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PREFACE

This manuscript is the product of tape-recorded interviews conducted
by Reverend N. L. McPherson for the Oral History Office, Sangamon
State University in February, 1975. Carolyn Donaldson transcribed
the tape and Kay MacLean edited the transcript.

Mrs. Ferguson was born August 13, 1904 in Springfield, Illinois.

She attended school in Springfield and went on to the University of
Illinois to receive an A.B. and an M.A. in Home Economics. She talks
candidly about Springfield and the Black community, opportunities and
lack of opportunities and discrimination in the community. As a
social worker for the Sangamon County office of Child and Family
Service she counseled many of the black youth. She remained active
in community activities into her retirement years. Mrs, Ferguson
died September 17, 1979.

Readers of this oral history memoir should bear in mind that it is
a transcript of the spoken word, and that the interviewer, narrator
and editor sought to preserve the informal, conversational style
that is inherent in such historical sources. Sangamon State Univ-
ersity is not responsible for the factual accuracy of the memoir,
nor for views expressed therein; these are for the reader to judge.

The manuscript may be read, quoted and cited freely. It may not be
reproduced in whole or in part by any means, electronic or mechanical,
without permission in writing from the Oral History Office, Sangamon
State University, Springfield, Illinois, 62708.
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Margaret Ferguson, February 11, 1975, Springfield, Illinois.

Reverend N. L. McPherson, Interviewer.

Q. Mrs. Ferguson, I notice you have a chart here, and would you want
to explain what this chart is about?

A. Well, this is my family tree on my mother's side of the house. My
mother was Elizabeth Hubbard Wilkins, and she was born here in Spring-
field, July 20, 1876. This is her father and mother. Her father was
James Edward Hubbard--you can get the names off here-—and he was born
in 1837, and he died in 1910. And his wife was Martha Jane Smith
Hubbard, who was born in 1850 and died in 1904, Now, they were from
Campbellsville, Kentucky, and there are some very interesting things
about their background. My grandmother, of course, was born before
slavery was over and she was an octoroon. T have her picture here.
And I also have the picture of the late John Wilson's mother who was
my grandmother's sister, except that my grandmother was German and
Mrs. Wilson was Irish. :

Q. Oh, I see.

A. My grandmother was a Buchanan. Some people say her father was the
brother of President Buchanan, (laughs) and some say the cousin. I
don't know which, but she was a Buchananj; but of course, she went by
the name of Smith which was her mother's name.

And the very funny thing about it, that later on when we had to deal
with some property, my uncle went down to Campbellsville to look up
some material about the property and he found that my grandmother's
birth had been recorded in the county court. And the reason why it had
been recorded was because her father was a bachelor and he had two old
maid sisters, and there were no children in the family, and so they
had--the sisters had planned to take my grandmother. But when my grand-
mother was born, her mother didn't want to relinquish her, and so she
stayed with the Smith family. But they were so anxious to get her that
they had recorded the birth, and that was very unusual for back in
1850, to have a birth recorded. And this is her picture, so you see
what 1 mean when I say she was an octoroon. (laughs)

Q. O0f your grandmother?
A, That's my mother's mother.
Q. Yes, maternal grandmother then.

A. Yes. 1T used to have a tintype of my great-grandmother, but among
all of the children, it got away. She was what you call, I guess, a
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quadroon.
Q. I see.

A. My grandfather and his brothers and sisters were reared on a very
valuable piece of property, and it became theirs after the war was
over. Is that something about that?

Q. No. This is a picture of your maternal grandmother?
A. That's my maternal grandmother.

Q. Okay. T was just looking to see if there was any date on it when
it - - -

A. No, that was taken when she died; that was 1904,
Q. Oh, I see. Okay.

A. BSee, she died May 2, 1904. You see, in those days it was quite

the thing to put the picture of the person with all the flowers that
came to the funeral, and then take a picture like this. When my mother
died, we had two of those pictures, and I-~and one of my grandfather
taken the same way. I tried to share as much as I could with my first
cousins, and so I got this one and I sent one to another first cousin.
And I sent my grandfather's to another first cousin, and a large
plcture that I found in the attic, of my grandfather, to another omne.
So we shared them up that way.

Now, they had eleven children, and my mother was the fifth child in
that group. In the early 1870's, I suppose about 1874, they came from
Campbellsville, Kentucky--that was their home--here to Springfield, I
have a deed here where my grandfather bought our old home place out
there on Eleventh and Ash in 1800-and--I mean, yes, 1878. ’And he paid
for it, $550. (laughs) 1It's on here.

Q. Well, that's wonderful.

A, When I sold it here a couple or so years ago, it was appraised at
$38,000. But when they bought it, it only had onme two-room house on it.
Every time they had another child, my grandfather bricked on another
room until we finally ended up with nine rooms and every wall in the
house was solid brick. You couldn't hang a picture; it was impossible
to, you know, put a nail in the wall because they had ., . .

Q. Solid brick.

A. It had become a two-story house; each time, they'd just bricked on
another room. And then they had a large old summer kitchen out in the
back where they did all their cooking. When my mother and father took
the house over in 1910, I guess, or 1908 or somewhere around there,

they moved the summer kitchen up and attached it to the house and made
another large sort of a family room. I remember, when I was small, it
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was kitchen and family room together. So that that piece of property
had been in our family as an owned piece of property for many, many
years, And I do have a deed of my grandmother's place down in Pulaski
County [Illinois], and I tried to find it this morning and I couldn't.
So I can say my people have been property owners for a long time.

But they were before then, because when my grandfather died in 1910--
I have a thing here, I can't hardly read all of it, which was an
inventory of what he left. And among the things was one-fifth interest
in two hundred acres in Campbellsville, Kentucky. And that, his
family owned that in Campbellsville, Kentucky, before he came to
Springfield in the early 1800's. And that's what we were interested
in, going back to Kentucky to find out, when we found out that my
grandmother's birth had been registered. Because in looking in the
files to look up this piece of property, this two hundred acres down
there, why, they found out about my grandmother's birth. But that was
an inventory made when my grandfather died as to what he had left, and
the interest he had in various pieces of real estate; and he did have
one-fifth interest in the two hundred acre farm.

Q. DNow, what became of . ., .
A. Of the farm?
Q. . . . this farm?

A. That's--I have some papers here for that, too. When my grandfather
died in 1910, the family here wanted to claim the one-fifth interest

that they had in this two hundred acres, which was very valuable property
for that time in Kentucky. So we sent a Negro--I guess I'm supposed to
say black (laughs).... .

Q. No, whichever one that you . . .

A. . . . black lawyer from here by the name of A, Morris Williams down
to see about the place. When the white people down there found that we
wanted to get our interest in this two hundred acres, they said that it
would have to be sold because my great—-grandparents had died without
wills, and they had these five sons, and it had to be split up. So it
was sold for a very small amount of money. I have another letter here
that the lawyer wrote to my mother to have all of the people in the
family, her sisters and brothers, sign to relinquish their part so it
could be sold, I have it here where they all signed it and their various
ages. And I think they all got something like a hundred dollars apiece.
It was sold for a very, very small amount. My mother always felt that
they had paid Mr. Williams not to push the case. So, while they owned
that valuable piece of land, they didn't really get anything out of it,
because 1t was quite a large piece of land.

Q. Was 1t being farmed, or what was . . .
A, It was a farm, a two hundred acre farm. But I understand it was in

a very fertile place and was a very valuable piece of land, and they
were very anxious to get it away from the blacks who owned it. It had
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become—-how we got it I don't really know, but somewhere when slavery
was over, or maybe before, the family had acquired this piece of land.
But that was quite a sizeable piece of land for blacks to own at that
particular time. And I do know that each one got a little tiny piece
out of it, but not very much,

Q. DNot much. Okay, so we were starting on explaining the family tree.

A. Oh:.yes, well, I said there were eleven children and my mother was
the fifth child. 8She was Elizabeth Katherine [Hubbard], and she was
born July 20, 1876 and she died February 14, 1968, so she was 91
yvears old. (laughs) '

Q. And her name was Elizabeth.

A. FElizabeth Katherine.

Q. How do you spell that Katherine?
A. K-A-T-H-E-R-I-N-E.

Q. Okay.

A. And, oh, her brothers and sisters are spread all over the country-
side. The only two that ever stayed here was my mother and her brother,
Louis [Hubbard]. And my uncle was a tin—-—well, in the later years he
was a tin . . .

Q. A tinner?

A. A tinner, yes, and he had his own business, and he put in furnaces
and did tin work. But in the early days he was a stationary engineer
for the mines. He worked for Woodside Mine, and he also worked for one
of the mines up near M¢€. Pulaski, [Illinois]; and he did that for a
good many years. In fact, a great many of her brothers worked for the
mines.

My Uncle George [Hubbard] was also an engineer for Woodside Mine. He
ran the hoisting elevator that let the miners down in the mine, and up.
And when the riot came, he was on duty; and some of the men--about the
second night of the riot--decided that they wanted to do away with him
because they felt that a black should not have that kind of a job; it
was a very important jeb. And so they were coming out——he was on the
early night shift--and they were coming out to the mine to kill him.
And a white woman, my mother never knew who, called her and told her to
get him out of there because the mob was on the way.

Well, our house was only about three blocks from the Woodside Mine.
It's where the Winchester Hardware place is now, where you take your
pictures to be framed; and there's a warehouse there, I've forgotton
whose. 1It's right at the corner of Tenth and Ash. So my mother ran up
there and told my Uncle George to go away. But it's against the law
for the engineer to leave while there are men in the mine, and so he
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couldn't leave. But he had a bicycle, so he got his bicycle all

ready, and he called the third engineer, who was white, and he came.
And when my uncle saw the third engineer turn off of Ash Street into
the mine, he got his bicycle and rode away. And so when the mob got
there, (laughs) the third engineer was on duty: and he was not black,
he was white; and he got away. But then he didn't get his job back.

Q. He never—-did he try to get it back?

A. Well, I don't know about that. I meant he had to. . . . Every~
thing changed here in Springfield between blacks and whites——where
you could eat, and what you could deo, and all that sort of thing--
when the riot came. And so0 then he took his family and moved to--
well, they went out West to try to homestead in the Dakotas, and
that didn't pan out so well; so then he came back to Detroit and
became stationary engineer for a large hotel there, and that's where
he stayed until he died. But he got his first job of that kind of
work with the Woodside Mine here. I suppose, if it hadn't been for
the riot, he would have stayed here.

That's one thing about the heritage, the black heritage, of Spring-
field. We have white families like the Bunns and the Lanphiers and

the Hickocks and all, whose children are still here running things;

but with the middle class black people who were here at that time,

when their children got any sort of a foothold or education, they had
to go away from here for work, and then their children married away.
And so we don't have that heritage. We have a lot of young blacks

in here now with very good jobs, but they're not Springfield blacks.
They are blacks who came here from other places—-Louisiana, Mississippi,
North Carolina, Maryland—-if you get their backgrounds.

We don't have a heritage that is——we have a heritage, but it was not
from, what you might say, the middle class that was the land-owning
blacks. See, many blacks, like my grandfather and all, owned land

here and they were quite prosperous., The Smiths had one of the biggest
farms you could think of out here at Lanesville, Illinois. That's the
ancestors of Harrison Smith. And I had another uncle, Nathan Smith,

my grandmother's brother, who owned a huge farm out here on Stevenson
Drive, now where Laketown shopping area is. So they were landowners,
but their children couldn't remain here when they got a little education
because there was nothing for them to do, so they went away. 5o we
have--we don't have heritage. Now, Harrison Smith is one of the few,
you might say, of our people whom you can trace his background back to
the early times, because they just had to go away.

Q. Yes, but somehow they were able to stem the tide.

A, Yes. If you wanted work, you had to go other places. Most of them
went South., For instance, that's where I--I taught first at Metropolis,
Illinois, and then I went to Lincoln University in Jefferson City,
[Missouri]. Then when I--my first husband died, and I went back and

got my master's degree; I had to go to Greemsboro [North Carolina]. And
when I came back here in 1953, I could not get a job teaching in Spring-
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field. With all . . .
Q. As late as 19537

A, We didn't have a black teacher im 1953. Mae Hammonds was the
first one we ever had here, and she came in somewhere later in the
1950's. And I had been teaching for years, but I wasn't accepted as
a teacher in Springfield, see. This is. . . .

Q. That's amazing. Now, what about--could we go back to the mine
and the riot and so forth. Is there any other of your relatives, your
uncle or anybody, that worked in the mine?

A. Yes, my Uncle Louis was a hoisting engineer for the mines, oh, for
a long time, way up until the 1930's. He worked up at Woodside, and he
also worked at the mine at Mt., Pulaski. I don't know which one.

Q. So even though your Uncle George left the mine because of the riot,
your Uncle Louis did stay? :

A. Yes, he stayed. In fact, he died in Springfield; he never did
leave Springfield. But he became a tinner and had his own. business,
and put in furnaces and did tin work around here. But he had a hard
time because he'd want to hire Negro men and he couldn't because they
couldn't belong to the union. Reverend Lyman Hubbard, whom I'm sure
you remember, worked with my uncle for a long, long time, but he had
to work. as a helper because of the union difficulties. ' And the same
way with Vern Ocrey, who is here now, that does a great deal of tin
work on the side, besides his regular job. He learned from my uncle,
and when my uncle died he left him all his equipment. But he also
‘had to work as a helper. It was impossible to work because they
couldn't join the union.

But my uncle was his own boss, and he didn't have to join the union.

See, if it's your business, you don't have to belong. Now 1f he got a
big job-——-doing the roof for the Roxy Theater, which is one of the

things he did do at one time--he had a difficult time getting help,
because if he had anybody up there that wasn't a union person, then the
union would picket. So if you had an independent business, you suffered.

Q. You suffer:.one way or the other.

A. When I was getting my master's degree, I did !two papers in lieu of
thesis, and one of them was on small businesses and occupations of the
Negro in Springfield, Illinois. I found then one man who was a cement
contractor, and he employed his sons. He was telling me what a diffi-
cult time he had with his business because 0of the union. But they
finally accepted him and his two sons; but he could not hire anybody,
hardly, outside of his family, unless he hired white because of the
union. So we've always had a big problem here, as far as unions are
concerned, in allowing a black man to become a part of the construction
industry, and that's one of our biggest industries.
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We had quite a lot of trouble with that in my own family because my
Uncle George was—-I mean, my Uncle William [Hubbard] was a carpenter,
and an excellent one. And was the first Negro, really, on the school
board here back in the early 1900's when they were appointed. My
Uncle William was on the school board. Dr. [Edwin] Lee was the first
elected black, but my Uncle William was the first black to actually
serve on the school board in Springfield.

Q. How many terms did he serve?

A. That I couldn't tell you; T just know that he was. And my mother
was quite incensed when everybody was going around saying that Dr. Lee
was the first black on the school board. (laughs) "He is not! My
brother William was." (laughs)

Q. But he was appointed.

A. But he was appointed, because at that time they didn't elect
school board members; they were all appointed.

Q. Do you remember when they started to elect?

A, No, I don't know that.. I know that back in the early 1900's he was
appointed, and the other members were appointed, too, so it must have
been sometime after 1900, anyway, that they elected school board members.

Q. Now, you said that things were never the same after the riot.
A. No, they weren't because--1 can only tell you this by hearsay.
Q. Yes.

A. But, one of the reasons why they destroyed Loper's Restaurant was
because he didn't mind serving blacks. And my mother said [that] before
the riot they could eat anyplace. There was one confectionary here,
Stewart's, that was a very lovely place; and you could always go to
Stewart's and have a soda or whatever you wanted to get in the confection-
ary line until after the riot. Then you couldn't go anyplace. And I
remember when I was a small girl-—-and you used to get ice cream sodas—-—
and the only drugstore in town where a black could get an ice cream soda
was Clarkson's which at that time was on Sixth Street between Adams and
Monroe. Afterwards they moved on the corner of Sixth and Monroe where
Coe's bookstore is now——it's someone else's name but it was Coe's.

Q. Haines [and Essick's].

A. And every Sunday I would go to Sunday school. I'd get on the street-
car--mother would give me so much money to put in the collection and a
nickel for an ice cream soda. It only cost a nickel. And every Sunday
after ‘Sunday school, Maimi Stewart, then——she is now, Donnegan,-—and
another little girl and I would go down Sixth Street to Clarkson's
Drugstore and get--I always got a chocolate ice cream soda. (laughter)
And then we got on the car and came home. But it was the only place in




Margaret Ferguson

town, where a black person could get an ice cream soda. And that was
after the riot. That was along about 1912, I guess, or someplace
like that.

Q. What about the theaters, could . . .

A. No, before the riot you could go. After that they had segregated
places for you, usually in the balcony. I remember that "Uncle Tom's
Cabin" came here. My father took me to see "Uncle Tom's Cabin" at the
old Chatterton Opera House, and we sat up in the balcony on the left
side. And I was quite enthused over "Uncle Tom's Cabin" which was being
acted out. And the only time that we sat downstairs, in my younger

days that I can remember, at Chatterton's, was one time when Burt
Williams was here, and his company. I don't know whether they had one
night for blacks, or how it was, but I remember that we sat down in

the dress circle and. . . .

Q. And this was who, Burt Williams?

A. Burt Williams. I was so small I can't remember much, but he--you
have heard of Burt Williams, I know. He was a very noted comedian,

and so very capable that he could just stick his hand out clothed in a
white glove, out of the curtain, and people would laugh, you kmow. And
my folk took me to see Burt Williams because they felt that this was
something that I should know, and we did sit downstairs in Chatterton's
Opera House. And everybody was so excited, because they had little
places on the back of the seat where you could put in a coin and get a
little box of chocolates. And I thought this was the most marvelous
thing that I ever saw in my life! (laughs)

Q. And they didn't have that upstairs, of course?

A. No, no, no. That was downstairs. But I don't remember ever at any
other time being downstairs in a theater until my cousin, John and the
NAACP sued them all here and opened up theaters for them. But this all
happened after the riot.

Q. Now, for the riot itself, I know you were quite young. 1Is there
anything you know about it or heard them say about it?

A. Oh yes. My Aunt Sal had a restaurant downtown on Washington Street
between Eighth and Ninth, and she had an apartment upstairs over the
restaurant and she lived there. And she called--and now, this is, I

can only tell you what my mother said. I can remember just one or two
things about it myself; I was alive and here, but. . . . But the
shooting was so thick that my aunt called my mother up and let her

listen through the receiver at the shooting, the bullets flying, down--
town. And next door to us lived the Wilsons, and as I told you, Mr. Wil-
son's wife was my grandmother's sister. I have some pictures of her here.
(shuffles through papers) She was also an octoroon. There she is.

Q. Oh, I see.

A. Many people thought she was white, and because they thought she was











































































































































































































































































































































































































































