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Preface

This oral history of Corneal A. Davis’s service in the Illinois General Assembly is a product
of the Illinois Legislative Council’s General Assembly Oral History Program. The oral his-
tory technique adds a distinctive dimension to the council’s statutory responsibility for per-
forming research and collecting information concerning the government of the state.

Corneal A. Davis was born on a farm near Vicksburg, Mississippi, in 1900. After the death
of his father, his mother moved with Corneal to Vicksburg where he could gain a better
education than was possible in the country. Following his elementary school education, he
attended Tougaloo College at Tougaloo, Mississippi, which at that time was, in his words, “a
glorified high school.”

When the Tougaloo College class of 1917 graduated they were subjeet to being drafted for
military service during World War I. Mr. Davis did not wait, but enlisted when a number
of his friends were called. After a short period of training, he was sent to France. He
was in the front lines during the Meuse Argonne offensive.

During the war his family had moved to Chicago, and Mr. Davis joined them there in August
of 1919. His mother took him to church his first Sunday and thus began his lifelong associa-
tion with the Quinn Chapel African Methodist Episcopal Church. He became an ordained
minister of the denomination and later, throughout his long tenure in the Illinois General
Assembly, was often called upon to act as chaplain. He is justly proud of the nickname
“Deacon” which was given him by his fellow legislators.

His first job after arrival in Chicago was as a shipping clerk, but he soon took on the job
of driving for the powerful black politician Louis B. Anderson. This association led him
into the maze of Chicago politics where by the mid-1930’s he was a leader involved in trans-
ferring the allegiance of Chicago blacks from the Republican to the Democratic party. In
1942, he ran for a seat in the Illinois house of representatives. Winning, he stayed on in
the house for thirty-six years.

Mr. Davis’s major legislative achievements were in the fields of civil rights, public aid and
public welfare. His memoir focuses on such subjects but also touches on many other
fields. Of particular interest is his recounting of the long, and finallysuccessful, fight for
the establishment of the Fair Employment Practices Commission.

Mr. Davis left the legislature in 1979, but later resumed his public service as a member of
the Chicago Board of Election Commissioners.

Readers of this oral history should bear in mind that it is a transeript of the spoken
word. Its informal, conversational style represents a deliberate attempt to encourage




candor and to tap the narrator’s memory. However, persons interested in listening to the
tapes should understand that editorial considerations produced a text that differs somewhat
from the original recordings. Both the recordings and this transeript should be regarded
as a primary historical source, as no effort was made to correct or challenge the
narrator. Neither the Illinois Legislative Council nor Sangamon State University is respon-
sible for the factual accuracy of the memoir, nor for the views expressed therein; these are
for the reader to judge.

The tape recorded interviews were conducted by Horace Waggoner between the fall of 1979
and the winter of 1982, Mr. Waggoner was born in 1924 near Waggoner, a small farm-
service community in central Illinois. At age 18 he enlisted for military service in World
War II and, as a U. 8. Air Force commissioned officer, continued to serve until 1973. Upon
leaving service, he resumed his formal education, achieving a masters degree in history at
Sangamon State University in 1975. His association with the Sangamon State University
Oral History Office dates from 1976.

Jean Curtin, Jan Perone and Betty Lewis transcribed the tapes. After the transcriptions
were edited by Mr. Waggoner and reviewed by Mr. Davis, Miss Lewis and Patricia Grider
prepared the typeseript. Florence Hardin compiled the index entries. Bernadette Emery
and James Skufca developed the programming for the computerized sorting and typesetting
used in finalizing the index. Dorothy Hopkins and Carol Marshall assisted in the pre-
interview research. The Chicago Tribune provided valuable assistance in the- research
effort. The assistance given by Mr. Davis's secretary, Pearl Bosley, in the scheduling of
interviews and in the management of Mr. Davis’s review was a great help.

This oral history may be read, quoted and cited freely. It may not be reproduced in whole

or in part by any means, electronic or mechanical, without written permission from the Illi-
nois Legislative Council, Room 107, Stratton Building, Springfield, Illinois, 62706.
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Volume I

Corneal A. Davis

SESSION 1, TAPE 1, SIDE 1

Q: Where were you born sir?

A: Well as near as I can get it I was born on a farm . . . near Vicksburg. Now the farm
was located . . . . It was my grandfather’s farm I guess. Yes. Some parts of it was located

in Tensas Parish, now that's the part where Mississippi and Louisiana goes on the line. But
my mother says I was born on the Mississippi part. That’s not in Vicksburg, Mississippi,
but it’s near Vicksburg, Mississippi, the farm that my grandfather owned.

I... oh Iguess when I was — near as I can guess — seven or eight years old, my mother
took me to Vicksburg, Mississippi. Because out there on the farm they didn’t have any
schooling. It was very little. They had a one-room schoolhouse. And of course where they
went to school out there — one teacher — and they went to school when they laid the crops
by, they called it, maybe about three months or something. There wasn’t much schooling
to it T know. As near as I can recall there wasn’t much schooling out there because they
only had one teacher and she taught everything that was to be taught. (chuckles)

So I always say that I was born near Vicksburg. Then my mother — my father, I can’t
hardly remember him because I was such a little fellow. They said he drank a lot
anyway. My mother took me to Vicksburg — he died out there in the country. My mother
took me to Vicksburg, Mississippi, and she married again. And really I remember my step-
father more than I do my father. My step-father is my sister’s father. I remember him
very well. He lived in Vicksburg, Mississippi. And he worked for years for a big depart-
ment store there they call Bear Brothers. And I was a little fellow. I ran around in the
store there, delivered special — they called them special deliveries for the people. Yes, a
little fellow, you know. If somebody ordered something or called up and wanted something,
I’d take it to them. And then he used to drive the — drive the — in Vicksburg, Mississippi,
he used to drive a — they had a delivery wagon to take the goods out. And I would go
with him on the delivery wagon and jump off the wagon and run and take the packages
in, that sort of thing. And I hung around that store there when I was a little one.

But they went to Vicksburg; Mississippi, and my-mother got a job. She worked for these
people, white people, by the name of 8. O. Pitts for, oh, quite some time. This woman had
two children and my mother nursed them. She did everything for them — dressed them,
cooked, and about everything else. And they thought a lot of her. They were white and
they thought a lot of her. So she helped to raise their children, raised along with me.




My mother, the people she worked for, they would take her with them when they’d leave
on their vacations, things like that. She would travel with them and take care of the kids
too. And that meant when she would leave or travel with them, take care of the kids, if
I had no one to look out after me, she would send me to my grandfather on the farm. So
I did — was raised partially in Vicksburg and on the farm. When she had to leave I'd go
down on the farm, you see, and stay with my grandfather and grandmother. In fact I spent
a lot of time with them on that farm. It was mostly on the Louisiana side because it was
in the parish. It's across from Vicksburg. It's Tensas Parish. You know Mississippi and
Louisiana is on a line there. And I spent a lot of time down there in Tensas Parish. The
nearest town as I remember it over there in the parish was a little town they call Newellton,
Tallulah, and all of those towns. But - Newellton was nearer to his place there,
N-E-W-E-L-L-T-O-N. Newellton I think it was. It was there in the Tensas Parish.

SESSION 2, TAPE 2, SIDE 1

Q: One of the questions that I had in mind was concerning your grandparents. Your grand-
father, for example; what type person was he?

A: Well my grandfather was a slave. He was a youngster. He came out of it real young,
out of slavery and — he and his brother. And they were — when Grant came down from
— was it Cairo? 1 believe it was Cairo down to — down to Mississippi. First — when
he first got down there around our town, Vicksburg down there, they chased him back up
to Memphis.

Q: Oh?

A: Yes. And then he used those who came within his line. My grandfather’s brother was
older than he was. He was one of them he used. And his brother is buried in the national
cemetery there at Vieksburg, Mississippi. John Davis is buried — my grandfather’s name
was Dudley Davis. John Davis is buried in the national cemetery there at Vicksburg, Missis-

sippi.

My grandfather came out of slavery and then in those days down there in that delta around
there they layed off little stakes of land, you know. He staked him off something. The land
was rich down there and cotton would grow as high as corn or higher in that rich
delta. (chuckles) And he — I guess he thought he owned the land but they took it from
him. It was rich land, they grew so much cotton on it.

Q: Had he cleared that land?

A: Oh ves, he cleared it. He cleared new ground. I got — helped him to clear some new
ground. In other words, what we called new ground, we cleared it. Pulled the stumps up
and everything so you could plant in it, that rich land. Yes. He cleared it. He cleared
it. And it was supposed to be theirs but . . . they chased them all out of there. He finally
had to leave down there. This was on the — in the parish side. This was in the Louisiana
side where he had to leave from. In fact it was Tensas Parish.

And he left there because he got into a big dispute when he would roll or — when they
would pick the cotton they’d have to carry it to a gin. There would be a gin. And the
fellow who owned the gin took one of his bales of cotton. And they had some words. As
near as I can remember his name was — I think they said Jesse Nolan or Knowles or some-
thing like that.

The big landowner down there was the Hopkins. I don’t know — they had a big plantation
and my grandfather had some land there, around near the Hopking’ plantation in the . .
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And the town was near Newellton. The big towns was down there, the ‘largest towns over
on the other side, on the Louisiana side of the Mississippi, was Tallulah, Louisiana —
Tallulah, Louisiana. And down farther was St. Joe [St. Joseph], Louisiana. Those were the
towns. Now somewhere on the other bank of the Mississippi River near Vicksburg was some
land my grandfather owned.

And they got into this argument about the cotton and the man took the bale of cotton. My
grandfather took it back. But the results of it was he had to leave. And when he left
Louisiana he settled in — out in the country from Pine Bluff, Arkansas. He went straight
up and settled down from Pine Bluff, Arkansas. He had to leave from down there because
it wasn’t safe for him to stay down there. In fact the night riders — my grandmother tells
a story about the night riders coming looking for him because he refused to . . . . He took
the bale of cotton back, that's right. But it was his cotton.

Q: How large a farm was this that he owned?

A: Now I don’t know whether he owned all of the hundred acres but he farmed a hundred
acres down there in the parish, Tensas Parish.

Q: Was this all in cotton or did he grow other crops?

A: Well, cotton was the main crop in those days. Biggest crop that they grew. He grew
corn for his cattle and things and — but — and I think, I'm not quite certain, I think they
sold some corn. But cotton was what — the biggest thing they grew down there was
cotton. That was the thing of that day, in those days, back when I was a kid.

You see those old steamboats used to go up and down the Mississippi River and they'd be
loaded with cotton, you know, carrying it back up to Memphis or someplace. They’d be just
loaded with cotton. And they'd load them steamboats from cotton. I'd stand there and
look. See — look at them go up and down. As a young kid in Vicksburg I'd see them go
up and down the river loaded with cotton.

And then they’d have this cotton all out on the bank and load the boats with it. As a kid
I used to see them load them boats with the cotton. Bales would be stacked up as high
as they could get them on the boats there. And — and one time I guess cotton was pretty
high, the price was, down there.

One thing that hurt him — that was during my time when 1 was a youngster — was a
thing they called the boll weevil. It came through there. The boll weevil — I’m just think-
ing of all these things — came through there and destroyed the cotton.

But my grandfather was — I have the same voice he had. He was quite an orator, quite
a preacher down in that section of the country. Everybody knew him down there. Big fra-
ternal man and all that sort of stuff. (chuckles) Yes, he was quite a preacher.

Q: Where did he preach?

A: Oh around in them country places. You know how they have a — a preacher down there
will have four or five churches. He’d go to one this Sunday and go to the other ones —
maybe have three or four churches — to go to one that's located in this section. Next
Sunday they’d do it at the next one. They’re small churches, country churches.

Q: Was there a church that you went to where he preached?
A: Oh yes, yes. That old building there I guess they've — somebody told me up there in

the city, up there in Newellton there was a church where he preached in. But that’s been
8o many years ago now. Oh Lord, I guess nobody would probably — I don’t know whether
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they’d even remember him around down there now. I imagine if there was any real old-
timers they might remember him. But they’d have to be real old. Because as near as I
can get it I was about 14, I think, when my grandfather died, something like that.

See I — I — a lot of these people, they talk about slavery and all that sort of — I've heard
it from — from the real people, the people who were slaves. Because, you see, I was born
in 1900. That was just 35 years after the Emancipation Proclamation was signed in 1865.

Q: Yes sir.
A: That’s right. So I heard it from them. 1 heard it from real people.
Q: Did your grandfather talk about that very much?

A: Oh yes. They fought the — he used to talk about the . . . people used to talk about
the Emancipation Proclamation. Well I used to hear my grandfather and them say they
wasn’t free till the old master told them they was free. And that wasn’t until they passed
the Thirteenth Amendment. The Thirteenth Amendment to the Constitution, see, prohib-
ited physical slavery. And this is when they turned a lot of them loose, when that constitu-
tional amendment went in. Because a lot of them were still with the masters then. But
not my grandfather. I don’t think he was still with his masters, but a lot of them
were. But that really - that’s what really freed them, the Thirteenth Amendment which
prohibited physical slavery. And that wasn’t signed until 1865.

You see, the Emancipation Proclamation was in 1863 but the — the Thirteenth Amendment
was passed in 1865 which made it unconstitutional. You violated the Constitution if you
kept a slave. Couldn’t have slaves. That’s when they really turned them loose. The mas-
ters told them they had to go, you know. Because some of them had never made it on their
own and they just had to go. I heard the story of slavery by people who were slaves.

Q: How soon after he left slavery did he get the farm — or start the farm?

A: Well after he left he had to — they had to live. His brothers and all of them were older
and they started this farm. Unecle John, Uncle John Davis, who was wounded there in the
army when he fought with Grant and them down there. He’s buried in the national ceme-
tery there at Vicksburg. One of our jobs was — we called it Decoration Day. On the 30th
of May we’d go out to the national cemetery and decorate Uncle John’s grave. (chuckles)

Q: Good.

A: Yes, they — they — they built or rebuilt — soon after slavery — they built log cabins
in those days. Log cabins and — they had to live and they started that. And they would
have on — like on Saturdays, they’d go into the general store. There would be a general
store. And they could go in and have an account there. And of course they’d get meat
there too. They’d have an account and they'd go in and get a barrel of flour, and a side
of meat, and all that sort of stuff and take it back home. But a lot of stuff they grew them-
selves and put away. They — they had a way of — what did they call it? Pump! They
called them the pump. They dug a big hole in the ground and put hay and stuff down there
and buried stuff down like potatoes and all that. And covered them over with the
earth. And it kept them.

Q: Like a cellar then.

A: Yes, yes. And they’d go down — they go there all the winter and dig them up, go down
and then dig them up. That’s the way they kept their stuff.

Q: Were they still doing that when you were on the farm?






































































































































































































































































































































































