You must get good grades, speak well, and graduate from high school.

	Don’t waste food. It’s the same as wasting money. Take what you want but eat what you take.

	Don’t burn food. It’s the same as burning money.

	When you leave home to live on your own, you will surrender your house keys.













	Be a good person in all the ways that implies.

	People are just people. No one is better than you and you’re not better than anyone else.

	Treat people (and your siblings) the way you want to be treated. Play the game of life with honesty.

	Have standards and respect for yourself. Carry yourself with class and with integrity.

	Choose your friends based on their character, not the money in their pocket. Measure success the same way.

	Birds of a feather flock together.

	It’s okay to be different.

	Walk away from others who are doing things they shouldn’t. You don’t have to go along with the crowd.

	You don’t have to bump your head on every stone.

	Weigh the consequences of your actions, good or bad.

	Own up to your mistakes and don’t blame others for your failures.

	Find something you love to do and strive for excellence at doing it.

	Don’t be afraid to try new things. You can do a thing that at first seems difficult.

	If you’re going to start something, prepare to do it right and finish it. Never give up. No excuses.

	In whatever task you do, aim for a good result, but accept the outcome if you fall short.

	If at first you don’t succeed, keep on suckin’ til you do succeed.

	With education and preparation, you can provide for yourself.

	You’ll have problems in life, you’re not the only one. You must go on no matter how things are now.

	When you have a problem, remember that one of your nine brothers and sisters may have first-hand experience with that problem, too. Talk to them. You’ll have no better friends.

	Take time to cry about a loss, then wash your face and go on because a new day is coming, and you must meet it.
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