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Mary T. Bigby 
 
Mary Martha Thurman Bigby was interviewed on August 19, 1977. She was born on 

January 24, 1899 in Shelbyville, Tennessee. Bigby came to Fresno in September of 
1910 when her mother was diagnosed with asthma. Her family was going to move 

to Los Angeles, but after a layover in Fresno, they decided to live in the San 
Joaquin Valley instead. Bigby recalls a memory of her train trip to California when 

the conductor told her family they could move to the front of the train once they 
got to the Mason-Dixon Line. Bigby mentions that the black community was very 
small in Fresno. She says that there were quite a few licensed black businessmen in 

the area. Bigby talks about how she came from segregation in Tennessee, and that 
she did not feel segregation in Fresno was too bad. If there was segregation, Bigby 

did not think much of it because that was how she grew up. Bigby describes that 
she did every activity she could when she went to Fresno High School, though she 
only ended up completing her first two years of high school. Right after school, 

Bigby got married.  
 

Bigby recalls the time when the soldiers went off to World War I, and that there 
were a few black soldiers who went as well. She says that the white community 
responded very well to the black soldiers going off to war. Bigby vaguely 

remembers the Great Depression, she knew her family was fortunate during the 
depression but does not remember the time period which it occurred. Bigby’s father 

worked on the brick buildings at Fresno City College. Bigby talks about her time 
working as a stock girl at millinery store in San Francisco. She also describes how 
she took care of some very famous customers, including the Queen. Bigby 

describes how many people knew of her work both in San Francisco and Fresno. 
Bigby remembers several black community workers in Fresno. Bigby recalls that the 

Ku Klux Klan was not as strong in Fresno as it was in Tennessee. Bigby also 
remembers where she was at the time of Pearl Harbor, as well as her interactions 
with Japanese-Americans who were in the internment camps in Fresno. She also 

talks about the Second Baptist Church in Fresno, and how she was still involved 
with it at the time of the interview. Bigby describes how the medical profession did 

not discriminate against black doctors, though she was involved in an incident 
where it discriminated against her daughter. Bigby notes that when black stars 
came to Fresno, they were often housed privately in her home due to their 

connections with her husband. She also says that there were several black woman 
involved in the growth of Fresno. 
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