Preface

This manuscript is the product of a tape recorded interview conducted
by Reverend Negil McPherson for the Oral History Office on May 9, 1974,
Liz Curl transcribed the tapes and Barbara Dewhurst edited the
transcript.

Harlan Watson was born in Edwardsville, Illinois on February 14, 1909.

He started school in Pleasant Plaing, Illinois and then attended Palmer
School. After grade school, Mr, Watson graduated from Springfield High
School and attended Springfield College in Illinois. He worked for the
Secretary of State from February 1, 1928 to August 15, 1942, He progressed
from file clerk to assistant superintendent of janitors before joining the
Springfield police force on August 15, 1942, After leaving the police
force, he returned to the State and worked as a custodian at the Archives,
Mr. Watson helped to organize the first Junior Downstate Democratic League,
This memoir contains Mr. Watson's memories of life in Springfield during
the 1940s and 1950s. Besides discussing his previous jobs and politics,
Mr, Watson discusses segregation in the movie theaters and restaurants in
Springfield.

Readers of the oral history memoir should bear in mind that it is a
transcript of the spoken word, and that the interviewer, nmarrator 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 the memoir, nor for views expressed
therein; these are for the reader to judge.

The manuseript 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.




Harlan Watson, May 9, 1974, Springfield, Illinois.

Reverend Negil McPherson, Interviewer.

Q: Mr. Watson, I understand that you were mot born in Springfield?

A: No, I was born in Edwardsville, Illinois, county seat of Madison
County, February 14, 1909.

Q: How long did you live in Edwardsville?

A: Well, I lived in Edwardsville off and on until I was eighteen or
nineteen years old, 1 spent some time in Sangamon County in my early
years visiting my father's sister, my aunt. My mother was a widow woman
80 my brother and I spent our holidays, especially summer holidays with
our aunt at Pleasant Plains, Illinois.

Q: What was your aunt's name?

A: Her name was Lillian Holman. She later married a fellow by the name
of McGinnis. She is known in Springfield as Lillian McGinnis,

Q: When you came up from Edwardsville how long would you spend with her?

A: Sometimes we would always spend the entire summer holidays, and often
times we'd just remain., In fact we started to school in Pleasant Plains,
I11inois, My brother and I, I believe were the only colored children
that attended school there, I remember vividly, very distinctly, that my
first teacher's name was Nellie McDonald., I went from the first to the
third grade before returning home to my mother,

Q: What was your teacher like, this Miss McDonald?

A: Oh, she was a lovely lady, very friendly, very cooperative. She made
no difference whatsoever among the pupils. At that early age, why, I
really didn't know I was black until I came to Springfield. My aunt
worked through the week out on a farm for William Walbaum and his lovely
family. It so happened that they had two boys and two girls, or three
boys and two girls. The younger boy was the same age--Frederick, was the
same age as my brother, and I was the same age as their second son Crume.
So we spent many a delightful day at the Walbaum's.

Q: What did the Walbaum's do?

A: Walbaum was a rich farmer.,
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Q: Did you have opportunity to go on his farm?

A: Well, we practically lived on the farm. When Aunt Lilly would take
us out there on Monday, why we stayed sometimes until she'd come back
next Monday. We had plenty of room. We had horses, cows to play with,
and we particularly liked the idea that they ate five times a day--they
had to feed the farm hands in between meals. So all four of us boys ate
right with them, And it was a new experience being on the farm. I spent
many a delightful day. 1 admired the older boy, William,

Q: Why?

A: Well, if we ever got into anything, any mischief, the first one he
grabbed, that's the one he'd whipped; it didn't make no difference which
one he grabbed, sometimes he'd whip all four of us. But usually the one

he grabbed first-—-incidentally William is still 1living out at Pleasant
Plains. He just retired as he had been the Republican precinct committeeman
out there for years and years. He has his own farm. They're down the

road from the old place, see. The home place went to the younger boy,
Frederick, who was deceased here about two years ago, Crume come into
Springfield and become one of the executive officers in the First Natiomal
Bank, and William remained on the farm, on his own farm. I've had occasion
to go out there, oh in the last four or five years to hunt, and when I

was younger, used to go back to horse ride., It was always like going

back home. Mrs, Walbaum treated us just like the rest of the kids. Then

I went back to Edwardsville in Madison County, I attended, I think, the
fourth, fifth, and sixth grades there at the Lincoln School. Since it

was 2 « .

Q: In Madison?

A: In Edwardsville, in Madison County. 1It's the county seat of Madison
County. They had separate schools there, at that time, and I went to

the, I believe, seventh grade, I'll always remember my professor, Christopher
Columbus Jones,

Q: How is that now, Christopher Columbus Jones?

A: Christopher Columbus Jones was my teacher and principal., He had also
taught my mother, Incidentally Mr. Jones should be around 94 [years
old], and is still living and he's retired and he's running a shoe shop,
a repalr shop.  One of his boys had started it and the boy moved on and
the old man took over the business,

Q: In Edwardsville?

A: 1In Edwardsville, He's very active in the open housing legislation.
He had occasion to visit me here when he came up to the legislature when
that program was being legislated. I spent a very delightful afternoon
with him, He liked to talk, and he was in the corridors talking to
someone, and it so happened all the seating capacity had filled, and they
closed the door and he couldn't get in. So I was working there at the
building at the time, the State Capitol Building, and he looked me up,
and he likes to tell the tale at home of how I looked up his state
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representative, who at that time was Curley Harris from Granite City, who
had been here a number of years and was well~known to me. Through
Representative Harris, I was able to get him a seat on the floor of the
House of Representatives. In fact he sat in Curley Harris' seat. Oh, he
loved to tell that tale after he got back home. (chuckles)

Q: Well, I believe that it's a true story. Now, about how many students
did you have in your school, Lincoln School?

A: In Edwardsville I'd say possibly 100-125 children., The school run
from the first through the second year of high school. After the second
year, the school board financed our education to the high school level,
to Wilberforce University or to East St, Louis, And of course T was real
small, and I had attended Palmer School here through the sixth and eighth
grade, My auntie at that time was secretary to the Urban League, Aunt
Lillian McGinnis at that time, and I had another aunt, a Mrs, Maise
Mallory, who was secretary at the Lincoln Colored Home. I was young and
small and my mother thought it best that I come here to Sprimngfield with
my aunts rather than to go someplace, East St, Louis or Wilberforce
alone. I was only about twelve or thirteen years old. So I came here to
live with my auntie, at 1719 East Reynolds [Street].

Q: And so then you finished your schooling here in Springfield?

A: T walked daily from 1719 East Reynolds to Springfield High School on
Lewls. And I graduated there, the youngest one in the class, sixteen
yvears old in 1925, I believe it was a class of 186, And then after that
I returned home,

Q: How many years did it take you to finish there? From the time you
came to live on Reynolds to go to Springfield, was that about three
years?

A: Well, I finished high school in three and a half years altogether. I
had a year and a half in Springfield High School.

Q: What was the neighborhood of Reynolds like in that time?

A: Back in that day there were a few blacks and mostly Lithuanians.
Mason and Reynolds, Carpenter, Miller and Moffat [Streets] were mostly
Lithuanians, and their principal occupation was the coal mines. My uncle
was a coal miner, '

Q: Did he ever tell you anything about his experience in the mines?

A: Well, in fact, I worked in the coal mines the first year of my vacation
from high school. It was probably the principal occupation of the black
people at that time, the coal mines and the State Capitol building.

Q: What was your experience that year you worked in the mine 1like? What
did you do?

A: Well, I dug coal, My uncle mostly had me drilling the holes because
that was backbreaking. It was a new experience to me. I was very
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inquisitive, I enjoyed it. I think I worked all one summer until a mine
dog turned over on my toe. I was standing too close to the cage, and
there's what they call a mine dog that flops over on the rail to stop a
car from going on to the cage or what you'd call an elevator. And I had

my

foot on the rail and that dog flopped over on my little toe. So I

didn't go back to coal mining any more., (chuckles)

in

Az

That wasn't so . . .
Wasn't a very delightful experience,

What time did you go to work? What was your working day like I mean
the mine?

Well, we went to, oh early morning until around five in the evening.

I believe it was the first time I took a little dimmer bucket, I got a

kick out of taking my lunch to work. (chuckles)

Q:

A:

What sort of money did they pay you back then?

I'm not positive. They got so much a car, but it was good pay for

the times. Most Negro men were coal miners, Allis-Chalmers and
Pillsbury Mills and Sangamo Electric was practically closed to blacks at
that time,

Q:

A:

So the coal mining and the State were the only . . .

Principal occupations, Negroes were messengers and clerks with the

State, Some [Negroes] was shoeshine boys in the barber shops.

qQ:

Al

And janitors,

And very little Negro business, I believe there was one or two

barber shops. One Negro grocery store out in the southeast,

Az

Q:
to

A:

You mean you didn't have any grocery store up in the Reynolds area?
Not run by blacks.

What about a drugstore?

As far as 1 can remember there never was a drugstore owned by Negroes.

No, I mean drugstores in the neighborhood that your family would go
for medication if they needed it,

Oh, there was a drugstore at Fourteenth and Carpenter and it just had

been, it's been there--oh, it recently moved I'd say two years ago. The
name escapes me at the moment.

Q:

Okay, and so you spent this time then in Springfield, finished high

school, and you went back to Edwardsville,
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A: Back to Edwardsville, I stayed a summer there and my mother sent me

to Jeff City to college. My mother was a frail woman, weighed about 130
pounds. About two years of high school education so her principal occupation
was day work: washing in the morning and ironing in the afternoon. And

I just felt a little ashamed that my mother had to work so hard to send

me to school, So I quit college, come back to Edwardsville, and the good
citizens there circulated a petition and sent me back to Springfield to

the State House where I was employed under the Secretary of State, at

that time Lewis L. Emerson.

Incidentally I was a delegate to the Republican State Convention from
Madison County when I was eighteen years old, I worked then for the
Secretary of State from February 1, 1928 until August 15, 1942, fourteen
years, six months and fifteen days. At that time I attended Springfield
Junior College on North Fifth Street, and took unto myself a wife. I
worked at the State House in the day and went to college at night, As I
recall I had a very pleasant working condition there., The superintendent
of the building was Charles F. Malloy, who had formerly been the state
representative from my representative district at home. That was composed
of Bond and Madison Counties, so he knew my family, and he cooperated to
the fullest extent in helping me complete my education, I worked at
days, I went [to college] at nights; and when he found out how well I was
doing, he transferred me to night shift so I could matriculate in the day
time,

Q: Now what nature of work did you do for the State under the Secretary
of State Emerson?

A: I started as a file clerk in the automobile department. Well, that's
the license department. I helped with the mailing out of the license.

It was called a mail clerk, and then there was a vacancy on the first
floor in the supply department, The chief clerk at that time was A. C.
Rexroff, from down Bond County and I went in there as his assistant as a
supply clerk, I stayed there for quite some time until I changed jobs as
the assistant superintendent of the janitors, As I said Mr. Malloy, who
had formerly been my state representative, had taken a liking to me, and
he shifted me wherever they needed me,

Q: There was a promotion there,

A: Yes. Sometimes I would work in the state legislature. It was about
that time that my politics changed, Roosevelt came in, I remember he
[Malloy] said to me that--I had always worked for the Republicans, I
didn't vote. I wasn't old enough-~and he told me that it was a new deal
with Roosevelt and that a Democratic Party needed young men with ability.
Well, I was instrumental in helping organizing the first Junior Downstate
Democratic League, I was a member of the senior organization, and Malloy
made it possible for me to go as far south as Cairo contacting county
chairmen, precinct workers, and we had our first convention in Alton,
I1linois. (pause) I was trying to remember who was our first president.
I remember Alberta Draper was our first., Well, she was first president,

Q: Alberta who?




Harlan Watson _ 6

A: Alberta Draper, D-R-A-P-E~R. Detective Harry Draper's aunt. She is
now Mrs, Alberta Brooks, Lives at about Seventeenth and Lawrence, I
believe she's retired now from state employment from the insurance
department.,

Q: Now this convention you had, about how many delegates did you have?

A: As T remember there was practically somewhere around 90-100. They
had a small delegation from each county, that is counties, wherein they
had enough Negroes to send delegates, The county chairmen were very
cooperative. They were more than anxious to bring Negroes into the
Democractic Party. At that time Negroes had formerly all been Abraham
Lincoln Republicans. :

Q: I see. Did you continue to work for the State after you changed
parties?

A: Yes, I continued to work for the State. I had always gone back to
Madison County to vote, It was through my organizational activities that
I became a resident or a voting resident of Sangamon County. Mr, Malloy
had sent me to form a Democratic Organization here in Springfield and in
80 doing and organizing, when it come time to elect the officers, an
-elderly gentleman in the audience got up and made a big speech to praise
the young man who was active and had donme 8o much; and this, that and the
other, and when he finally named his candidate, he was talking about
Harlan Watson. 8o I was elected President of the Sangamon County
Democratic Organization, so I had to change my voting residence here to
Springfield, which I've been a voter here since.

Q: About what year was this?

A: I'm not certain but I ﬁelieve it was in the middle or late thirtiles.
It must have been 1936 or 1937,

Q: Now I think we want to back up a little to your days at Springfield
Junior College. What kind of--you did graduate from there?

A: Yes, I graduated with a pre-legal course, At that time there was
what was known as the Lincoln College of Law here in Springfield. You
had to have two years of pre-legal in order to go into the Lincoln
College of Law, and it was my idea or intention to become a lawyer, But
by the time, in fact the year that I finished, they did away with the
Lincoln College of Law,

Q: Oh, I see. And you didn't go out of the city to . . .

A: At that time I was married, working for the State, and had a wife and

I couldn't go, well I didn't go. And another thing happened, my grandmother
died and she was keeping one of her grandchildren, a young woman; and it

was her wish that if she passed, that the child come and live with me.

She was a delightful little girl by the name of Lillian, I called her
Toots. She's now living in Kansas City, Missouri and doing real well.
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Q: Now, how and where did you meet your wife?

A: I met my wife here in Springfield, 1 believe I was attending a
party, and I first met her., Her name was Jessie Ethel Neal. She lived
at 1916 East Cass, Her father was a captain on the fire department, I
loved to dance, I was quite a dancer in those days, and this little girl
was a real good dancer, besides being a very fine young woman. I had the
occasion to take her hack to Edwardsville to visit my mother, and as T
remember we danced at country dances quite a bit. She was the center of
attraction, She was a beautiful little thing. (chuckles) 1'd show her
off at these dances, A lot of times they'd clear the floor to watch us
dance, And one thing went on to another, and her mother made me welcome,
and I finally married when I was nineteen and she was sixteen. We stayed
married thirteen years,

Q: Did you have any children?
A: Not by that marriage, no.

Q: After you had this girl, Lillian, that was living with you and you
continued to work for the State, did you get any further promotion?

A: T worked for the State until 1941, August 15, I was married and I

had this young lady with me. She was attending Lincoln School, I was

living at 114 South Seventeenth and there was uncertainty about my employment.
I was not under civil service so there was a possibility of being charged

and let out with the change of the administration. So I began to look

for something with more security. So I took the examination for the
Springfield Police Department and was appointed a patrolman August 15,

1942, At that time I believe there were about six blacks on the police
department at that time., I'll always remember it wasn't the law, it was

an unwritten law that Negroes didn't arrest white people.

Q: Oh, did they have that law in Springfield, too?
A: It wasn't a law,
Q: Yes, but it was . . .

A: Understood. The chief of detectives briefed you and we patrolled

the black neighborhood in plain clothes., We started as detectives in
order to keep us out of uniform, If we had a run-in and I had an occasion
to arrest a person of the other race, we called the station, and they
sent the wagon or squad car out and handled the situation that way. That
went on for about a year or so until we as blacks realized that we had
the same authority as any police. We weren't hired as black police, the
law wasn't black, My badge was the same and my credentials were the
same. At that time Negroes were getting more forward, and we began to
enforce the law as it should be enforced, regardless of the narrow-
mindedness of some of our superior officers. T believe Buddy Capp was
mayor at that time, and through our political activities and maneuvering
we were able to increase the number of blacks on the police force to
around eight, six or eight, The Negro didn't come into his own really on
the police department until Mayor Nelson Howarth took office,




Harlan Watson 8

Q: Now let me ask you-this. Was there a time when you said you had to
call the station to get white police to come if you had to make an arrest
of somebody of another race?

A: I believe that was the case with me one or two times because 1 worked
with an older officer. You went in inexperienced, and you were assigned
to an officer who was there and had previous experience, and of course,
he was the senior officer of the partnership, he dictated the terms., Of
courgse I had come up under a little different setting, as I said I didn't
know I was black until T come to Springfield. I was raised out in Pleasant
Plains, and I began to realize that Negroes voted and paid taxes and that
we ought to have a little more to say about the city government and be a
little more active. And then I was a little hardheaded, I didn't call
the station to——if a man broke the law I arrested him. I remember my
first arrest of a white man was at Eighth and Washington, He was drunked
up and very disorderly, and when I put my hand on his shoulder and told
him he was under arrest, "Police officer, you're under arrest," why he
struck me. Of course I didn't exactly whip him up, but I protected
myself, When he'd swing and miss, I'd straighten him up. So it resulted
in my taking [him] to the St. John's Hospital for emergency treatment and
then locking him up. I believe I handled the situation in such a way
that I wasn't called on the carpet., From then on we just took care of
our own business out on the levee, particularly Washington Street, Mason,
from Sixth Street to Thirteenth and from Madison to Adams was called the
levee, That's mostly where these Negro officers worked, That's mostly
where the black population was, We didn't have any more trouble after
that; they didn't question our arresting because it wasn't a law that we
didn't, it was just an , . . :

Q: Established custom there or practice?

A: That's right., The older fellows didn't have the gumption, I'd say
intestinal fortitude to do the job. They relied on calling the man. Of
courge the times were changing and we were going out of their leagues, I
had no more trouble then until in later years, most of my trouble come
through politics. You know the other fellow can be for whoever he wants
to and that's his business, but a black man usually ought to be told who
to be for, whether you want to have a mind of your own, then you're a bad
fellow., So I had a lot of ups and downs, in fact suspensions from the
police department. Pushed around quite a bit but I finally made it, 1In
fact I was dismissed from the department for three and a half years. It
was an incident in which three little colored boys from Decatur were
attending the state fair, and they were downtown in an old dilapidated
car around Sixth and Monroe. It so happened that two or three of our
white officers had just finished the police school, and saw fit to practice
on these Negroes or make a spectacle of them there at Sixth and Monroe;
stopped their car and lined them up agaimst the wall and patted them
down, and then told them to get on out of town. One of the boys had just
come back from the Army, and he felt like he had some rights. Instead of
getting out of town he went to the police station to make a report. In
fact one of our officers--the officers didn't have hats on and one of
them had a crew cut; so they were a little suspicious of them, the way
they treated them. So they went into the station. to make a report, and
it so happened at the time they come in to make the report, my partner
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Jack Gorens and T were in the detective bureau writing a report. So the
sergeant assigned them to us to take their report. They reported just
what happened, that they were going along minding their own business and-
that these boys stopped them, and lined them up, and patted them down,
and ordered them out of town. And it happened that we had a fellow on
the front desk that was very prejudiced and he noticed these two colored
boys coming into the station and going into the bureau. So when the two
officers that patted them down called in--which was customary to call in

. once an hour, "Jones and Smith, Sixth and Washington," or whatever the
names of the officers might be--so when they called in, the sergeant
noted that these boys had come in so he informed them [the two officers]
that they [these boys] were there making a report on them. So the officers
immediately proceeded to the station. By the time they were a fourth of
a block from the station I had finished the interview with the boys, made
the report and was putting them back in their car, informed them that
they didn't have to leave the city that day——there was no law that would
run them out of the city, that they did that in Georgia and Mississippi,
they didn't do it in Illinois. By the time I got them seated in the car,
the two officers who had made the arrest or who had patted them down,
come running up. They were about a fourth of a block from the station
when they seen me putting them in and giving them instructions, they
started to run to the station. And it was about time for the change in
shifts and another officer coming to work double~parked right by the side
of the car and the car couldn't get out or they would have been gone.
But it so happened they were detained there for a minute and the officers
come up and proceeded on: just snatched them out of the car, disregarding
me and my choice, snatched them out of the car and marched them into the
station. Ome young fellow with his arm behind him, I can see him now,
bent over and [the officer] shoved his head into the wall. I couldn't
take it much longer so I just grabbed the officer, told him, "This ain't
Migsissippi. You don't manhandle black people here." And as a result of
this—1it so happened that onme of the young men, young officers that

- misused the colored boys was the chief's son, Olshefsky. So I had the
audacity to put my hand on a white officer's shoulder to stop him from
attacking a black. So along through long litigation and the Civil Service
Commisgion, I was finally dismissed from the police force, and stayed off
for approximately three and a half years, during which time I was steadily
fighting it. I might add that the black population was fighting with me,
I was organizing and electing. We elected a mayor that would reinstate
me, that was the understanding which was with Nelson Howarth and I,
despite the fact there's no state law for an officer to be reinstated if
he had been fired., You can take a leave of absence, but if you have been
fired there's no law to reinstate you.

Q: But there is no law that you cannot be reinstated is there?

A: No, there's no law that says you can't be, but there's no law that
says you can be,

Q: All right, yes.
A: Through a long drawn-out Civil Service hearing which is well attended

daily by Negroes, and men that cause some political feelings, One of our
prominent attorneys here, Jack Weiner, was chairman of the Civil Service








































