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MEMOIR 

Transcending Race, Religion, and Class:  
Select Huntsville Memoirs by  

Margaret Anne Goldsmith  

by 

Lance J. Sussman and Lynda Barness * 

 

Margaret Anne Goldsmith, “Cora Memoirs”: A Tribute to  

My Mother, Cora Barley Binford; Marguerite Newton, Margaret  

Anne Goldsmith’s Birth Mother; My Doll Named Cora; The Jew Joint1 

 

n 2017, Leonard Rogoff and Margaret Anne Goldsmith contributed an 

article to Southern Jewish History on “Four Jewish Families and the Built 

Environment of Huntsville, Alabama, 1852–2017.”2 They concentrated 

on the contributions of Goldsmith’s extended family to the economic and 

cultural development of the city of Huntsville and its Jewish community. 

Their work drew from the extensive archives donated by Goldsmith, a 

prolific memoirist and daughter of Huntsville’s leading Jewish family.3 

Included in her papers are also memoirs of the private life of her family. 

The memoirs presented here focus on her relationship with Cora Barley 

Binford, a thirty-four-year-old Black woman who was hired by the Gold-

smith family in 1942 to care for Margaret Anne as an infant but who 

became her “mother” due to the extraordinary circumstances these mem-

oirs reveal. Her 2005 obituary describes much of what we know about 

Cora Barley Binford’s biography:  

In early 1942, Cora began taking care of Margaret Anne Gold-
smith and continued in that capacity for 12 years. She provided 
for Margaret Anne the care and the unconditional love that a 

 
* The editors may be contacted at lancejsussman@gmail.com and lynda@idoplan 

.com. 

I 
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mother provides. Cora became Margaret Anne’s mother and Mar-
garet Anne became Cora’s daughter, for it is not in giving birth 
that makes one a mother but through raising that child that makes 
one a mother.4 

Domestic Service 

The relationship of Cora Barley Binford and Margaret Anne Gold-

smith, itself a touching story, also points to wider cultural issues. With the 

rise of modern social history and feminist historiography, the role of 

women serving as domestic servants, wet nurses, and nannies has at-

tracted significant scholarly attention.5 In popular culture alone, scholars 

have substantial material from which to draw. From the complex biblical 

narrative of the birth of Moses, to Angelica in Romeo and Juliet, to Ruth  

 

 

Cora Barley with a young Margaret Anne Goldsmith.  

(Courtesy of the Huntsville History Collection,  

gift of Margaret Anne Goldsmith.) 
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(“Mammy”) in Gone with the Wind, to Maria in The Sound of Music, to Ai-

bileen Clark in The Help, nonfamily women of different classes, faiths, and 

races have played essential roles in childrearing and household manage-

ment. In recent years, the discovery of nonfiction sources has also 

challenged and deepened our understanding of these cross-cultural, often 

enduring, and norm-defying relationships.6 

The study of the southern American Jewish experience and its mix 

of interfaith, multiracial, and cross-class domestic relationships comes 

with its own set of special questions and issues. How did Jewish slave 

owners treat their household help?7  What was the frequency of miscege-

nation among southern Jews before and after the Civil War?8 Were 

postbellum Jewish employers of Black women just another example of 

White folks exploiting the services of underclass people, or was there 

something different about the Jewish–Black, minority-minority nexus? 

And, if southern Jews generally or quietly supported the civil rights move-

ment after World War II, did they in turn treat their help differently, and, 

if so, how?9 In 1987, playwright Alfred Uhry, in his classic Driving Miss 

Daisy, suggested that there were no easy answers to these and other ques-

tions. In 2002, “Jewish Girls and African American Nannies,” appearing 

in Lilith magazine and based on multiple interviews across the United 

States, further problematized the historical relations of American Jews and 

their domestic help.10 

With respect to the American system of in-house childcare, the his-

tory of nannies in the United Kingdom provides comparative perspective. 

By 1700, nannies in England were generally educated, worked solely for 

food and lodging, and mostly reported to the lady of the house. During 

the Victorian period, a degree of nanny professionalization occurred, and 

by 1892 the Norland Institute Nanny Training College had been estab-

lished. By contrast, the role of nannies in America’s segregated South was 

radically different and did not professionalize.11 

Unsurprisingly, scholars hold a wide range of opinions about  

the origin, nature, and function of the southern Black nanny. In her path-

breaking 2008 book, Mammy: A Century of Race, Gender, and Southern 

Memory, Kimberly Wallace-Sanders notes that “historians suggest that  

the term black mammy was developed to draw boundaries between the var-

ious maternal figures on the planation.” Eugene Genovese, Wallace-

Sanders continues, made the “dramatic proclamation” that the presence 



138   SOUTHERN JEWISH HISTORY 

 

of the Black mammy in the Big House was essential to “understanding the 

tragedy of plantation pluralism.”12 By contrast, other historians have ar-

gued that the character of the antebellum mammy was largely an 

anachronistic invention of the Jim Crow era and served in a somewhat 

analogous manner to the infamous Uncle Tom character. Recent scholar-

ship demonstrates that postbellum mammies were “dedicated to their 

own families, and often resentful of their lowly societal status.”13 

On January 25, 1912, the New York Independent ran a blistering story 

titled “More Slavery at the South” by a “Negro Nurse.” The anonymous 

writer lashed out without restraint. “[Though] today we are enjoying 

nominal freedom,” she noted, “we are literally slaves. We had to attend to 

all the needs of the children of the house on a 24-hour basis including 

nursing and to do other menial chores as well. It’s ‘Mammy, do this’ or 

‘Mammy do that,’ or ‘Mammy do the other’ from my mistress, all the 

time.”14 By contrast, Cora Barley Binford was maternal and devoted. 

The tension between the personal experience of the Black mammy, 

her resentment of the social system which defined her, and her sincere and 

reciprocated love of the children she cared for was poignantly captured 

by Sally Mann who boldly states in “White Child, Black Nanny,” “down 

here in the South, you can’t throw a dead cat without hitting an older, 

well-off White person raised by a black woman, and every damn one of 

them will earnestly insist that a reciprocal and equal form of love was ex-

changed between them.” This reflects, Mann continues, “one side of the 

fundamental paradox of the South, that a White elite, determined to seg-

regate the races in public, based their stunningly intimate domestic 

arrangements on an erasure of that segregation in private.”15 

Jews in the postbellum South faced the added dimension of living as 

a religious minority in a region defined by racial segregation. Abraham J. 

Peck observes, “Jews in the South also continued to hover between myth 

and reality. They assumed a certain distance from the racial question but 

made every effort to see that religious and economic freedoms were not 

harmed by an overt distaste for the system of segregation and a too visible 

reaction against the entire oppressive nature of Southern society.” Peck 

concludes, “this was in keeping, after all, with the notion that Southern 

gentlemen—both Jew and Christian—were required to maintain a proper 

and correct attitude at all times. This was to be the proper response even 

if their make-believe could not hide the glaring inequalities around 
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them.”16 However, the question remains whether the public nature of the 

southern Jewish experience was also true inside southern Jewish homes. 

The memoirs offered here—Margaret Anne Goldsmith’s “A Tribute 

to My Mother, Cora Barley Binford”; “Marguerite Newton, Margaret 

Anne Goldsmith’s Birth Mother”; “My Doll Named Cora”; and “The Jew 

Joint”—do not bring us any closer to definitive conclusions about Black 

nannies and Jewish families in the middle decades of the twentieth cen-

tury. However, they provide particularly heartfelt accounts about one 

special relationship between the only child of an elite Jewish family, the 

Black caretaker she came to call “mother,” and the special circumstances 

that brought them together. In this case, the biological mother was absent, 

and the Black “mother” stayed with the child on a 24/7 basis during her 

childhood. 

Huntsville 

Part of those special circumstances included the history of Hunts-

ville, Alabama, where Goldsmith and Barley forged their lifelong and 

evolving relationship. In 1940, near the end of the Depression, Huntsville 

still housed a population of only thirteen thousand people. Best known 

for cotton production, it was also identified as the “Watercress Capital of 

the World.” The situation changed rapidly during World War II when the 

United States Army obtained thirty-five thousand acres in the Huntsville 

area for three chemical munition facilities, including the Redstone Arse-

nal, which brought twenty thousand people to operate the military 

programs. After the war, successful lobbying resulted in development of 

the Ordnance Guided Missile Center (OGMC) in Huntsville, which even-

tually led Wernher von Braun and a team of nearly two hundred former 

Nazi scientists to settle in northern Alabama. Huntsville quickly became 

known as the Rocket City. According to the 1960 census, Huntsville grew 

over 340.3 percent during the prior decade and, with continued growth,  

it currently boasts the second largest metropolitan population in Ala-

bama.17  

The influx of new people during World War II helped thwart efforts 

to maintain the city’s long-standing segregationist policies in the early 

1960s.18 Today, Huntsville proudly celebrates the fact that it was the first 

city in Alabama to integrate its public schools, a legacy that may have 

helped shape Goldsmith’s “Cora memoirs.”19 
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Margaret Anne and Cora 

Margaret Anne Goldsmith was born in 1941 in Huntsville just as the 

city began its remarkable transition in size, economy, and racial policies.20 

In many ways, she represents a living bridge between the old and new 

Huntsville. Over time, Goldsmith developed an acute sense of responsi-

bility to preserve her family’s multigenerational role in the development 

of the general and Jewish community and consequently assembled a mas-

sive archival collection to which she added her many memoirs and 

historical articles. As a prolific chronicler of the Huntsville experience, she 

endeavored to be as comprehensive as possible.21 

Her father, Lawrence Bernstein Goldsmith, Jr., a scion of Huntsville’s 

leading Jewish family and a highly successful businessman, married Mar-

guerite Newton, a daughter of a local Presbyterian family.22 

Margaret Anne shared the following about her parents: 

[M]y biological mother was Presbyterian. My DNA is 51 per cent 
Ashkenazi Jewish and about 2 per cent British Isles, 25 percent 
Northern Europe and 1 per cent Viking. Marguerite’s father was 
a Newton and her mother a Payne. My mother was not particu-

larly religious. I did find a King James Bible in her possessions. 
When she died, I asked a good friend who is a Presbyterian min-
ister to officiate at her funeral. He was very understanding as to 
my wishes to not have any Christian references. My thoughts are 
that there were no young Jewish women to date in Huntsville and 
my father had very little Jewish upbringing. He was born in 1909. 
They were married by a Justice of the Peace. Marguerite’s father 
had a men’s clothing business, they were middle class without the 
social standing of the Goldsmiths, plus she had been married be-
fore and divorced. My father described some prejudice as to his 
dating the Christian women in town with equal social status to 
his. Once my father had received custody of me, there was no 
question as to my being raised Jewish. 

It was when I began dating a young man from New York who 
was Conservative and worked at the Arsenal that I realized there 
were Jews who did not consider me Jewish. Elisha Gurfein broke 
up with me because his mother had asked him to because I was 
not Jewish. I experienced more of the same when I lived in New 
Orleans. It was devastating to me, and I began questioning my 
Jewish identity—it took years to work through the conflict. I did  
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Margaret Anne with her father, 

 Lawrence Goldsmith, and grandmother, 

Annie Schiffman Goldsmith, c. 1942. 

(Courtesy of the Weitzman National  

Jewish History Museum, gift of  

Margaret Anne Goldsmith.) 

 

so while writing the history of my family and the Huntsville Jew-
ish community during the 1980s. 

My father’s second wife was Gentile but of no denomination. The 
rabbi would not marry them, however the Central Presbyterian 
Church minister agreed to do so. Jewell began going to his church 
after they married when I was 12. It was confusing to me. She rec-
ognized that and began going to temple and joined Sisterhood, 
knowing that it was important that I not be confused, which I ap-
preciated. Their friends were mainly Jewish and when she died, 
the rabbi at Temple B’nai Sholom, who officiated at her funeral, 
buried some old prayer books beneath her casket. Although my 
stepmother never converted, the rabbi told me that he considered 
her to be Jewish based on the way she conducted her religious life 
after marrying my father.23 

Immediately after Margaret Anne’s birth it became clear that the 

baby was unsafe in the care of her birth mother, according to Goldsmith’s 

memoir. The couple divorced, and the father won full custody of the in-

fant. He arranged for her to be raised in the Jewish tradition despite her 
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lack of matrilineal Jewish status. Unable to care for the child by himself, 

Lawrence Goldsmith first employed an elderly housekeeper, who in turn 

identified Cora, a maid in Huntsville’s prestigious Russel Erskine Hotel, 

where the family maintained a residence, to raise the child there and in a 

separate summer home in Huntsville. In 2002, Goldsmith wrote an exten-

sive article on life at the hotel, including pictures of the maids in full 

uniform and a “Christmas party for hotel employees,” as well as several 

references to Cora.24 

Margaret Anne and Cora were inseparable, even sleeping in the 

same room while in the hotel, sharing a bathroom, and eating together, 

but with Cora having her own designated dinner plate. When Margaret 

Anne turned twelve, her father remarried, again to a gentile woman, Jew-

ell Shelton.25 The new Mrs. Goldsmith rapidly integrated herself into the 

small local Jewish community and changed Cora’s status from Margaret 

Anne’s nanny to a household maid. Subsequently Margaret Anne was 

sent to a boarding school in Washington, D.C., for her junior and senior 

years of high school, before she matriculated at Tulane University. 

However, Margaret Anne never forgot Cora’s role in her early child-

hood nor her stepmother’s realignment of the Goldsmith family. Margaret 

Anne, who lived in New Orleans after she married, eventually returned 

to Huntsville in the 1980s and reconnected with her “Mother Cora.” Gold-

smith became part of Cora’s geriatric care team with the measured 

cooperation of the Barley Binford family. Margaret Anne participated 

prominently in Cora’s 2005 funeral as her “daughter.” Cora’s funeral in-

corporated several Jewish prayers and, although Cora retained a deep 

Christian faith and remained a devout Christian throughout her life, her 

funeral was a Judeo-Christian event, reflecting the religious heritage of 

her daughter, Margaret Anne. 

The seventh of sixteen children, Cora Dixon Barley Binford was born 

on December 21, 1908, in Madison County, Alabama, in a predominantly 

Black area called Pond Beat. The family owned a farm where Cora worked 

with her family. She attended a local school and later earned a GED while 

working in Huntsville. Along with her parents and siblings, she belonged 

to Center Grove United Methodist Church.26 

 As a young woman, Cora moved to Huntsville and found employ-

ment in the Russel Erskine Hotel in 1929. She remained there throughout 

the difficult Depression years and even helped find employment in the 
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hotel for several family members. During her years at the hotel, Cora vol-

unteered during her off hours at Huntsville Hospital. Early in 1942, Cora 

began taking care of Margaret Anne Goldsmith and continued in that ca-

pacity for twelve years. Her obituary explains: 

The Lakeside United Methodist Church played a major role in 
Cora’s adult life. She joined Lakeside when she moved to Hunts-
ville during the early 1940s and continued as a devoted member 
until her death. For over fifty years, she attended church school 

and religious services regularly. When she could no longer drive 
herself, she continued to attend. In addition to taking part in the 
church’s religious activities, Cora belonged the Lee Fearn Circle 
and the Satellite Senior Group. Cora’s early public service in the 
community began with joining Mizpah Chapter #37 of The Order 
of The Eastern Star in 1951.27 

Cora married Reverend Elmer Binford in 1950, which increased her 

social status in the Black community. Binford, a graduate of Howard Uni-

versity, taught high school. The Binfords’ marriage lasted over forty years; 

they had no children of their own. Cora assisted her husband in his min-

istry as a visiting preacher and teacher throughout small towns in 

Alabama and Mississippi on weekends, which often placed them at great 

risk as a Black couple traveling alone in the rural South. During the rever-

end’s ministry, Cora taught Sunday school and served as the district 

coordinator of Children’s Work for the Methodist Church. When Rever-

end Binford became bedridden during his later years, Cora devoted 

herself to his care.  Cora Barley Binford died on November 28, 2005, and 

was buried in Valhalla Memorial Gardens in Huntsville. Margaret Anne 

contributed a poem to the service sheet for Cora’s funeral: 

 
A Tribute to My Mother 

Margaret Anne Goldsmith 

How blessed I am that I could choose my mother— 
God guided Cora to me and I chose her 
I knew then that she would give birth 
To my spirit—my soul—my essence— 

She became and continues to be my teacher 
Whose teachings I strive to follow 
Whose person I strive to emulate 
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Cora introduced me to the world 
She introduced me to the beauty and goodness of life 

Cora gave me roots and pride in who I am 
And at the proper time 

She gave me wings to fly 
 

Cora’s Daughter 

The Memoirs: An Overview 

Margaret Anne’s memoirs of Cora contain many highlights of their 

time together. For example, Cora avoided racial flashpoints in Huntsville 

when caring for Margaret Anne and did not attempt to sit at segregated 

lunch counters or in Whites-only sections of movie theaters. On the other 

hand, Cora took Margaret Anne to the public library in Huntsville. Cora 

also brought Margaret Anne to synagogue for lessons and services  

although Temple B’nai Sholom, established in 1847, was too small to em-

ploy a full-time rabbi prior to World War II. At the end of the nineteenth 

century, it had been able to build an impressive structure (1898) with the 

help and leadership of the Goldsmith family. Yet by 1945, only sixteen 

families contributed to the congregation.28 

Cora also brought Margaret Anne to Barley-Binford family events. 

In her essay “The Jew Joint,” Goldsmith demonstrates her belief that a 

special Jewish-Black alliance in the South was mutually and respectfully 

held. Thus, in defiance of Jim Crow, Margaret Anne grew up on both sides 

of Alabama’s color line.  

Few if any of the great historical developments that transformed her 

hometown played explicit roles early in Margaret Anne’s childhood. What 

did matter was that Cora was always there for her as her mother, read 

poetry to her, and took her to church and synagogue to nurture her spir-

itual development. In the end, both women became pillars of their 

respective communities and worked toward making civic society in 

Huntsville more civil. They remained emotionally connected as grown 

women. All of this and more is part of Margaret Anne Goldsmith’s re-

markable “Cora Memoirs.” 

The unique relationship of Cora and Margaret Anne points to wider 

cultural issues. The “Cora Memoirs” illustrate a poignant, heartwarming, 

sad, and yet uplifting story. They depict family and religious difficulties 

as well as triumphs from a previous era in which a talented woman in the 
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Black community turned to domestic service because of the exigencies of 

a segregated society. The memoirs also demonstrate the limitations and 

difficulties of being Jewish in small southern towns. At still another level, 

the Goldsmith–Barley Binford saga illustrates the strong bonds developed 

across racial and religious lines in a complex relationship. 

 

-o0o- 

 

Margaret Anne Goldsmith, “Cora Memoirs”: A Tribute to  

My Mother, Cora Barley Binford; Marguerite Newton, Margaret  

Anne Goldsmith’s Birth Mother; My Doll Named Cora; The Jew Joint 

 

A TRIBUTE TO MY MOTHER, CORA BARLEY BINFORD 

 

hen I was a little girl, I would beg Cora to tell me the story of how 

we met. She was the maid on the eleventh floor of the Russel Er-

skine [Hotel], where my father, who had received custody of me, and I 

shared connecting rooms. My grandparents had a suite on the twelfth 

floor. It was early 1942; I was born in October 1941. Every afternoon when 

Cora finished cleaning the twelve guest rooms on the floor, she would 

play with me. I became so attached to her that she had to get down on her 

knees and crawl out of the room to leave so I wouldn’t cry. That stopped 

working when I could pull up and see her crawling out of the door. The 

following June, my father, my grandparents, my nurse Alice, and I moved 

to our family home on Gates Avenue for the summer months. It was then 

that my nurse Alice told my grandmother she was too old to take care of 

me and needed to retire. When my grandmother got upset, Alice reas-

sured her there was no need to worry, that Margaret Anne had found " 

a replacement nurse for herself. Later, my grandmother, who I called “ 

Annie,” interviewed Cora, and our wonderful mother-daughter relation-

ship followed. Cora said that during the interview my grandmother  

told her, “Cora, you will be responsible to keep the baby from crying.” 

Cora said she responded that babies cry and if that was what was ex-

pected, she would return to the hotel. My grandmother realized the 

foolishness of what she said, and Cora remained and was never ques-

tioned again. 

W 



146   SOUTHERN JEWISH HISTORY 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Cora Barley as a hospital volunteer. 

(Courtesy of the Weitzman National 

Jewish History Museum, Philadelphia, 

gift of Margaret Anne Goldsmith.) 

 

Cora was not only my mother; she was my family. In fact, Cora was 

the center of my life. In the afternoon after my nap, Cora would take me 

to see my grandmother, and before supper in the evening she would take 

me to my grandparents’ suite to visit with them and my father. I never ate 

with my father or grandparents, nor did they provide any of my care. In 

fact, until I was around seven years old, I ate all my meals with Cora. 

One story Cora told me that illustrates my attachment and depend-

ence on her occurred when one of her family members who lived in 

Chicago died. Cora took the train to Chicago and when she arrived there 

had been numerous calls from my grandmother. Although someone had 

been hired to take care of me while she was away, my grandmother said 

that I had not stopped crying since Cora left. Cora did not stay for the 

funeral but returned on the next train. When I was a few years old, Cora 

would leave me with my grandparents and father to visit with them alone 

before supper. Shortly after she left, she would get a call that I was crying 

and to come get me. Cora and I slept in the same room, ate together, and 

wherever we went, Cora took me. When a ride was needed, Bore Scruggs, 

who worked in the family’s automobile shop, would drive us.  
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Cora believed in eight glasses of water a day, proper diet, fresh air, 

sunshine, and sufficient exercise. She always made sure I ate an apple a 

day. Before I could eat it alone, I remember Cora first peeling my apple 

and then scraping it with a spoon to a sauce-like consistency. As soon as I 

could walk, Cora took me on adventures. Some days we would go to the 

Big Spring, where I would throw rocks in the water and watch the ripples 

spread out in circles, or I would feed the ducks or spend hours riding on 

the little cast iron lion. When I was older, Cora would let me climb on the 

limestone bluff above the spring or slide down the hill behind Cotton Row 

on pieces of cardboard. When we came home in the late afternoon and on 

rainy days, Cora would turn on the radio and we listened to music. 

Sometimes Cora would recite poetry from the works of Paul Lau-

rence Dunbar, a late nineteenth-century African American poet whose 

poems she and her siblings learned by heart as youngsters. At other times 

Cora would sing to me. My favorite was one that began, “Dance with the 

dolly with a hole in her stockin’, her knees keep a knocking and her toes  
 

 

Margaret Anne, c. 1947, by a pond where she used to swim.  

(Courtesy of the Weitzman National Museum of American  

Jewish History, gift of Margaret Anne Goldsmith.)  
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keep a rocking. . . . Dance by the light of the moon.”  I had an old Victrola, 

the windup kind, and often we would listen to recordings of children’s 

stories. We also played games including checkers, Chinese checkers, and 

tiddlywinks. 

Where we went every day was left up to Cora. Being intelligent  

and wise, she exposed me to everything Huntsville had to offer during  

the 1940s. Our daily adventures took us all over town. There were visits 

to the Big Spring Icehouse and to the Coca Cola Bottling Company. Regu-

larly we went to the old Carnegie Library, where we would check out 

books several times a week and attend the Saturday afternoon story hour. 

Other mothers who brought their children to story hour would consult 

Cora on child rearing. Cora’s reputation had spread throughout Hunts-

ville. 

Cora never spanked me. She often said there was no need to, that she 

would just redirect me when I was getting out of hand. Ours was a most 

unusual relationship. Living together in one room created a special bond, 

greater than many children have with their own mothers. She had a spe-

cial ability with children to understand them. Cora knew my thought 

process and could judge when it was appropriate to scold me and when 

not to do so to encourage my creativity. 

One recollection illustrates that ability. One summer, when I was 

around three years old, I was outside playing in my sandbox one morning 

and Cora had to go inside. She asked Ada, our cook, to keep an eye on  

me. Cora told me not to go in the house because I would get sand all  

over Ada’s kitchen. When Cora returned, I was standing at the kitchen 

sink getting water. Cora asked why I hadn’t used the hydrant near the 

sandbox, and I replied that the water was wetter in the kitchen. Cora  

decided that in my mind I had provided a logical answer, and she didn’t 

reprimand me. In fact, Cora never needed to reprimand me; she realized 

that I did not want to be bad and that I always wanted to please her. It  

was the fact that Cora understood me so well that helped me develop as I 

did. 

During my early years, Cora and I would often visit her family. Her 

mother lived on Pulaski Pike. Mrs. Cooper, with whom Cora lived before 

she began taking care of me, lived on Oak Avenue (now Gallatin Street), 

with [Cora’s] sister Leona, who worked as a secretary at a nearby gas sta-

tion. Mrs. Cooper always kept a room for Cora in case she wanted to 
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return; however, I would never have let “My Cora” leave me. I often 

played with Cora’s nieces and nephews who lived near her mother’s 

house on Pulaski Pike. In fact, it was Cora’s family members with whom 

I spent most of my time playing during my early years. 

We never went to the drugstore to buy ice cream or to places where 

Cora as a Black person could not be served; Cora was too proud to subject 

herself to that humiliation. Once we went to the movies and had to sit in 

the balcony. My father’s secretary, who worked for our family for over 

fifty years, told me that after the movie we had gone to the office, and I 

had a tantrum because “My Cora” had not been able to sit downstairs with 

the other parents and children. I remained in the balcony with her. 

Years later, when I asked Cora about my father and grandparents 

and their limited ability to take care of me, especially during my early 

years, Cora said that they didn’t understand children. I remember her tell-

ing me long after I was an adult that she had been so upset at times that 

she wanted to kidnap me but that her brothers and sisters had warned her 

against doing that. I do not know what upset Cora, but I do know that she 

loved and wanted to protect me as a mother. Cora was levelheaded and 

sensible. Whatever had upset her I am sure was serious. I cannot recall 

what happened; I do know that my early childhood was far from normal. 

I realize that my father and grandparents truly were not capable of taking 

care of a child, as Cora surmised. My grandmother also suffered from de-

pression. Although never diagnosed, I made that observation based on her 

lack of activity, her reclusiveness, and my own understanding of depres-

sion in later years. 

I remember one upsetting incident that occurred when I feared for 

Cora’s safety. I was visiting my mother, Marguerite, one summer after-

noon. I was outside playing, and I remember going to the door to go inside 

and seeing Marguerite standing in front of Cora, screaming at her. I tried 

to open the door and it was locked. Cora and Marguerite then ran out of 

the room. I remember looking through the locked door at Marguerite’s 

aunt, Mrs. Camper, sitting on the couch, laughing at me. Cora went out 

the back door and came to get me. I was crying; she reassured me that she 

was all right. I learned later what had happened. Marguerite wanted Cora 

to leave so I could visit alone. I never visited my mother or her family 

without Cora being with me. That was the agreement regarding my visits 

required by the court.  
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MARGUERITE NEWTON, MARGARET ANNE  

GOLDSMITH’S BIRTH MOTHER 

 

 was born in October 1941; Marguerite Newton and my father, Law-

rence Goldsmith, Jr., married during the summer of 1940. Marguerite 

suffered from mental illness. Soon after she and my father married, her 

symptoms became apparent, and the doctors recommended she have a 

baby, “something to call her own.” In those days, the understanding of 

mental illness was limited and having a baby was thought to be the cure 

for a woman’s problems. 

As a result of my birth, Marguerite’s mental and emotional problems 

became more severe. I was several months old when she had a tantrum 

and broke the apartment windows and pulled down a curtain rod that just 

missed my bassinette. My father called Marguerite’s doctor, Dr. Holliman, 

her mother Edith Newton, her uncle Will Payne, his parents Annie  

and Lawrence Goldsmith, and his attorney. It was recommended that 

Marguerite’s mother take her home with her and that I be taken to a neu-

tral place with my nurse. My nurse, Alice, and I went to live with Mrs. 

Alene Payne, the former wife of Marguerite’s uncle, Will Payne. Mrs. 

Payne lived near my father and grandparents on Eustis Avenue. When I 

was in my forties, I read all the above in the records of the Madison 

County Courthouse. There is a note in the records from Marguerite’s doc-

tor, Dr. Holliman, recommending she not have custody of me, stating 

“Mrs. Goldsmith should not have custody of her daughter, or she could 

kill or maim her.” My father was awarded custody of me. I was less than 

six months old. 

After the custody proceedings my father, my nurse, Alice, and I  

went to live with my grandparents, who lived in the Russel Erskine Hotel. 

Alice had been my father’s nurse when he was a child and was now  

too old to take care of a baby, a fact no one seemed to recognize. During 

the summer before I was a year old, when we were living at our family 

home on Gates Avenue, Alice told my grandmother that she was too  

old to take care of me and needed to retire. When my grandmother became 

upset, Alice told her that [she] had found a new nurse for [me] the previ-

ous winter, Cora Barley, the maid on the eleventh floor of the hotel  

who played with me every day after she finished her work. Cora was  

I 
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hired and remained with me until my father remarried when I was twelve. 

During my first twelve years, Cora was the most important person in my 

life. 

I began to visit my mother once a week as a toddler when it was 

required by the court. I always visited with Cora. I assumed later that Mar-

guerite’s family had asked the court to request I visit weekly in hopes that 

Marguerite would be able to respond to me and that her emotional condi-

tion might improve. That never happened. Marguerite was never able to 

relate to me. 

I was not told that Marguerite was my mother. Her mother Edith 

referred to Marguerite as my “Little Mother.” I assumed that a Little 

Mother was a family friend and always called her Marguerite. It was not 

explained that Marguerite’s mother was my grandmother, and I was told 

to call her by her first name, Edith. Since I thought Marguerite and Edith 

were family friends, I did not think their behavior odd. Visiting them was 

not something I enjoyed since I always played alone. In hopes that Mar-

guerite would play with me, Cora talked to Edith and Marguerite and let 

me play by myself. 

My earliest memories of visiting Marguerite and her mother were 

when they lived in an apartment in a large two-story house on Lincoln 

Street at the end of Gates Avenue. It was a short walk along a shady tree-

lined street of antebellum houses to their apartment from our home at the 

corner of Gates and Green Street, where we lived during the summer. Dur-

ing the winter we lived at the Russel Erskine Hotel. Then we walked 

through downtown Huntsville, past my father’s and grandfather’s office 

on the courthouse square to the town’s early residential district and con-

tinued to Lincoln and Gates. I remember there were many steep steps from 

the sidewalk up the hill to their front door. When Cora and I arrived, there 

were no hugs or special greetings. Cora was invited to sit and talk to Edith. 

Marguerite sat quietly and seldom spoke while I played alone on the floor 

with the toys that we brought with us. 

Once I remember Edith telling me to polish Marguerite’s toenails, 

which I did. Years later I realized Edith was trying to create a connection 

between Marguerite and me. What seems strange is that Edith did not 

suggest that Marguerite paint my fingernails or toenails, which would 

have been the normal thing for a mother to do with her little girl. I did 

what I was told. I remember trying to do a good job and not get any polish 
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on her skin. I had just learned to color by staying in the lines of the pictures 

in my coloring book. Painting her toenails was a similar project. My 

memory of that situation was the companionship of her legs that were 

strong and of olive complexion. 

 Several years later Marguerite and Edith purchased a modest house 

off Holmes Avenue in a new neighborhood called Terry Heights. The 

Braden family lived next door with their two daughters, Diane and Dena. 

Diane was my age and I played with her when I visited Marguerite and 

Edith. Cora always stayed with me during my visits. In the late afternoon 

we had ice cream that Marguerite had made in an ice tray. Edith would 

say, “Marguerite, get your cream for Margaret Anne.” Looking back, Mar-

guerite did not initiate activity but seemed to always follow the 

instructions of her mother. 

When I was around seven, Marguerite and Edith moved to Daytona 

Beach, Florida. When they returned to Huntsville at Christmas and during 

the summer, they stayed with Edith’s sister Vassie Camper and her hus-

band, who lived in Madison, which at that time was in the country. The 

Campers’ house was an old farmhouse with no running water, only a 

hand pump and an outdoor toilet. The house was on a hill above a small 

creek. During the summer Marguerite said she would bathe in the creek. 

We often walked down the hill to look at the creek. I remember thinking 

how much fun it would have been to go in and show Marguerite that I 

had learned to float, but she never offered to take me swimming and I did 

not ask. 

Memories of my visits at the Campers’ house during Marguerite’s 

and Edith’s trips are few. I do remember when I was around seven or eight 

years old, taking a walk alone in the woods with Marguerite and seeing a 

stile and asking Marguerite what it was. She explained that it was a struc-

ture that enabled people to cross over a fence that did not have a gate. The 

wooden stile we were looking at straddled a wire fence that was about 

four or five feet high and had steps like a ladder on both sides. While we 

stood there, Marguerite turned and looked at me and said, “You know, I 

should not have had children.” I remember responding, “Well, I am glad 

I am here.” I think Marguerite said that she was glad I was here, but I don’t 

remember exactly what she said because it was upsetting for me to think 

that she had not wanted me. I vividly remember standing next to the stile 

and Marguerite’s words. I realized after I was an adult that by telling me 
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she should not have had children she was making a reference to her men-

tal and emotional condition that became more severe after my birth. 

Nevertheless, I was hurt by her comment since I knew nothing about her 

problems after my birth and was too young to understand.  

Big and Little Daddy 

 I remember my first day of school (1947?) and my grandmother, 

who I called “Annie,” taking me to register. On our way home, I remem-

ber asking her who were the people in my family, if Little Daddy (my 

father) was my brother, if she was my mother and was Big Daddy (my 

grandfather) my father. It had never been explained to me who everyone 

was in my family, since I had been taught to call my grandparents and my 

father Annie, Big Daddy, and Little Daddy. I also wanted to know who 

the lady was I visited every week that I was told to call, “Little Mother,” 

who in fact was my mother, Marguerite Newton. Annie answered my 

questions correctly and seemed surprised that I would ask. Regardless, I 

still felt that my father was my brother, my grandparents my parents, and 

that Cora was the person who filled the role of mother. 

School 

I went to kindergarten at Miss Mary Bern Darwin’s at the corner of 

California and McClung, and in the first grade I went to Fifth Avenue 

School on Governor’s Drive. Bore Scruggs would drive me to and from 

school with Cora. The following year, when I was in the second grade, the 

school districts were changed, and I went to West Clinton, down the street 

from the hotel. It was only a few blocks away and Cora and I walked to 

school every day. In the afternoon Cora was there to pick me up and we 

walked home together. Before going out to play, Cora helped me with my 

homework. Because of her help I made straight A’s. It was Cora who read 

to me every night before bed from books we checked out at the library 

from the time I was able to listen to stories until I was able to choose books 

to read myself.  

Sometimes after school I brought a friend home to play. I remember 

that Cora did not interfere with my play and encouraged me to use my 

imagination and creativity and play with whatever was at hand. For ex-

ample, when we went to the Big Spring, I found old pieces of cardboard 

stored in one of the buildings to use for a sled to slide down the hill behind 
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Cotton Row. When I climbed on the bluff above the Spring, I used one of 

the rock ledges for my pretend kitchen. I had toys but not many. My 

grandparents bought all my toys at FAO Schwarz when they went to New 

York in the fall and spring. The toys were selected by the salesperson. 

They also bought my clothes in New York and would have them shipped 

to Huntsville. Mrs. Farley, a local seamstress, made whatever alterations 

were needed because Annie bought my clothes too large so I could grow 

into them. Neither my grandparents nor my father ever took me shopping. 

I remember once asking my father if he would buy me a gift for Christmas 

because Annie and Big Daddy bought all my clothes and toys. He bought 

me a silver bracelet with a blue turquoise stone in the center. 

I had a collection of Story Book Dolls that sat on my toy shelf, and I 

did not play with them since they were too elegant. A few dolls that I re-

member included my Margaret O’Brien doll, named for the well-known 

child actress of the nineteen forties, and a doll that could drink from a 

bottle, the water went through, and she wet her diaper. However, not hav-

ing had a biological mother relationship meant I did not know how to play 

with dolls by assuming the role of mother. 

 

MY DOLL NAMED CORA 

 

ne of my most treasured toys was a doll that Cora made for me when 

I was four or five years old. The doll had black hair and was made of  

light brown material. Her embroidered facial features were not typically 

African American but more like Cora’s, whose ancestors were a combina-

tion of African American, American Indian, and Caucasian. Cora was tall 

and slender with light brown, almost cream-colored, skin with freckles. 

She dressed my doll in a red dress with a white apron. The only doll I kept 

through the years was my “Cora Doll,” because I could not part with her. 

 

Temple B’nai Sholom 

 Regarding my religion, an incident occurred that I remember when I was 

in grammar school. I was the only Jewish child at West Clinton. Frances 

Sturtevant, who I played with occasionally, asked Cora if I could go to 

church with her since I didn’t have a church. Cora told Frances in no  

uncertain terms that I was Jewish and that I went to Temple B’nai  

O 
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Cora’s doll.  

(Courtesy of the Breman Museum,  

Atlanta, gift of Margaret Anne  

Goldsmith.) 

 

 

 

Temple B’nai Sholom, Huntsville, Alabama. 

(Courtesy of Huntsville–Madison County  

Public Library Special Collections.) 
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Sholom.29 It was the first time I was aware there was a difference between 

my temple and the churches in town. When I was older, I realized that 

some of the children may have been told by their parents that I wasn’t 

Christian and didn’t go to church.  

When it came to religious school at Temple B’nai Sholom, Cora 

learned all the Hebrew prayers and would then teach them to me. She was 

so well-regarded that the teachers would always give me the lead in the 

holiday plays because they knew I would learn my part perfectly under 

Cora’s tutelage. 

A Trip to Segregated Florida   

When I was seven my father met Jewell Shelton through a mutual 

friend. Jewell lived in Birmingham when they began dating. She later 

moved to Decatur and then to Florence, Alabama. At the time they mar-

ried I was in the seventh grade. Shortly after they began dating and before 

Cora married, my father and Jewell took a trip to Florida with me. Since 

they were not married at the time, my grandparents insisted they take 

Cora as a chaperone. I remember how humiliating that trip was for Cora 

because of segregation. She was not allowed to go to any of the restaurants 

or even to the hotel’s beach area or swimming pool. Cora was confined to 

our room all day where she ate her meals. I was with my father and Jewell 

all day at the beach and sometimes would go out to dinner with them. I 

remember when we returned to Huntsville seeing Cora cry with relief. I 

had never seen Cora cry before and realized in later years how traumatic 

that trip had been for her. 

Cora’s Plate 

When I was seven, I began eating meals with my father and grandparents. 

During the summer when we were living at our house on Gates, Cora ate 

lunch in the kitchen. I remember that Cora only used a particular plate 

and that it was cream colored, designed with short black curved lines and 

a thin black border. I called it Cora’s plate because it reminded me of 

Cora’s freckles. She also used the kitchen utensils, not our sterling silver. 

It did not seem odd to me then that Cora was not using our china and 

silver. It was years later that I thought about the custom, especially in the 

South, for Black servants to have separate tableware. Likely Cora accepted  
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the custom and did not feel insulted, as I do for her today. That same plate 

was among the items that were passed down to me when my father passed 

away. I kept it at my apartment at the I. Schiffman Building, where I lived 

in the 1980s and 1990s during trips to Huntsville to assist my father with 

our family business. My “Cora’s plate” was a treasure; I used it often. 

Cora’s Story 

Cora often talked about life on her father’s farm near the Tennessee 

River, inhabited at that time by some White families and about 70 percent 

black families, many of whom owned their own farms. Cora and her sib-

lings were tall, slender, and light-skinned, with features that were more 

Caucasian than African American. The Barley sons and daughters were 

protective of each other, not only because it was how they were raised, but 

also to take care of each other. Because of their coloring, Cora told me that 

they often were the brunt of not only White prejudice but prejudice from 

other Blacks whose skin was much darker. 

When Cora was a young woman, she came to town to live with Mrs. 

Cooper and work at the Russel Erskine Hotel shortly after it opened in 

1929. One main reason was to make money to send home  

and help her family during the Depression. She continued to work at the 

hotel until she began taking care of me in 1942. A story she told me about 

her work at the hotel occurred when her sister came to work as a maid 

there also. The housekeeping superintendent told Cora that because of the 

Depression they were not able to keep her sister, but that they wanted her  
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to stay. Cora responded that if they wanted her, they would have to keep 

her sister also. Cora and her sister remained. That incident is an excellent 

example of who Cora was and demonstrates her loyalty to her family and 

her ability to assert herself during those years during segregation when it 

was not acceptable for a Black person to do so. While Cora worked at the 

hotel, and before she began taking care of me, she volunteered as a nurse 

at Huntsville Hospital. 

Cora Marries Reverend Binford 

Schools for Black children only went to the seventh grade in Pond 

Beat, where Cora grew up, one of the areas later taken by the government 

for Redstone Arsenal. After I started school, Cora did not remain idle but 

began taking a correspondence course to get her GED. She was able to 

complete all the courses alone except for algebra and needed a tutor. She 

heard about a teacher at Council High who was also a traveling minister 

on weekends, Reverend Elmer Binford, from the well-respected Binford 
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family of Huntsville. Reverend Binford fell in love with Cora and, in  

addition to teaching her algebra, he began to court her. I remember  

the chocolate-covered cherries he would bring that I enjoyed eating.  

When he proposed I was terribly upset. I was around eight years old  

at the time. Cora began preparing for their wedding, and I remember  

her making her wedding dress on her mother’s Singer sewing machine. 

The machine was old-fashioned and not electric; Cora operated it by  

gently moving her foot back and forth, rhythmic fashion, on the foot pe-

dal. 

Cora and Reverend Binford’s wedding took place on a hot summer 

afternoon at her mother’s house on Pulaski Pike in 1949. My grandmother 

took me and her friend, Mrs. Grace Goldstein. We also took my childhood 

friend Susan Pipes. I remember during the wedding, to keep from crying, 

I kept fanning myself with the hem of my dress. Cora remembered watch-

ing me and told me later that she was so concerned about me that she 

could hardly concentrate on what the preacher was saying.  

When Cora married, I was able to manage without her being with 

me around the clock. Cora continued to work for us and would pick me 

up after school and take care of me until around five, when she went 

home. I would then eat with my father and grandparents and sleep with 

my grandmother in her room. 

During the four years after Cora married, until I was twelve, her life 

was quite active, taking care of me during the afternoons and on weekends 

as the wife of a traveling minister. Cora always drove so Reverend Binford 

could be rested when they arrived at one of the churches where he 

preached. Years later, I asked Cora about those years and their experience 

driving to small churches through rural Alabama and Mississippi during 

the period of the civil rights movement. She told me that as a precaution 

they always kept their gas tank as full as possible, stopping often to fill up, 

since they never knew if they would be refused gas because they were 

Black. She said that they never experienced any dangerous situation be-

cause Reverend Binford always kept a level head, and when asked to leave 

a station, he never became argumentative but would turn and leave. I ad-

mired how brave they were and their devotion to Reverend Binford’s 

churches. 

Cora became active in Reverend Binford’s church Sunday schools 

and went to Methodist conferences with him. She became an Eastern Star 
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and was active at her home church, Lakeside Methodist. Cora and Rever-

end Binford adored each other; their marriage was a blessing for both. I 

remember Cora saying that they never argued but were able to talk and 

work out whatever their differences might be.  

After Cora married my life changed, as it centered more around my 

friends and school and my reliance on her became less. Many afternoons 

after school and on weekends I spent skating and playing with my best 

friend Anna Gene Clift from West Clinton School, who lived a few blocks 

away. In addition, my father had begun to date Jewell, and she spent 

weekends with us in Huntsville. Often, they took me with them during 

the day on Saturdays and Sundays. Although my time with Cora was lim-

ited, our love and devotion to each other never changed. 

Margaret Anne’s Stepmother and Cora’s Dismissal 

My father married [Jewell] when I was twelve, and Cora continued 

to work for us but not as my caretaker, instead as my father’s and step-

mother’s maid. They had moved to the family home on Gates Street and 

my grandparents then lived in the Russel Erskine year-round. The follow-

ing summer, when I was away at overnight camp, my stepmother, who 

was jealous of my relationship with Cora, told my father that Cora had 

cursed her. What happened was that my father had the floors refinished 

and my stepmother told Cora to remove her shoes so she would not 

scratch the floor while she worked. Cora responded that the floors were 

cold and that she did not want to catch a cold and refused to remove her 

shoes. I believe my stepmother created the situation to have a reason to 

tell my father to fire Cora. 

My father never asked Cora what had happened; instead, he said, 

“Cora, we can’t have you talking to Mrs. Jewell that way, you will have to 

leave.” I learned about what happened when I returned from camp and 

only heard Cora’s explanation years later. Even today, I cannot get over 

my father’s lack of appreciation for the many years that Cora had taken 

care of me or concern for my relationship with Cora. There was no sever-

ance pay. Cora had income from her husband; however, had she been 

alone I know he would have acted the same way, which disturbs me 

greatly, even today. Cora would normally have stood up for herself; how-

ever, I believe she realized that with my stepmother in charge, it was time 

for her to leave. My stepmother had taken over my care, and Cora did not 
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like being a maid; she preferred to take care of children. Sometime later 

Cora went to work for the Vernon Hutchens family, who had several small 

children. Cora’s leaving would have been devastating to me had I been 

younger, but as a twelve-year-old, I said very little and kept my sadness 

to myself. 

Prep School and Beyond  

I left home in the eleventh grade to attend prep school, and after 

graduation I went to college. When I was able to drive, I visited Cora when 

I was home, even though my parents said that my driving in a Black neigh-

borhood was dangerous. It was evidence of my stepmother’s continuing 

jealousy of Cora. I visited with Cora, regardless.  

When my father died in 1995, I asked Cora to sit with me at his fu-

neral since it had been Cora and my father who raised me. I remember 

overhearing my stepmother telling people, “Margaret Anne let that Black 

woman sit next to her at her father’s funeral.” When Cora died and I gave 

her eulogy, my stepmother refused to attend her funeral. She also made 

remarks about the special tribute I wrote that was published in the Hunts-

ville Times in which I referred to Cora as my mother. 
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Reverend Binford was much older than Cora and began to decline 

while Cora was still quite active. They had moved from Mrs. Cooper’s 

house that Cora had inherited near St. Bartley’s Church when urban re-

newal took it by eminent domain and had moved to Hammonds Avenue 

off Pulaski Pike to a new brick house they had built. Cora took care of 

Reverend Binford beautifully by herself during those years, even though 

her siblings, her friends, and her neighbors all offered to help her. She 

prided herself on being able to develop a technique to turn him often so 

that he never had a bed sore. Cora would leave home for short periods to 

take care of errands. She told me that it was important that she get out and 

would carefully plan her outings so that she could go out once a day. Cora 

said that she realized if the house caught on fire, she would not be able to 

get Reverend Binford out. She trusted God and knew Reverend Binford 

would be fine when she returned, and he always was.  

 

THE JEW JOINT 

 

he “Jew Joint Event” occurred during the 1990s when I had begun at-

tending the Barley family reunions with Cora. Attendees often 

numbered around two hundred, including children. Everyone arrives on 

Friday and there is registration and a reception. Saturday morning there 

is a family picnic at one of the town’s parks since the “old home place” no 

longer exists. On Saturday night there is a banquet. One of the senior fam-

ily members gives a keynote speech, followed by a program which 

includes more talks, tributes to ancestors, and a video. On Sunday every-

one attends the family’s ancestral church, Lakeside Methodist. 

During one memorable reunion, I was sitting next to Cora at church 

on Sunday morning. One of her nephews, Cory Brown, not an ordained 

preacher but a preacher nevertheless, was invited to give the sermon. At 

one point in the sermon Cory warned everyone not to go to places where 

there was drinking and other questionable behavior. He called these 

places “Jew Joints.” When I heard his remark, I was devastated. Here was 

my family, folks I had played with as a child, and I heard one of them 

make a remark like that. I thought Cora hadn’t heard the remark and so I 

said nothing to her. 

The following week I phoned ADL [the Anti-Defamation League] 

and the rabbi at Temple B’nai Sholom and was told not to make an ordeal 

T 
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of the situation but to get some books on Judaism for Cory and ask 

Lakeside’s minister to call together a meeting with the three of us to dis-

cuss what I had heard Cory say. I phoned the minister, who agreed to 

convene a meeting. 

We all arrived after dinner. First the minister suggested we join 

hands and pray, which we did. Then we sat down, and the minister told 

Cory that I had something I wanted to say. I began by telling him that I 

was Jewish and that during his sermon at the family church service I had 

heard a remark he made that had disturbed me. Cory looked baffled. 

When I mentioned his reference to “Jew Joints,” Cory began to laugh and 

explained that he would never have said anything negative about the Jew-

ish people. Further, that he had lived in Mississippi during the civil rights 

era and had made many wonderful Jewish friends from the North who 

had saved his life. He then told me that what he had said was “Juke 

Joints.” Then I remembered what juke joints were from reading Alice 

Walker’s Color Purple. Initially I was embarrassed but recovered quickly 

because what followed was bridging a cultural gap between races that we 

three recognized. We hugged, prayed some more, and parted as new 

friends. 

Since then, I have shared my “Jew Joint” story at appropriate places, 

once when Dillard, a New Orleans African American university, and 

Tulane, with its large Jewish population, were having a gathering with the 

local New Orleans Jewish community. Both groups were sharing their 

slave stories, attempting to outdo one another. It occurred to me that they 

were missing the point and raised my hand to offer my “Jew Joint” story. 

As I was talking, the Jewish folks were on the edge of their chairs and the 

African Americans were smiling, knowing exactly what had happened to 

me. Telling the story made such an impression that the wife of Dillard’s 

president asked me to sit next to her during the rest of the event. Before I 

left, she invited me to be her guest the following week to hear B. B. King, 

who was performing at Dillard at an invitation-only performance. 

I’ve told my “Jew Joint” story countless times, once to Abraham Fox-

man, former Director of ADL. It illustrates the real issue between races, 

which is a cultural one. Another issue between Blacks and Whites is the 

concept of TIME—which I have discussed at length with Cora’s brother 

Earl Barley. That story will have to wait for the right occasion to share. It 

too illustrates a cultural gap between races. 
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Cora Barley Binford and Margaret Anne Goldsmith.  

(Courtesy of the Huntsville History Collection,  

gift of Margaret Anne Goldsmith.) 
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Enduring Ties 

After Reverend Binford passed away Cora continued to live alone 

and to be active in her church and her community, until she too began to 

fail. I had returned to Huntsville to live after my father died in 1995 and 

visited with Cora regularly; I took her out for dinner on Mother’s Day and 

on other occasions and went with her to her family reunions every year. I 

was fortunate to hear Cora give the keynote address at her reunion ban-

quet one year. 

My relationship to Cora deepened over the years; when I had three 

children, I became even more aware of the important role Cora had played 

in my life. My children had the good fortune of meeting and getting to 

know Cora, as she lived until all three were young adults.  

As Cora began to decline, I stayed in close touch and checked on her 

daily. She remained at home, and I arranged with her two nieces who 

oversaw her affairs for the three of us to take meals to her when she could 

no longer cook. Cora began to suffer from dementia. I remember crying 

following our visits when she would talk about her parents and her sib-

lings who were no longer living as though they were still there. Eventually 

I was able to deal with the situation and began responding appropriately. 

I suggested to her nieces that they move Cora to an assisted living arrange-

ment, but they refused, saying that her brothers would not approve. When 

Cora fell and was hospitalized, I spoke with her doctor and asked him to 

request she be released to a facility where she could receive care and not 

go home alone. Her nieces then moved Cora to an assisted living home. 

Cora remained there and then was moved to a second home where she 

received excellent care, and I was pleased. When that arrangement ended 

with the caretaker retiring, Cora was moved to a third facility. The last 

facility, run by an immature young woman, was of great concern to me. I 

talked to her nieces and to several other members of her family. Cora was 

not moved and continued to decline rapidly. I made calls to various agen-

cies, only to learn that small facilities of that nature are not supervised and 

do not fall under the guidelines of homes that must follow government 

regulations. 

As I look back at our over-sixty-year relationship, Cora was the most 

important person in my life, especially during my early years, and she 

continued to be important to me throughout her life. She was and contin-

ues to be my teacher. Cora was a person of sterling character, a person 
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whom I respect and admire more than anyone I have ever known. She 

lived through difficult times, including segregation, the Depression, and 

World War II. She never wavered from her high standards and impeccable 

morals. My life without Cora would have been very difficult. A wise 

woman who was my therapist told me after hearing my family story that 

it was because of Cora that I survived. 
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