
PREFACE 

This  manuscript is t h e  product of a tape-recorded in te rv iew conducted 
by Reverend N. L.  McPherson f o r  t h e  Ora l  His tory  Of f i ce ,  Sangamon S t a t e  
Univers i ty  on March 28, 1974. S h e i l a  Sears  and Kay MacLean e d i t e d  and 
Alber t  Har r i s  reviewed t h e  t r a n s c r i p t .  

M r .  Ha r r i s  was born i n  Spr ing f i e ld ,  I l l i n o i s ,  June 4 ,  1895 and d ied  
October 20, 1977. He w a s  a n  a c t i v e  member of t h e  b lack  community who 
helped break t h e  c o l o r  b a r r i e r  i n  t h e  l o c a l  t h e a t r e  and who helped young 
b lack  persons i n t e g r a t e  t h e  job market. He r e c a l l e d  being t h e  only b lack  
baseba l l  p layer  on t h e  Spr ing f i e ld  High School team. H e  was so good a t  
baseba l l  he was t o l d  i t  was only h i s  co lor  t h a t  kept  him ou t  of t h e  major 
leagues.  For t h e  b e t t e r  part: of h i s  l i f e  he  w a s  self-employed: bu i ld ing ,  
r e p a i r i n g ,  r en t ing ,  and s e l l i n g  proper ty  succes s fu l ly .  

Readers of t h i s  o r a l  h i s t o r y  memoir should bear i n  mind t h a t  it i s  a 
t r a n s c r i p t  of t h e  spoken word, and t h a t  t h e  in t e rv i ewer ,  n a r r a t o r  and 
e d i t o r  sought t o  preserve  t h e  informal ,  conversa t iona l  s t y l e  that i s  
inhe ren t  i n  such h i s t o r i c a l  sources.  Sangamon S t a t e  Univers i ty  is  no t  
r e spons ib l e  f o r  t h e  f a c t u a l  accuracy of t h i s  memoir, nor f o r  t h e  views 
expressed the re in ;  t hese  a r e  f o r  t h e  reader  t o  judge. 

The manuscript may be read,  quoted and c i t e d  f r e e l y .  It may not  be 
reproduced i n  whole o r  i n  p a r t  by any means, e l e c t r o n i c  o r  mechanical, 
without  permission i n  w r i t i n g  from t h e  Oral His tory  Of f i ce ,  Sangamon 
S t a t e  Univers i ty ,  Sp r ing f i e ld ,  I l l i n o i s ,  62708. 
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Alber t  Har r i s ,  March 28, 1974,  Sp r ing f i e ld ,  I l l i n o i s .  

Reverend N. L.  McPherson, Interviewer.  

Q. M r .  Ha r r i s ,  I understand bhat Sp r ing f i e ld  i s  your home. 

A. Y e s ,  I was born here .  

Q. Where were you born? I mean what l o c a t i o n  i n  Sp r ing f i e ld?  

A .  On t h e  east s i d e .  

Q. What's t he  address? 

A. On t h e  1700 block of East  Mason. 

Q. What was t h a t  neighborhood l i k e ?  

A. I was too young t o  know. I wasn't  a year  o ld  u n t i l  I moved ou t  
he re  on North Lincoln Avenue. 

Q. Oh, i s  t h a t  r i g h t ?  How long d id  you l i v e  on North Lincoln? 

A. Clear  up u n t i l  1940, I t h i n k  i t  w a s .  Oh, i t  was clear up u n t i l  
about 1937.  

Q. Now, what was t h e  neighborhood l i k e ?  

A .  You mean here?  

Q. No, on Lincoln Avenue. 

A.  On Lincoln i t  was just a mixed neighborhood. And the  house we 
l i v e d  [ i n ]  on Lincoln Avenue, i t  belonged t o  a c o a l  mine company and 
t h e  people around t h e r e ,  mostly a l l  of them were c o a l  miners.  Then 
I went t o  school  t h e r e  and f i n i s h e d  up my schooling.  And then before  
I f in i shed  my schooling,  I went t o  a mixed school.  I was r e a l l y  t h e  
r ing leade r  a t  t h e  school .  I was r i n g l e a d e r  a t  t h e  school  because I 
could p i t c h  a baseba l l ,  and I was one of t h e  b e s t  p i t c h e r s  i n  t h e  
city of Sp r ing f i e ld  a t  t h a t  time i n  school .  And [I  was] t h e  only 
black p i t c h e r  t h a t  played on t h e  Spr ing f i e ld  High School team. 

Q. Oh, you went t o  Sp r ing f i e ld  High? 

A .  Yes. 

Q. Did you a l l  win any championships o r  anything l i k e  t h a t ?  
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A.  No, no. The only th ing  a t  t h a t  t ime t h a t  kept  m e  ou t  of t h e  b i g  
leagues  was my co lo r .  

Q. Is t h a t  r i g h t ?  

A .  There wasn't  no colored boys being considered i n  t h e  whi te  leagues .  

Q. So then you j u s t  played f o r  your school team? 

A .  That ' s  r i g h t .  That w a s  a l l .  And then a f t e r  I go t  ou t  of school ,  
I went t o  t h e  Army. I d id  my h i t c h  i n  t he  Army and came back and 
wanted t o  go i n  bus iness  f o r  myself,  bu t  I d i d n ' t  have any money. 
So I got  a job a t  t h e  Spr ing f i e ld  Laundry, and I worked f o r  t h e  
Sp r ing f i e ld  Laundry f o r  t h i r t e e n  yea r s .  I drove a s  t h e  f i r s t  and 
only b lack  d r i v e r  a t  t h a t  time i n  t h e  c i t y  of Sp r ing f i e ld .  

Then I always had an idea  I wanted t o  own something. I knew I 
couldn ' t  own a laundry because i t ' d  taken a l o t  of money t o  buy t h e  
equipment. But I decided t h a t  I was going t o  t r y  and do something. 
And i n  t h e  year  of 1932 they had a s logan t h a t  s a i d ,  "1932 depends 
on you." And I made up my own slogan.  I s a i d ,  "1933 depends on me." 
T went: t o  my boss and t o l d  he r  i n  1932, I s a i d ,  "1n 1933 1 ' m  going 
t o  s t o p  working f o r  you and go i n t o  bus iness  f o r  myself.  Mrs. Rose 
Harbour was my boss,  and she  says ,  "well, Alber t , "  s a i d ,  "you mean 
you ' re  going t o  q u i t  i n  1933?11 I s a i d ,  "Yes, and I ' m  going t o  haul  
your coa l  and s t a r t  p ick ing  up garbage." She says ,  " ~ l l  r i g h t , "  says,  
"but suppose you don' t make i t ? "  I: s a i d ,  "I'll make i t  . I 1  She s a i d ,  
"Well, i f  you don ' t  you come back." I s a i d  I would. 

And so  I went i n t o  t h e  garbage bus iness .  And then I had got  me some 
hogs and then  I wanted t o  r a i s e  more hogs, bu t  where I l i v e d  on 
Lincoln Avenue was too small. So I had t o  f i n d  someplace. The wi fe  
and I and Eddie Mitchell--my wi fe ' s  nephew--and a couple of f o s t e r  
ch i ld ren ,  every Sunday we'd t ake  a r i d e  i n  t h e  country t o  f i n d  some 
ground. And I run up and I found t h i s  ground, twenty-one a c r e s .  It 
was owned by a lady by t h e  name of M r s .  Lyman. The wi fe  s a i d ,  "Well, 
Honey," says ,  "you ' l l  never own t h a t  ground . I 1  I s a i d ,  "No, because 
we haven ' t  got  t h a t  kind of money." And she says ,  "Well, w e ' l l  j u s t  
have t o  keep looking." And l o  and behold, I saw t h i s  ad aga in  i n  
the paper,  t h e  ad i n  t h e  paper of t h i s  ground. And I knew where t h e  
ground was; i t  was a b l i n d  ad and I d i d n ' t  have t o  answer i t  because 
I knew where i t  w a s .  

So I went d i r e c t  t o  Mrs. Lyman's b ro the r  who w a s  an  agent  f o r  t h e  
Chevrolet.  He s a i d  t h a t  h i s  s i s t e r  owned the  ground and they l i v e d  
out  i n  Bradfordton, I l l i n o i s .  I asked him w a s  i t  so ld .  He s a i d ,  
"I t h i n k  i t  i s ,  bu t  I ' m  not su re .  But you can go and f i n d  out ."  
I wrote them a l e t t e r ,  and t h e  man s a i d  t o  me, he says  i n  h i s  l e t t e r ,  
"Mr.  Harris, 1 don' t  know what w e ' l l  t ake  f o r  i t ,  b u t  w e ' l l  be  i n  t o  
s e e  you." I s a i d  a l l  r i g h t .  So they came on i n  and they showed me 
a p l a t  of t h e  grounds, 21  a c r e s  i n s t ead  of twenty ac re s .  And he says ,  
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I I M r .  Harris, what you want t o  . . . . I '  I s a i d ,  "What does she  want 
f o r  i t ? "  I was t a l k i n g  t o  h e r  agent .  He says ,  "1'11 go back and 
f i n d  out." He s a i d ,  "11%1 s e e  you tomorrow." I s a i d ,  " ~ l l  r i g h t . "  

They came back t h e  next  day. And t h e  wife ,  when I c a l l e d  he r ,  she  
s a i d ,  to hose men a r e  he re  aga in  today." So I came on ou t  home. They 
s a i d ,  "Mr .  Ha r r i s ,  she  wants $2000 f o r  it." And understanding, 
Reverend, I d i d n ' t  have any money. So I said--I'm so r ry ,  bu t  1 g e t  
t i c k l e d  and amused a t  t h i s  because t h i s  i s  what happened! So I s a i d ,  
"I'll t e l l  you what 1'11 do. 1'11 give  you f i f t e e n  thousand d o l l a r s  
cash." And they  says ,  "Well, a l l  r i g h t  then,  M r .  Ha r r i s .  I t h i n k  
t h a t  M r s .  Lyman w i l l  t a k e  t h a t .  1'11 c a l l  you. 1'11 be back tomorrow." 
I says ,  " A l l  r i g h t  ." 
They came back tomorrow; when I c a l l e d  the  house my wi fe  s a i d ,  "Those 
men a r e  he re  again."  I came on ou t .  They s a i d ,  "Mr.  Harris, M r s .  
Lyman w i l l  t ake  f i f t e e n  thousand d o l l a r s  cash." I s a i d ,  "Cash i s  
t h i r t y  days, i s n ' t  i t ? "  He says ,  "Yes." I s a i d ,  " A l l  r i g h t  then.  
I n  t h i r t y  days I 'll have your money." He s a i d ,  "Fine." And he  s a i d ,  
I I Have you got a l i t t l e  r e t a i n e r ? "  I n  t h e  meantime, I had a check f o r  
a hundred d o l l a r s  t h a t  I had borrowed on my t ruck  because I seen 
twenty a c r e s  of ground, no r th ,  and I was going t o  t r y  t o  ge t  t h a t .  
I s a i d ,  "Yes. I got  a check he re  f o r  two hundred d o l l a r s . "  He says ,  
"Oh, we haven ' t  go t  any change. We'll  j u s t  w r i t e  up a c o n t r a c t  a s  
is,  and y o u ' l l  t ake  c a r e  of i t  . I 1  I s a i d ,  "1n t h i r t y  days . I1  He s a i d ,  
11 Yes, sir." That was t h e  second day of February of 1937 he was due 
back. 

And as they  were l eav ing  t h e  door,  my wife  turned around and s a i d ,  
I I Honey," s ays ,  "where you going t o  ge t  f i f t e e n  thousand d o l l a r s ? "  I 
says ,  "I don' t  know." ( l augh te r )  "I don ' t  know. " And she  says ,  
"Well, I don't  know e i t h e r . "  And so I s t a r t e d  t r y i n g  t o  borrow the 
money and I went t o  s e v e r a l  p l aces .  Even Attorney Davis t r i e d  t o  
he lp  m e .  I had a Jew f r i e n d  t h a t  I was feeding h i s  hogs along wi th  
mine, and I went t o  him. I t o l d  him what I wanted t o  do. Well, he 
d i d n ' t  want t o  do i t .  Then I went t o  Roustimeier;  t r i e d  t o  borrow 
it  from him. I couldn ' t  g e t  i t .  

So I thought about a M r .  Mayhew who was a r e a l  e s t a t e  man, and I t o l d  
him, I s a i d ,  "Mr. Mayhew, I ' ll  g ive  you a hundred d o l l a r s  i f  you can 
borrow me a thousand do l l a r s . "  He says ,  "A hundred d o l l a r s  if I can 
borrow . . . ?I1 I s a i d ,  "Yes1'--it was twelve hundred d o l l a r s .  He 
says,  "Well, I t h i n k  I can." "Jus t  a minute." So he s tepped t o  t h e  
phone and he c a l l e d  up M r s .  Herndon of t h e  Herndon Company he re .  
H e  called Mrs. Herndon, and he turned around and he says, "Mr .  Ha r r i s ,  
M r s .  Herndon w i l l  l e t  you have t h e  money, bu t  you have t o  wai t  u n t i l  
i t  cones in ."  T s a i d ,  "HOW long would t h a t  be?" H e  s ays ,  "Oh, about 
a week." I s a i d ,  "Well, all r i g h t  then.  I f e e l  p r e t t y  good about it . I '  

So i n  t h e  meantime, about t h r e e  weeks l a t e r ,  t ime was running out  on 
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m e  f o r  t he  2nd of February so  I went t o  M r .  Mayhew and I s a i d ,  " ~ r .  
Mayhew, when is  she  going t o  l e t  me have t h a t  money?" H e  says ,  "Oh, 
Alber t ,  i t  won't be  no more than a week o r  two anyway.'' I says ,  "Just  
s o  i t ' s  be fo re  t h e  f i r s t  of t h e  month because I got  t o  have t h a t  

I I money. He says ,  "Jus t  g ive  us  another  week." I s a i d ,  " A l l  r i g h t  ." 
I n  t h e  meantime, t h e  agent  of M r s .  Lyman came i n  t o  s e e  me, and he  
says ,  " ~ r  . Harris, how a r e  you coming wi th  your money?'' I says ,  "Not 
too good." He says ,  "I know it.'' I s a i d ,  "Why do you know i t ? "  He 

1' s a i d ,  Because t h e y ' r e  going t o  s e e  t h a t  you don ' t  g e t  t h i s  ground ." 
I s a i d ,  "Who's they?" He says ,  "well, your neighbors  around h e r e , "  
I says ,  "IS t h a t  r i g h t ? "  He says ,  "Yes, and 1'11 t e l l  you what I ' m  
going t o  do. I hope you g e t  i t  and t h e r e ' s  nobody going t o  g e t  t h i s  
ground u n t i l  I hear  from you." 

He says ,  "Now, a fe l low came out  h e r e  t h e  o the r  day and o f f e red  M r s .  
Lyman $2500 f o r  i t .  Natura l ly  she wanted t o  t ake  i t ,  and I t o l d  him 
h e  cou ldn ' t  g e t  i t  u n t i l  I t a lked  t o  you, u n t i l  your opt ion  expired 
on i t ,  your e a r n e s t  money. And he  j u s t  ignored me and went t o  see 
M r s .  Lyman, Well, when she  heard t h a t  she could g e t  $2500, n a t u r a l l y ,  
she  wanted t o  g e t  i t .  She t o l d  me t h a t  she  d id ,  and I t o l d  h e r  t h a t  
a s  long a s  M r .  Ha r r i s  had h i s  money up he re  and h i s  op t ion  hadn ' t  
expired,  t h a t  he was a businessman and t h e  e t h i c s  of a businessman 
wouldn't permit him t o  not l e t  me have the  ground. Well, she  d i d n ' t  
l i k e  i t  anyway, bu t  t h a t ' s  what happened. He says ,  "Now, I hope you 
g e t  it." 

Well, 1 went on back and I read t h e  contract--not t h e  c o n t r a c t ,  bu t  
I read t h e  con ten t s  of t h i s  ground where she  had borrowed $300, she  
owed $300, and had a $300 noteon i t  and i t  came due i n  August. And 
t h i s  w a s  t h e  end of January. I began t o  f i g u r e  myself,  and I s a i d ,  
'I Now l e t  me see .  I ' v e  got  $200. She owes $300. Why can ' t  I assume 
t h i s  $300 because I know I can pay i t  o f f  by August. And t h a t ' l l  make 
me have--three and two i s  f i v e ;  s h e ' l l  have t o  l oan  me a thousand 
d o l l a r s .  " 

Q. You would owe her .  

A. Yes, I would owe her  a thousand d o l l a r s .  So I taken i t  t o  my 
r e a l  e s t a t e  man, M r .  Mayhew, and explained i t  t o  him. He s a i d ,  "Why, 
s u r e  you can do t h a t .  Le t  me see."  And I t o l d  him aga in .  H e  s a i d ,  
"Well, s u r e .  That on ly  makes you one thousand d o l l a r s . "  "That 's  
r i g h t . "  He s a i d ,  "Wait a minute." So he stepped t o  t he  telephone; 
he  c a l l e d  M r s .  Herndon and s a i d ,  "say, M r .  Ha r r i s  has  got t h a t  no te  
down t o  a thousand d o l l a r s .  Could you l e t  him have t h e  money r i g h t  
now?" She ev iden t ly  s a i d  yes ,  because he hung up and s a i d ,  "Come on, 
we got  the money." We got  t h e  thousand d o l l a r s .  

And t h e  second day of February, which was two days l a t e r ,  they came 
i n .  They would have been i n  t h e  f i r s t  day, bu t  i t  snowed and so  they 
came i n  t h e  second day. So I counted h e r  ou t  a thousand d o l l a r s .  



Alber t  Harris 5 

She s a i d ,  "That 's  no t  my money." I s a i d ,  "Yes, it :  i s ,  too.  She 
says ,  "1 got  $1500 coming." I s a i d ,  "You had $300 mortgage on t h a t ,  
and I assumed t h a t  mortgage." And she  turned t o  he r  lawyer and s a i d ,  
"Can he  do t h a t ? "  Her lawyer says ,  "Yes, he can do t h a t .  Then she  
congra tu la ted  me on t h e  ground and s a i d  she  hoped I would make a good 
success  of i t ,  a good go ou t  of i t ,  which I d id .  But a f t e r  I got  
t h a t  ground . . . (someone e n t e r s  t h e  room) So I thanked he r .  

But then,  Reverend, i s  when my t r o u b l e s  began, because I t r i e d  t o  
g e t  water  ou t  he re .  One of  t h e  fe l lows  who was a cus todian  of t h e  
camp [Camp Lincoln]  s a i d  he'd s e e  t h a t  I got  tapped a t  t h e  camp's 
main l i n e  if I would s e l l  him an  a c r e  of ground. I t o l d  him, " A l l  
r i g h t ,  1'11 t h i n k  about it." When he s a i d  t h a t  he would do what he 
agreed t o  do, I s a i d ,  "Well 1'11 go ahead and s e l l  you an  a c r e  of 
ground, bu t  I got  t o  t ap  my water f i r s t . "  

Well, t h e  neighbors ,  i n  t h e  meantime, had heard about a garbage man 
was going t o  buy t h a t  ground and run  hogs and th ings  t h e r e ,  which was 
t r u e .  But I fooled  them because what I d id  was t o  b u i l d  some n i c e  
homes ou t  here .  And I s t i l l  had my hogs, because t h e  hogs a r e  about 
a q u a r t e r  of a mi le  from t h e  subdiv is ion ,  s t r a i g h t  back n o r t h ,  Then 
a f t e r  they saw t h a t  I wasn't  going t o  be  defea ted  . . . I fought wi th  
t h e  c i t y  h a l l  twenty yea r s  t o  ge t  water ou t  he re .  

Q. Twenty yea r s?  

A .  Yes, sir. I fought wi th  those  people twenty years  t o  g e t  water .  
A11 they would do--they d i d n ' t  want me ou t  he re .  They had ganged up 
a g a i n s t  me and they  thought they were going t o  s top  me by not  g e t t i n g  
t h e  water .  F i n a l l y ,  I went t o  one man t h e r e  a t  t h e  c i t y - - i t  was Pop 
Hess, h e ' s  dead now--and Pop Hess s a i d ,  "Well, I don ' t  s e e  why you 
can ' t  t a p  t h i s  water." I s a i d ,  "Pop, they  won't let: me t a p  down a t  
the  main." That was way down t o  MacArthur and North Grand--well, i t  
was North Grand and West Grand then.  And they wouldn't l e t  m e  t a p  
down the re .  So I d i d n ' t  know what t o  do. 

F i n a l l y  Pop says ,  "Well, t h e r e ' s  one t h i n g  t h a t  you can do. This  
ground coming s t r a i g h t  up he re  belongs t o  t h e  c i t y ;  a l l  t h e s e  p r e t t y  
lawns you s e e  down t h e r e ,  t h a t ' s  i n  t h e  c i t y .  But w e ' l l  use  t h a t  
road; t h a t  road ou t  t he re ,  t h a t  belongs t o  t h e  camp." A t  MacArthur, 
s ee ,  we d i d n ' t  use  MacArthur; we used t h e  camp road in s t ead  of Mac- 
Arthur.  And he says ,  " A l l  you got  t o  do i s  j u s t  b r ing  your p ipe  r i g h t  
up t h i s  here. ' '  I says ,  "You mean through a l l  those  people ' s  yards?" 
He says ,  "Yes. This is t h e  s t r e e t . "  And they  were s tanding  ou t  
t h e r e  l i s t e n i n g .  So he says ,  "This i s  t h e  s t r e e t ,  and t h a t ' s  what 
you do , I 1  I says ,  "Well . . . . I 1  I r e l u c t a n t l y  d idn l  t want t o  do i t  
because i t  would just be d i s t u r b i n g .  I guess I was too s o f t .  

But anyway, a man who was a f r i e n d  of mine and is  dead and gone, 
Cha r l i e  S e l l e r s  says ,  "I'll t e l l  you what we can do. Why no t  go 
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over t o  Osburn Avenue, which i s  t h r e e  blocks from he re ,  and hook on 
over there?" I says ,  "YOU mean go a l l  through t h a t ,  down t h e  h i l l  
and everything?" He says ,  "Yes ." I s a i d ,  "Well, w e ' l l  t r y  he r  ." 
And we dug i t .  

There were p laces ,  Reverend, t h a t  we dug t h a t  was t e n  f e e t  deep. 
And we d i d n ' t  shore  i t  up a t  a l l .  I don ' t  know why, t h e  good Lord 
was j u s t  good t o  us ,  t h a t  t h a t  ground d i d n ' t  cave i n  on some of 
them. But we put  t h a t  whole [ t r ench  i n ]  by hand. Then we dug t h e  
o t h e r  sewers by hand. We put  t h e  s t r e e t  a c r o s s  over t h e r e .  And 
everything t h a t  we done was by hand because I d i d n ' t  have any money 
and I couldn't: r e n t  no machinery o r  anything l i k e  t h a t .  And M r .  Long, 
Henry Long, he  tapped t h e  main sewer so t h a t  I could g e t  water on 
Osburn Avenue. Then a f t e r  t h a t ,  [when] they  saw t h a t  I wasn't going 
t o  be stopped, I w a s  t h e  b e s t  fe l low i n  t h e  c i t y  of Springfield--"Oh, 
we got  a good man out  there ."  

Then a f t e r  t h a t  I t r i e d  t o  borrow some money t o  bu i ld  a l i t t l e  house 
down the re .  And I borrowed t h r e e  thousand d o l l a r s .  There ' s  a l i t t l e  
s t o r y  t h e r e .  The day t h a t  I went and got  t h e  money, M r .  [William] 
Hunt from t h e  F i r s t  Federa l  Savings and Loan says ,  "Now, M r .  Ha r r i s ,  
w e  don ' t  c a r r y  any de l inquent  accounts .  The f i r s t  of t h e  month we 
expect our payment ." I s a i d ,  "Yes, sir.'' Well, ( laughs)  t h e  f i r s t  
of t h e  month, I missed. I went on down about t h e  f o u r t h  o r  f i f t h ,  
and he says ,  ''I thought I . . . ." I s a i d ,  "Well, i t ' s  he re  now. 
I got  i t  now." He s a i d ,  "Fine." 

From t h a t  day on I took a l i k i n g  t o  t h a t  guy because he t r i e d  hard 
and he d i d  something t h a t  t h e  average person wouldn't do. It got  
t o  t h e  p l ace  where any time t h a t  I wanted any money, a l l  t h a t  they  
had t o  do, t h e  bank would c a l l  M r .  Hunt and they 'd say, "Mr.  H a r r i s  
i s  i n  here .  Al Harris is  i n  h e r e  f o r  a l oan  and he  h a s n ' t  got  any 
l e t t e r  of commitment." He'd say,  "Okay, j u s t  l e t  him have it." And 
I s a i d  when M r .  Hunt d i ed  I l o s t  one of my b e s t  f r i e n d s ,  because he 
w a s  t h e  one t h a t  helped me g e t  t h i s  subdiv is ion  s t a r t e d  out  here .  

I went t o  people t r y i n g  t o  ge t  d i f f e r e n t  monies, even t o  b u i l d  a house, 
and they r e l u c t a n t l y  about had me u n t i l  f i n a l l y  they got  t o  t h e  p l ace  
where they s a w  t h a t  I wasn't  going t o  be stopped. I w a s  going t o  do 
something, and t h a t ' s  what I d id .  When I got t h i s  ground ou t  he re ,  
I began t o  b u i l d  houses f o r  people because I always wanted t o  do 
something f o r  t h e  pub l i c .  And t h i s  was f o r  people t h a t  d i d n ' t  have 
a down payment. Some had some money [ f o r ]  down payment and some 
d i d n ' t .  I just went a long wi th  them, bu t  i f  I had taken my j u s t  dues 
i n  regards  t o  what I could [have] accomplished, I ' d  be a m i l l i o n a i r e  . . . 
not  a m i l l i o n a i r e ,  but I ' d  have had p len ty  of money. But I was 
th inking  about t h e  o t h e r  guy and g iv ing  them a l l  a chance. So t h a t  
is r e a l l y  what happened o u t  here .  

A s  f a r  a s  t r y i n g  t o  ge t  money f o r  b lacks  i n  those  days, i t  was hard.  
And t h e  b e s t  t h a t  you could g e t  a t  t h a t  time would be  twelve o r  
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fou r t een  thousand d o l l a r s ,  t h a t  would be t h e  tops .  They d i d n ' t  c a r e  
about loaning you any money, because when you walked i n t o  one of 
t hose  lending  i n s t i t u t i o n s  l i k e  t h e  banks, t h e  f i r s t  th ing ,  they 'd 
want t o  know what kind of house you ' re  going t o  b u i l d .  And i f  you 
t o l d  them you wanted t h a t ,  "Why, no, we c a n ' t  loan  you t h a t .  The 
house i s  b e t t e r  than  I got." I got  t h a t  so many t i m e s  t h a t  I j u s t  
d i d n ' t  know what t o  do, bu t  I s t i l l  kept  on t r y i n g .  

Then a f t e r  I got  t h ings  going p r e t t y  good, then  1 began t o  branch 
out  and t r y  t o  g e t  t h e s e  condemned houses,  buy houses for people 
t h a t  d i d n ' t  have any down payment--just s t r a i g h t  r e n t .  Then I made 
a success ,  t h a t ' s  what I been doing i n  t h e  l a s t  f i v e  yea r s .  I made 
a success  of t h a t .  But now I t h i n k  we b e t t e r  switch and ge t  back t o  
t h e  c i t y  of S p r i n g f i e l d ,  

Q. Yes, t o  t h i s  p l ace  up he re .  Now, t h i s  subdiv is ion ,  d id  you b u i l d  
t h e  houses your se l f ?  

A. Yes, yes .  There 's  only about f o u r  houses out  here  t h a t  wasn't  
b u i l t .  What I mean, I b u i l t  [them] myself.  I was my con t r ac to r .  

Q. You were t h e  con t r ac to r .  

A. Yes, yes.  And I had men working f o r  m e ,  s e e .  

Q. Then a f t e r  they were b u i l t ,  you so ld  them t o  t h e  people on con t r ac t  
f o r  deed? 

A. Yes. For a c o n t r a c t  f o r  a deed. Now, t h e r e  was about four  o r  
f i v e  of them out  he re  t h a t  b u i l t  t h e i r  own house, like [ J e s s i e  M.] Fin ley  and 
V i r g i l  [Daugherty] over t h e r e .  They b u i l t  t h e i r  own houses, s ee .  

- 

Q. Now, you say i t  took you twenty yea r s  t o  ge t  t h e  water .  

A. Tha t ' s  r i g h t .  

Q. What d id  you do dur ing  t h i s  t ime? Did you have a we l l  o r  something? 

A. No, when I f i r s t  s t a r t e d ,  you see ,  they  kept  on l y i n g  about t h e i r  
main over  he re  i n  t h e  camp. So t h a t ' s  when Char l i e  [ s e l l e r s ]  suggested 
t h a t  we go through there--tap t h e  main down t h e r e  and go through there-- 
and then  a couple of them around here .  

Q. Who owned t h a t  water  a t  t h a t  time, t h e  c i t y ?  

A .  The city. And every time 1 spoke t o  t h e  c i t y  about tapping over  
a t  t h e  camp, they 'd say, "Oh, i t ' s  an o ld  main, and you might . . . . 
Well, we j u s t  won't l e t  you t a p  because i t ' s  not  sa fe ."  ''Well, a11 
r i g h t  then." And then when I goes over on Osburn Avenue--see, t h e  
c i t y  got  t h a t  p ipe  over t h e r e ,  t h a t ' s  where i t  was where Pop Hess 
t o l d  me t o  go, over on Osburn. I hooked onto  t h e  water main t h e r e .  
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Then I had t o  b r i n g  my water  l i n e  from t h e r e  back t h i s  way, c l e a r  t o  
Pa t ton ,  and then  go nor th .  An inch  and a q u a r t e r  l i n e  was a l l  i t  was, 
We had about t e n  houses ou t  here ,  o r  e i g h t .  They decided then ,  i n  
l a t e r  yea r s ,  t h a t  they  wanted a  b igger  main out  here .  

Q. Now, t h a t ' s  t h e  r e s i d e n t s  out  he re?  

A .  Yes, t h a t ' s  t h e  r e s i d e n t s  ou t  he re .  I don ' t  want t o  imp l i ca t e  
t h e  way people d id  me, so  I'll j u s t  s t o p  t h e r e .  

Q. Well now, if you have some c o n f i d e n t i a l  m a t e r i a l ,  you g ive  it t o  
me because we have a way of . . . 
A. Get t ing  i t  ou t?  

Q. . . . of p u t t i n g  i t  so t h a t  . . . 
A .  Yes. Well, what happened--1 t o l d  my people t h a t  I had went t o  
the  f r o n t  f o r  them and got them homes out  he re  and I d id  j u s t  what I 
s a i d  I ' d  do, t h a t  you'd have a n i c e  modern home, everything.  And I 
s a i d ,  " A l l  w e  got  t o  do," I s a i d ,  "we're going t o  have t o  ge t  a  b igger  
main. We'll a l l  go i n  toge ther . "  This  is back i n  1954. And they 
s a i d ,  "Well . . ." I d i d n ' t  t h ink  anything about i t  u n t i l  Eddie s a i d  
t o  me one day, "Oh, A l ,  t h e y ' r e  no t  going t o  he lp  you pu t  i n  t h a t  
water." I says ,  "Well, why?" He says ,  "They'l l  l e t  you put  i t  i n .  
You're supposed t o  put  i t  in."  I says ,  "No. When t h e  c i t y  comes t o  
put  i n  a new main o r  a  new sewer o r  something l i k e  t h a t ,  they a s s e s s  
everybody i n  t h e  block. It don ' t  mat te r  who bought i t  f i f t y  yea r s  

11 ago, I says ,  "and t h a t ' s  what happens here."  He says ,  "Well, t h e y ' r e  
no t  going along wi th  you." 

And s u r e  enough, he was r i g h t .  Even my good f r i e n d ,  F in l ey ,  over  
there--sold him a whole a c r e  of ground f o r  f i v e  hundred dollars--and 
he says ,  "Al ,  we don' t  t h i n k  we should go ahead and put  t h a t  water i n  

I I f o r  you, he lp  you put  t h a t  water  i n .  Poor George Hamner, he was t h e  
r ing leade r .  And I says ,  "Well, I can ' t  pu t  i t  i n  a lone .  It 's t e n  
thousand d o l l a r s ,  and I c a n ' t  do i t ."  I s a i d ,   he c i t y  i s  going t o  
have t o  j u s t  shu t  us  o f f . "  And they d id .  The c i t y  shu t  us  o f f ,  and 
then  I had t o  f i n d  some way t o  g e t  t h e  water  back on. So they took 
i t  t o  t h e  cou r t .  

That George Hamner and h i s  a t t o r n e y ,  Bonjean down on t h e  corner  of 
F i f t h  and Monroe, I t o l d  them, I s a i d ,  "I c a n ' t  pu t  i n  t h a t  water 
by myself." And t h i s  a t t o r n e y  s a i d ,  "Well, y o u ' l l  have to . "  I s a i d ,  
"Well, I can ' t  do it." I s a i d ,   iste ten, M r .  Bonjean, I: don' t  c a r e ;  
you can t ake  t h i s  t o  cou r t  i f  you want t o ,  I s t i l l  c a n ' t  put  i n  t h e  
water .  The reason I c a n ' t  pu t  i t  i n  is  because I haven ' t  got  any 
money. I haven ' t  go t  t h a t  kind of money. Now, you can g e t  a l l  t h e  
judgments you want, bu t  you don' t  want judgments, you want water .  " 

They looked a t  m e  kind of funny, and he s a i d ,  "well . . . . " And 
I s a i d ,  "Fine, w e ' l l  see ."  
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So I comes on back home and I c a l l e d  up t h e  c i t y ,  and I s a i d ,  "Well, 
I ' m  going t o  t r y  t o  g e t  t h e s e  people t h a t  I got  a c o n t r a c t  with and 
borrow on t h e i r  homes i f  I can, I s a i d ,  because a f t e r  a l l ,  I s t i l l  
own them." He says ,  " A l l  r i g h t .  Se what you can do ." Tha t ' s  what 
t h e  c i t y ' s  a t t o r n e y  s a i d .  So I went t o  them and t o l d  d i f f e r e n t  ones 
what w e  could do. "We're no t  going t o  pay no i n t e r e s t  on no money." 
So they c a l l e d  me over t o  t h e i r  house one n i g h t ,  George d id .  "Al?" 
I s a i d ,  "Yes." "We're not  going t o  put  t h a t  water i n ,  and we don ' t  
want you going around he re  t r y i n g  t o  borrow money f o r  us .  We don ' t  
need you t o  borrow money f o r  us." Poor Elmer Har t ,  h e ' s  dead and 
gone, he s a i d  t o  me--this he re  diamond r i n g  I go t ,  he s a i d ,  '!You 
wear your b i g  diamond r i n g s  around he re  and t h i n k  you ' re  somebody." 
I s a i d ,  "No. I d idn l  t come over he re  f o r  t h i s .  1 j u s t  come t o  s e e  
i f  w e  could work out  some so lu t ion . "  "Well, we ' re  j u s t  no t  going t o  
pay no i n t e r e s t . "  "Okay, okay. But I th ink  you b e t t e r  consider  i t ,"  
I s a i d ,  '%ecause i f  you don ' t ,  t h e y ' r e  going t o  shut  t h a t  water  o f f  
again." "Oh, they won't shu t  i t  o f f . "  I s a i d ,  "Okay . I 1  

So I went on back t o  town and t o l d  them what happened. He says ,  "Who 
i n  t h e  dickens ever  heard of borrowing money and don ' t  want t o  pay 
no i n t e r e s t  ." I s a i d ,  "Well, t h a t ' s  what they  said."  He  s ays ,  "Well, 
what you want us  t o  do?" I s a i d ,  "Shut i t  o f f  . " He says ,  "Well, 
i t ' l l  shu t  you o f f ,  too." I says ,  "That 's  a l l  r i g h t .  J u s t  shut  i t  
o f f  .I1  H e  says ,  " A l l  r i g h t .  1'11 g e t  a l e t t e r  ou t  tomorrow." I 
s a i d ,  "Okay." And so he d id .  

I n  t h r e e  days they had t o  have t h a t  money o r  they were going t o  shut  
t he  water o f f .  So t h e  t h i r d  day come running around. That n i g h t  
Elmer c a l l e d  up, "Al?" I s a i d ,  ?Yes?" H e  s a i d ,  "Don' t you have 
them shu t  t h a t  water  o f f .  We'll  t ake  up t h a t  dea l . "  George, he 
c a l l e d  up, They a l l  got  nervous, s e e ,  because we're  going t o  c u t  
t h e  water  o f f .  Anyway, now we got  t h e  water on, bu t  we had t o  have. 
a way now t o  s t i l l  s a t i s f y  them about payments on i t ,  see.  I s a i d ,  
11 I c a n ' t  pay i t .  You can do what you want t o  do, bu t  I know you ' re  
not  going t o  have it shut  o f f  no more." 

Because, Reverend, i f  you been i n  a p lace  where you don ' t  have no 
water ,  man, i t ' s  rough, see .  But i t  d i d n ' t  mat te r  t o  me, because I 
was going t o  hook my hose r i g h t  over t h e r e  i n  t h e  camp. ( l augh te r )  
Because 1 t a lked  t o  t h i s  fe l low over  t h e r e ,  s ee ,  and he says ,  "Al, 
you j u s t  hook over he re  and j u s t  b r i n g  your hose through on t o  your 
house. 11 

So anyway, one fe l low,  Pat terson--Gilbert  Pa t t e r son  over  here--he 
was s i c k  when t h i s  a l l  s t a r t e d .  And I s a i d ,  "Gilbert ,  "--he was 
behind i n  h i s  payments--lldonlt worry about being behind wi th  your 
payments. I ' m  a Mason and you ' re  a Mason, and we t a k e  care of one 
another .  All I want you t o  do i s  g e t  we l l  . I 1   hank you, A l .  Thank 
you, A l . "  And s o  t h a t ' s  t h e  way t h a t  was. Well, t h e r e ' s  another  
f e l l ow by t h e  name of Rich Carr . . . G i g i ' s  husband . . . Carr ,  Rich 
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Carr.  I s a i d ,  "Rich,"--right he re ,  Reverend, he  stood--"Rich, don ' t  
you go a long  wi th  those  fe l lows  t r y i n g  t o  borrow f i v e  hundred more 
d o l l a r s  t o  s t o p  me from p u t t i n g  on t h e  water." H e  says ,  " A l ,  I know 

I I i t  because, you know, you and I . . . . I says ,  ' y e s ,  we're good 
f r i e n d s .  I don ' t  s e e  why you want t o  go a long  with them." He says ,  
"I t a l k  t o  who I want t o  ." I s a i d ,  "YOU know t h e y ' r e  mad now. I f  
they  ca t ch  you t a l k i n g  t o  me, t h e y ' r e  j u s t  going t o  be suspic ious  
of you. Now, t h e  only one t h a t  t h e y ' r e  no t  susp ic ious  of is  J i m m i e  
Smallwood." Because you see ,  Reverend, Jimrnie wasn't  on t h e  l i n e .  
We were on t h e  l i n e ,  t h a t  's where I l i v e d ,  and we were on Jirmnie's 
l i n e  then,  s ee ,  a f t e r  h e  moved t h e r e .  And we had t o  pay Jimmie f o r  
t h e  water .  And I s a i d ,  "Now, t h a t ' s  t h e  only one t h a t  . . . . 11 

There was Toppie Gray, poor fe l low,  h e ' s  dead and gone, too.  

Q. Who is  t h a t ?  

A. Toppie Gray, Theophilus Gray. He was very b i t t e r ,  j u s t  l i k e  a l l  
t h e  r e s t  of them. And s o  i n  the  evening when I came home from work, 
my truck pu l l ed  i n ,  t h i s  cons t ab le  i s  s tanding  r i g h t  ou t  t he re .  He 
says ,  " H i ,  A l . "  I says ,  "Hi."  He says ,  "I got  something f o r  you." 
I s a i d ,  "What i s  i t ? "  He showed me t h e s e  papers .  He says ,  "Now, 
a l l  t h e s e  people a r e  su ing  you." Even my w i fe  he re .  ( l augh te r )  
Even my w i fe  he re  w a s  su ing  me. 

Q. Is t h a t  r i g h t ?  ( l augh te r )  

Mrs. Har r i s .  That ' s  when we d i d n ' t  know no b e t t e r .  ( l augh te r )  

A .  And anyway, I looked and I seen P a t ' s  [G i lbe r t  P a t t e r s o n ' s ]  name 
on i t ,  my good f r i e n d  i n  Masons, s ee .  H i s  name was l i s t e d .  I seen 
Eddie, my w i f e ' s  nephew, was on t h e r e .  They were a l l  on t h e r e  except 
J i m i e .  Well of course,  as I say ,  Jimmie d i d n ' t  have t o  be on the re .  
And I says ,  "Well." Then a f t e r  they  were going t o  sue  me, they pa id  
t h e i r  a t t o r n e y  f i v e  hundred do l l a r s - - tha t ' s  what he charged. Of 
course,  t h ings  d i d n ' t  go l i k e  they  thought they were going t o ,  see .  
I s a i d ,  "Fellows, l i s t e n .  You c a n ' t  h u r t  me because you j u s t  c a n ' t .  '1 

" W e l l ,  w e ' l l  f i n d  out." 

So I goes on down t o  M r .  Hunt's then .  Their a t t o r n e y  t o l d  them, 
"hold back h i s  payments," s ee ,  t h e i r  payments on t h e  no te s .  He t o l d  
them t o  do t h a t ,  s ee .  So I went on down t o  M r .  Hunt's. That ' s  where 
1 had my dea l ing ,  s ee ,  and he says ,  "Albert,"--1 can s e e  him r i g h t  
now--he says ,  "You know," he says ,  "now l i s t e n ,  I don ' t  c a r e  whether 
those  people pay me o r  no t  . I1  I says ,  "No?" He says ,  " I ' m  looking  
f o r  you t o  pay me. You own t h e  proper ty .  Now, i f  I fo rec lose  on 
you, what a r e  you going t o  do?" I says ,  "I'll fo rec lose  on them" 
He says ,  "That's r i g h t .  I thought you'd ge t  t h e  message." I says ,  
"Yes." And so I j u s t  went on t o  Ca r t e r .  Do you know Attorney [ ~ y l v e s t e r ]  Ca r t e r?  

Q. Yes. 
















































































































































































































































































