PREFACE

This manuscript is the product of a tape-recorded interview conducted
by Reverend N. L. McPherson for the Oral History Office, Sangamon State
University on March 28, 1974. Sheila Sears and Kay MacLean edited and
Albert Harris reviewed the transcript.

Mr. Harris was born in Springfield, Illinois, June 4, 1895 and died
October 20, 1977. He was an active member of the black community who
helped break the color barrier in the local theatre and who helped young
black persons integrate the job market. He recalled being the only black
baseball player on the Springfield High School team. He was so good at
baseball he was told it was only his color that kept him out of the major
leagues. For the better part of his life he was self-employed: building,
repairing, renting, and selling property successfully.

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 University is not
responsible for the factual accuracy of this memoir, mor for the 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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Albert Harris, March 28, 1974, Springfield, Illinois.

Reverend N. L. McPherson, Interviewer.

Q. Mr. Harris, I understand that Springfield is your home.

A. Yes, I was born here.

Q. Where were you born? I mean what location in Springfield?
A. On the east side.

Q. What's the address?

A, On the 1700 block of East Mason.

Q; What was that neighborhood like?

A. I was too young to know. I wasn't a year old until I moved out
here on North Lincoln Avenue.

Q. Oh, is that right? How long did you live on North Lincoln?

A. Clear up until 1940, I think it was. Oh, it was clear up until
about 1937.

Q. DNow, what was the neighborhood like?
A. You mean here?
Q. No, on Lincoln Avenue.

A. On Lincoln it was just a mixed neighborhood. And the house we
lived [in] on Lincoln Avenue, it belonged to a coal mine company and
the people around there, mostly all of them were coal miners. Then

I went to school there and finished up my schooling. And then before
I finished my schooling, T went to a mixed school. I was really the
ringleader at the school. T was ringleader at the school because I
could pitch a baseball, and I was one of the best pitchers in the
city of Springfield at that time in school. And [I was] the only
black pitcher that played on the Springfield High School team.

Q. Oh, you went to Springfield High?

A. Yes.

Q. Did you all win any championships or anything like that?
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A. No, no. The only thing at that time that kept me out of the big
leagues was my color.

Q. Is that right?
A. There wasn't no colored boys being considered in the white leagues.
Q. So then you just played for your school team?

A. That's right. That was all. And then after I got out of school,
I went to the Army. I did my hitch in the Army and came back and
wanted to go in business for myself, but T didn't have any money.

So T got a job at the Springfield Laundry, and I worked for the
Springfield Laundry for thirteen years. I drove as the first and
only black driver at that time in the city of Springfield.

Then I always had an idea I wanted to own something. I knew I
couldn't own a laundry because it'd taken a lot of money to buy the
equipment. But I decided that I was going to try and do something.
And in the year of 1932 they had a slogan that said, '"1932 depends

on you." And I made up my own slogan. I said, "1933 depends on me."
I went to my boss and told her in 1932, I said, "In 1933 I'm going

to stop working for you and go into business for myself. Mrs. Rose
Harbour was my boss, and she says, "Well, Albert,'" said, '"you mean
you're going to quit in 1933?" 1T said, "Yes, and I'm going to haul
your coal and start picking up garbage.'" She says, "All right," says,
"but suppose you don't make it?" I said, "I'll make it." She said,
"Well, if you don't you come back.'" I said I would.

And so T went into the garbage business. And then I had got me some
hogs and then I wanted to raise more hogs, but where I lived on
Lincoln Avenue was too small. So I had to find someplace. The wife
and I and Eddie Mitchell--my wife's nephew--and a couple of foster
children, every Sunday we'd take a ride in the country to find some
ground. And I run up and I found this ground, twenty-ome acres. It
was owned by a lady by the name of Mrs. Lyman. The wife said, "Well,
Honey," says, 'you'll never own that ground." I said, "No, because
we haven't got that kind of money." And she says, "Well, we'll just
have to keep looking." And lo and behold, I saw this ad again in
the paper, the ad in the paper of this ground. And 1 knew where the
ground was; it was a blind ad and I didn't have to answer it because
I knew where it was,

So I went direct to Mrs. Lyman's brother who was an agent for the
Chevrolet. He said that his sister owned the ground and they lived
out in Bradfordton, Illinois. I asked him was it sold. He said,

"I think it is, but I'm not sure. But you can go and find out."

I wrote them a letter, and the man said to me, he says in his letter,
"Mr. Harris, I don't know what we'll take for it, but we'll be in to
see you." I said all right. So they came on in and they showed me

a plat of the grounds, 21 acres instead of twenty acres. And he says,
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"Mr. Harris, what you want to . . . . I said, "What does she want
for it?" I was talking to her agent. He says, "I'1ll go back and
find out." He said, "I'll see you tomorrow." T said, "All right."

They came back the next day. And the wife, when I called her, she
said, "Those men are here again today." So I came on out home. They
said, "Mr. Harris, she wants $2000 for it.'" And understanding,
Reverend, I didn't have any money. So I said--I'm sorry, but I get
tickled and amused at this because this is what happened! So I said,
"I'1l tell you what I'1l do. 1I'll give you fifteen thousand dollars
cash." And they says, "Well, all right then, Mr. Harris. I think

that Mrs. Lyman will take that. I'll call you. I'll be back tomorrow.'
I says, "All right."

1

They came back tomorrow; when I called the house my wife said, '"Those
men are here again." I came on out. They said, "Mr. Harris, Mrs.
Lyman will take fifteen thousand dollars cash." I said, "Cash is
thirty days, isn't it?" He says, "Yes." I said, "All right then.

In thirty days I'll have your money." He said, "Fine.'" And he said,
"Have you got a little retainer?" In the meantime, I had a check for
a hundred dollars that I had borrowed on my truck because I seen
twenty acres of ground, north, and I was going to try to get that.

I said, "Yes. T got a check here for two hundred dollars." He says,
"Oh, we haven't got any change. We'll just write up a contract as
is, and you'll take care of it." T said, "In thirty days." He said,
"Yes, sir." That was the second day of February of 1937 he was due
back.

And as they were leaving the door, my wife turned around and said,
"Honey," says, "where you going to get fifteen thousand dollars?" I
says, "I don't know." (laughter) "I don't know." And she says,
"Well, I don't know either." And so I started trying to borrow the
money and I went to several places. Even Attorney Davis tried to
help me. I had a Jew friend that I was feeding his hogs along with
mine, and I went to him. I told him what I wanted to do. Well, he
didn't want to do it. Then I went to Roustimeier; tried to borrow
it from him. I couldn't get it.

So I thought about a Mr. Mayhew who was a real estate man, and I told
him, I said, "Mr. Mayhew, I'll give you a hundred dollars if you can
borrow me a thousand dollars." He says, "A hundred dollars if I can
borrow . . . ?" I said, '"Yes'--it was twelve hundred dollars. He
says, '"Well, I think I can." "Just a minute." So he stepped to the
phone and he called up Mrs. Herndon of the Herndon Company here.

He called Mrs. Herndon, and he turned around and he says, "Mr. Harris,
Mrs. Herndon will let you have the momey, but you have to wait until

it comes in." I said, "How long would that be?" He says, "Oh, about

a week." I said, "Well, all right then. I feel pretty good about it."

So in the meantime, about three weeks later, time was running out on
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me for the 2nd of February so I went to Mr. Mayhew and I said, "Mr.
Mayhew, when is she going to let me have that money?" He says, "Oh,
Albert, it won't be no more than a week or two anyway." I says, "Just
so it's before the first of the month because I got to have that
money." He says, "Just give us another week." 1 said, "All right."

In the meantime, the agent of Mrs. Lyman came in to see me, and he
says, 'Mr. Harris, how are you coming with your money?" I says, '"Not
too good." He says, "I know it." I said, "Why do you know it?" He
said, '"Because they're going to see that you don't get this ground."
I said, "Who's they?" He says, '"Well, your neighbors around here.”

I says, "Is that right?" He says, "Yes, and I'll tell you what I'm
going to do. T hope vou get it and there's nobody going to get this
ground until T hear from you."

He says, "Now, a4 fellow came out here the other day and offered Mrs.
Lyman $2500 for it. Naturally she wanted to take it, and I told him
he couldn't get it until I talked to you, until your option expired
on it, your earnest money. And he just ignored me and went to see
Mrs. Lyman. Well, when she heard that she could get $2500, naturally,
she wanted to get it. S5he told me that she did, and I told her that
as long as Mr., Harris had his money up here and his option hadn't
expired, that he was a businessman and the ethics of a businessman
wouldn't permit him to not let me have the ground. Well, she didn't
like it anyway, but that's what happened. He says, "Now, I hope you
get it."

Well, I went on back and I read the contract--not the contract, but

I read the contents of this ground where she had borrowed $300, she
owed $300, and had a $300 noteon it and it came due in August. And
this was the end of January. I began to figure myself, and I said,
"Now let me see. I've got $200. She owes $300. Why can't I assume
this $300 because I know I can pay it off by August. And that'll make
me have-~three and two is five; she'll have to loan me a thousand
dollars."

Q. You would owe her.

A. Yes, I would owe her a thousand dollars. So I taken it to my
real estate man, Mr. Mayhew, and explained it to bhim. He said, 'Why,
sure you can do that. Let me see.”"” And T told him again. He said,
"Well, sure. That only makes you one thousand dollars." "That's
right." He said, "Wait a minute." So he stepped to the telephone;
he called Mrs. Herndon and said, '"Say, Mr. Harris has got that note
down to a thousand dollars. Could you let him have the money right
now?" She evidently said yes, because he hung up and said, "Come on,
we got the money." We got the thousand dollars.

And the second day of February, which was two days later, they came
in. They would have been in the first day, but it snowed and so they
came in the second day. So I counted her out a thousand dollars.
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She said, "That's not my money." I said, "Yes, it is, too." She
says, "I got $1500 coming." I said, "You had $300 mortgage on that,
and I assumed that mortgage." And she turned to her lawyer and said,
"Can he do that?" Her lawyer says, ''Yes, he can do that." Then she
congratulated me on the ground and said she hoped I would make a good
success of it, a good go out of it, which I did. But after I got
that ground . . . (someone enters the room) So I thanked her.

But then, Reverend, is when my troubles began, because I tried to
get water out here. One of the fellows who was a custodian of the
camp [Camp Lincoln] said he'd see that I got tapped at the camp's
main line if I would sell him an acre of ground. I told him, "All
right, I'11l think about it." When he said that he would do what he
agreed to do, I said, "Well I'll go ahead and sell you an acre of
ground, but I got to tap my water first."

Well, the neighbors, in the meantime, had heard about a garbage man
was going to buy that ground and run hogs and things there, which was
true. But I fooled them because what I did was to build some nice
homes out here. And I still had my hogs, because the hogs are about
a quarter of a mile from the subdivision, straight back north. Then
after they saw that I wasn't going to be defeated . . . I fought with
the city hall twenty years to get water out here.

Q. Twenty years?

A, Yes, sir., I fought with those people twenty years to get water.
All they would do—they didn't want me out here. They had ganged up
against me and they thought they were going to stop me by not getting
the water. Finally, I went to one man there at the city--it was Pop
Hess, he's dead now~-and Pop Hess said, "Well, I don't see why you
can't tap this water." I said, "Pop, they won't let me tap down at
the main." That was way down to MacArthur and North Grand--well, it
was North Grand and West Grand then. And they wouldn't let me .tap
down there. So I didn't know what to do.

Finally Pop says, "Well, there's one thing that you can do. This
ground coming straight up here belongs to the city; all these pretty
lawns you see down there, that's in the city. But we'll use that
road; that road out there, that belongs to the camp.”" At MacArthur,
see, we didn't use MacArthur; we used the camp road instead of Mac-
Arthur. And he says, "All you got to do is just bring your pipe right
up this here." I says, "You mean through all those people's yards?"

He says, "Yes. This is the street." And they were standing out
there listening. So he says, '"This is the street, and that's what
you do." I says, "Well . . . ." I reluctantly didn't want to do it

because it would just be disturbing. I guess I was too soft.

But anyway, a man who was a friend of mine and is dead and gone,
Charlie Sellers says, "I'11l tell you what we can do. Why not go
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over to Osburn Avenue, which is three blocks from here, and hook on
over there?" 1 says, '"You mean go all through that, down the hill
and everything?" He says, '"Yes." I said, "Well, we'll try her."
And we dug it.

There were places, Reverend, that we dug that was ten feet deep.

And we didn't shore it up at all. I don't know why, the good Lord
was just good to us, that that ground didn't cave in on some of

them. But we put that whole [trench in] by hand. Then we dug the
other sewers by hand. We put the street across over there. And
everything that we done was by hand because I didn't have any money
and T couldn't rent no machinery or anything like that. And Mr. Long,
Henry Long, he tapped the main sewer so that I could get water on
Osburn Avenue. Then after that, [when] they saw that I wasn't going
to be stopped, I was the best fellow in the city of Springfield--"0On,
we got a good man out there."

Then after that 1 tried to borrow some money to build a little house
down there. And I borrowed three thousand dollars. There's a little
story there. The day that T went and got the money, Mr. [William]
Hunt from the First Federal Savings and Loan says, "Now, Mr. Harris,
we don't carry any delinquent accounts. The first of the month we
expect our payment." I said, "Yes, sir." Well, (laughs) the first
of the month, I missed. I went on down about the fourth or fifth,
and he says, "I thought I.. . . ." I said, '"Well, it's here now.

I got it now." He said, "Fine."

From that day on I took a liking to that guy because he tried hard
and he did something that the average person wouldn't do. It got

to the place where any time that I wanted any money, all that they
had to do, the bank would call Mr. Hunt and they'd say, "Mr. Harris
is in here. Al Harris is in here for a loan and he hasn't got any
letter of commitment." He'd say, "Okay, just let him have it." And
I said when Mr. Hunt died I lost one of my best friends, because he
was the one that helped me get this subdivision started out here.

I went to people trying to get different monies, even to build a house,
and they reluctantly about had me until finally they got to the place
where they saw that I wasn't going to be stopped. I was going to do
something, and that's what I did. When I got this ground out here,

I began to build houses for people because I always wanted to do
something for the public. And this was for people that didn't have

a down payment. Some had some money [for] down payment and some
didn't. I just went along with them, but if I had taken my just dues
in regards to what I could [have]l accomplished, I'd be a millionaire . . .
not a millionaire, but I'd have had plenty of money. But I was
thinking about the other guy and giving them all a chance. So that

is really what happened out here.

As far as trying to get money for blacks in those days, it was hard.
And the best that you could get at that time would be twelve or
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fourteen thousand dollars, that would be the tops. They didn't care
about loaning you any money, because when you walked into one of
those lending institutions like the banks, the first thing, they'd
want to know what kind of house you're going to build. And if you
told them you wanted that, "Why, no, we can't loan you that. The
house is better than I got." I got that so many times that I just
didn't know what to do, but I still kept on trying.

Then after I got things going pretty good, then I began to branch
out and try to get these condemned houses, buy houses for people
that didn't have any down payment—--just straight rent. Then I made
a success, that's what I been doing in the last five years. I made
a success of that. But now I think we better switch and get back to
the city of Springfield.

Q. Yes, to this place up here. Now, this subdivision, did you build
the houses yourself?

A. Yes, yes. There's only about four houses out here that wasn't
built. What I mean, I built [them] myself. I was my contractor.

Q. You were the contractor.
A, Yes, yes. And T had men working for me, see.

Q. Then after they were built, you sold them to the people on contract
for deed?

A. Yes. For a contract for a deed. Now, there was about four or
five of them out here that built their own house, like [Jessie M.] Finley and
Virgil [Daugherty] over there. They built their oewn houses, see.

Q. Now, you say it took you twenty years to get the water.
A, That's right.
Q. What did you do during this time? Did you have a well or something?

A, No, when I first started, you see, they kept on lying about their
main over here in the camp. So that's when Charlie [Sellers] suggested
that we go through there--tap the main down there and go through there——
and then a couple of them around here.

Q. Who owmed that water at that time, the city?

A. The city. And every time I spoke to the city about tapping over
at the camp, they'd say, "Oh, it's an old main, and you might . . .
Well, we just won't let you tap because it's not safe." '"Well, all
right then." And then when I goes over on Osburn Avenue--see, the
city got that pipe over there, that's where it was where Pop Hess
told me to go, over on Osburn. I hooked onto the water main there.
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Then I had to bring my water line from there back this way, clear to
Patton, and then go nmorth. An inch and a quarter line was all it was.
We had about ten houses out here, or eight. They decided then, in
later years, that they wanted a bigger main out here.

Q. Now, that's the residents out here?

A. Yes, that's the residents out here. I don't want to implicate
the way people did me, so I'll just stop there.

Q. Well now, if you have some confidential material, you give it to
me because we have a way of . . .

A. Getting it out?
Q. .+ . . of putting it so that . .

A, Yes. Well, what happened--I told my people that I had went to

the front for them and got them homes out here and I did just what I
said 1'd do, that you'd have a nice modern home, everything. And T
said, "All we got to do," I said, "we're going to have to get a bigger
main. We'll all go in together." This is back in 1954. And they
said, "Well . . ." I didn't think anything about it until Eddie said
to me one day, "Oh, Al, they're not going to help you put in that
water." I says, "Well, why?" He says, "They'll let you put it in.
You're supposed to put it in." I says, '"No. When the city comes to
put in a new main or a new sewer or something like that, they assess
everybody in the block. Tt don't matter who bought it fifty years
ago," I says, "and that's what happens here." He says, '"Well, they're
not going along with vou."

And sure enough, he was right. FEven my good friend, Finley, over
there-—so0ld him a whole acre of ground for five hundred dollars——and
he says, "Al, we don't think we should go ahead and put that water in
for you, help you put that water in." Poor George Hammer, he was the
ringleader. And I says, "Well, I can't put it in alone. It's ten
thousand dollars, and I can't do it." 1 said, "The city is going to
have to just shut us off." And they did. The city shut us off, and
then T had to find some way to get the water back on. So they took
it to the court.

That George Hamner and his attorney, Bonjean down on the corner of
Fifth and Monroe, I told them, T said, "I can't put in that water

by myself." And this attorney said, "Well, you'll have to." T said,
"Well, I can't do it." I said, "Listen, Mr. Bonjean, I don't care;
you can take this to court if you want to, I still can't put in the
water. The reason I can't put it in is because I haven't got any
money. I haven't got that kind of money. Now, you can get all the
judgments you want, but you don't want judgments, you want water."
They looked at me kind of funny, and he said, "Well . . . ." And

I said, "Fine, we'll see."
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So I comes on back home and I called up the city, and I said, "Well,
I'm going to try to get these people that I got a contract with and
borrow on their homes if I can, I said, because after all, T still
own them." He says, "All right. Se what you can do." That's what
the city's attorney said. So I went to them and told different ones
what we could do. 'We're not going to pay no interest on no money."
So they called me over to their house one night, George did. "A1?"
I said, "Yes." '"We're not going to put that water in, and we don't
want you going around here trying to borrow money for us. We don't
need you to borrow money for us." Poor Elmer Hart, he's dead and
gone, he said to me——this here diamond ring I got, he said, "You
wear. your big diamond rings around here and think you're somebody."
I said, "No. I didn't come over here for this. I just come to see
if we could work out some solution.”" '"Well, we're just not going to
pay no interest.'" 'Okay, okay. But I think you better consider it,"
I said, "because if you don't, they're going to shut that water off
again." "Oh, they won't shut it off." I said, "Okay."

So I went.on back to town and told them what happened. He sayz, "Who
in the dickens ever heard of borrowing money and don't want to pay

no interest.'" I said, '"Well, that's what they said.” He says, '"Well,
what you want us to do?" I said, "Shut it off." He says, '"Well,
it'11 shut you off, too." I says, "That's all right. Just shut it
off." He says, "All right. T1'll get a letter out tomorrow." I

said, "Okay." And so he did.

In three days they had to have that money or they were going to shut

the water off. So the third day come running around. That night

Elmer called up, "Al?" I said, 'Yes?" He said, "Don't you have |
them shut that water off. We'll take up that deal." George, he
called up. They all.got nervous, see, because we're going to cut |
the water off. Anyway, now we got the water on, but we had to have,

a way now to still satisfy them about payments on it, see. I said,

"I can't pay it. You can do what you want to do, but I know you're

not going to have it shut off no more."

Because, Reverend, if you been in a place where you don't have no
water, man, it's rough, see. But it didn't matter to me, because T
was going to hook my hose right over there in the camp. (laughter)
Because I talked to this fellow over there, see, and he says, "Al,
you just hook over here and just bring your hose through on to your
house."

So anyway, one fellow, Patterson-—Gilbert Patterson over here——he

was sick when this all started. And I said, "Gilbert,"--he was
behind in his payments——''don't worry about being behind with your
payments. I'm a Mason and you're a Mason, and we take care of one
another. All I want you to do is get well." '"Thank you, Al. Thank
you, Al." And so that's the way that was. Well, there's another
fellow by the name of Rich Carr . . . Gigi's husband . . . Carr, Rich



Albert Harris 10

Carr. I said, "Rich,"--right here, Reverend, he stood--"Rich, don't
vou go along with those fellows trying to borrow five hundred more
dollars to stop me from putting on the water." He says, "Al, T know
it because, you know, you and T . . . ." I says, 'Yes, we're good
friends. T don't see why you want to go along with them.'" He says,
"I talk to who I want to." I said, 'You know they're mad now. If
they catch you talking to me, they're just going to be suspicious

of you. Now, the only one that they're not suspicious of is Jimmie
Smallwood." Because you see, Reverend, Jimmie wasn't on the line.
We were on the line, that's where I lived, and we were on Jimmie's
line then, see, after he moved there. And we had to pay Jimmie for
the water. And I said, "Now, that's the only one that . . . ."
There was Toppie Gray, poor fellow, he's dead and gone, too.

Q. Who is that?

A. Toppie Gray, Theophilus Gray. He was very bitter, just like all
the rest of them. And so in the evening when I came home from work,
my truck pulled in, this constable is standing right out there. He
says, "Hi, Al." I says, "Hi." He says, "I got something for you."
I said, "What is it?" He showed me these papers. He says, ''Now,
all these people are suing you." Even my wife here. (laughter)
Even my wife here was suing me.

Q. 1Is that right? (laughter)
Mrs. Harris. That's when we didn't know no better. (laughter)

A. And anyway, I looked and I seen Pat's [Gilbert Patterson's] name
on it, my good friend in Masons, see. His name was listed. I seen
Eddie, my wife's nephew, was on there. They were all on there except
Jimmie. Well of course, as I say, Jimmie didn't have to be on there.
And I says, "Well." Then after they were going to sue me, they paid
their attorney five hundred dollars--that's what he charged. Of
course, things didn't go like they thought they were going to, see.

I said, "Fellows, listen. You can't hurt me because you just can't."
"Well, we'll find out."

So I goes on down to Mr. Hunt's then. Their attorney told them,

"hold back his payments," see, their payments on the notes. He told

them to do that, see. So I went on down to Mr. Hunt's. That's where

I had my dealing, see, and he says, "Albert,”"--I can see him right

now—-he says, "You know," he says, '"now listen, I don't care whether

those people pay me or not." I says, "No?" He says, "I'm looking

for you to pay me. You own the property. Now, if I foreclose on

you, what are you going to do?" I says, "I'll foreclose on them"

He says, "That's right. I thought you'd get the message." I says,

"Yes." And so I just went on to Carter. Do you know Attorney [Sylvester] Carter?

Q. Yes.
























































































































































































































































































































































































































