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1. Transcript 

1.1. Session 1 (April 15, 2008) 

Foster 

Good afternoon. It is April 15, 2008, and we're at the home of Judge Albert 

[Desmal] Matthews. Judge Matthews, would you first give us your full name, 

please, and date of birth? 

Matthews 

Albert Desmal Matthews. 

Foster 

Would you spell your middle name, please? 

Matthews 

D-e-s-m-a-l is the way I spelled it. I didn't find out until I was fifty how it was 

supposed to be spelled. 

Foster 

Okay. What did it say on your birth certificate? 

Matthews 

When I finally got my birth certificate it says Desmond, which was a French 

general that my dad fought in the World War I, the black units went over to the 

French side because the American units didn't want them, and it was a general 

called Desmond, French general. But I didn't know how to spell it, so when I 

went to Howard [University]--up through high school it was D, Albert D. 

Matthews. No one ever asked me what it was. But when I turned my 

application in at Howard they said, "We don't take initials here. You've got to 

give us your name." So I spelled it wrong. I spelled it D-e-s-m-a-l. I wish I had 

spelled it the right way. 

Foster 

Desmond, D-e-s-m-o-n-d. 

Matthews 
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But I got stuck with that, and then from Howard I went into the war. I went 

through all the war and my honorable discharge, everything is D-e-s-m-a-l, 

which is pretty good now with the Internet, because no one ever figured that 

out. [laughs] 

Foster 

Now, then the question was your date of birth and where. 

Matthews 

Okay. Born February 19, 1923, in Oklahoma City, Oklahoma. I was the third 

child. I have an older brother [Spurguel Matthews] who's deceased, four years 

older, and a sister, Theresa Buford, who's still alive, and she lives in 

Washington, D.C., well, in Bowie, Maryland now, and she's still alive. My dad 

[Samuel Mathews] at that time was in the V.A. Hospital, but at that time I was 

born in Oklahoma City. 

Foster 

What was your father's full name? 

Matthews 

Samuel Mathews. In those days, the early people--my grandfather [Washington 

Matthews] spelled it with one T. When we got to school the school says, 

"What's your name?" "Mathews." They said, "Well, you've got to have two Ts," 

so we started spelling our names with two Ts, and if you don't have another T 

it's Mat-hews. 

Foster 

Okay. Where was your father born? 

Matthews 

My father was born in Crescent, Oklahoma, outside of Guthrie [Oklahoma], 

which at the time, Guthrie was like the largest town, and the first capitol of 

Oklahoma was Guthrie, Oklahoma. There's a long story about the blacks. Too 

many blacks were in Langston [Oklahoma] and Guthrie, so that's when they 

stole the capital papers and went to Oklahoma City. 

Foster 

So your father was literally born in the territory. 

Matthews 

Right. His father ran in the Run of 1898, in the run, and everybody ran for 160 

acres. He was a homesteader-- 

Foster 

This is your grandfather? 

Matthews 

My grandfather. 

Foster 

What was your grandfather's name? 

Matthews 



Grandfather's name was Washington Mathews with one T. 

Foster 

Was he born a slave? 

Matthews 

Well, I think he may have been born near the end. I would say his birth was 

1854, and slavery ended in '65, so he was a child, but he was born a slave in 

West Baton Rouge-- 

Foster 

Parish, okay. Is Chamberlain, Port Allan--no, that's where my family is from is 

from West Baton Rouge, so I know Port Allan and Chamberlain and 

Winterbell. 

Matthews 

Well, we may be kin. 

Foster 

We may be kin. I once said to somebody that my family was from Baton Rouge 

and they said, "No." They said, "You're a roach *[CORRECT?]. Your folks 

live in Chamberlain, and nobody else knows anything about Chamberlain, 

Winterville, or Port Allan, except you and I." 

Matthews 

Well, it's a long story. I drove across country in '95, and we were going to run it 

down. What it is is that the Mississippi River shifted. At the time it shifted it 

divided, and most of the plantations were on the left side, on the west side of 

the river. It shifted so that Baton Rouge was on the east side of the river, and 

some of the plantations were inundated and disappeared. Now, in West Baton 

Rouge if you cross the bridge there is a library in West Baton Rouge that has all 

these records, and we went to that library. We found the marriage of my 

grandfather, because blacks could only be married by the court, by the judge. 

So they got all the court records, and they just looked at it and did it in about 

five or ten minutes, found where my Grandfather Washington Mathews was 

married to Rose Gray, and that started that family. That family had like two, 

three children born in West Baton Rouge. They took off for Kansas, which was 

where blacks were going, because it was a free state and they were going to run 

for land and all, and so some of the children were born in Topeka [Kansas]. 

And then Dad was the last one. He was born after they made the run, and he 

was born in 1892. So the run that Granddaddy was in probably was not '98. It 

probably was the first run in Oklahoma. It comes to my mind that it's 1889, but 

I can find that easily. 

Foster 

But in essence, your grandfather was what we now refer to as an '89er, okay, 

being '89 being the first one. 

Matthews 



[18]89er, okay. 

Foster 

So you are then a second-generation Oklahoman, okay? 

Matthews 

I'm a grandson of a slave. 

Foster 

Okay, a grandson of a slave, Washington Mathews. What was your mother's 

name? 

Matthews 

My mother's name was Della Louise Story. Her father was-- 

Foster 

And where was your mother born? 

Matthews 

Okay. My mother was born in Langston [Township]. Now, the long story is 

that after the run there was a movement. I can't think of the man. I've got all 

these books on Oklahoma history. There was a movement to have a settlement, 

and these blacks got a lot of land and they divided it. Grandpa Story, his name 

was Harry Henry Story, in the census record it says H.H. Story and that's what 

he kept. Now, he had two Rs and then later on one R. But her father, Harry 

Henry Story, settled and got the land in the Langston Township, and that's 

where my mother was born, and later when they all moved to Oklahoma City 

they ignored that and they lost it due to failure to pay taxes. So that's where my 

mother was born, and they later moved to Oklahoma City, and that's where my 

father--they met in Calvary Baptist Church. 

Matthews 

Now, Calvary Baptist Church in Oklahoma City is the oldest black church, and 

all the other churches came out of that. My Grandfather Story was a deacon. 

I'm a third-generation deacon. He was a deacon, and he helped start or split 

three churches in Oklahoma City. He left Calvary. When my father and mother 

were married--I have that marriage certificate--they were married in Calvary 

Baptist Church, and Grandpa Story left Calvary and helped set up St. John 

Baptist [Church], which is a large church now. Then he later set up what they 

called 5th Street Baptist Church, which is still thriving. And so his youngest 

daughter, which was Addy Story, she followed Grandpa Story to the 5th Street 

Baptist Church, where she died, and she was buried out of that church there in 

Oklahoma City. But Calvary was the oldest church there. 

Foster 

Does Calvary still exist and does it thrive? 

Matthews 

No. Calvary--well, Oklahoma City where the blacks lived started deteriorating 

and so they abandoned that part of town, and the blacks all moved to where the 



whites were, like moved towards the capital or the Capital Hill, and so Calvary 

was one of the largest buildings at the time, a brick building. It's still standing 

there and there are some people who worship in there, so when I had my 

reunion we all went there, and there were more people at my reunion than was 

in the church. 

Foster 

So Calvary has fallen on hard times. 

Matthews 

Right. It has disappeared, the name has disappeared. The people who are in 

there now have changed the name and they're still in existence, but Calvary is 

no longer. It's a long story. The other churches, like Tabernacle [Baptist 

Church], they could see and so they moved to where the blacks were moving 

and had a lot of land, and so the churches that moved are still alive. The ones 

who didn't want to move-- 

Foster 

That sounds like most towns. I want to come back to being in Oklahoma City 

and going to school. You went to the Frederick Douglass School from 

kindergarten through high school? 

Matthews 

No, no, no. [Frederick] Douglass High School is older than the state. It started 

as an academy, like 1898 as an academy. They had a big celebration of this 

hundred. But anyway, the state started in 1907, and so, no, my mother was in 

the kind of school that they stayed there until they graduated from high school, 

but when I came along, we had elementary school. I went to Dunbar 

Elementary School and also a school called Page, named after the man who 

was president of Langston. He left Langston to be the president. 

Foster 

Inman E. Page, and I want to talk about Mr. Page, but first get me through high 

school. 

Matthews 

Okay. That named that elementary school--his daughter taught music in the 

high school. 

Foster 

Zelia N. Page Breaux. 

Matthews 

Well, you're a fellow Oklahoman, okay. 

Foster 

No, I'm not an Oklahoman, but I do my homework, because I'm dealing with a 

smart man and I want to make sure I cover everything. 

Matthews 



You've got the names, okay. Anyway, I went to Page. I finished from Page and 

went to Douglass. Douglass was a junior and senior high school, that's where it 

is, so I left there in the sixth grade and went to Douglass from the seventh. 

Now, I have another story is that my family, when my sister graduated in 1939, 

my brother had already matriculated at Howard. She finished in '39. My daddy 

and my brother had already gone to Washington, D.C. So his name is Spurguel 

Matthews, S-p-u-r-g-u-e-l. He had already gone to go to high school. My dad 

and my brother went early enough for him to start Howard and leave my sister 

to graduate like in June of '39, and then the whole family went to Washington, 

D.C., taking me along, and I went to the famous Dunbar [High School]. 

Foster 

High school up on 13th Street. 

Matthews 

Right. It's more famous than the Oklahoma Douglass, but anyway, it was an 

academic type. 

Foster 

Well, let's go back to Douglass. 

Matthews 

Anyway, you know that I left and was put in the eleventh grade at Dunbar. I 

found out that my one and two French was not good enough for the three and 

four French at Dunbar. 

Foster 

At Dunbar in D.C. 

Matthews 

The first day I got in French three, everybody spoke French. I couldn't speak a 

lick of it, and so the only way I could get the three and four was to go back to 

Oklahoma City. So I not necessarily hitchhiked, but I got a ride back to 

Oklahoma City, stayed with my aunt [Gertrude Story] to graduate and take 

French three and four, and I graduated from Douglass in 1941. Then I started 

Howard University the first part of '41, and I was sitting there on a Sunday 

when Pearl Harbor happened, and I could see my career-- 

Foster 

Kind of evaporate right there. 

Matthews 

--was going to go down the tubes, because I was in the Engineering School. I 

had gotten a scholarship to the Engineering School, and so while I was in the 

Dunbar in Washington, D.C., I got interested in that ROTC [Reserve Officers' 

Training Corps] they had there, and I was one of the best marchers. I won all 

the prizes. In those days they had where you take 200 men and then you give 

orders, and when you make a mistake you get out. So I was one of those who 

always ended up first or second, and so I thought a lot of being a soldier. So 



when I went to Howard, I got into ROTC, which means that was how I got 

drafted to get into the war. 

Foster 

But let's go back to Oklahoma City. Someone born nine years before you, of 

course, was Ralph Waldo Ellison. 

Matthews 

Okay, yes, he's famous. 

Foster 

He's famous, and he talked about Oklahoma City, particularly the Deep Deuce, 

as they referred to 2nd Street, so they're musicians. But two of the people that 

were really important in Ellison's upbringing and I assume in yours were Inman 

E. Page, who was the principal at Douglass High School-- 

Matthews 

Right. 

Foster 

--and his daughter, Zelia N. Page Breaux, who was a musician. What can you 

tell us about, first, Mr. Page, who we know was a graduate of Brown 

University, the first black to have graduated from Brown? 

Matthews 

Now, Page was the principal of that school. See, when I went to the seventh 

grade at Douglass, that was a new building. My mother went to Douglass and 

my aunt went to Douglass, but it was the old building right where this Venice 

thing that was invented for tourists there in Oklahoma City now--that part of 

town was the poorest part of town, and blacks lived in that area, so that's where 

that school was. 

Foster 

Was it off of 2nd Street or 5th Street? 

Matthews 

No, no, it was a few miles from there. You would go over the tracks and then 

you'd get to the Old Douglass [High School], and we called it Old Douglass. 

Then when I came along, we were in the new building. Now, I only had one 

year of Page. Like my seventh grade, he was the principal, and I did not know 

him like others, because he had been there for years. I think he retired and we 

brought in another man who stayed there a long time. Mrs. Breaux I'm familiar 

with, because I was in the band and she was over-- 

Foster 

Okay. Tell us about Mrs. Breaux and her impact on music in Oklahoma City. 

Matthews 

Okay. Mrs. Breaux was a great force. She taught music, she directed the band, 

she taught the band, she also had the chorus. She had an orchestra. She sang in 

groups that could go places. In those days, white folks liked for us to come over 



and sing or play music, and every year we had what they called operettas where 

every year Mrs. Breaux put on an opera, operetta, and the whole school was--

see, I was not ever large enough to be in the football. You had to be at least 150 

and I'm 156 now, so I didn't have a chance. So in the ninth grade they would 

start you with instruments, because they'd say if you run football and you're a 

boy, the only way you could get in the games, you had to be with the band or 

the football team. But anyway, we were too poor to pay for the tickets to get 

into games. But anyway, I played what they call a French horn, or alto horn, 

which is a cheaper version of a French horn. It was a large band. We had like 

ninety-eight or a hundred, and we would go places on buses, and we would 

always go with the football team, so we would go to all the small towns of 

Oklahoma, and went to my wife's [Mildred Robinson] town, Booker T. 

Washington, and we played them in Memphis, Tennessee, and that's a long 

story. 

Matthews 

I don't have a class ring, because as I say, I was living with my aunt [Gertrude 

Story] and my family was in D.C. They sent me money to buy the ring. I took it 

and went on that trip with the band. [laughter] 

Foster 

To go to Memphis? 

Matthews 

To go to Memphis. We had great teams, we thought, and our big rivalry was 

with Tulsa [High School]. But Tulsa would always beat us when I was in 

school. Later the next generations, they beat Tulsa all the time, but it was a 

rivalry, and then when we went to Memphis our teams beat Memphis. But 

Memphis was a town where the hanger-on people would drink. See, Oklahoma 

had been a dry state while we were there, and these people would crowd the 

football field, and we were supposed to stay and go to--every time they have a 

dance after the football games. It was so rowdy, and since we beat them they 

almost chased us to our buses. 

Foster 

Oh, my goodness. 

Matthews 

And we jumped on the buses and left town. But anyway, it was a great trip, but 

I don't have a ring, and then it's always too late to get rings once it's over. 

Foster 

But so Mrs. Breaux was very instrumental. Who were some other instrumental 

teachers that you had, both at your grammar school at Dunbar and then at 

Douglass High School? Who were the teachers? 

Matthews 



Well, in elementary school the teacher that influenced us most was named Mrs. 

Watson. Now, she had a son named Theodore, which was my age, and we 

stayed a block from each other, so he was a playmate of mine, and I hung 

around her house as well as sixth grade. But she taught us poetry and she taught 

us the dignity of studying and being somebody and all like that. Most of us in 

Oklahoma City, we never had an inferiority complex. I mean, we never did 

worry. See, the way Oklahoma was, they had the big riots in-- 

Foster 

In Tulsa, in 1921. 

Matthews 

--Tulsa, like 1921, okay. What happened in Oklahoma City, they didn't have a 

riot, but what they did is they drew lines, so east side of town was for blacks. 

Oklahoma City is divided like northeast-- 

Foster 

In quadrants. 

Matthews 

Okay. We had that section. Blacks stayed there. There were no whites, and 

blacks ran all of the businesses, the funerals, the business and the black 

policeman and all that, didn't have black firemen. But anyway, so downtown 

was in the white part of the section and so as long as we stayed on our side of 

town--see, the buses there didn't have no, "Go to the back." Only way you got 

to that is if you went in the white part of town and then you had to go to be 

back. So that's how they kept peace in Oklahoma City. And then the city 

councilman, who at that time was white, he got all of the benefits for Douglass 

financially, because they didn't want any blacks trying to go to the white 

schools. So we had money for band instruments, we had money, and it was 

very political, and so the city councilman who represented our district tried to 

keep peace by giving us financial things. If your father was a big politician, you 

could get a job in the school system. You could finish Langston and get a job 

right away. 

Foster 

So Mrs. Watson was kind of like Mrs. Breaux, that she was very much 

interested in the high arts. It wasn't just reading and writing, but there was a lot 

of culture involved then. 

Matthews 

Right, right. Then I also was influenced by her on the off days, because I 

played around with her son. Her son was named Theodore Watson. He's a 

dentist. He lives in the [San Fernando] Valley now, but I think he sort of 

crossed the line. So when I first got to town he would come to our events, but 

he was married to a black lady, but then he married a Caucasian lady, so we 



didn't see--but I've met with Theodore, and I do have his phone number and 

things like that. 

Foster 

So Mrs. Watson, Mrs. Breaux. Any other teachers that kind of stood out? 

Matthews 

Well, one named Ruth Mack. She taught me a lot. She was one of those that let 

me pass French three and four. [laughs] 

Foster 

Okay, okay, so she allowed you to get into Howard? 

Matthews 

At that time they took these tests, and I came in second. Out of all the graduates 

I came in second. My first wife is named Alberta Durant. She was in my class. 

She came in third, but she was great in English, and I don't know what I was. I 

learned how to study at Dunbar. Dunbar in Washington, D.C., was an academic 

college-prep-type school, and Duke Ellington went there and a lot of famous 

people went there, because the kids who they thought were going to go to 

college went to Dunbar. 

Foster 

Went to Dunbar as opposed to going to Armstrong or the other schools? 

Matthews 

And then they had a school called Armstrong [School], where if you're going to 

be in trade, and then they had a school called Cardoza where you're going to 

get to be in clerical things. See, D.C. was the civil service where you worked 

for the government, and so Cardoza prepared you to get those jobs-- 

Foster 

As a clerk. 

Matthews 

--that blacks could have in that part. Anyway, I learned to study, because there 

they had, that school had Ph.D.'s teaching in the high school, and they taught 

you like hard. Like they said, "I will give you this book over the weekend, and I 

want you to make a report on Monday." So you had to learn to stop fooling 

around and had to learn to study, so when I came back I knew how to study, so 

I made all A's. But I wasn't interested in grades and things when I was in junior 

high school and all. That's one of the reasons why you're weak in certain 

subjects is that you played around when you were supposed to have been 

getting all the rules of grammar. We were playing around as little boys, and 

nobody tells you about preparation. All the kids in our church, we tell them, we 

start teaching them in the seventh grade what to take and what to not fool 

around with, because you're going to need it-- 

Foster 

Down the road. 



Matthews 

In the college they looked at your ninth grade all the way to your twelfth grade, 

and so you have to start getting ready for college when you leave the eighth 

grade or seventh grade, and so we tell our kids that, and we're trying to get 

them to know and not make the same mistakes that we made, see. 

Foster 

Your mother had graduated from? 

Matthews 

My mother didn't graduate. She got married and did not graduate, but my aunt 

did. 

Foster 

Okay. So these are two women that were very important in terms of helping 

you develop study skills and what have you while you were growing up. 

Matthews 

Right. Right. 

Foster 

Now, you mention that it was the Calvary Baptist Church. Were you baptized 

at Calvary? 

Matthews 

I was baptized at Calvary and went to Sunday school there. Sunday school had 

been part of my life. I would say whatever I am today, I would give credit to 

the teachers I had in Sunday school. We had one class when I was like seven, 

eight, called Little Disciples, and our job was to go around doing good. And 

Jesus went around doing good, and so all through the church we would run 

around asking, "Anything you want us to do?" So we ran around as Little 

Disciples, so I've sort of been a church disciple ever since, and so that's part of 

my-- 

Foster 

Who were the Sunday school teachers that were instrumental? 

Matthews 

Well, Elizabeth Hill. I'm glad you asked this. Elizabeth Hill was a teacher that 

was over the Little Disciples, and she's the one wanted us to help do--

"Anybody want chairs moved? Anybody want floors swept?" or something. We 

did that and we would go back and report to her, Elizabeth Hill. I'll never forget 

that name. But we were a poor family, and my mother taught Sunday school. 

She taught the crib room or nursery, and she stayed there until two or three 

weeks before I was born, and she came back with me two weeks after. As a 

two-week-old baby, I made it to the nursery room. 

Foster 

So you've been in Sunday school your whole life? 

Matthews 



Whole life, and it's been influenced. The superintendent [Benjamin] of the 

Sunday school there, which I became a superintendent mainly because of him, 

and his name will come to me, but he was a Tuskegee [University] graduate, 

and he was the one that laid the bricks for that church. Blacks could only go to 

Tuskegee if they wanted to do something above-- 

Foster 

Masonry. 

Matthews 

No. He would call himself like a contractor now, but what he was, he was in 

masonry, he was good in that. As I say, Oklahoma City was divided where 

blacks did everything on their side of town. Therefore, the only time we had 

little squabbles on the dividing line, like 9th Street was, and the black kids 

would walk on this side. If we ever walked on that side, the white kids threw 

rocks at us. [laughs] 

Foster 

So the superintendent, Mrs. Hill. Any other ladies or men in the Sunday 

school? 

Matthews 

Mr. [Lamuel] Harkey was my teacher as a teenager, Lamuel Harkey, you put an 

L on Samuel. He also was my Boy Scout leader. As I said, as a little boy I ran 

the streets. I got baptized like twelve, and also joined the Boy Scouts, and so I 

really gave up all the wicked things we were doing as little boys. We used to go 

up and down the streets. We'd pick up butts of cigarettes, put them in pipes. We 

had a little clubhouse where we'd get back there and smoke, and we had cards 

where I played cards and played blackjack and stuff, and all that was against 

the Baptists, you know. And see, my dad left early in the mornings. I didn't see 

him when he left, and then when I came back it was night, and so that's the 

reason I won't spank kids. I would never spank a child for something he did-- 

Foster 

That you didn't see? 

Matthews 

--during the day, and my dad would come in at night and go to beating on me, 

and I wouldn't know what sin I had committed. [laughter] My mother had told 

him what I had done, had broke a window or something, I don't know. I always 

got in trouble playing ball or throwing things, and I'd get these beatings in the 

middle of the night, so I said, when I get a child, if I'm going to spank him, 

spank him right there where the crime's there. But if it's over, I'm not going to 

spank no child after it's all over, because I think that's cruelty. But anyway-- 

Foster 

So what did your father do if he left early in the morning? 

Matthews 



Well, at that time, see, I'm talking about my junior high ages, he was working 

at a barber shop in the white part of town, where he had to be there like six in 

the morning to clean up, open up the shop, and then he stayed there, and he did 

other things after he left there. But anyway, then my mother had certain days 

that she would go work in the kitchen of the white people, and so my sister and 

I, we were right at the house, so she's two years older, she couldn't tell me what 

to do, I couldn't tell her what to do. So we'd have these fights and squabbles 

and all. Anyway, that's the reason I won't hit a woman today is that my dad 

would beat me if he heard that I hit my sister. So I'll never be a wife beater, 

because I could not hit my sister, although she did a lot of things that I really 

wanted to bop her for, as to who washed the dishes and who washed them last, 

and who cleaned up. We were left at home is what I'm saying. I'd go off and 

play and then come back an hour before my mother showed up, trying to clean 

up whatever I was supposed to do, and I'd get a whipping. 

Foster 

But it sounds like not only were you baptized but you said you joined the Boy 

Scouts. 

Matthews 

Well, we started to become good Christians then. The Boy Scouts, Mr. Harkey 

controlled us. We had uniforms, and the church bought us some of the uniform. 

They never bought us all of the stuff, and they paid for us to go on, so I became 

a great scout and all of the attributes that scouts had of being prepared and all 

that that scouts had, I became that. And then later on in my church in 

Washington, D.C., I became the scoutmaster, mainly because of Mr. Harkey 

and all. 

Foster 

So Mr. Harkey was another one of these kind of instrumental people. 

Matthews 

Right, right, Lamuel Harkey. He ended up in Lawton, Oklahoma, was the 

principal of the school in Lawton, and when he came through here he stayed 

with me one night. 

Foster 

Was he a teacher there in-- 

Matthews 

Yes, he was a teacher. He taught me two or three times in the system, and then 

when he went to Lawton he was the principal, and so when he came through 

town here he called me up, so he stayed with me and I took him to different 

parts as a visitor. I guess he's dead now, but he had children and all. But he was 

a great influence on me, trying to go the straight and narrow, never got into any 

trouble. 

Foster 



What about your boyhood mates? Besides your brother and sister and Theodore 

Watson. 

Matthews 

Okay. I had a lifelong friend. I guess the best friend I ever had was called Algie 

Lawrence. We went through school together. We played on weekends together. 

We went to each other's churches together, and that would be what I call my 

best friend. He went to the Navy early, and he went back to Oklahoma City. He 

became like the first black fireman. He and another friend of mine called Cecil 

Dixon and Algie Lawrence became the first black firemen in Oklahoma City, 

and before he retired he was a captain. So in that big explosion they had in 

Oklahoma City, he [Algie Lawrence] was not on duty, but he was the janitor of 

that nursery. See, the federal government started putting nurseries in their 

buildings. Like the Reagan Building here has a nursery, which was a mistake, 

as this explosion [showed], because it killed babies in that explosion. Algie was 

not on duty, because he had retired from the fire department and he was 

working there, and so that was the connection that we almost had, that Algie 

would have been there, because he started like six in the morning. 

Foster 

So but Algie, you guys kept in touch? 

Matthews 

We kept in touch and then when I would travel or when he would travel, he 

would stay with me and I would stay with him. When he would come to town, 

he would get our class together. Our little class was small, but half of them 

went to my church, Calvary, so when I'd come to town Algie would call them 

up and say, "Guess who? Guess who's in town?" "Who?" "Albert [Matthews]." 

They'd say, "So what?" [laughs] I was great to Algie, but it wasn't necessarily 

true that everybody else was great. But then he'd get them all together and we'd 

have a little party because I was in town. 

Foster 

Did you, besides the Boy Scouts, BYPU [Baptist Youth Training Union] in 

existence when you were a youngster? 

Matthews 

Yes, I was in the BYPU in my home church. 

Foster 

Would you, for the sake of the tape, explain to us what BYPU stands for? 

Matthews 

Okay. It's the Baptist Youth Training Union. They were to train youngsters on 

the Baptist attributes of the Baptist principles, also to get you ready for the 

outside world. One of the things they did there is that you had to be on 

program, and you wouldn't know what your job was till you got there. So if 

they wanted you to do a poem, you had to memorize that poem, and if they 



wanted you to sing a song, you had to sing the song, and so you had to make a 

speech. They'd give you a subject, you'd make a speech on it. 

Foster 

So BYPU was in some respects more rigorous than Sunday school and just as 

rigorous as junior high school and high school in terms of the academic things 

that were required of you? 

Matthews 

Right. Right. The Sunday school would be like teaching you something. The 

BYPU was you put that into practice. So whatever they were trying to teach 

you, they didn't have time for you to take over, but the BYPU, each group had 

to put on a presentation. So whatever the lesson was, you had to come up and 

demonstrate it whatever way you wanted, whether you're singing or whether 

you're praying. So you got a chance to speak in public. That's the reason why 

I'm very seldom ever nervous speaking. Of course I've been a judge forty years, 

but I'm very seldom nervous speaking in public, starting back to the BYPU. 

Matthews 

Now, we have another story. I met my wife at the National Baptist Sunday 

School and BYPU Congress in 1942. She was sent from Memphis as a 

delegate. I was sent from Washington, D.C. as a delegate. I was eighteen and 

she was like fifteen or sixteen, and we met and we fellowshipped with each 

other greatly for three days. 

Foster 

But you met your future bride at a BYPU National Sunday School meeting? 

Matthews 

My present wife, we met in '42. Okay. The war came, but the war was going on 

then. I had not been called to active duty. I was called to active duty in '43, so 

we lost contact. Meantime, the girl that I was telling you about was in my class 

named Alberta [Durant], when the ROTC marched off the campus, we were 

sent to Fort Myers and then we were sent, all of them in ROTC were sent to 

Fort Benning, Georgia. The engineering students, which was about four of us, 

we were sent to artillery, because we knew how to use the-- 

Foster 

Compasses-- 

Matthews 

--and all that that engineers use, and four of us were sent to Lawton, Oklahoma. 

As I say, God had a hand in it, because we were sent to Lawton, Oklahoma. 

Now, if I had not been sent there, I never would have gotten back to Oklahoma 

City. But since I was in Lawton, which is just a bus ride, like fifty miles from 

Oklahoma City, since I was religious, I was the only one, I started a Sunday 

school class there in Lawton, and the chaplain thought so much of me he gave 

me a three-day pass. Now, if I hadn't started that class, because no recruits ever 



got a three--this was a six-week training. No recruits ever got a pass. So I got a 

pass, and so then when I went there, the only person I knew was Alberta, and 

so we struck up a writing relationship, which ended up that we got married. I 

got married to her in 1943, had my first child [Bonnie Louise] in 1944. 

Meantime, I was overseas in the war. 

Foster 

I want to come back a little bit. Who was your pastor at Calvary? 

Matthews 

Oh, okay. Johnson, Reverend A.M. Johnson. In those days, it's strange, in those 

days the preachers used initials. And see, in studying the history of Second 

Baptist [Church], all--like Charles H. Anderson, it was C.H. Anderson. 

Griffith's name was T.L. Griffith. All of them used initials, and, see, our 

problem was that when we got to--one of our pastors is named, it's a church got 

the name-- 

Foster 

McCoy, McCoy. 

Matthews 

One of our pastors named so-and-so McCoy. That church I think got his name. 

I think he started that church or he left that church, but nobody in that church 

knows what those initials were, and I don't know what they are either. But I still 

believe that the pastor that we had named that is the one that started that 

church. 

Foster 

McCoy Memorial [Baptist Church]. 

Matthews 

No, it's a Baptist church. 

Foster 

I know. It's entitled McCoy Memorial Baptist Church, and it's on Avalon. 

Matthews 

Let's see, now wait a minute now. Maybe that's not the one I'm thinking about. 

Foster 

Not McCoy? McCoy would be it, because McCoy was a former pastor at 

Second. 

Matthews 

Okay, well, then that's the same one. He didn't set up a Baptist Church? 

Foster 

That is a Baptist church. It's McCoy Memorial Baptist Church. 

Matthews 

Oh, okay, all right. I thought you said Methodist. 

Foster 

No, it's Memorial now. 



Matthews 

He was a minister, and I think he was the one at that church, but we've never 

had that connection. You think there's a connection? 

Foster 

Yes, there's a connection. But coming back to Reverend Johnson, was he 

seminary trained or just a man who'd been called? 

Matthews 

That I never knew. He was well respected in the National Baptist Convention. 

In 1932 the National Baptist Convention met at Calvary, because Calvary had 

the largest auditorium. In fact, the schools used to have their graduations at 

Calvary, because Calvary had upstairs. We could hold 2,000, and the black 

schools didn't have auditoriums. And so the National Baptist Convention, now, 

I'm related to that because that was the first time I sold what we called the 

Black Dispatch as well as the Chicago Defender, so I sold more papers to all 

those preachers, and I made a lot of money selling newspapers to--that's the 

reason I'm a good salesman is that I started when I was nine, and then I started 

selling what they called--Roscoe Dungee had what they called the Black 

Dispatch, which came out every Thursday. 

Foster 

Published there in Oklahoma City. 

Matthews 

Oklahoma City. Algie worked for the Black Dispatch. Algie and I threw papers 

for the Black Dispatch. The papers were ten cents, and I never was a good 

businessman, because I'd let them have the paper on credit and stuff, which is 

not good. But, see, you didn't have to pay for the papers until you came back 

the next Thursday to turn the money in and get the next edition, and if you 

didn't have the money to turn that in--so what happened was that I would spend 

the money or either I wouldn't collect the money, and I had terrible Thursdays 

trying to get the money. I had neighbors I'd borrowed from or something, and 

so I knew I wasn't going to be no great businessman, because I wasn't mean 

enough to-- 

Foster 

To go get the money. 

Matthews 

--or I wasn't disciplined enough to keep it. 

Foster 

But Reverend Johnson was instrumental-- 

Matthews 

In shaping us. Right. He was a good preacher, good preacher, and one of the 

reasons why we all--see, I have a group that was with me through school and 

on, and when I went back, my aunt that I stayed with was over the ushers, so I 



became an usher. They still had BYPU. Like at six, seven o'clock they had 

night service, and even then there were very few people who came back for 

night service. So the only people who would be there would be all of us junior 

ushers, and we'd set there and he would preach to us, so really my faith was 

deepened because I was sitting on that usher board at night, and with no 

distractions you could really listen to the sermon. 

Foster 

Now, let's come back to that for a minute, because clearly in the fifties night 

services went out. 

Matthews 

Yes, they went out. 

Foster 

But here in California night services, the seven o'clock service would get 

people who were in service. 

Matthews 

Yes, that's probably how it started. 

Foster 

Okay. And now are you saying in Oklahoma City the people that were in 

service wouldn't come back, or wouldn't come for night services? 

Matthews 

No. What it was is that there were not that many people who were that 

interested enough to come back. They came at the eleven o'clock service, and it 

was waning then. I was at Second when they cut out the night service, cut out 

BYPU, so I joined Second in '55, and by '56 they started phasing the night 

service. But the night service was phased out before me, but the BYPU was still 

going, and they phased that out like '56 and '57. 

Foster 

I want to again go back. So Reverend Johnson very instrumental. 

Matthews 

A.M. Johnson. They didn't never know what his name was. 

Foster 

Got the NBC. Now, that brings me to something that's very interesting. You 

have been recently honored by the American Baptist Convention, which is the 

nominal white, the northern white denomination. 

Matthews 

Right, right. 

Foster 

So how is it that you've been in a church that's had both National Baptist 

Convention, which is the largest black denomination, and an ABC affiliation? 

Tell me a little bit about that. It's a little bit out of context chronologically, but I 

think it's very important in understanding your faith journey. 



Foster 

Well, see, here's the problem. Calvary in Oklahoma City was National Baptist. 

As I say, they had the convention there in the thirties and we were part of it. 

Then in '42 my minister at--I haven't told you my church in Washington, D.C., 

is Mount Carmel [Baptist Church]. Reverend William H. Jernigan was the 

president of the Sunday school at BYPU Congress nationally. He was the 

president for about ten years, and so all of the young people who grew up in 

Mount Carmel were active in the National Baptist Congress. We were not 

active in the Convention. See, the National Baptist Convention is a convention 

for ministers. They have little auxiliaries called men and the auxiliary called 

women, but the main thing is ministers. If you're not a minister, you cannot 

take part in the National Baptist Convention. The American Convention has a 

three-way split. We have to--and I helped write the rules. We have to rotate the 

president: layman, woman, minister. You can't have a minister taking over and 

staying in there twenty years like the National Baptist, and so that's the 

Convention was equal. They treated laymen as equal to ministers. 

Foster 

Ministers and women. 

Matthews 

And women. So I took part in that, because one thing, I was Sunday school 

superintendent, and the curriculum, Reverend [J. Raymond] Henderson was 

smart enough to have the best curriculum out of the American Baptist and not 

the curriculum of the National Baptist, which was pretty inferior, and it was 

hard to read it, it was in such bad paper that you couldn't read it. 

Foster 

So part of the reason for the relationship with the American Baptist Convention 

was that J. Raymond Henderson concluded that their curriculum for Sunday 

school-- 

Matthews 

And one other thing, the retirement fund. Reverend Henderson knew that the 

National Baptists had none. He joined the American Baptist for the retirement 

fund. He joined the American Baptist for the retirement fund; he never went. I 

was a superintendent and I was with another fellow named Roy Thompson, 

who was the head of our Christian Ed Department. He was from the American 

Baptist. He's the one got us into curriculum, but I went to Green Lake to train 

on the curriculum, and I became, you'll read, I became a curriculum consultant 

to the American Baptists. It started in 1959. 

Matthews 

And so two reasons we went to the American Baptists. One was the laity was 

respected, and, two, we liked the curriculum, and, three, Reverend Henderson 

wanted to retire at sixty-five, and there's another story about that. So he joined 



early, sending his money, I mean the church sending the money for his 

retirement. So those are the reasons we were in both conventions. We were 

what you call dually aligned, and that's another story, too, but still. 

Foster 

But I want to come back. You bring up the whole question of Sunday school. 

At Second there is a history in which Reverend Henderson in '42 or '43--I know 

you weren't there--actually sued the Sunday school, and I'm assuming-- 

Matthews 

Everything I say is hearsay. 

Foster 

Okay. I understand that at that time the Sunday school was run by Simon P. 

Johnson or Dr. Beck, I'm not sure when. 

Matthews 

Johnson was the superintendent for thirty years. 

Foster 

Okay, and then when did Dr. Beck replace him, do you know? 

Matthews 

He replaced him in 1948. But Johnson had set up a whole dynasty. Well, let's 

go back. The Sunday school movement started--was a movement that had more 

energy than--I mean, the energy of the minister depended on what the church 

did, but the Sunday school movement was a separate movement started in 

England by almost lay people, and it was a great movement. So in the early 

days of Los Angeles they had what they called a Union Sunday school, and the 

churches would meet at Second mostly, including--I'm not certain whether the 

Methodists or other churches met there, but they would go to church. 

Foster 

Well, they used to have, clearly, the Union picnic-- 

Matthews 

They had the picnic, okay. 

Foster 

--which the Union picnic was every year at Lincoln Park, which everybody, all 

of the people your age and beyond who grew up here talk about. 

Matthews 

Okay. Now, there's another story about the Union picnic that you probably 

haven't heard of. The Union picnic--you know, I'm a great fan of Porgy and 

Bess. They went on a Sunday school picnic to this island where the girl was left 

and was raped by whatever the name is. If you look in the records, this Union 

picnic used to go to Terminal Island. 

Foster 

See, I never knew it went to Terminal Island. 

Matthews 



Yes, it used to go. It's in the records of Second Baptist. They would go to 

Terminal Island, and I think whoever set up Porgy and Bess stole it from us. 

That's just my personal opinion, because they would go to Terminal Island and 

they would rent a ship or a boat, and the boat would put them out over there 

and then they'll come back and get them, and, see, that's in Porgy and Bess. We 

have the records. The other thing is that back in those days they set up an old-

folks' home. You ever heard of that? 

Foster 

No. 

Matthews 

The churches, all the Baptist churches would get together to do the Union 

picnics and things, and they set up some kind of a Baptist home. I'm not 

certain, it was down in the area like-- 

Foster 

Watts, in the Watts [California] area. 

Matthews 

Well, like Central [Avenue] where the railroad track is, like in that area 

somewhere down [there]. The churches all had this home that they would--

Second has been in the middle of everything that has been organized. Because, 

see, Reverend Anderson is the father of, we called the father of the Baptists of 

Los Angeles, Reverend Anderson, because he set up a lot of churches, New 

Hope and all. But he was the one that got the organization of--the Northern 

Baptists were more organized-- 

Foster 

Yes, to the American Baptists-- 

Matthews 

No, this wasn't American, this is blacks. They had the Northern Baptists and 

they had the Western Baptists, and the Western Baptists is still in existence as 

the Black Convention. Reverend Anderson in Second Baptist set up the birth of 

the Western Baptists, and they used to have their annual meetings in Second. 

This is before the building. This is down on when they were out on Maple. 

Foster 

But the Sunday school movement, you seem to not only have been a product of 

the Sunday school movement, but you said that the Sunday school movement 

was this kind of separate entity, and so the history at Second was when 

Reverend [Thomas] Griffith came, he realized, what, that there was more 

power or as much power in the Sunday school-- 

Matthews 

Not only more power, but what he did, he created what they call the unified 

budgets as well as unified finance, handling of finances. See, when he came, 

see, the Sunday school superintendent-- 



Foster 

S.P. Johnson. 

Matthews 

--S.P. Johnson was, because, see, Griffith was sick starting in like '40. Johnson 

and them all took over. But the Sunday school was more powerful and had 

more members than the church. They had their own treasury. They had bought 

all of the pianos in the church. They had bought all of the utensils and 

everything that the church had, the Sunday school had purchased it under 

Johnson. And on Christmas Johnson would pass out candy gifts or good gifts to 

all the Sunday school teachers. They had a big Christmas party. Of course, he 

had a funeral home, and so he was very instrumental in keeping all these people 

very loyal to him. And then what it was was that when they called Reverend 

Henderson, he was running things, so gradually Henderson knew that, so 

Henderson had to try to figure a way to ease-- 

Foster 

Outflank him. 

Matthews 

--ease him out and get the power and get all of the money into the church 

treasury and then let the Sunday school ask for money, not like it was, because 

they could buy things without him knowing it. So it was, we won't say a real 

fight, but there was very much tension before. So I don't know whether the old 

man [S.P. Johnson] got sick or how he ended, or whether Henderson fired him. 

But see, when Reverend Henderson came there was a period of fights for about 

three years, and I don't know whether you've heard the name of Foster. 

Foster 

My name is Foster, but it's not my people. But go ahead and tell me about the 

Foster here. 

Matthews 

Maybe you've heard of this guy. Anyway, Reverend Henderson is in these, is 

he going to be a lawyer, but in those books up there you see Second Baptist is 

in those books for only one thing, is that Foster sued Reverend Henderson. And 

the jury agreed with Foster and had like a 50,000 verdict against Reverend 

Henderson and like-- 

Foster 

For what? What was the suit? 

Matthews 

Wait a minute, and like a 25,000 against the church. Okay. When it went up on 

appeal, they set aside the amount for the church, and Reverend Henderson was 

stuck with that. Okay. Now, here was the lawsuit and here's what the law was, 

that if you have a personnel matter, it has to be confidential. Reverend 

Henderson, in the confidential things he said nasty things about Foster. Foster 



was a trustee. He said nasty things about Foster. But if it was in the trustee 

board meeting it was the same. Now, this was a great lesson. This is a law for 

everything. The law was that if you're going to have a personnel matter, you 

have to keep it confidential. Reverend Henderson lost in one of those small 

meetings, and he wrote the local newspaper a letter blasting Foster. They said 

that was what you call publication, which is a great legal term. They've got lots 

of law on what's publication. And so he published it, and you can't publish 

personnel, so that's the reason why nowadays with all these boards, every board 

says, "Now we're going into executive session, and what we do there is a 

personnel matter, and it's private, because if we're going to fire somebody it's 

got to be within this confidentiality." You can't come out and tell the 

newspapers about it. So it's a great law on publication, even with the church. 

Even with the church, because, see, they were saying that the church had 

immunity and all. 

Foster 

So when did Foster sue Reverend Henderson and Second, what, '43, '44? 

Matthews 

Henderson came in '4-- 

Foster 

One, '41 or '42. 

Matthews 

Well, he came like '42, and I don't have my books with me, but he came like 

that. But it took him about five years to get rid of all of the ones who did not 

want him, and Foster was one of them, and other ministers and trustees. We 

had a trustee even when I was alive that was in that group, and he still hated 

Reverend Henderson, because, see-- 

Foster 

So Foster was aligned with S.P. Johnson then? 

Matthews 

I doubt that. No, there's two different things. He was a trustee and Henderson 

was trying to fire him. 

Foster 

Right. But Johnson was also a trustee, too, wasn't he? 

Matthews 

Johnson was a trustee, but I don't know what part. He never sued--no. The 

Sunday school, what the fight with Johnson was that he wanted the money the 

Sunday school had to go into the church treasury, and for the Sunday school to 

ask permission to spend money. That's what's his fight with Johnson. So they 

finally got a unified budget, but Johnson had gone by then, and then [Dr.] Beck 

was in there. See, Beck started that Informer, which I have copies of that 

Informant. 



Foster 

Well, we'll get that when we come. But so a lot of interesting things. Now, 

what prompted your father--[Interruption] 

Foster 

Let's continue. So what prompted your father to move to D.C.? 

Matthews 

So my brother could go to Howard. And then we all ended up there, but it 

broke up my high school and I advise don't ever break up a child's high school, 

because, see, I went to a brand-new school, different standards and a higher 

academic standard, and I didn't know nobody. See, it'll take me knowing--one 

of the judges here, [Judge] Stan Malone was in my class. He remembers me, 

but he had been there all his life, and he knew all the friends. So anyway, I 

don't know whether you know, Stan Malone's mother, so was the first black 

woman to finish Howard Law School. 

Foster 

No, I didn't realize that Stanley Malone's mother-- 

Matthews 

Was the first black woman to finish Howard Law School. But anyway, that 

goes way back in the teens. Anyway, so what I was saying was that I knew 

everybody in Douglass. I didn't know anyone at Dunbar. So as I say, I 

hitchhiked almost to come back so I could graduate with my class. I'd been 

with my class since kindergarten. So I came back and I graduated. Nobody was 

there. My family was in Washington, D.C. I graduated. I was staying with my 

aunt, so I graduated in my Class of 1941. Then I went to Howard. 

Foster 

But what about your father? I mean, that was a big move for your father to kind 

of pack up and go. 

Matthews 

Well, no, it's a little more than that. As I said before, Oklahoma was the kind 

that the politics, they didn't mind paying blacks off. So the way he got to there 

is that he wrote the senator of Oklahoma [Kerr], who was a big shot in the 

Senate, I can't think of his name now, but the biggest shot that Oklahoma's had 

was this senator, and my dad wrote there. The senator got him a job before he 

took off, there in the government. My dad spent so many years in the 

government printing office. 

Foster 

Not only just because your father was involved in politics-- 

Matthews 

It's political. 

Foster 

--but also it sounds like-- 



Matthews 

Well, he wasn't really involved, but I mean, he wrote the senator. 

Foster 

But it sounds like also your father was a veteran. 

Matthews 

He was a veteran. 

Foster 

A veteran of the First World War. 

Matthews 

Right. 

Foster 

So that clearly gave him cachet. 

Matthews 

Right. As far as, yes, being a veteran and being from Oklahoma, the senator 

probably was the reason he got the job at the printing office. Now, he didn't get 

that job right away, because when I moved there he had started working, so I 

didn't get back until 1941. I rode the bus back when I graduated from Douglas, 

and I started Howard Engineering School. I got a scholarship there, and I can 

tell you how I got it, but anyway-- 

Foster 

No, no, we're going to come to that. So where did you live in D.C.? You went 

to Dunbar High School. Did you live in Northwest Washington? 

Matthews 

No, no. I lived on 7th Street, Northeast 7th, like 707 7th Street, which I could 

walk to Dunbar, a long walk, but I could still walk. What I rode was the 

streetcar, but you could walk to Dunbar from where I lived, to Dunbar High 

School. 

Foster 

Was Mount Carmel [Baptist Church] near Dunbar, or was Shiloh closer to your 

home? 

Matthews 

Mount Carmel is near Dunbar. See, Mount Carmel is off New Jersey and 

Dunbar is off New Jersey, so it's close. 

Foster 

Okay. So why didn't you end up at Shiloh [Church], do you know? 

Matthews 

No, no, no. When I got there, my dad and mother had joined Mount Carmel, so 

I joined the church that they were. The other thing is that Reverend [William 

H.] Jernigan, who was the president of the National Baptist Congress, which 

still meets--it's a separate part of the National Baptist Convention, and very few 

of the black pastors were interested in Sunday schools in those days, so only 



the ones who were interested in educating students, they were active in the 

Congress, not active in the main Convention. Like now Pastor [William] Epps 

is over the main Convention, and we have like Jackie McMahon, she's a teacher 

in the Congress, so we pay her way to go there now to be a teacher. 

Matthews 

But anyway, that's the reason why I went to Mount Carmel is because my 

parents were there. But the other thing is that the Reverend Jernigan was a 

pastor of a church in Oklahoma City before he went. See, the way people lived, 

the way blacks operated is that if you knew anybody in the town, you would go 

there the first day you get there. 

Foster 

So that's how they went to meet with Pastor Jernigan, was because they knew 

him? 

Matthews 

It's because they had heard that--they knew his name and they knew people. 

See, these people when they go to these conventions, they know each other. 

They knew where to go, and they probably got from Reverend Johnson to go to 

where Reverend Jernigan was. The other thing is that Reverend Johnson was 

on--eight big Baptist preachers went to Africa. The Convention sent them to 

Africa to observe Liberia and all the things they were doing in those days. My 

mother was like a missionary for the Liberia Mission. She would go and collect 

the money for the missions every Sunday, so we knew about the mission in 

Liberia. So Reverend Johnson and Reverend Jernigan were one of the eight 

ministers sent by the Convention to that station in Liberia and all of the work 

they were doing in Africa, and they made a report. My pastor there and this 

pastor were in that group, so they knew each other. You're right, that's how they 

got there. I never thought of it before. Okay, that's how I got to Mount Carmel. 

Foster 

Okay. So you get to Mount Carmel, so you're at Howard. You matriculated. 

Are you living at home on 7th Street, or did you move up on the Hill? 

Matthews 

Living at home, hitch and streetcar to Howard. 

Foster 

Okay, going up Georgia Avenue. 

Matthews 

Right. Now, right there where you get off the streetcar there is a big library, a 

very large library. 

Foster 

The Mount Vernon Library. 

Matthews 



And I've got a story to tell you about it, because I would get off and I could 

study, and I could still catch it going to Howard. I could drop books off. I used 

to didn't have money to buy the textbook. I'd check it out at the Mount Vernon 

and when I'd check it back in, I'd come back and get it back again. 

Foster 

So the library still sits there at Mount Vernon-- 

Matthews 

Still there, still there. 

Foster 

--and it's kind of catty-corner to Shiloh Church and the Metro Line. 

Matthews 

Right, it's still right there. 

Foster 

Still right there. But so you would change streetcars there right in front of the 

Mount Vernon Library and go up on Georgia Avenue. 

Matthews 

Right, right. 

Foster 

And so you started off as an engineering student at Howard, so talk about those 

first couple of years. So you're at Howard, you matriculate in '42? 

Matthews 

Coming from a segregated school. 

Foster 

No, you matriculate in '41. 

Matthews 

[19]41, coming from an inferior school. 

Foster 

So what's it like in September '41? Your folks have been in town a little bit, but 

you're this kind of, as they say in Washington, D.C., they'd call you a Bama. 

They would always use the term Bama for someone who is not sophisticated. 

Matthews 

Well, they used to call us homeboys, which was another name now. It don't 

mean the same for him now. [laughter] 

Foster 

But so they'd call you a homeboy. 

Matthews 

They called us homeboy. So I got on the Hill, and the other interesting thing 

about me--all these are little corner stories of my life, which may not mean 

much to anybody else. But anyway, when you spoke of the BYPU, guess what? 

We would meet there at night, and they never could get a teacher for us. It's 

about six of us who've been in this little group. 



Foster 

This is at Mount Carmel? 

Matthews 

No, in Oklahoma City at Calvary. About six of us, they're all girls but me. We 

were ushers all there. But the BYPU, we would meet up in the balcony and 

they never could keep a teacher. The teacher would come one time and never 

again. So here's what we did. We decided that we would teach ourselves, and 

there you had a little book and you said, "Albert, you read the first paragraph 

and explain it. Now, you read the next paragraph and explain it, and you read 

the paragraph." And I don't know how we thought that up, but we taught 

ourselves for a whole year. We couldn't keep a teacher, and so we taught 

ourselves. So when I got up on the Hill, one of the things, they made you wear 

the monkey hat so they could tell you were a freshman, and so these big 

upperclassmen would surround you and they said, "Okay, boy, where you from, 

homeboy?" I'd say [mimics country accent], "I'm from Oklahoma," [laughter], 

and they'd say, "Well, what are you famous for?" And if you said, "Dancing," 

then they'd say, "Well, dance for us," and then you had to buck dance or 

whatever it is. "I'm famous for singing." "Well, sing," like they're going to beat 

you up. And so when they got to me, I couldn't think. They said, "What you 

famous for?" I said, "I'm famous for reading the paragraph and explaining it." 

[laughs] 

Foster 

And what did they say to that? 

Matthews 

That threw them off. That threw them off. I said, "Well, I'm sorry, but that's 

what I'm famous for." What I didn't know was that that's what tests is about, 

reading a paragraph. Multiple choice, I could eat that up, because I always 

could read a paragraph and explain it, but I got it out of the BYPU, and even 

today, I tell you, the way they teach a class is to read the scripture, like read 

verse one and two and explain it. What do the preachers do? They read the text 

and, what, and explain it. So anyway I threw these Howard boys off, because 

they never had a kid that said that, because I wasn't famous for nothing, and the 

only thing I could think that I was good at was taking a test, taking tests. I've 

always been good--I passed the bar the first time. I've always been good at 

taking those tests. 

Foster 

So having said that, through BYPU and Sunday school did you guys work from 

a Lectionary, or did you get a Concordance, or how did you kind of learn? 

Matthews 

You mean when I was at Calvary? 

Foster 



Both at Calvary and then when you got to Mount Carmel? 

Matthews 

No, no. We just, all we had was the little book they passed out. The National 

Baptists published a BYPU pamphlet book, and each Sunday they had a 

different lesson and it was all scripture, and then they had some things. But 

anyway, well, now as a teacher you have all the tools. I have all the tools. I've 

been teaching Sunday school now sixty-nine years straight. 

Foster 

When did you get your first Concordance? 

Matthews 

When I had the money. 

Foster 

Okay, when you had the money. 

Matthews 

I was very poor. 

Foster 

Getting a Concordance was like getting law books then? 

Matthews 

Oh, yes. No, when I got to Los Angeles [California], I'm going to tell my story. 

I left Washington, D.C. One thing about Washington, D.C., my family lived 

there in the civil service. In Washington, D.C., everybody was in public 

service. 

Foster 

Did your mother work in civil service, too? 

Matthews 

No, no, no, she always stayed home. Well, she was not well. Anyway, so in 

Washington they say that if you don't leave town within thirty days, you live 

there the rest of your life, because you get one of those civil service jobs, and 

you have a law degree but you still work in the post office, and, see, the post 

office is full of Howard grads until retirement. Now, don't laugh, because 

you've got to go that way. [laughter] You've got to face law school and then 

find out whether you're going to end up in the post office. But anyway, so I 

drove a cab through law school. See, you could buy your own cab there; still 

true. And my wife says I don't drive wildly till I get to Washington, D.C., 

because I'm an old cab driver. But anyway, the way the cab worked is that the 

money is in the rush hours. From six in the morning to nine is where the money 

is. From three until six is the evening rush. Okay. I could get up early, work 

those four hours and make my first class, stay in law school till two, study to 

three, hit the road with the cab till six, get home to eat. So that's how I did the 

last two years, well, the first two years. The last year I was intern on the school 

case-- 



Foster 

Right, on the Brown [v. Board of Education] cases. 

Matthews 

--so they paid me to be an intern, and so I didn't have to drive the cab. But I 

kept the cab, so when I graduated, George Jones and I, he had a family, I had a 

wife [Alberta] and three children [Bonnie, Ann, and Philip], and we drove 

across country, my old cab and his car. We drove all the way across country. 

We stopped in Chicago [Illinois] where George Jones, his father was a famous 

minister in Chicago. They were the family that used to do the pageants. 

Remember the people who used to go around and do the pageants? The Jones 

family of Chicago, and his mother and father were there. But he didn't want to 

be a preacher, he wanted to be a lawyer. Okay. 

Matthews 

Then we went to Oklahoma City, where my aunt put us up and loaned me 

$100, which I was broke, and I made it to Los Angeles, fifty dollars to put on 

the bar. So that was my last money I paid for the fee was fifty dollars, and now 

it's, what, $200 or more. I paid for the bar. So I was one of those, number one, I 

was number one in my class at Howard, so I had this same complex of coming 

from a black school facing the white world, and so I was running scared. I ran 

scared. I used to go to the library downtown, law library. I would get there-- 

Foster 

At 1st and Temple, or at Temple and Broadway. 

Matthews 

Right, yes, yes, okay. Anyway, the law library. I would get there when they 

opened. They opened the doors at 7:30. I'd get there and I would be put out at 

eleven. I did that studying for the bar, running totally scared because, number 

one, I didn't have anymore money. I didn't have no more fifty dollars, and, 

number two, I was representing Howard, and the way they grade law schools is 

a percentage of first-time passes on tests. And then I'm out of state, too, and so 

I had to figure out a scheme as to how I was going to pass the bar and also 

study hard, and that library was full of good stuff. I took the bar course from 

the guy who became famous giving those bar courses, but anyway, I took the 

bar course and figured out how I was going to pass the bar. 

Matthews 

Luckily, one of the questions on my test we had studied at the bar course, so 

that paid for me paying for that bar course, right. Then when I came to town, I 

not only met Curtis Taylor, I met a lawyer named Welford Wilson, who was a 

great guy. The first day I arrived in town I went by--Welford's parents or 

somebody went to Howard, so he said, "Are you a Howard grad?" He said, 

"Well, have a seat in my office. And you do a little research, since you guys are 

great, do a little research and I'll pay you so much a week." I went down and 



applied for the post office, because I had worked for the post office once, and 

they said, "You go get a driver's license and we'll hire you." So I got two jobs 

on the first day I arrived in town. Anyway, I took up Welford Wilson's offer, 

where I could study and also work in his office-- 

Foster 

And write briefs. 

Matthews 

--and help him with briefs and that's one of the reasons how I passed the 

[California] bar [exam]. 

Foster 

But let's go back again to '41, '42. You're new boy at Howard as an 

undergraduate. They call you a homeboy, they tease you. You're studying 

engineering. Did you become a fraternity man? 

Matthews 

No. Well, see, here's one of the problems. One of the problems was that I didn't 

live on campus, so I didn't get the hazing that the other boys got, so I was not 

there, because I arrived by streetcar and I left as soon as class was out, so they 

didn't get to me like that. So I really was not a typical Howard man, because I 

wasn't on campus and I didn't live in the dorms and things. And secondly, I was 

in Engineering School where, see, Engineering School was known as a very 

serious place, because, see, they're all math majors in there and drafting and all 

like that. So what I found out was our schools prepared us very little for 

engineering compared to guys from the North. One of the guys, named 

Generette, who had engineering in high school, they had an engineering-type 

high school where you took all of the classes, he had the classes in high school 

that I was taking-- 

Foster 

In college. 

Matthews 

--in college. Here I come-- 

Foster 

Okay, so he was ahead of you. 

Matthews 

Wait. See, that's the only problem I had is that I was running scared again, 

because these guys had a lot of the stuff, like I had only gone to algebra. I didn't 

get to college algebra. I had algebra one and two and I had geometry, but I 

didn't have calculus. These guys had calculus in high school, so I was way 

behind in calculus, in drafting and engineering subjects that I took, so I was in 

the books. I was in the books. So that's the only thing I felt inferior, but I didn't 

want to let them know. And then what I found out about the geniuses around 

there is that those guys studied when you weren't looking. A genius is a person 



who knows it without reading it. Now, if you read it, you're not a genius. I 

always had good memory. If I ever read something, I usually remembered it. At 

least I remembered it as far as tests were concerned. Or if I read something and 

write it down, I'm almost like [Pastor William] Epps. I don't need it--if I write 

my speech out, I won't need the speech, because I remember what I wrote. 

Foster 

Okay. So your first year you're on the streetcar, you're taking these engineering 

courses-- 

Matthews 

Right. Didn't have all the books, didn't have all the tools, didn't have all of the 

instruments. 

Foster 

And also the war breaks out before your first set of exams, so you kind of 

knew-- 

Matthews 

Right. I knew it was going to get me. The other thing, I was in ROTC They told 

us that if you joined the Army you could finish engineering school, which 

turned out not to be true. So I joined the Army in '42. They let me stay a year 

more. Then ROTC marched off the campus. 

Foster 

They marched you over to Fort Myers, across the river. 

Matthews 

No, no, no. They took this group, my group, to, you're right, Fort Myers, right. 

How'd you know? I ran across a lady, I took this cruise, celebrated my eighty-

fifth birthday on a cruise, and Carol Johnson's mother was there accidentally. 

She took the cruise because she's in town, and at my birthday celebration she 

sat right there next to me. Found out she's a Howard girl. Found out she was in 

my class. My original class was the Class of '45. The girls graduated, the boys-- 

Foster 

The boys didn't. 

Matthews 

She remembers the boys marching off. She remembered the ROTC marching 

off campus. I said, "Well, I was one of those boys in the marching off the 

campus." She said they all cried because they got rid of almost all the 

handsome guys on the campus. [laughter] But they sent all the boys to ROTC at 

Fort Benning, and most of them made officer. I went off to Fort Sill, and when 

I got out of the six months basic training they offered me two courses. One, the 

class at Fort Sill, the engineering class had officers, but they had never had a 

black. We tried to break that down, and if they had taken me there I would have 

been an officer. So they sent us away and they gave us the offer that we could--

I could go back to engineering school as a soldier. I mean, ASTP, Army 



Specialized Training something. So they sent me to University of 

Penn[sylvania] Engineering School. 

Foster 

Okay, in Philadelphia. 

Matthews 

In Philadelphia. Stayed there in ivy halls--that's where Ivy League comes from. 

Ivy is on all of the dorms, because it's old, I guess. Anyway, got in the 

engineering school. The professors there had never had a black, and I'm in the 

third year. I'm in the third year of engineering; never had a black. And told you, 

"I've never had a black in this class." Pressure, pressure, pressure. Plus, I was 

the only black out of 300 soldiers, only black in engineering. Boy, was I under 

pressure. I studied all night. Number one, I was black, number two, I was 

representing Howard, I was representing my church, I was representing--I've 

had that burden all my life. I don't call it a burden, I call it a blessing. But 

anyway, so what they did is that they were very mechanical. They gave you the 

score that you made every week or every day, you got. There was no 

discrimination. You got-- 

Foster 

So it built up. But you had to be on the ball each and every day. 

Matthews 

Right. So like at the end of the class I had ninety-eight. They had to give me an 

A whether they liked me or not, and the same way with all the other math 

courses. If you got the answer you got an A. If you didn't get the answer, you 

got an F, so it was simple as that. 

Foster 

Well, I want to kind of take you off on a side venture here, because you just 

raised a very important question, and people like David Brown, who is sitting 

here, is twenty-two years old and doesn't understand. For those of you who are 

old enough, you talk about the post office or the Army. The only way for 

African Americans to get ahead is private employers wouldn't hire Negroes, 

and so your score on a Civil Service Exam or your score on an entrance exam 

actually got you ahead, and that's something that a twenty-two-year-old doesn't 

understand. You hear from youngsters now, "Well, these exams are culturally 

biased and they discriminate." But it appears that the exams were really the 

saving grace for African American men and women, because nobody could tell 

who you were. You got a score, and the score allowed you to go ahead. 

Matthews 

You got a number, you got a number. Yes, yes. You got a number. Because, 

see, I taught law school, and you're a professor so I can't tell you this, but this 

idea of being totally objective, it's a little bit of subjectiveness in there, 

especially when you grade something like a composition. Mathematics, it's 



either black or white. So but anything like a composition, it's the opinion of the 

professor, and most professors have--they want to be objective, but it's almost 

totally impossible. 

Foster 

So what happened when you were through with this course at Penn? Were you 

made an officer? 

Matthews 

No, no. What happened at Penn, I was doing great. But the Germans were 

about to break through and capture England, so they called all of us out of 

school. But that engineering class had a chance--one of our guys won a position 

on the Manhattan Project, which at that time we didn't know what it was. One 

of our guys who'd come out of Utah had worked in a munitions factory. Now, 

none of us had that in their bio. They took him. We all went out for it, but they 

only took the guy that knew something about munitions, and we didn't know 

what that Manhattan Project was. I guess he ended up out there in the desert. 

Anyway, they closed that whole program down. A lot of the--Howard had it, 

but they had it in their medical and dental school. 

Foster 

Okay, and Penn had it for the engineers. 

Matthews 

Right. And they had it for the other class--they had it for languages, Japanese 

and Russian and all. 

Foster 

So then what happens? Here you are, they close your program. 

Matthews 

They send me to Fort Huachuca [Arizona], they send me to 92nd Division. All 

the blacks went to the black division, and all the whites went to another 

division. 

Foster 

So Huachuca is in Arizona? 

Matthews 

Right. Sent me where that 92nd, the black division was getting ready to go to 

Italy. 

Foster 

So did they put you guys on a train with the blackened windows, and you didn't 

know where you were going? 

Matthews 

Put us on a train, plus put us in boxcars. I rode on a boxcar from one end of 

Texas to the other end, going to Huachuca, and you're talking about a hard ride 

and hot, and you're talking about Texas is as wide as the ocean. So anyway, we 

got to Huachuca. What happened was that-- 



Foster 

This is, what, '44? 

Matthews 

Okay, let's see now. I got married in '43, so when I went to Penn I sent for my 

girlfriend in Oklahoma City, and we got married while I was at the University 

of Penn, so that would have been '43. My first child [Bonnie] was born a year 

later, in '44. Anyway, so in '44--okay. The 92nd was in, what did they call it? 

They were in war games in the Bayou of Louisiana, the Sabine River or 

something, where we had to cross that river. But anyway, the only time I 

missed a meal--twenty-four hours without a meal, you never had that. 

Foster 

No. 

Matthews 

Our cooking trucks and things got washed away crossing the river, [laughs] in 

the war games. And the mosquitoes were big as--and red bugs. You never 

heard red bugs. 

Foster 

No. 

Matthews 

They're in the weeds of the bayou, and if they get on you, you have to almost 

take a cigarette to get them out. But anyway, we went to war games before we--

I'm fresh out of college, and so it's about three of us, and we're fresh out of 

these ASTP programs. So we went with 92nd Division back to Huachuca. We 

didn't stay there. We were going to be in infantry. So the man looked at our 

thing--I scored high with the intelligence test, mainly because the intelligence 

test was full of math. That's what it was then. 

Foster 

And so you'd just finished an engineering program, so that just helped you a 

lot. 

Matthews 

I had a score like 128 or something, which was good in a black unit. In 

Huachuca they had like 30,000 blacks, and so my name came up and I was sent 

on a cadre, because I had engineering skill and they wanted to set up what they 

called combat engineers, and they were going to be trained in Durham, North 

Carolina. So my friend, my best friend was from Brooklyn, named [Lewis] 

Hayes, he and I was on a cadre to North Carolina. We got out of the 92nd, 

because the 92nd ended up in Korea, and the black troops never got there. They 

kept training. What they were doing is that as soon as they got some trained 

they would be sent to the war as replacements, and the division never was 

trained. So when they hit the war zone they were untrained men, and so when 

they say the blacks didn't fight good, okay. It's like basketball. You can't play 



good until you get to know each other. But anyway, so I ended up in a black 

unit in North Carolina, that's 1944. I took off for England on the day my 

Bonnie [Matthews] was born, October of '44. I was there for the birth. I took 

off in October to go to England to be trained in combat engineering and trained 

on building bridges and deactivating mines-- 

Foster 

Oh, my goodness. Okay. 

Matthews 

Anyway, a long story. Anyway, I got a bad foot now. I got frozen feet up there 

in England. It was the coldest winter--that was the Battle of the Bulge. I was in 

the Battle of the Bulge. I wasn't in it when the Germans were winning, I was in 

it when we were chasing them. But anyway, our unit was called up to fill up the 

gap with little training in engineering, one-week training on deactivating 

bombs, and I got frozen feet there sleeping on the ground, and this cold winter I 

had nine blankets on my back. When you're on a troop ship and you hit the 

shores, you've got everything you own on your back. It was so cold I had 

accumulated nine blankets. Where would you put those blankets when you 

slept on the cold ground? 

Foster 

On top. You put them on the bottom? 

Matthews 

He fell for it. You freeze to death. So I got cold frozen feet. But anyway, what 

you do is you put nine blankets on the ground and put one on top of you. He 

had it right. So anyway, when we woke up it was snow, and little French kids 

with little short dresses walking around looking at the American soldiers-- 

Foster 

At the colored-- 

Matthews 

--at the chocolate soldiers. The Germans called us chocolate soldiers. England 

called us chocolate soldiers. I don't know what the French called us, but 

anyway, the French kids were going to school while we were sitting there in the 

cold, in the snow, freezing. I was going to be an officer, but when I got on that 

truck and they took us up front past Paris in one day and frozen, I said, "I'm not 

going to be no officer. I am getting out of the Army." Because I was carried 

away. I was really gung ho. I had all this ROTC and I was going to be an 

officer. They offered me a battlefield commission. I said, "I'm getting ready to 

go back." 

Foster 

Now, a quick question here, because you had a year and a half at Howard, and 

then how much credit did they give you for your time at Penn in terms of 

college credit? Did you get another year? 



Matthews 

No. When I came out I was convinced I wasn't going to be an engineer, and I 

have a long story how I got to be a lawyer, but I ended up going into law school 

in '50. 

Foster 

But as an undergraduate, you enter in September '41. 

Matthews 

I had like three years. Now, on here, what does that last line say? 

Foster 

A law degree and a veteran, a belated B.S. degree in mechanical engineering. 

Matthews 

Yes. When Bill Beverly interviewed me right at this table, I facetiously said, 

"You know, I never went back to engineering school to see if I could get a 

degree. " I didn't need no degree, because I was in a wholly, totally different 

field, and plus I had already finished forty years on the bench. So I said to him, 

I said, "You know, the schools give out these honorary Ph.D.'s and master's and 

things." I said, "Wouldn't it be fun if somebody would give me a bachelor's, 

honorary bachelor?" I said that to him jokingly. You know what he did? 

Foster 

He got a hold of Howard? 

Matthews 

He called Howard. He first called and they sent him to the Engineering School. 

They said, "We never heard of that." And then another veteran, they were 

giving another veteran, and you can get on Google and get this, another veteran 

who had finished all of his credits was drafted and walked off the campus like I 

did, had finished all of his credits. He never came back. Some kind of way--see, 

we were there for our fiftieth anniversary. It was fifty years ago. And he was 

there. The Liberal Arts School voted to give him his degree. The engineering 

faculty voted to give me mine, and that's how I got it. Bill Beverly called them 

and the lady said they almost hung up on him, but he told them, "He's a judge. 

You need to make friends with him. Wouldn't it be a great idea to give him an 

honorary bachelor's degree? He's not going to use it. He's not going to 

embarrass you." [laughs] 

Foster 

So between the amount of training that you'd had on the campus-- 

Matthews 

I would have qualified with the engineering. 

Foster 

And then add to that what you got at Pennsylvania. You had enough credits for 

a bachelor's degree in engineering? 

Matthews 



I basically did. Let me mention that. No, I would say that I didn't have enough. 

I would say that they gave it to me by vote of the faculty. The other man had 

earned his. They sent him notices, but he had moved, and they found out--after 

fifty years he said something to somebody, and they called the school, they 

said, "Well, we'll give him his degree." And that made the news. Two veterans 

get their degrees after fifty years. Made Google. 

Foster 

So for you, you made Google, but the more important thing, you go through the 

Battle of the Bulge, you don't take a commission-- 

Matthews 

Yes, I get out. 

Foster 

V.E. Day [Victory in Europe Day], okay, where were you on V.E. Day? Do 

you remember where you were? 

Matthews 

Okay. Now, that's a long story. Our unit--long story, I don't know how much 

time you've got. 

Foster 

No, I've got time. I've got nothing but time. I've got to go to the library and 

maybe see Walter Gordon, but you're it for now. 

Matthews 

Well, in England I became a corporal, I became a sergeant, I became sergeant 

of eleven men. Our unit was the one who was going to deactivate the mines and 

things. The Germans had placed mines everywhere in France, and that's where 

we were going. Okay, we're going through France first, and then we're going 

through Belgium, full of mines, okay. The other thing our unit was trained for 

was we were going to train to put up the bridge that's to cross the Rhine 

[River], because the Germans are smart enough to blow up all their bridges. 

Okay. So the black units, they did not put you up front then. They always had 

you in the back, okay. So while we were fighting the Battle of the Bulge, we 

were collecting German soldiers and deactivating minefields, and I've got a 

long story why I wasn't blown up. But still, our unit was to build this bridge at 

Remagain. Now, I don't know what that means to you, but there was a movie 

on it. 

Foster 

Remaden? Remaden. 

Matthews 

Remaden, okay. I called it Remagain. Remaden, okay. They had a movie on it, 

there was a book on it. Anyway, our engineering unit had white officers, and 

they were trained to build a bridge on the Rhine at that point. Meantime, the 

Germans had blown all the bridges. When they got to--this bridge was a 



railroad bridge, which was made different engineeringly, stronger, because, see, 

the other bridges were built for trucks and cars and things. 

Foster 

But this was a railroad bridge. 

Matthews 

This was built for railroads, and it was stronger. So when they got to the edge 

of it, the Germans got the edge, they had to cross it. They crossed all of their 

tanks and things across, and then they tried to blow this bridge up. They blew a 

lot of sides of it, but the bridge still stood. Then they had airplanes come in and 

try to drop bombs on it, but then our [U.S.] Air Force was there and pushed 

them back. They couldn't blow this bridge up. So that meant our unit didn't 

have to build a bridge. All we did was put the slats down and then the tanks 

came across, and that was [General] Patton. Patton's tanks came across, and 

those tanks could have gone on to Berlin in two days. But they had made an 

agreement they would go to Prague and stop. 

Foster 

They'd made the agreement with the Russians that they would only go so far. 

Matthews 

Right. Kassel. Kassel is a big town in Germany. Our unit went to Kassel and 

stopped. Meantime, we had nothing to do. I got a three-day pass to Paris, and 

the day I got to Paris was the day [President Franklin D.] Roosevelt died. 

Foster 

Okay, so April fourteenth, 1945. 

Matthews 

Right, in April, maybe today. 

Foster 

It was April fourteenth, yesterday. 

Matthews 

Yesterday I got to Paris. I was interviewed on news and I never did see it, 

because I was in this sharp uniform which I'm going to show you. Anyway, I 

was interviewed on that day in Paris when Roosevelt died. [President Harry] 

Truman took over, and I got back. I spent the three days in Paris. That's a long 

story, and then I got back and our units had gotten to Kassel. Then they decided 

that our unit would be sent to the Pacific, and so they had a scoring system. 

See, I was married with a child. So all of the married men with children, instead 

of sending them directly to the Pacific through the Suez Canal, that division 

never got back. They ended up in Korea. 

Foster 

They sent you back to the States? 

Matthews 



And then about five of us were selected because of our points to go through the 

United States. So we went back and got a troop ship to New York City, and I 

have a picture of these fancy sunglasses, rimless sunglasses, rimless, which you 

don't see that today. But my brother was a sharp guy, he bought stuff like that. 

And I have a picture. And they announced while we were in the harbor of New 

York City that Japan had surrendered. Some guy above me jumped, hit me and 

knocked my glasses off and broke those glasses, because they didn't have rims. 

I remember to this day that that guy did that. So I arrived in the United States-- 

Foster 

On V.E. Day? 

Matthews 

No. And I got a pass to go home, and 270--he's learning a lot--270 days--I spent 

ten years in divorce court deciding paternity. Two hundred and seventy days. 

You know, God is great. We watched him producing these little things around 

on the ground there. Anyway, all of them have ways of reproducing. But, see, I 

was in Washington, D.C., with my first wife, had sex, 270 days later my second 

child was born, to the T. And when I used to be up on the bench and the guy 

said, "I left for the war on such-and-such a day," I had my little calculator like 

they do in the doctor's office. "Okay, I know who the father is." [laughter] 

Now, if it isn't 270, it's 271. [laughs] So I landed at home. I was home on the 

day Japan surrendered--then Truman dropped the bomb and they sent me to 

Shreveport, they sent me to-- 

Foster 

Fort Polk? 

Matthews 

Fort Polk in Louisiana. How do you know all this? Louisiana, and I was made a 

sergeant major if I stayed in the Army. So I said no. And so the first ten guys 

that were released, I released myself, and I got home in October of '45. 

Foster 

So that meant couldn't begin your studies at Howard right away then? 

Matthews 

I ended up with two children and a wife, and, see, this is what these young 

people--it's hard when you've got to work with family and then go to any 

school, so you're competing against kids like USC, whose parents are rich 

enough to let them go twenty-four hours a day and study, and they don't study. 

They play around, where a guy who's got to work twelve hours, he's got to 

study. Anyway, I decided that I'm just going to work in the post office. 

Foster 

Okay, I think that this might be a good time to kind of bring this to an end for 

today.[End of interview] 



1.2. Session 2 (June 24, 2008) 

Foster 

Okay, good afternoon, Judge Matthews. It's been a couple of months and when 

we last spoke you were in Fort Polk, Louisiana, getting close to discharge. You 

were a young man having come back from Germany, V.E. Day [Victory in 

Europe Day], the death of Roosevelt, and then what happened after you left 

Fort Polk? Were you immediately discharged as a sergeant major, or did you 

spend some more time with Uncle Sam? 

Matthews 

No, I was discharged and I went back to Washington, D.C., where I had at that 

time a wife and one child and one child on the way, I think, 1945. I had one 

child born in '44 and one born in '46. So then as an ex-soldier my first job was 

in the War Department, which is down there on the Mall, and the Pentagon was 

brand new, and the War Department had not moved into those buildings over 

there called the Pentagon. I was in a unit called--I can't think of the first name, 

but it was a return where we cut the orders--if someone died in the States, we 

would cut orders for the soldier to be brought back from Germany or wherever 

the soldier was, and we dealt with the Red Cross. 

Foster 

So it was really kind of a bereavement detail then? 

Matthews 

Well, no. It was called some kind of return. I can't think, but it was a return of 

soldiers when there was an emergency in the family, and the Red Cross was the 

one that verified that that was true. It was only about five or six in this little 

unit, a mixture of whites and Jews and blacks, and since I was a soldier, 

soldiers got ten points on Civil Service exams, and I always was a good exam 

taker. So anyway, I stayed there for about a year, and then for the first time the 

post office gave the test. Up until then they had people that worked in the post 

office without Civil Service tests because of the war. Then all at once they gave 

a test and for some reason I came out number two in the whole city. It was a 

black guy in front of me, and we were hired at the post office, so I left the War 

Department and went to the post office. 

Foster 

Were you at the central post office right next to Union Station? 

Matthews 

Yes, right. We worked there. So I decided to go back to Howard [University], 

and I had decided that I did not want to continue the engineering career, so I 

went back to just get an A.B. degree, and that's when they said if you put three 

years in undergrad school and then three years in law school, you would get 

two degrees. See, that's the reason why [Bill] Beverly got me this honorary--it 



turned out to be an honorary engineering degree in 2004, when I was honored 

with the Doctors of-- 

Foster 

Of Humane Letters or Doctors of Engineering? 

Matthews 

No. I came there to get my Juris Doctor, because the class I was in, they didn't 

have that degree, and so here fifty years later I was given the Juris Doctor's 

degree and through Judge Beverly, who had interviewed me and I had jokingly 

said, "You know, Howard should give me an honorary bachelor's," which I said 

I never heard of anybody getting an honorary bachelor's degree. So I jokingly 

said that, and for some reason he called those people at Howard and said, 

"Look. Judge [Albert D.] Matthews is coming. You guys ought to give him a 

degree." Said, "He was a soldier and he went off to war from campus, and he 

was supposed to get a degree since he took the law, and it was supposed to a 

mixture of three years," and anyway, he talked them--at first they hung up on 

him almost, because they said they never heard of such. Anyway, they talked to 

the faculty of this School of Engineering, and they decided to give me my 

engineering degree in mechanical engineering, so I got two degrees at that 

graduation in 2004. 

Foster 

Now, coming to that, when we matriculated back to Howard after the war 

[World War II]-- 

Matthews 

I was in pre-law. I came back for pre-law. 

Foster 

Okay. I know a lot of fellows got college credit for V.J. training. Now, did 

Howard give you any physical education or any other credits for your service in 

the military? 

Matthews 

The service I had, you see, instead of going to Officers' Training School I went 

back to University of Penn[sylvania] in engineering, and I had credits in 

engineering which I could have added. That was part of the argument that 

Beverly gave them is that I had like a year's credit of engineering in the Army 

at University of Penn Engineering School, a school that had never hardly had 

any blacks graduate from it. So the faculty could have taken that into account, 

to give me the degree. So it's not an honorary degree, it's just an engineering 

degree. 

Foster 

Now, when did you matriculate to the law school? 

Matthews 



Well, starting in--well, it's a long story as to how I switched to law, but 

anyway, it's a story which I like to tell is why I switched to law. But when I 

came back, the G.I. Bill [Servicemen's Readjustment Act of 1944], which 

they're talking about now, was about to run out, and I had two children and I 

was working in the post office, so I wasn't going to do anything. I was going to 

just go ahead and be a post office worker, because I was working at night and I 

could do things in the daytime. But anyway, I had been in scouting as a scout 

and in my church I was a scoutmaster, and we had these little boys playing on a 

field out in Anacostia where I lived. We had played there for about a year, and 

we put the diamond out, and then one day people put a fence around it and told 

us to get off that field and that we couldn't play. So I wrote a note with the 

mothers, I said, "Well, who can give you permission?" And in Washington it's 

pretty hard to find out who's in charge of anything. They said, "The Department 

of Interior." So here with the mothers and the scouts I went down, we had our 

little placards complaining. I went down to the Department of Interior and we 

were out on the sidewalk, so we walked on in there and the man said, "You 

can't come in. You can't just come in." He said, "You've got to get on the 

agenda." He said, "You're not on the agenda." 

Matthews 

And so I said, "Well, how do you get on the agenda?" They said, "Well, that's 

up to you as to how you get on the agenda," and so on. We all went back home, 

and I said, "You know what the black man needs? He needs someone to tell 

you how to get on the agenda." So then I realized that I needed to go to law 

school to learn how to get on the agenda for the black race, and then I used the 

G.I. Bill to go back to law school, so that's how I decided to go to law school 

was that I wanted to know just-- 

Foster 

How to get on the agenda and how to get things done. 

Matthews 

Right. Anyway, so I started law school in like 1951. First I did some pre-law 

classes, and then I got into the law school in '51 and I graduated in '54. 

Foster 

Who were your professors while you were at the law school? 

Matthews 

Well, the main professor was James Nabrit, who had come to Washington from 

Texas on the grandfather primary cases. He had argued those cases and he 

stayed. [George] Johnson was the dean at that time. He was one of the reasons I 

came to California. He was from Sacramento, and he had told us there were no 

black lawyers in Bakersfield is the reason. I took these classes and I was going 

to come to California, mainly because of Professor Johnson and Nabrit and a 



fellow named George E.C. Hayes. You see him on all these school cases. 

Nabrit and Hayes were the lawyers for the D.C. case. 

Foster 

So initially, Nabrit argued Smith v. Allwright, which was the 1944 case to deal 

with the grandfather clause. 

Matthews 

Right, yes. 

Foster 

And Nabrit was the chief lawyer for the black plaintiffs in D.C. 

Matthews 

He and George E.C. Hayes. They were my professors. We had a very small 

class. Our class started off with twenty-five, we graduated twenty-one. We met 

in the basement of the library. We didn't even have a building. The next class 

got the new building, but our class graduated from the basement of the law 

school, so it was a very intimate thing. 

Foster 

What about [William] Hastie and [Charles Hamilton] Houston and [Thurgood] 

Marshall? Were they part of your law school training? 

Matthews 

No. Where they came in was that they would come and present the arguments 

before the faculty and the students whenever they had cases before the [U.S.] 

Supreme Court. They would run these cases, these arguments by the faculty of 

the law school, and then when the school cases came along, the faculty of the 

law school and the students, we were behind the D.C. case, and that's when I 

became an intern on the school cases in my last year of-- 

Foster 

Okay, which is 1953, '54. 

Matthews 

[19]53, because the cases came out May seventeenth of '54, and we graduated 

that same week almost that the school cases came out. But anyway, that was 

my connection. So I had to do research on the school cases out of D.C. That 

was federal. The rest of them were state. Anyway, so when the decision came 

down, they included all of the-- 

Foster 

Because there were four cases. There was Wilmington, Delaware; Charleston, 

South Carolina; Topeka, Kansas; and Prince Edward County, Virginia. 

Matthews 

Right, right. So the connection was that Thurgood [Marshall] would always 

bring his cases to the faculty there on weekends, where he would present it 

before the students as well as the faculty, and then the students and the faculty 



would ask questions, and a lot of the questions they would ask would be the 

same ones that eventually-- 

Foster 

Got asked both at Appellate and at the Supreme Court. 

Matthews 

--got asked by the justices of the Supreme Court. So anyway, our class was the 

class that worked on the cases for the D.C. cases. At least three or four of us 

were interns on that. Anyway, that was that experience. But anyway, I was a 

pretty good student. I came out first in my class. Then my wife [Alberta 

Durant] had people in California, and as I said, Johnson told me there were no 

black lawyers in Bakersfield. But the other thing that happened is that I quite 

the post office, took my retirement money and bought a cab, and so for two 

years I drove a cab there in Washington, D.C. 

Foster 

From '54 until '56? 

Matthews 

No, from '52 to '54. Then when we graduated, I took the top of the cab off, and 

we drove that cab to Los Angeles, yes, in '54. I was thinking about that. I have 

a Shell card, I think I've had a Shell credit card since '54. Anyway, we drove 

out here, a fellow named George Jones and his family and my family. His 

father was famous in Chicago. Now, he was a Tuskegee Airman. Of course, he 

didn't work in the D.A.'s Office. But anyway, he never could pass the bar here, 

but he became over the housing. He got a job in Los Angeles Public Housing 

and became over some of the projects and things. 

Foster 

I want to go back a little bit to your third year, your 3-L. You're interning on 

the D.C. case because of this one fellow, Hayes. But still, I want you to walk 

me through not only just Hayes but Hastie and Houston and Thurgood. 

Matthews 

Hastie was deceased. He was the original lawyer for the D.C. case, and he had 

been the lawyer for the D.C. case that they lost about five, six years-- 

Foster 

Earlier. 

Matthews 

They lost the D.C. case, and that's the one that Houston--of course, I wasn't 

involved with Hastie at all, because he was a federal judge by then. Anyway, 

Houston. And so when he died, Hayes took over. See, Hayes was in private 

practice. Nabrit wasn't. Nabrit was a professor there, plus he was the treasurer 

of Howard all those years until he became president. Anyway, the connection, 

as I said, with Thurgood Marshall was that he would come to the law school, 

and then also on the school cases we helped do the briefs, helped write the 



briefs on the school cases. I knew the young man of the D.C. case, because I 

lived in Anacostia [Washington, D.C.]. This young fellow would leave 

Anacostia, get on the streetcar and go all the way to the other part of town to go 

to Dunbar [High School]-- 

Foster 

On 13th? 

Matthews 

Yes, go to the black schools. And no black had ever gone to the Anacostia High 

[School] even to apply, and so they had asked this little fellow to just apply, 

and for the first time a black had applied at this white high school, and they 

didn't know what to do, because there really was no law. There was no law 

saying that blacks had to go-- 

Foster 

To Negro schools? 

Matthews 

--to Negro schools. Turned out to be no law, just that it was a tradition and 

custom that that's the way it was, and blacks always didn't apply. We asked this 

little fellow to apply, and he applied and they rejected it, and that was the 

federal case. But as I say, I knew the little fellow because I lived out there. But 

that's how that case started. Anyway, as I said, I came out number one, and then 

I left. When we graduated they have this little rule in Washington and Howard 

is that if you stay in D.C. after you graduate and get one of those civil service 

jobs, you'll never leave town. You'll never go into practice. So we left that same 

weekend that we got our diplomas. We all took off in two cars and drove all the 

way to Los Angeles, arriving here with fifty dollars that I put down on the 

[California] Bar [Exam], and we stayed with my wife's sister. I got here in May 

of '54. 

Foster 

With two or three children? 

Matthews 

Three children [Bonnie, Ann, and Philip Matthews] then. I had a little boy. 

Anyway, I studied for the bar. I met a fellow on the first day I got to town, a 

fellow named Welford Wilson, who was down there on Jefferson and San 

Pedro, 552 Jefferson. He said, "Oh, you're from Howard?" And so on the first 

day he said, "Well, you can set up here and study for the bar." Then I went 

down, since I was a postal person, I went down and the post office people said, 

"If you go get a driver's license, we'll hire you." I got two jobs in the first day I 

got here. 

Foster 

So Welford Wilson gave you office space to study for the bar-- 

Matthews 



Right. 

Foster 

--you were able to get on at the post office, so you had money coming in-- 

Matthews 

Right. And anyway, I just said I had those jobs. I didn't take the postal job until 

later. But still, I studied for the bar. I started going down to the Law Library at 

seven in the morning and leaving there when they put me out at eleven, and 

then I took a bar review course, can't think of the fellow's name now, but 

anyway, took a bar review course, and I passed the bar the first time. I was 

really straining, because since I was number one at Howard, I had to try to pass 

that bar the first time. 

Foster 

To kind of show everybody that you were qualified. 

Matthews 

Yes, from out of state and had all this competition, so I was really running 

scared on that bar. Plus being poor and having the money. I don't know what it 

costs you now, about $400 or $500 to take the test, but anyway, it was only 

fifty bucks then. So once I passed the bar, by that time I was in the post office, 

and I got sworn in January five of 1955. The peculiar thing that happened is 

that in D.C. the black lawyers could never get into the local Bar Association. 

D.C. Bar Association would not accept blacks. And Judge [Thomas] Griffith, 

he applied to the Bar Association here and was rejected. And so the group I was 

in--at that time the bar passed out applications for membership for all the new 

lawyers, and I took one and I put my name down and turned the card in, and 

they swore me in as a member of the Bar Association at the same time I was 

sworn in as a lawyer. 

Foster 

Okay. So you were the first Negro-- 

Matthews 

Well, I would say that I was the first black accepted, but whether or not I can 

prove that or not--because since Judge Griffith was rejected, he refused to ever 

apply until they begged him to. But he hadn't applied at the time I--in '55 he 

had not applied again, because he didn't want to. So I got to be a member of the 

bar and American Bar [Association] just by being in a group of about, what, 

three or four hundred lawyers who were sworn in. 

Matthews 

The other thing, I was dealing with a guy named--he was from the islands, can't 

think of his name. But he passed the bar at the same time I did, and he was 

managing the Dunbar Hotel, so he knew a lot of prostitutes. As soon as we got-

-we got sworn in like nine, and he took me down the street, which the building 

is torn down, there's an old Hall of Records where up high they had courts. 



Anyway, soon as I was sworn in, like nine, he took me over here where we 

handled about five prostitutes at the eleven o'clock calendar. 

Foster 

[laughs] So basically, as soon as-- 

Matthews 

So let me tell you this little story, because a young man is here. So we would 

plead these girls and it would be fifty bucks, and so I don't know who was 

running it, but his name will come to me soon, but he knew whoever the guy 

was, whoever the people running it-- 

Foster 

The clerk was-- 

Matthews 

No, no, this guy who was sworn in with me. He was from the Bahamas. He was 

from the islands and his name will come to me in a minute. But anyway, we 

went over there, and so we had about six girls that we pled guilty. So out in the 

hall these girls didn't look like prostitutes to me. Out in the hall he said, 

"Matthews, you can make enough money to live on just pleading--come down 

here and plead these girls and things." And I said, "You know," I said, "no, they 

don't look like prostitutes. They look too good to me." I said, "I don't think I 

can handle prostitutes, honestly." Of course, he ended up getting in trouble with 

prostitutes, and Sweeney did, too. Sweeney was in my class, too. But anyway, 

that's another story. So I didn't feel I could handle myself if I dealt with all 

these pretty girls. Since I was a married man, I said, "Well, no, I think I'd rather 

practice something else," so I turned that job down right away. But anyway, go 

ahead. This is 1955. 

Foster 

So '55 you start of reading in Welford Wilson's office, so how do you get to 

[Curtis] Taylor's office? How do you get to move from Welford Wilson to 

Curtis Taylor? 

Matthews 

Oh, let's see. Well, I left Welford Wilson and went with Curtis to set a practice. 

I thought you were going to ask how did I work for, what was the other guy's 

name? 

Foster 

Wilson, or Sweeney? 

Matthews 

No, no. The fellow I told you I didn't work for Curtis Taylor like the other guys 

I did work for. What was the other guy on Vernon? 

Foster 

Brody, or Chris Wright? 

Matthews 



No, the one that I said went to Second. 

Foster 

Chris Wright. 

Matthews 

Chris Wright. With Chris Wright what it is, if they had an overload they would 

call on me to appear for them, and so that's how, when I say I worked for them, 

and then with Curtis Taylor, he was the kind that drinks a lot, so he never could 

make Mondays. [laughter] And so I was the one that would make all his 

Monday calls, put it over to Tuesday or something, and that's when I got in 

trouble. I got in trouble where I did lie. This is like this guy who's writing this 

book about being the press secretary, is that he knew better. Anyway, when I'd 

go for Curtis, one time I told the judge, I said--and the judge knew Curtis 

couldn't make Mondays. So I said, "He's engaged out in Santa Monica 

[California]." And so the judge said, "Look. Young man, don't you ever lie in 

court again." I said, "What do you mean?" He said, "I just called Santa Monica, 

and Curtis Taylor's not out there." [laughter] See, most judges didn't have no 

phone up there, they didn't have cell phones like we have here. 

Foster 

So he called to see if-- 

Matthews 

He called to see if what I was telling him about Curtis--he said, "Now, don't 

you ever come back down here again for Curtis Taylor. I'm going to let you get 

away this time, but don't you ever lie in court again." And I said, "Well, your 

honor, he told me he was in Santa Monica. I didn't say I could guarantee it. He 

told me and I was just doing him a favor to ask for a continuance, please." So I 

got something like ten or twenty dollars to do things like that, but anyway. 

Foster 

So your initial practice was kind of helping out Curtis Taylor, and did you start 

to build clients on your own? Since you wouldn't take the prostitutes, how did 

you build your general practice then? 

Matthews 

Well, practice, the other thing is that's when I was working at the post office at 

night and practicing in the daytime. People in the post office gave me business, 

lawyers sent me business, and while I was with Welford Wilson he gave me a 

case that he had in his office that he didn't know what to do with. So I wrote a 

complaint, and I based it on the slavery laws, which there's a case recently that 

our present Supreme Court used those slavery laws. Anyway, there was a law 

that came out of the Fourteenth Amendment [of the Constitution] about slavery. 

Anyway, it was a family that somebody up in Montana somewhere, in a town 

in Montana, and these people had come to Los Angeles [California], and the 

man had like about eight or nine children, a wife and eight or nine children and 



all. This man came and told them that somewhere up in, what did I say, 

Montana, that a man had held them as slaves. So I wrote this slavery complaint 

and sent it. We sent it by mail to apply in the county seat of that little town. 

Whoever held them on this farm for about three years was like the biggest man 

in town. He owned acres of land and everything. 

Matthews 

And that hit the newspapers there. And all at once a lawyer came to town from 

that little town in Montana, and he said, "We want you to withdraw that 

complaint, because this man," whatever his name was, "that's very 

embarrassing to him, and he knows about this family, and he's willing to 

settle." And so Welford said--we're standing there. He's in our office right there 

on Jefferson. And so Welford said, "No. We want to go forward with this case." 

This man said, "Well, I wouldn't suggest that." Then the man took out a roll of 

one-hundred-dollar bills and he put those hundred-dollar bills just like that, just 

like that. I don't know how many, it was like about thirty or forty thousand 

dollars. And so we all changed our minds. [laughter] Because I had worked 

there for him about six months, and I hadn't brought nothing in, and this little 

dead case that he wasn't going to ever do nothing with and just-- 

Foster 

All of a sudden there's money on the table. 

Matthews 

--all of a sudden there's money on the table, and so now I know how to settle a 

case which you haven't settled. If you've got a hungry lawyer, you put those 

greenbacks in front of him. He'll settle. But if you've got a lawyer that doesn't 

need the money, then you can--they used to do black lawyers that way, the big 

insurance companies. They used to do that to black lawyers, and, of course, the 

black lawyers needed the money. That's the reason why when Johnnie Cochran 

[Jr.] came along, Johnnie Cochran didn't need the money, so he could go ahead. 

They couldn't buffalo black lawyers until we got the new breed of lawyers who 

were really--see, years ago, and this is another thing about the district 

attorney's--I didn't tell you how I got in the D.A.'s Office. But anyway, it used 

to be they would not let black lawyers appear before the white juries. See, back 

in all those days, the juries were 100 percent white, and then through a lot of 

lawsuits, NAACP [National Association for the Advancement of Colored 

People] and Public Defenders' Office, they finally got it where, see, it used to 

be you had to take a little psychological test to be on the jury. I don't know if 

you remember that. 

Foster 

No, I didn't know that. 

Matthews 



Yes, you had to take a little psychological test, and blacks couldn't pass it, so 

that's the reason why--and the Federal Courts are like that. You don't see many 

blacks on the Federal Courts. 

Foster 

I want to take you back to two things. One, you and Welford settled a case. 

Matthews 

Yes, that was just one case. 

Foster 

Okay. So you and Welford--so the family got a piece of change-- 

Matthews 

Oh, yes, and all of us got change. 

Foster 

And did Welford take care of you? 

Matthews 

Oh, yes. That was my case. 

Foster 

But did he treat it as your case? 

Matthews 

Oh, yes, oh, yes. Welford was very--Welford Wilson, he was also somewhat of 

a minister, too. 

Foster 

Okay, at Independent Church, he and Clayton Russell were close. 

Matthews 

You know Welford? 

Foster 

I know Welford Wilson, yes. 

Matthews 

Oh, you know a lot of people. 

Foster 

Yes, I do. But coming back to that-- 

Matthews 

Right. How'd you know he was at Independent? I had forgotten that. He came 

out of there. 

Foster 

You took the bar in '55. 

Matthews 

I took it in '54, sworn in-- 

Foster 

[19]54, but passed it, sworn in on January fifth. So looking at the Second 

Baptist [Church] connection, you and Dion [Morrow] were sworn in, what, 

within a year of one another? 



Matthews 

No, no. I was way before Dion. 

Foster 

What, not way before, but about a year or two before Dion? 

Matthews 

No, no, way before. I was a Sunday school teacher for sixty-eight years, and I 

taught Johnnie Cochran and Dion and all of them at Second. Anyway, I passed 

in '55. Now, I don't know when Dion passed. 

Foster 

Because his office, he was in with somebody at the corner of, what, Vernon and 

Avalon? And I can't remember who. 

Matthews 

I can't remember right now, and I don't really know when Dion--but Dion 

taught Sunday school at Second, too, when his mother was alive. No, let's see, 

where are we now? 

Foster 

We're about '56. So you settle this case, and then how do you get over to 

Taylor's office? 

Matthews 

Okay, no. Once I settled that case, Welford Wilson and a fellow named James 

Flournoy and I and a fellow named [Rafus] Carter, we set up a black law firm 

and we moved over on Western, right there where our justice was, the lady 

justice-- 

Foster 

[Justice] Vaino [Spencer]? 

Matthews 

Yes, in that same block. 

Foster 

Okay, so that's, what, like 28th and Western? 

Matthews 

And a guy named [George] Canady, they were there with Vaino, and we were 

there. We set up a little--anyway, I was supposed to be the book man and office 

manager and all like that, and these guys were out doing all this. So we set up 

this law firm and we started in '57. See, this is new. Now they've got books on 

how to do a law firm. See, we were just a mom-and-pop. And the guys were all 

supposed to bring the money and put it in the pot. [laughs] We're not certain, 

you know, the guys who do criminal law, they get cash money on the doorstep. 

You've got to figure out whether they turned the money in to the pot. So 

anyway, on Fridays we would add up the money and then pass it out to each 

one, and one Friday they didn't have any money to pass out, and here I've got, 

well, how many children by now? I had a wife and three, four children, and all 



my life I had always paid all my bills on time. So this Friday these guys said, 

"You don't have to pay your bills on time." And, see, they never did. "You don't 

have to have your money." I said, "But I need money. I've got to have money. I 

cannot have a week go by without me having money." So I said, "I've got to do 

something." 

Matthews 

So I went down and applied and I got this job being a social worker. All you 

needed was one degree at that time. And my route was Skid Row. [laughs] 

Foster 

Okay. So here you are a lawyer, you've been in practice for three years now-- 

Matthews 

Yes, this is '57, with no money coming in, so I went down and applied and I 

worked as a social worker. I didn't have that many cases, so I could always, 

since I was out in the field I could do court and do social work. And, see, what 

people don't know, at that time they always thought alcoholics didn't live long. 

And, see, you had to be sixty-two? And I'd go down on Skid Row and wake 

these guys up and apply and get them on the Social Security, and then being a 

social worker in the field, I could do cases, too. So this young man, he doesn't 

know. I always had a job. I have always had to have a job. Even in law school I 

had to have a job, the cab or something, the post office. But anyway, so even 

after I passed the bar, I still had to get extra money because of the practice. 

Matthews 

So that's the reason I applied for the District Attorney's Office, and I turned out 

to be the first--I gave you a list of all my firsts. I was the first person hired by 

Civil Service by the District Attorney. Up until then, you got in the D.A.'s 

Office by being a clerk or son of a judge or somebody. So meantime, the 

NAACP and the Public Defender's Office always were complaining that it 

wasn't fair, there were no minorities in none of these positions. So when I took 

this test for Deputy D.A., I came out number two, and they had about ten young 

people, who had been--men, no girls at that time--ten guys that they had all 

summer had trained them on how to take the test and everything-- 

Foster 

And you did it on your own. 

Matthews 

And I did it, okay. They sent me the notice and said come, so I came before this 

number-three man in the D.A.'s Office. He said, "We're not offering you a job. 

We just want you to waive your position, because we cannot hire anyone past 

you until we get rid of you. The one guy that we've got, he's in front of you, and 

then we've got seven guys behind you that we want you to waive." And so 

instead of getting mad I told him, I said, "Look. All these guys, how many were 

number one in their class like me? How many had passed the bar their first 



time?" And I said, "I didn't prepare for the test. I was in civil practice. I didn't 

know anything about criminal law, so I must be smart." And I say, "Plus, I'm 

on the NAACP committee." [laughs] Once I said NAACP committee he said, 

"Well, look. We're going to hire you." But what they did, they sent me down 

the street, they said because they didn't want any blacks in front of the juries. 

Juries were all white. 

Matthews 

And so they sent me to child support, and down there they sent women and 

blacks. There were no Hispanics then. And it was down in the Ferguson 

Building, down on 2nd Street and Spring. So I became eventually an expert in 

child support, because I used to have like a hundred--they used to have it at 

night. Thursday night we had a hundred cases from out of state, called 

reciprocal, and I would be the only lawyer there, and I'd plea bargain all the 

cases, you know, ten dollars a week, anything to get rid of the cases. So when 

the judge would come out, we'd run through a hundred cases in about an hour. 

This is night court. They don't have that much anymore. But anyway, so by the 

time I applied for the Superior Court Commissioner job, I didn't know that 

what they wanted--the judges didn't want to hear these support cases anymore, 

and so they were going to hire commissioners, and I didn't know that. So when 

I put on my resume that I had handled 23,000 cases by then, I call that my 

Mordecai case, Mordecai building the scaffold for somebody, and then the 

other guy who built it was on it. 

Matthews 

Anyway, my boss in child support never would approve me for number two. 

You couldn't get the Deputy 2 unless you had jury cases, anyway, so I couldn't. 

I was doing all these non-jury cases. But it turned out that that's what they were 

looking for, so that's how I got to be hired. I didn't know, but being black I got 

hired because I was the only one that had experience in what they were looking 

for, and so I became the first black Superior Court Commissioner hired in the 

State of California. 

Foster 

What year was that? 

Matthews 

[19]62. 

Foster 

Okay. So you'd spent some time as a social worker, a deputy D.A.-- 

Matthews 

And Superior Court Commissioner. 

Foster 

And you'd worked for Curtis Taylor, then you had this kind of haphazard 

practice-- 



Matthews 

Right. 

Foster 

--partnership, I don't want to say practice but partnership. 

Matthews 

It was practice. I ended up with--I was handling probate and when I took this 

test I was handling probate and civil cases and traffic and all kind of little 

things that the other lawyers didn't want to handle. But I was working, I was 

working full time. 

Foster 

I've got a question about that, and I asked Mr. [Walter] Gordon this, and I'll ask 

you, too. How many ex-parte conversations would you have then? As someone 

who eventually went to the bench, in your early years as a practitioner, was it 

typical that there would be an ex-parte conversation between the judge and 

some of the attorneys? 

Matthews 

Oh, no, no. Ex-parte, there's no such thing as ex-parte. Unless you give notice 

to the other side, you cannot talk to a judge for no reason, and most judges will 

stop you from that. No, you could file a motion if you wanted to do that, and 

then you had to give notice to the other side, and they would object. No. If 

there's any ex-parte, then, well, nobody'd admit it. Now, being a black lawyer, I 

used to handle cases where you come into the court, they call your name, you 

come into court, and the white lawyer on this side of you, the judge up there, 

the white lawyer--the judge would say, "Hi, Bill." And this guy said, "Yeah, hi, 

Jimmy." They already knew each other. They played golf together. And here 

you're black, too, and then this guy knows the judge. 

Foster 

Yes. So you were always feeling a little bit left out then. 

Matthews 

No. The black lawyers always did feel that the white lawyers knew the judges, 

had this ex-parte. We always felt that there was something that we didn't get, 

and that's the reason why always the NAACP says that, "We not only want to 

live next to you, but we want to play golf with you, too, and we want to be in 

the social clubs, too." Because that's where a lot of the business decisions are 

made, on these extracurricular things, and, see, blacks, we were fighting, like 

we were fighting with it. See, I'm old enough to be fighting for the equal--what 

was that? 

Foster 

Equal Employment Opportunity. 

Matthews 



Yes. We used to fight for a job. All we wanted was a job. But we found out that 

there's a lot of extra--just like in the post office, I never told you that story. In 

the post office we found in Washington, D.C., the union, see, the union found, 

the black union--you couldn't get in the Postal Union, which was a strong 

union. You were black, you couldn't get in the Postal Union. But we couldn't 

find out how the postmaster selected supervisors, and we brought a lawsuit or a 

complaint, and we found out that if you were a good bowler that the postmaster 

was a bowler, and he had this league, and he was over it. And if you were a 

good bowler, you made supervisor. Now, I mean, you laugh now, but that's 

what the union found out. So the union complained, and so he put out a test. 

And, see, here I am working at night. The test, nobody, the whites nor blacks 

could pass this test. What they found out, it was a college-entrance test full of 

math. Okay. I had three years in engineering, and so one night my friend and I--

he was the one who came in--I came in number two, he came in number one. 

Anyway, we were on the same, working all night, and the union came up and 

said, "Look. We've been fighting these guys for two years. Now, they've got a 

test, and we want you Howard boys to take this test." I took the test and I 

passed it, and I was the first. 

Matthews 

Then they sent me out to Anacostia where I lived, to be a cashier or clerk. Up 

until then they had no black clerks. They had no blacks in the post office who 

worked on the windows. So I was the first black sent out to work on the 

windows, because I had passed this test that they had put up, and it was full of 

math, full of algebra and stuff, and there's nobody in the post office that was 

going to be able to pass that test unless it was a college student. So anyway, 

that's how I got in the union. Anyway, I got that job, and, boy, I was the only 

black there, and, boy, they played all kind of tricks on me and tried to get me to 

make mistakes. In those days, if you were a nickel over you got demerits, a 

nickel too much or a nickel too little, after working on the window all day. You 

had to cash out, and you had to be perfect. 

Foster 

Well, this brings me back to Second. 

Matthews 

Okay, let's go to Second. 

Foster 

Well, no, to Second and the law. So Tom Griffith is at Second [Baptist Church] 

when you arrive in 1954, '55. 

Matthews 

[19]55, I joined in '55. 

Foster 



Okay, you joined in '55. Dion is teaching Sunday school, not quite yet a lawyer. 

Chris Wright-- 

Matthews 

He was not active. He was not a member then. 

Foster 

Okay. And eventually Johnnie Cochran Jr., who again, not yet active, not yet 

passed the bar. But any other lawyers at Second when you joined, or kind of 

over the course of-- 

Matthews 

No. I have a little speech that I make. Second has produced five judges. I don't 

think no other church can say that. No other institution can say it. 

Foster 

Can you name them? Yourself-- 

Matthews 

Griffith, myself [Albert D. Matthews], Dion, and Maxine Thomas. I taught her 

in the Sunday school, and I was her mentor. And then we had this fellow just 

recently who is a justice magistrate, and he had to go to Texas to sit on the 

bench. His name [Robert Ward] will come to me. I've got to read up some of it. 

Anyway, so we had five judges that we have produced. 

Foster 

So that's fairly significant. So was Tom Griffith Jr. helpful to you? You 

mentioned the NAACP. 

Matthews 

No. I wasn't that close to Tom Griffith, no. 

Foster 

Okay. Or Lloyd or? 

Matthews 

Because he was on the bench. I was closer to [Bernard] Jefferson. 

Foster 

Okay, Bernard? 

Matthews 

Bernard, yes. Because one thing, he taught us in the judges' college, and 

whenever I had a problem as a judge I could call Bernard, because he was a 

brain and he wrote all the books and became famous. That book he put out that 

became everybody's book, every law student, on evidence [Jefferson on 

Evidence]. At the time, see, that was part of his class that he gave at the 

college, that he wrote this book, part of his lectures, and at that time he 

dedicated the proceeds to go to the judges' college, because the proceeds were 

nothing. But after a while, those proceeds got so huge until he had to change 

that, give it to something else in the bar. I guess he had to take some of the 

money himself. 



Foster 

So you're now a commissioner. You're now a Superior Court Commissioner 

hearing child-support cases. 

Matthews 

Right, '62. 

Foster 

So when do you get elevated? 

Matthews 

Okay. I became an expert in the child support. The other thing that I take credit 

for is I take credit for--see, I was doing out-of-state reciprocal stuff, and one 

day Judge [Roger] Pfaff, P-f-a-f-f, he said, "Matthews, you're down here 

always for these out-of-state women." He said, "I see those women there. See, 

they're complaining that these orders we're making here, nobody enforces them, 

and the D.A. don't do nothing like he does for out-of-state, so why don't you do 

that?" And so I said, "Well, let's create some law or something." And so he 

came up with what they would call a Rule 28, which means that if we could get 

the order to the Probation Department trustee, then we could hold them in 

contempt, because the trustee would testify they didn't pay it, and you could be 

contempt of court, and it would be at least five days. So that became Rule 28, 

and it became famous, and all the counties took it over, until now we have a 

whole division of child support with about thirty-five lawyers and about 200 

employees collecting millions of dollars every day on child support. [laughs] 

Foster 

Okay. So '62 you go over. Now, when did you leave being a social worker? 

Matthews 

No, no. Once I got to--well, there's another thing. I left the D.A.'s Office and I 

had taken a test for Unemployment Insurance Referee. I was the first black 

Unemployment Insurance Referee for about a year, between the District 

Attorney's Office, and then while I was doing that job I took the test for the 

commissioner, and I came in number three or four there. But I was the only 

black. But I don't know whether they ever got another black referee. The 

referee is a very powerful position, because he can close the whole office 

down. He's like a bank auditor, examiner. But it was the hardest job I ever had 

in my life. You had like five cases. You had a reporter. You had to hear the five 

cases, you had to decide it, and you had to dictate them to the reporter, and you 

had to mail them. Had to do all that in one day. I was glad to leave that job. 

Matthews 

But anyway, so okay, here's how I got to be a judge in Compton. Anyway, as a 

commissioner, one day I was handling these child-support cases and things, and 

Presiding Judge Don Wright came and sat in my court. Now, he is the top boss, 

and why would he waste time in my court? So I was real nervous about it, so 



when I had a break--I called a break as soon as I could--he came back. He said, 

"Look, Matthews. We're going to close the Superior Court down in Compton 

[California], and I want you to go out there and cover Superior Court for us. 

The Black Bar Association out there is complaining, and so if I send you out 

there, maybe they won't complain, and you cover it so you don't have to come 

downtown or go to Southgate somewhere. Everything to be filed finally before 

you. You mind going out there?" I said, "No." I knew Compton. 

Foster 

Where were you living at the time? 

Matthews 

I was really living in Windson Hills. I wasn't living in Compton. Anyway, I 

eventually moved to Compton to be appointed judge out there. But anyway, so 

I went to Compton, they closed it down, and the only thing in there were the 

Municipal Court judges and one commissioner who handled all the divorce 

cases, handled all the cases that were Superior Court cases. But he told me, "I'll 

take care of you." I didn't know that when [then Governor Ronald] Reagan was 

in, he was the chairman of the lawyer committee to select judges, Donald 

Wright. He became Chief Justice, and he got in, and when he decided that the 

death penalty was unconstitutional, that's when he fell out with Reagan. Reagan 

fell out with him. Anyway, I mean, Don Wright sent me out there, and so 

meantime the court was going to be going to Southgate. The supervisor at that 

time-- 

Foster 

Was Kenny Hahn. 

Matthews 

No, no, no. 

Foster 

Oh, the supervising judge? 

Matthews 

No, no, the supervisor was from Long Beach. He got killed on the freeway. The 

fellow who took his place was named Jim Hayes. All right. He was the father 

of the divorce law, and I knew him because I was taking divorce conferences 

with him. I knew him. He ran to take the place. Doris Davis, Clerk of Compton, 

ran, too, and the City Council of Compton was behind Doris. Everybody else 

was behind Jim Hayes. I went to the City Council and told them, I said, "You 

fellows are going to miss out, plus you're going to lose the courthouse. You've 

got to switch right now to Jim Hayes, because he said he would want the 

courthouse in Compton, and I asked him to have it in Compton," because 

Compton was going to die if it didn't have the courthouse or something, 

because that's the major thing there now. But anyway, so Baby [Judge 

Matthew's wife], we held a thing for Jim Hayes. It didn't mean much-- 



Foster 

Bob Wright, not Don Wright. 

Matthews 

For Jim Hayes. Okay. We have a little thing for Jim Hayes. He fell in love with 

Baby, because she fed him just like you guys, and so he thought a lot of her. 

And we introduced this black girl to him who came on his staff, Mary [Baker 

Gray]. You know a Mary out there, a black girl who's-- 

Foster 

No. 

Matthews 

Okay. At this same meeting we had at our house, she became his black 

assistant, and he won hands down, because he had the endorsement of the 

newspapers in Long Beach. He won the supervisor, and then he fought for the 

courthouse, and I have a picture where he and I were digging, the first big 

shovel was Jim Hayes and I and whoever was the presiding judge out there, and 

that's how Compton got the courthouse. Okay, that's my story. 

Foster 

Okay. Now, that's kind of fascinating. So-- 

Matthews 

And then the other thing that happened is, see, Donald Wright made me a judge 

in Compton, and then in '73 Jim Hayes talked Reagan into making me a judge 

downtown, Superior Court. 

Foster 

Okay, and that's when you got appointed to the Superior Court, then. 

Matthews 

Right. I was appointed by Reagan both times, and I wasn't even a Republican. 

Foster 

So your first time is a Muni judge, and the second time as Superior Court 

judge. 

Matthews 

And I was appointed as the last--Reagan appointed me and Billy Mills those 

last months of his administration. Tom [Thomas] Bradley--you may not know 

this--Tom Bradley and [Mervyn] Dymally got them to appoint Billy Mills a 

judge, because they were scared Billy was going to run for mayor, and that's 

how they got rid of Billy, because Billy was more popular than Tom, and he 

was more talkative, more personable than Tom Bradley. Tom Bradley was like 

no--he didn't talk, he didn't talk much, and so if it was up to him to talk you into 

something, it wasn't going to happen. But anyway, they got rid of Billy and 

they appointed me because of Jim Hayes, and they appointed Billy. Now, that 

was the last Republican appointment. From then on, Jerry Brown came in and 



he appointed Dion; that's when Dion--but Dion wasn't appointed first. Scarlet 

and-- 

Foster 

And Zenny-- 

Matthews 

--all of them were in that office, and in that office was young [Jerry] Brown. He 

knew all those black lawyers. He appointed all of them judges before he got 

off. [laughs] But I was not appointed by anybody other than Reagan. Nobody 

knows that I was appointed by Reagan. 

Foster 

So '73 you're elevated to the Superior Court-- 

Matthews 

And then I stayed there till '89, had my retirement, and then I came back-- 

Foster 

So how long were you a bench officer, a judicial officer, including your time as 

commissioner? 

Matthews 

I say forty years in my, what do you call it? 

Foster 

Vitae. 

Matthews 

Yes, because I count that Unemployment Referee, I count that. Judicial officer 

for over forty years, I say. But I was a judge from '68 to '89, what is that, 

twenty? 

Foster 

Twenty-nine (sic) years. 

Matthews 

Okay. Then I came back and worked ten more years as retired judge. 

Foster 

So that's forty. 

Matthews 

I stopped in 2002. I was out there in Bellflower [California]. But Scarlet, he did 

that juvenile and he loved it. Nobody wants to go to juvenile, so-- 

Foster 

Scarlet's still having a lot of fun. Trust me, Scarlet is having a lot-- 

Matthews 

He liked it. They threw him into that, and he's been there all these years. 

Foster 

Scarlet's enjoying it. Want to go back to Second. You come here in '55. You 

mentioned that you met your wife at Zion Hill [Church]. Did you start off at 

Zion Hill? 



Matthews 

Yes. When I came to town I joined Zion Hill, and that's where I met her. We 

got married in '59, and I was superintendent of the Sunday school at Second. 

Foster 

When did you come to Second? 

Matthews 

I came in '55, and I was teaching in Sunday school, and Reverend Henderson 

was a very exact-type, I won't say dictator, but he ran everything. So first he 

made me a trustee, and then I was getting a divorce, and so when I applied for 

the divorce I resigned the trustee thing, because I didn't want to embarrass the 

church. Then in '59 when I married Baby [second wife], I was superintendent. 

He made me superintendent in '59. I stayed superintendent of Sunday school--

at that time we had 500 members and a hundred teachers. The Sunday school 

was more popular than the church. It had been that way under [S.P.] Johnson, a 

fellow named Johnson-- 

Foster 

Simon Pierce Johnson. 

Matthews 

He was superintendent for thirty-some years. The Sunday school was larger 

than the church all the time he was over it. 

Foster 

I want to come to that, and it's kind of funny you should bring that up, because 

you just segued right into where I wanted to go. When [Reverend] Henderson 

arrives in '41, he gets into a fight with S.P. Johnson, and you mentioned S.P. 

Johnson is Connor Johnson, which was then the largest funeral home in town. 

He also was-- 

Matthews 

Chris Wright bought them. 

Foster 

He also was the head of the bricklayers' union. 

Matthews 

He was? I didn't know that. He was a bricklayer? 

Foster 

Yes, yes, he was head of the bricklayers' union. 

Matthews 

Is that right? Okay. 

Foster 

So he's a powerful person and he's a superintendent of the Sunday school. Now, 

the rumor is that the Sunday school owned its materials. It owned the books, 

the pianos-- 

Matthews 



It owned everything. 

Foster 

--it owned everything. So do you know anything about the suit between the 

Sunday school and Second Baptist? Because that established a kind of a case 

law as to kind of what the churches could control and what they couldn't 

control. 

Matthews 

I don't know that, because I never heard of that. The suit that's Second Baptist 

in the books I thought was the only suit--only Second Baptist was when 

Reverend Henderson tried to slander one of the trustees and he wrote a letter to 

the editor, which is that if you have personnel matters, they're all confidential. 

You cannot write a letter to the editor. [laughs] 

Foster 

Okay. Now, Reverend Henderson had written a letter to the editor of The 

Sentinel? 

Matthews 

Yes, whatever the black paper was. 

Foster 

It was The Sentinel. 

Matthews 

Okay, the Sentinel. So that made it published. Now, if he had kept it at the 

church he could have slandered the man and fired him, but he wrote a letter to 

the paper and that made a publication. That's called publishing, and he sued the 

church-- 

Foster 

The trustee sued the church. 

Matthews 

He did. His name was Foster. 

Foster 

Not related to me. 

Matthews 

Oh, you know that, huh? Anyway, the jury came back with money for like the 

church was like 5,000, and Henderson was like 12[000], and so it's in the case 

law on publication that if you have a personnel matter, it's confidential. Even if 

he had written a letter to the members of the church, it would not have been 

publication. 

Foster 

Right. But writing it to-- 

Matthews 

Writing it outside of the church, and so that's where the law--now, the way I 

understand about Johnson is that there was that fight, but I didn't know it ever 



go to courts. What happened was that, number one, Johnson opposed him for 

years, because he was a trustee, and his biggest trouble was Johnson, not 

Foster. But somewhere in there I think Johnson died. 

Foster 

But it turns out Johnson, when I did my interview with Dion [Morrow]-- 

Matthews 

Okay, and he knows. 

Foster 

Now, Dion, I kind of said, "What about S.P. Johnson?" He says, "Well, my 

grandfather fought with S.P. Johnson." He says, "S.P. Johnson was the meanest 

man in the world." He said, "I slept in the same bedroom with my grandfather," 

and he said, "When my grandfather passed away, they wouldn't let Connor 

Johnson have the body, because they couldn't stand S.P. Johnson." So it turns 

out I guess S.P. Johnson was a thorn both for Dr. Griffith and for Reverend 

Henderson, that he was just a very contentious person then. 

Matthews 

No, he was a fellow that was organized. He knew how to get people to follow 

him. The people worshipped him. He had the best Sunday school in the 

convention. What he did, and this Welford Wilson is the same thing--and I'm 

just getting to the point where I can spread money out. He's a young man. The 

way you do is that you spread money out, and people are forever indebted to 

you and will do anything for you. At Christmas time he gave all of his teachers 

expensive gifts. It wasn't just a box of candy. He gave them expensive gifts, 

nice gifts, and the people that worked for him the same way. People would die 

for the guy. So he figured he knew how to run the Sunday school, and he wasn't 

going to let no pastor tell him how to do it. 

Foster 

Okay. Was he still running the Sunday school when you arrived in '55? 

Matthews 

No, no. He had died. 

Foster 

Who was the superintendent when you arrived? 

Matthews 

[Dr.] [William] Beck. 

Foster 

Okay, Dr. Beck. Okay, sorry about that. 

Matthews 

Dr. Beck was. But they never won over him. When he died, Henderson passed 

a rule that no organization could have outside bank accounts, no organization 

could have any money. 

Foster 



So that's how things changed. 

Matthews 

Right. 

Foster 

So when Johnson passes away-- 

Matthews 

Henderson took over. And then what it is, they became the enemy. In the same 

way, when [Reverend Thomas] Kilgore arrived, I was superintendent of the 

Sunday school. I had a hundred teachers, 500 students. You know, Kilgore 

broke that down, fired me. I went on a vacation. I went to Green Lake 

[Wisconsin] in a conference. When I came back, he had reorganized the 

Sunday school, did away with the general superintendent. 

Foster 

Why had he decided that you-- 

Matthews 

Well, because I was too popular. 

Foster 

Okay, okay, okay. 

Matthews 

I didn't have any money to spread out. All I had was the-- 

Foster 

Goodwill and goodwill. 

Matthews 

--smiles and shake hands and come see you when you're sick, one of those 

things. I never had any money. I'm at the point now where I can spread money 

out, but I wasn't at it. I had all these children. I put four kids through college. 

All my kids went to college, and my first wife [Alberta Durant] was in a 

religion that did not believe in lawsuits or anything, wouldn't go to court, 

nothing. I supported that family till they all went through college, until their 

mother died. Now, the other thing, she never let me have them. I could only 

come and visit them. But I was a court commissioner at that time, and the 

courts didn't go for people having lawsuits-- 

Foster 

Against court commissioners. 

Matthews 

--yes, against a court commissioner, so whatever she wanted, I gave it to her. 

Foster 

Now, so you were placed back as--when did Henderson appoint you as a 

trustee, or when were you elected as a trustee? 

Matthews 



[19]57. I had been appointed February of '59, and I married Baby in March of 

'59, so she's been there with me all these years. The other thing, when I went to 

be a judge in Compton, they told me you had to live in Compton. What I didn't 

know was some of these judges didn't live there, and they had an address there. 

So I moved to Compton out there on Atlantic Drive, which was supposed to 

have been the best neighborhood at that time. Anyway, getting back to the 

school, I ran the Sunday school. Reverend Kilgore came. We had a meeting 

once. We built that building. We had twenty kids in each class, six teachers and 

one of my meetings, and I had it all organized, and he broke all that up and it 

essentially hasn't been the same since, because, see, they still don't have a 

general superintendent. Nobody is the general superintendent no more. 

Foster 

Had you gotten the material from the Sunday school convention, the NBC 

[National Baptist Convention] in Nashville? Or where did you get your Sunday 

school materials? 

Matthews 

We got it from them right up until Henderson joined the white convention, 

American Baptist [ABC], and they had better--that's when they sent me to 

Green Lake is to learn the new curriculum, and so we switched to American 

Baptist curriculum in like '60 or '61 or '62. 

Foster 

What was the difference in the curriculum between NBC U.S.A. and ABC? 

Matthews 

Well, one thing, the paper. You couldn't read--it was a very hard-to-read paper 

that you couldn't read. And then the American Baptist material was just ten 

times better. 

Foster 

Okay. So when did you start going to American Baptist Convention? Because 

you were last year honored as an American Baptist. 

Matthews 

I started going in '59 when I was superintendent, because I would go to the 

conference every year, and I'd take the classes there. There are conferences in 

Green Lake, Wisconsin, which is like Racine [Wisconsin], which they're 

having all that flood up there, but I would take classes in it, and then I'd take 

my teachers there. We took two carloads once one year with children, when my 

daughter [Angela] was five. 

Foster 

Not to force you to--now, it is going to force you to kind of play favorites, but 

tell me who some of your outstanding Sunday school teachers were, people that 

you really admired during your superintendency, who you thought did wonders, 

not only just with the youngsters but also with the adults. 



Matthews 

Let me see. Well, one thing, Dion was a good teacher. Okay. He was very exact 

and all that. He's always been very exact. 

Foster 

Yes, Dion is exact. 

Matthews 

I use that word. And Johnson was exact, and Henderson was exact, and Kilgore 

was exact. Anyway, it's part of leadership, and I hope [President Barack] 

Obama-- 

Foster 

Is exact. 

Matthews 

Yes. I hope that, see, what it is, if you follow everything that everybody says, 

it'll be confusing. So the best thing is to do it your way, so that if it fails, you're 

the one, it's your failure, not someone else's failure. 

Foster 

Coming back to Sunday school, you can't seem to kind of focus on--Dion was a 

good teacher. Any of the women that kind of stand out? 

Matthews 

Miss Gertrude Dewey. Miss Dewey was superintendent once and she was a 

good teacher. She's still alive. She's about eighty, about ninety-two or three 

now. The lady we have in our church now, Dr. Rosentene Purnell is a good 

Sunday school teacher. 

Foster 

Okay. But you've stayed with the Sunday school. I mean, you've been in the 

Sunday school since 1955 and you still make Sunday school even now most 

Sundays? 

Matthews 

Well, with my injury I stopped going, because I had to go across the street, and 

I couldn't get over there, and I can't do steps, and so I haven't been teaching 

since I had this injury, but I'm going to go back. I've been teaching the senior-

high class for forty years. I'm on my second or third generation of teaching the 

senior high. 

Foster 

Okay. To move on, pulpit committees. Have you served on two, or just one? 

Matthews 

The pulpit committee, now, I've been chairman of all of them. Now, when we 

had this split we did have another committee, but it was always--I still was the 

same chairman. 

Foster 

Okay, but let's go '61 or '62 when Reverend Henderson retires. 



Matthews 

Reverend Henderson retired in '63, and Kilgore came in '63. Now, the way we 

got Kilgore was not by pulpit committee. Reverend Henderson ran into him and 

he picked him out, and at a meeting of the Joint Board he constituted the Joint 

Board and-- 

Foster 

Now, the Joint Board was a board composed of both trustees and deacons? 

Matthews 

And deaconesses. 

Foster 

Okay, so it was the trustees, deacons, and deaconsesses. 

Matthews 

So one time he made us an instant pulpit committee, recommended Reverend 

Kilgore, and we voted to have him be the next pastor. So when Kilgore was 

getting ready to leave, we told him we wanted to have a pulpit committee like 

other churches. We want a king like the other people, not knowing it was going 

to be a hard row to hoe. But anyway-- 

Foster 

But don't rush through that, because that's real important, is that J. Raymond 

Henderson was able to kind of pick his successor. Had you guys seen Kilgore 

over the years before he was called? 

Matthews 

See, there was a convention in Tokyo [Japan]. 

Foster 

Okay. This is the World Council of Churches? 

Matthews 

Yes, something like that. And Reverend Henderson met Pastor Kilgore in 

Tokyo, and Mrs. [Velva] Henderson liked him. Some kind of way Mrs. 

Henderson and Kilgore were in a class or something together. She liked him 

and he liked him, and the Hendersons decided then that was going to be his 

successor. The banquet, we held a banquet like a year before his name came up, 

and he was the guest speaker. Now, that's all we knew, and he ran his picture. 

He was a good speaker. I've got all the material. Okay. 

Foster 

So you had had a little bit of an opportunity to see him? 

Matthews 

Well, we had heard him preach, but that's all. And then we heard him not 

preach, but that was a banquet, which is different. But we knew him, we knew 

the name, okay. He made an instant committee and recommended Kilgore and 

we selected Kilgore. He had it all outlined. He had a little book he'd published. 

He had all his sermons he was going to preach. He was going to say when 



Kilgore was coming, and he was going to go to Europe and stay gone a year, so 

he won't butt into anything. He was going to stay gone a year. And when they 

came back, they stayed at our house. We were living there off of Stocker and 

Palmero there, and stayed in our guest room until he got his house fixed. But 

anyway, he had it all outlined and Kilgore came. See, there was no real--we 

didn't make no selection. Kilgore came, and what happened is that once he 

came we liked him. Everybody liked him, and he took over. 

Matthews 

But the first thing--people are funny. All of the people that were enemies of 

Henderson took Kilgore over and invited Kilgore to their home for dinner, 

including Foster. [laughs] And then there's a girl, I won't call her name, that 

was the enemy-- 

Foster 

Of Henderson? 

Matthews 

And was his secretary. Kilgore took her over as his secretary. And so right 

away Mrs. Henderson fell out with the whole thing, and he did, too, and they 

swore they weren't going to come back to that church at all while Kilgore was 

there, Mrs. Henderson. They swore that. During the years Reverend Henderson 

got sick, and Pastor Kilgore was kind to him, paid his hospital bills and things, 

so he decided to come back, but Mrs. Henderson said she wouldn't darken that 

door. She didn't, until he left. 

Foster 

But this is fascinating here, because one of the things that Henderson did that 

was modern was to participate in the American Baptist Churches Retirement 

Plan. 

Matthews 

Let me tell you this. He was smart enough to know--he said he was going to 

retire when he made sixty-five. The National Baptists had no retirement for 

ministers. He looked over and saw that the American Baptists had it. He joined. 

He never went to their conference. He joined that retirement plan, the 

missionary M and M board, he joined that in the fifties, and he knew he was 

going to get his pension when he made sixty-five. That's when he left. He could 

have stayed another twenty years, but he left because he had told the people 

way back when they were trying to get rid of him, he had told them he wasn't 

leaving until he was sixty-five. But he kept his word and he left. Okay. But he 

did not have a pulpit committee. He selected Kilgore. 

Foster 

Now, but adding to the mystery of this, he leaves at sixty-five, he's got a 

pension, but you said Pastor Kilgore took care of his health insurance. 

Matthews 



Well, see, I don't know--I have Kaiser, which I've been in fifty years, but Blue 

Cross always has--you pay so much. Now, I don't know whether it's twenty or 

eighty or what it is. I never had Blue Cross. But we paid the part that 

Henderson--he had so much of his hospital bill paid, but the way hospitals 

charge, there was a lot of money that you had to pay yourself. That's the part. 

Foster 

Okay. So the church was gracious enough to kind of as pastor emeritus to pick 

that up, and the trustees were in agreement with that. 

Matthews 

Right, and Kilgore led that. Plus, we still were giving him a stipend. 

Foster 

Okay, a small stipend. 

Matthews 

No. He told us how much he wanted, but as the cost of living--by the time he 

died, that wasn't much money. But we gave him what he asked for. He wanted 

that for life. Peculiar thing that when he died, Mrs. Henderson wanted it, but 

they didn't give it to her. 

Foster 

Now, having said that-- 

Matthews 

Next is about the pulpit committee for Kilgore you want to ask me about. 

Foster 

Yes. But before I get there, assistant pastors under both Henderson and Kilgore, 

did you have--I know we're going to get to Horton [Richard] in a little bit, but 

that's a whole separate issue. Did Pastor Henderson have any good assistants 

that were helpful and that he actually kind of mentored and kind of helped 

develop? 

Matthews 

He would bring on young ministers and when they got real good he found them 

a church. He never had any competition. 

Foster 

Who were some of these young men that he initially brought in and found them 

a church? 

Matthews 

Curtis, this fellow M.L. Curtis, I think he's still alive; Roy Thompson; a guy 

named Percy Williams. You know Percy Williams, he's been around a long 

time. Most of them are dead. There were a lot of them, not a lot, but anyway, if 

they were too good he got rid of them, because he had all the trouble. See, the 

trouble he had when he came was from assistant ministers. 

Foster 

Do you know who gave him difficulties? 



Matthews 

Well, it was a fellow named Foster. [laughs] 

Foster 

Okay. Again, not related to me. 

Matthews 

Fellow named Trustee Foster who stayed and was assistant to Henderson for a 

while. But I can't think of their names, but he had a lot of guys who wanted the 

church when Henderson came, and he had a lot of trouble out of some of the 

ministers, so from that point on Reverend Henderson made certain that these 

ministers, when he grew too big, he found them a church or found them 

something, and Kilgore was sort of like that, too. 

Foster 

Well, Henderson was a Virginia Union [University] man. Kilgore is a 

Morehouse [University] man. Did that make a difference during both of their--I 

mean, now I think of Virginia Union, I think of Sam Proctor. Did Pastor 

Henderson have that kind of respect nationally that when he spoke at NBC or 

people knew that J. Raymond Henderson was one of the kind of pillars of NBC 

U.S.A.? 

Matthews 

Yes, he was one of the premier preachers of the National Baptists, Henderson 

was. Henderson was a great preacher. Whatever he preached, you could print it, 

and a lot of that--in those days the ministers printed their sermons and sold 

them at the convention. No, he was very--what it is, the reputation of Second 

has always been not necessarily silk stocking, but if you had degrees and you're 

really educated and you're a Baptist, you joined Second. 

Foster 

Yes. I call it High Baptist. 

Matthews 

Okay. Yes, that was the High Baptist church in this town, just like when I came 

to town the guys were telling me to join there, not Zion Hill [Baptist Church], 

and so that's the reason why I eventually went to Second. I went because of my 

home pastor also wanted me to go to Second rather than-- 

Foster 

To Zion Hill. 

Matthews 

But Reverend Chambers was a revival--see, what it is, he was a revival 

preacher and he went across the country, so a year before I came out here, he 

was the revival preacher in Washington, D.C. 

Foster 

At your church, which is Mount Carmel? 

Matthews 



No, not my church, at one down the street. And I went to see him and told him 

I was coming, and so since I said that, when I got to town I went to his church 

first. At that time, he was taking in twenty people every Sunday. That was the 

largest church in town then, up in the balcony 2,000 and all. If you didn't get 

there before 10:30, you didn't get a seat. So that was really the hobnob church, 

and they were on the broadcast, too, at night. 

Matthews 

So anyway, now let me tell you about the pulpit committee with Kilgore. See, 

he came in '63. He left in '85. 

Foster 

[19]85 or '88? [19]87 is when Pastor [William] Epps was called. But walk me 

through it. 

Matthews 

Okay. He left in December of '85. We called Otis Moss, Jr., and the fellow who 

took this church is his son. 

Foster 

His son, Otis Moss III. 

Matthews 

Yes, yes. Otis Moss, Jr., was a great preacher, a handsome guy, could sing, too. 

You can sing, too, and preach? 

Foster 

That's wonderful. 

Matthews 

No, he's a premier guy. Okay. See, the way our pulpit committee worked, and 

Bill Elkins was on that committee with me-- 

Foster 

So it was you and Bill, and who else was on the committee with you? 

Matthews 

Frank Christine and Dr. J. Harrison Wilson, who was a real character, Dolores 

Nehemiah was on it, Eugene Coleman and some more in there that you 

wouldn't know. Peculiar thing--and Johnnie Cochran, Sr., is alive, if they had 

put Johnnie Cochran, Sr., on that pulpit committee, we'd never have had that 

split. Some kind of way, the way Kilgore did it, he had a meeting and we had 

about 200 there, and he said, "Put five names on a piece of paper that you want 

on the pulpit committee." And then they went to the board and they called off 

all of the 200 slips, and my name came first, and Elkins and so on like that. For 

some reason, Johnnie Cochran, Sr., now, he may not have been there--he sort of 

blames me for not being on that committee, but his name did not rise to the top. 

I would have put it, because I know he's-- 

Foster 

A competent person. 



Matthews 

He was a pillar, he was a pillar of that church, and in Golden State, too. I would 

have put him on there, but he didn't get on there. He may have been an 

alternate, but he did not get on that committee. Anyway, that committee 

started--he left in '85. That committee started like '70, '79, eight years. 

Foster 

Oh, so you guys were a pulpit committee for a long time. 

Matthews 

Long time, because he kept moving the date, and the last time he moved the 

date was because [Thomas] Bradley was going to run again, and Bill Elkins 

was Bradley's sidekick, and he was a sidekick in Second, too. He was chairman 

of the trustee board, Bill was, and so they talked him into staying until the end 

of '85. Okay. We called Otis Moss in December of '85. He said yes. 

Foster 

He was going to leave Cleveland [Ohio]? 

Matthews 

Yes. He said he was coming. We wined and dined him and all. His wife liked 

it. I took her on a tour of the houses, and so I took her to Ladera [Heights], I 

took her to-- 

Foster 

Windsor Hills, you took her to Lafayette Square. 

Matthews 

Yes, and the one down closer to where Bradley was-- 

Foster 

Leimert Park. 

Matthews 

Not Leimert Park. The one where Bradley's house or the city house is. 

Foster 

Oh, Hancock Park. 

Matthews 

Yes. And then as we were leaving there she said, "Where is Beverly Hills?" I 

said, "I'm not taking you there." 

Foster 

"We don't have that kind of money." 

Matthews 

No, I said, "The black church? If the people in a black church think you've got 

money, they're not going to give you none. You've got to always act like--." 

Foster 

You don't have anything. 

Matthews 



Yes. I said, "If you're living in Beverly Hills, we'll have trouble raising money. 

But we don't mind Ladera." So we picked out a house in Ladera and 

everything. She liked Ladera, okay. Anyway, so, okay. Said, "Give me three 

months." Okay, now this is December and he told us he'd do it, and he told it in 

front of the whole church. In fact, we were on our knees, and all of us got bad 

knees, so we don't get on our knees very much. But anyway, he prayed and said 

in his prayer that he would accept our church, "So God is my witness." 

Anyway, about two months--well, what we found out about Second, Second 

published all its records. We published how much we pay our pastor. 

Everything is published and handed out to anybody. Most black churches don't 

do that. Most black churches, you don't know-- 

Foster 

Anything. 

Matthews 

--you don't see where the money--you only know what the collection was, and 

you certainly won't know the pastor's salary, none of that. And I don't think 

Otis liked that. Plus we found out that they didn't do that in Cleveland. They 

had a system of--and young man, you may want to try this if you're a preacher--

they had a system of birthday clubs. End of every month--the January Club 

would raise as much money as they could and give it to him, just in a sack. 

Foster 

Okay. So not pastor's anniversary, but birthday club. 

Matthews 

Birthday club. Every month he got a sackful of money, not going through the 

church or nothing. 

Foster 

So this was money that he was receiving that I.R.S. [Internal Revenue Service] 

or nobody had any idea. 

Matthews 

Yes. He could have been reported. He got that in a sack. Then they had a real 

expensive--some reason, he didn't have the retirement of the American 

Baptists. He got them to buy a retirement whole-life insurance policy, which is 

money. Every dollar you put into whole life you can get back, okay, and that 

was a lot of money. And they gave him a house in Shaker Heights, which is 

like our Ladera. 

Foster 

Okay, yes, East Cleveland [Ohio]. 

Matthews 

And they gave--a deaconess was the maid, and they had a chauffeur with a 

limousine. They gave him all that. And then we were-- 

Foster 



So Second couldn't match the money. 

Matthews 

That was the bottom line. The other thing is that three years before, Pastor 

Kilgore asked to go half time, to work half time at USC [University of 

Southern California] and half time at Second. He didn't get any raises, so he 

didn't want any money. So the little fifty or forty thousand or whatever we were 

paying him, and it showed in the books, really was half salary, and so he looked 

at that and then he looked at the publication and he looked what he had, and 

then he told us that the holy spirit changed his mind. What happened was that 

when they got back there, that church wanted him. They gave him the house, 

they gave him the limousine, and they were still giving him the birthday clubs 

and things, and so he was probably making twice as much money. So he told us 

he couldn't come. That's when the Horton thing started is when he said he 

couldn't come-- 

Foster 

When Otis Moss said--I've got one kind of side question and you possibly can 

answer it. I grew up from 1950 until my mother died in 1987, at 1926 Victoria. 

We moved there in 1950, and I can remember Reverend and Mrs. Henderson 

lived down the street, lived next to the Grants in a green house on Victoria. 

Matthews 

That's true. 

Foster 

Was that a parsonage, or was that a home that the Hendersons purchased on 

their own? 

Matthews 

Okay, let me show you how to do that. When he came, in the Griffith years 

there was a parsonage. Okay. When Henderson came, there was a little house, a 

parsonage. I'm trying to tell you where it was, but anyway, it was a little house. 

It didn't fit Mrs. Henderson's desires of a house. 

Foster 

This is the second Mrs. Henderson? Okay. 

Matthews 

Yes, the second, didn't fit her desires. She was high class and a sorority girl and 

all that from Wiley [College]. Anyway, she wanted this house. See, what it is, 

you get the church to make the down payment, you get the church to pay the 

note, but you put it in your name. So that was their house in their name, but we 

paid all of the expenses, including utilities, and we still, we're doing that for 

Pastor Epps. Epps should be a millionaire, too, because he has no expenses. We 

pay for his car, we pay for his house, we bought the house for him, it's in his 

name, and we pay for all his medical. He sent his girls to college, but other than 

that, what-- 



Foster 

He's got limited expenses. So let's go back to Otis Moss says no. Okay, now 

Horton is an assistant, right? 

Matthews 

Right. Plus not only that but he was the minister of visitation, so all the people 

that he visited, all the people that he counseled and all the people that he was 

nice to, they were on his side, because Kilgore gave up visiting, which we told 

him. 

Foster 

Now, this is odd, because-- 

Matthews 

He was Episcopalian. 

Foster 

He's Episcopalian. He had been the rector at St. Philips. He'd replaced-- 

Matthews 

Right, and he had never been ordained a Baptist minister. 

Foster 

He had replaced H. Randolph Moore, Sr., Randy's [H. Randolph Moore, Jr.] 

father. 

Matthews 

Right, right. 

Foster 

And I heard Randy say, "I think that my father loved you more than he loved 

me." And I heard Randy say that in public, which is kind of scary. 

Matthews 

Love you or-- 

Foster 

No, loved Horton more than he loved him. 

Matthews 

Well, he was a lovable guy. 

Foster 

But so Horton is an Episcopalian. When does he come to you? 

Matthews 

He came about two years before--I mean, Kilgore brought him back from New 

York. Some kind of way they had taken Horton and put him in the office there-

- 

Foster 

In the Episcopal diocese, the national church. 

Matthews 

--took his assignments from him for some reason. You could speculate on the 

reason, but it wouldn't be good reasons. But anyway, he was there and he was 



wishing to come back to Los Angeles, because he lived across the street from 

the Kilgores, and the fellow over Angeles [Funeral Home] lived across the 

street, too. 

Foster 

J. Lamar Hill. 

Matthews 

Right, across the street. So there's a lot of stories. But anyway, Kilgore knew 

him, and so he brought him back and they say he told Horton that, "If you're 

good, the church may call." That's all that Kilgore said that he told him. He 

didn't say he's going to give him the church. Now, Horton and all the people 

said that he told him he was going to give him the church, because he could not 

give, because, see, the other thing is the way Henderson--I'm in all this--the 

way Henderson did us by picking Kilgore, we got a promise from-- 

Foster 

Kilgore. 

Matthews 

When Kilgore wanted the half time, he had a meeting where he could work half 

time at USC. We had one other stipulation, and that was that we would be able 

to select our own pastor this time. 

Foster 

Okay, as a pulpit committee. 

Matthews 

Yes, and so he granted us that right, and he did not butt in. He did not tell us 

who to hire. The way our pulpit committee worked, we sent letters to 

outstanding people and denominations, "Give us five names of the best 

ministers, regardless of whether they'll come or not. Give us the five names of 

the best ministers that could be the pastor of our church." And we added that 

up. Otis Moss came out number one. And Bill had heard Otis, and Bill wanted 

him. I hadn't heard Otis, but when I heard him, yes. So that's how we got into 

that. Now, we don't always tell who else is on the list, because it's 

embarrassing, but still, that's how we got Otis, okay. 

Foster 

Was Butts on the list at the time, or had he been at the Abyssinian church? 

Matthews 

Oh, Butts. Butts was on that list. Yes, he was on that list, but we were starting 

at the top coming down. 

Foster 

Okay. So Sam Proctor was deceased by then, I'm assuming. 

Matthews 

No, Sam was there. Butts and Epps. Epps wanted Abyssinian, but he was so 

young and he hadn't had any experience, but he had more experience than 



Butts. But see, we had called him, and that left Butts open. But Proctor thought 

highly of Epps, Proctor thought highly of Epps, okay. Anyway-- 

Foster 

So you got a good list. 

Matthews 

Yes, but, see, the point is then the people said, "Why not Horton? He's been 

here. He's been nice." We said, "But--." We had a Constitution. Henderson 

made certain we had a Constitution because he had so much trouble, and he 

wrote it, so the Constitution said that the vote had to be two-thirds-- 

Foster 

Of the pulpit committee or of the congregation? 

Matthews 

Of the church. Three-fourths, okay. It had to be a certain number of the vote, 

okay. The next thing is it had to be an ordained Baptist preacher with a degree 

from an accredited seminary. Horton didn't meet any of that. 

Foster 

Well, he had a seminary degree, but he wasn't a Baptist. 

Matthews 

It wasn't a Baptist, and we're not certain he had that degree at that time, and 

then he never had been ordained as a Baptist preacher. So as far as me being a 

lawyer and legalistic, he just was not qualified according to our Constitution, 

and whether I liked him--he's a nice guy and I like his children and all. 

Anyway, so, but the people said, the folks on his side said, "Oh, don't pay no 

attention to that. We could get somebody don't even have to go to college, just 

get somebody who's called." We said, "No, no. Second has a certain--." 

Foster 

Aura. 

Matthews 

Yes. And E.V. Hill had called me and said, "Now, you guys get the best thing 

you can get. Don't pick up anything, because we look forward to Second setting 

the standards. You're on the radio, and we want Second to have a certain 

standard. You've had it all--." 

Foster 

So E.V. Hill actually called you and kind of said-- 

Matthews 

Told me, told me that. Because he was the kind if you're running for office he'd 

always give you some money. But anyway, everybody told us to make certain 

we got the best at Second, we could afford the best that we could get, and so 

Horton didn't fit that category. So what we did, they reorganized the committee, 

Cochran [Sr.] was on that one. But I was still chairman, and most of the people 

who were on the old one were then on it--came on to the new one. Anyway, so 



we looked around and we had two candidates, and Epps was one of them, and 

since we were having such a--the natives were restless, we put down here the 

committee had two choices--Epps doesn't know this--whichever one could 

come quickest. [laughs] 

Foster 

Okay, okay, okay. 

Matthews 

Epps could. Epps said he'll be here in three months.[Interruption] 

Foster 

A name that's going to come up is Mrs. [Marnesba] Tackett. Now, she was one 

of those that left, right? 

Matthews 

Well, let me tell you her story. Kilgore was over SCLC [Southern Christian 

Leadership Conference]. Now, he was the one who brought it-- 

Foster 

Right, to southern California. 

Matthews 

He was like Martin Luther King [Jr.]. He brought it here and he was head of it 

and all that. And he hired Mrs. Tackett. Now, at that time she was not a 

member of our church. She had been a member of our church, but she was 

somewhere else. Some kind of way I think he fired her. She hated him. So 

when she found out he was leaving, Mrs. Henderson came back to the church 

and Mrs. Tackett came back. 

Foster 

Okay. So they were making mischief. 

Matthews 

No, no. They came back so they could have something to do with who the next 

minister was. Mrs. Tackett fell in love with Reverend Horton, and she was one 

of the leaders--now, Mrs. Tackett was the leader of the split, okay, and she had 

the money. And Brother Cochran had the influence of all of the people, and his 

son tried to tell him not to get in that group for Horton. For some reason, 

Brother Cochran Sr. wanted Horton. He didn't like Kilgore and he didn't get put 

on that committee. If he had gotten put on that committee, he could have 

squashed it. 

Foster 

So there was hostility about who was initially on the committee. 

Matthews 

Everybody that left had a story about Kilgore mistreating them. Either he didn't 

come when they were sick, or he didn't bury their father or something, and 

Cochran had a story and Tackett had a story, so they went with that group and 



they gave us a real fight, because when they had that vote, they got 51 percent, 

but they did not get the three-fourths. 

Foster 

What church did Horton then--where was Horton eventually called? What did 

they call themselves with the split? 

Matthews 

Okay. When they had the split, they left in March of '87, and they called 

themselves Eternal Promise [Church]. That's where the church is. It's still 

going. Horton's son is the pastor. Horton is freelancing, and I don't think he has 

any--I think he's Episcopalian-- 

Foster 

Again. 

Matthews 

But he works for the funeral home mostly. 

Foster 

What funeral home does he work for? 

Matthews 

Angeles. 

Foster 

Okay. Now, you bring that up. So Eternal Promise is a split. Have there been 

any other major splits during your tenure? 

Matthews 

No. No. Second hadn't had a split. The split in 1906 was at the same time New 

Hope [Church] was created, but that was a friendly split. The people were 

moving south where New Hope is, and he wanted to move south, plus there 

was a falling out over speaking in tongues, and that's how the Azusa movement 

started in 1906. The guy named Seymour, who started that movement, was 

invited to speak at Second during the week. He spoke in tongues. Nobody knew 

what he said, so the deacons closed the door the next day, the next night. That's 

the reason they say, "Second Baptist put him out." 

Foster 

Now, I want to come back. So now Eternal Promise is created-- 

Matthews 

And they had 200 members. They left and they gave us the name. We gave 

them their letters and they left friendly, and so that's March of '87. We started 

looking again and we came up with two names, and Epps said he could come in 

October. Now, this is all '87. We fought during '86. So the last part of '87--the 

middle of '87 we issued the call. He said he could get there in October of '87. 

We had his formal installation in the first part of '88. 

Foster 

Now, what was attractive about Bill Epps? 



Matthews 

His preaching. 

Foster 

Well, his preaching and organizational skills? 

Matthews 

Well, the committee knew--since we were going to stay on the East Side. Now, 

the problem was that Bill Elkins wanted to move to the West Side. He said, 

"We're dying over here." Okay. Now, the only thing we needed was we needed, 

since we had the broadcast from eight to nine, which is heard by-- 

Foster 

Everybody. 

Matthews 

--at least half a million people, the only thing we could do was get someone 

who could attract them to come back to the East Side. So we had to get an 

attractive preacher, whether he had any other skills, so he could be terrible in 

anything else. He could chase women, do everything else, but he's got to be a 

good speaker. Now, there are some Baptist ministers-- 

Foster 

Who chase women. 

Matthews 

No. There are some Baptists ministers who can preach to heaven gets the news, 

who have all these other things going, and you wonder how the Lord blessed 

them like that. [laughs] Some of them, and I won't call any names, since I'm on-

-some of them are alcoholics or drink every night. Well, see, when I used to 

hear child-support cases, I had this man whose wife said, "He's an alcoholic. 

See, he drinks a fifth of liquor every night." I said, "But he's got this job he's 

had for ten years." I said, "How do you do it?" He said, "I just get up and go to 

work." I said, "Well, you're no alcoholic. You're a normal American." [laughs] 

"If you keep a job, you can drink a fifth any time you want to, as long as you 

pay this child support and keep your job." Anyway, another story. So some of 

the ministers may drink like a fish, but it has nothing to do with the-- 

Foster 

So you call Bill Epps. 

Matthews 

Called him. He was very attractive. Well, we had another thing. He had to be 

married to a black woman with children. He also had to do our family 

ministries. We don't think you can minister to families unless you are a family 

man, and so that leaves gays out. So anyway, he also had to have the college 

degrees. He had to be under forty-five, and Bill met all those, and there are not 

many other people would have met it. 

Foster 



Again, before arriving had he done revivals or been to Second? 

Matthews 

He spoke at the banquet. We started featuring him and bringing him here for 

revivals and all, and he had spoken at the banquet. He had come once before. 

Kilgore brought him here. He'd discovered him somewhere and he brought him 

here to preach at one of our banquets, and he has a picture where he's sitting in 

the preaching seat, Kilgore is over here and Henderson is over here, and he's 

claimed that Reverend Kilgore got up and said, "Your pastors, past, present, 

and future." Kilgore said that. So in Kilgore's mind he had Bill Epps in mind, 

and he had Bill Epps on his list of five, but he only got one shot like everybody 

else. But see, we also wanted a man with ten years of experience. 

Foster 

And Epps had had what, eight years at-- 

Matthews 

He didn't have that, because he left his church. See, the other thing. When we 

called Otis Moss, those who did want Epps--when Otis Moss didn't come, Epps 

took Second Baptist in Detroit. That's the story I've got in that book. This Dr. 

Rosentene Purnell went to one of these conventions and Epps walked up. She 

said, "You know, we were going to call you, but you were dumb enough to take 

that other Second, which you missed out on." And she said, "It's too bad, too 

bad." He said, "What do you mean too bad?" Bill said, "It's not too late." So she 

came back and told me, "Pulpit Chairman," and so I asked Bill to come to 

speak, and he was amenable to, because we were not going to touch him, 

because we don't touch ministers who just got to their church. So anyway, if 

Dr. Purnell had not run across him, we would not have gotten Bill Epps. He'd 

still be at Second [Detroit]. That's the reason I say that was the hand of God. 

Foster 

But this was a very--so you moved from being authoritarian to more democratic 

over the years. It sounds like the progression from Henderson to Kilgore to Bill 

Epps has also been more about empowering the congregation, that each pastor 

in his own way conferred more authority on the congregation than the previous 

pastor. 

Matthews 

Reverend Henderson was 100 percent dictator, because he had me pray once, 

and he wrote my prayer out, so he didn't have nobody in the pulpit that he didn't 

know what they were going to say. Kilgore was this kind of a benevolent 

dictator in that he wants you to go that way, and what he would do is that he 

would give you the plan and he said, "How do you like it?" And unless you had 

another plan better-- 

Foster 

Then you were going to move in that direction. 



Matthews 

So I don't know what kind of dictator you call that. Then the committee 

wanted--we did not want another dictator, so we go Epps, and now they're 

complaining that Epps is not dictatorial. [laughs] 

Foster 

Well, no, he's not dictatorial. He's very democratic. 

Matthews 

He's very democratic. So I always tell them, like they say, "Where is Mrs. 

Epps?" I said, "We had trouble with the last two first ladies. We prayed not to 

have another one," and I said, "Leave Mrs. Epps alone." She told them when 

she came, "I'm going to raise my two children. You didn't call me, you called 

him." Dr. Wilson at this table we had when they first interviewed him. He 

turned to her after we interviewed Pastor Epps, he turned to Mrs. Epps and 

said, "And darling, what do you do in the church?" She said, "I try not to do 

anything." [laughter] 

Foster 

But it seems like it's worked. 

Matthews 

It's worked because we had suffered under Mrs. Henderson, because Mrs. 

Henderson ran the church in those last years. 

Foster 

Yes, and Mrs. Kilgore. 

Matthews 

Well, Mrs. Kilgore ran it in the bedroom, but she didn't do it out loud. So we 

asked for Mrs. Epps, so we tell people, "Leave Mrs. Epps alone." We did not 

want a dictatorial first lady. 

Foster 

But to come to the end or bring this partially to a close, the decision to stay at 

2412 South Griffith and to do the renovation, in looking at the history of 

Second, in 1926 when Adam Powell Sr. comes out to give the dedicatory 

sermon for that two-week period, Second had just moved into this new 

building, the same year the Abyssinian church moved from Hells Kitchen up to 

Harlem to its current building. Is there something kind of fortuitous? I mean, 

one, that Second has always kind of, as you said, looked at itself as kind of a 

silk-stocking black Baptist church, and now the decision to remain as opposed 

to relocating, what do you attribute that to, again as a trustee who's remained a 

trustee for fifty years? 

Matthews 

Deacon. Bill is a trustee. Now, but what did you want me to say about it? 

Foster 

Well, I want to know how you guys came to the decision to remain, not to go. 



Matthews 

Okay. Number one, when you look around the city you've got to figure out 

what location you want, that's number one. Number two, if you've got a good 

location it's going to be very expensive. Okay. Number three, the blacks who 

moved from--see, when we built that church in '26 it was all white, and Adams 

was the Ladera of rich people. All those big houses on Adams were rich people, 

and they were all white, and we had a black person who looked white buy that, 

because there was a restrictive covenant then, and they weren't able to sue to 

get us out of there. Anyway, okay, whites moved out, blacks moved in. So we 

kept--if we were going to move, we should have moved, what, twenty years 

ago, because blacks were going to the West Side, and Hispanics came in. When 

we got a look like in the eighties, the Hispanics had already crossed La Brea, 

and the blacks were being moved out of West Angeles area, because that would 

be where we would go. And therefore, the blacks were moving south, and so by 

the time we decided to move, the blacks had moved out of that area. So the 

point is that this is going to be a drive-in church, and all we need is more 

parking and accept the fact that it's going to be 100 percent drive-in church. 

Therefore we will keep the building. We own all that land to Central. We're 

trying to buy all of it on 25th Street, and we're trying to buy all of it that we 

can. 

Matthews 

That's the reason we got Canaan [Housing, Inc.]. Canaan is supposed to buying 

all this property, and we want to build--I want them to build something where I 

could move back from out here, where I could walk to Second. So those are the 

dreams, and nowadays it doesn't really matter where your church is located. 

Foster 

Now, having said that, in November when Second returns to 2412, do you see 

the prospects for a Hispanic ministry? 

Matthews 

No. We've had three Hispanic churches. Number one, every time we got one 

going, the Hispanic minister would lose his green card and be deported and 

would disappear. Number two, the Hispanics are not going to come in our 

building. Number three, we could start a Hispanic ministry like that. The city 

society would pay half, the American Baptists pay one-third, and then Second. 

We could start one, but that doesn't help us, other than just saying we've got a 

Hispanic church, because they're not going to mix now. Iverson claims he's got 

a mixture, because he speaks Spanish, but it's not a real mixture. 

Foster 

Okay. Is there anything we haven't touched that you--because you've gotten 

animated. Once we got you rolling here-- 

Matthews 



I gave you my list of firsts, and I don't have that list right here, but I try to tell 

the young people some things about what the pioneers, and I walk the garden, 

all of them can remember, they would see, like I was the first Superior Court 

Commissioner. Now they've got all kinds. I was the first deputy D.A. that got 

on there just by taking a test, and I was the first who did this and who did that, 

and some of the things I'm very proud that I broke the ice for, for young people 

to come along. And in my Sunday school I was a mentor to Maxine Thomas 

and helped her, mentored her in the Sunday school. She was our debate queen, 

and she was in that group of blacks who would study during the summer to go 

to USC [University of Southern California], and then when it got to fall, USC 

didn't have no spot for them. So she called me and said, "I got a three-year 

scholarship for being black to go to [University of] Iowa Law School." 

Foster 

Where David was admitted. 

Matthews 

Yes, okay. David who? 

Foster 

This David was admitted to the University of Iowa Law School. 

Matthews 

Is that where you're going? 

Foster 

No, he's going to Boalt [Hall, UC Berkeley School of Law]. 

Matthews 

Okay. Did they give you a three-year black scholarship? 

Foster 

Yes, yes they did. It's a small world. 

Matthews 

Small world. Anyway, so she was a little tiny girl-- 

Foster 

Yes, I know Maxine. 

Matthews 

And she said, "There's no blacks there," and she said, "I don't want to go." I 

said, "Darling, if they're going to pay all your way for being black," I said, 

"You know, they cut back on that. You go." Maxine went, and everybody just 

fell in love with her and all, and she came here, she got to be the darling of 

Gilbert Lindsay, and she got appointed judge, because Gilbert was in with 

Kenny Hahn, and Kenny Hahn was in with Jerry Brown, and that came and 

went straight up. She fell because of her habits and things, but I taught her in 

Sunday school. Okay. I also mentored Connie Marshall, who is the Chief 

Judge-- 

Foster 



Of the U.S. District Court here. 

Matthews 

She was secretary of the Sunday school, and I recommended that she go to 

Howard. She went to Howard and married her husband there at Howard, and 

they came back. I recommended that she also apply for the-- 

Foster 

U.S. Attorney's Office? 

Matthews 

No, no, no. I didn't do that one. I recommended that she apply for the Superior 

Court Commissioner. She went to Superior Court Commissioner, and then 

when [President Jimmy] Carter got in, he put her on the Federal bench. Now 

she's ruling. And I had nothing to do with--Dion got in through Jerry Brown, 

because Jerry Brown appointed all those black lawyers there in that office, 

everyone including-- 

Foster 

Scarlet and Zenny-- 

Matthews 

And the one went to the appellate division, [Leon] Thompson. And then Moss, 

all of them were in that building where Jerry knew them all. So what I'm saying 

is that my Sunday school, my kids that I got four or five lawyers, I've got 

judges, I've got famous people who came from second. All I've got to do is get 

it all down on a piece of paper. 

Foster 

It sounds like it's been a glorious run, and it's still fun, and you're looking 

forward to coming back to the old building sometime in November. Is there 

anything else that we need to touch on, Judge Matthews? Oh, yes, there is, the 

ninth floor. You ended your career on the ninth floor downtown, didn't you? 

Matthews 

In '89? Yes, I retired. I had a thousand people for a banquet. I retired when I 

was in civil. See, that's '89. The other thing that I had, when I was in Compton, 

the District Attorney's Office and the Public Defenders' Office would send 

blacks, women-- 

Foster 

And Hispanics? 

Matthews 

Well, didn't have many Hispanics then--to Compton for training, because you 

could try a murder case in Compton the first week you get there, and you'd be 

somewhere else, it'd take you a year to get one. But anyway, Compton. I had a 

lot of guys that had worked before me, and a lot of them made judges. So one 

of them was--I can't think of his name now--a white guy who was my bailiff, 

and when he passed the bar he used to practice in front of me. Okay. He was 



presiding judge in criminal in 1990. That's the next year. I didn't have much 

days off. He called me and he said, "I've got thirty-four judges in criminal, not 

a black judge." And he said he thought it was unfair. "Why don't you come 

back from retirement and work down here?" 

Foster 

So that's when you went to the ninth floor? 

Matthews 

So that's when I went to the ninth floor and 107. That's the same floor the O.J. 

[Simpson] case. They tried the prelim for the O.J. case in my court while I was 

on a cruise. I could see it on television. And then the judge who tried the case 

was right down the hall on the ninth floor, and I had all these criminal cases. I 

could handle all my cases. I never had a backlog, or I mean, I'd have been the 

best judge. But, see, what it is, what happened is that I struck some third 

strikes, and I didn't see how a guy could go for life for stealing a carton of 

cigarettes. I had that case where he tried to get out of the supermarket with a 

carton of cigarettes, and I struck that strike, and the D.A.'s Office, you know, in 

Long Beach they never had no one strike a third. I struck a third, and the D.A.'s 

Office just was going to blacklist me. 

Foster 

Yes. And now Bowers is in your old courtroom. 

Matthews 

My case went up to the California Supreme Court, and they said I had the right 

to do it. If I felt that it should have been struck, I had the right to do it. It's the 

law now, but at that time they'd blacklist me, and since they'd blacklist me the 

judge said, since I was retired, too, that I could take my vacation now. So I got 

kicked out of the ninth floor. 

Foster 

And as I said, Bowers is there now. Well, Judge Matthews, I want to thank you 

for being such a gracious host, and we've got to get the transcript. 

Matthews 

Now, where is this going to, where?[End of interview] 
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