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Sp r ing f i e ld  . 
Readers of t h e  o r a l  h i s t o r y  memolr should bear  i n  mind t h a t  i t  is a 
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Harlan Watson, May 9, 1974, Springfield,  I l l i n o i s .  

Reverend Negil McPherson, Interviewer. 

Q: M r .  Watson, I understand t h a t  you w e r e  not born i n  Spr ingf ie ld?  

A: No, I was born i n  Edwardsville, I l l i n o i s ,  county s e a t  of Madison 
County, February 14, 1909. 

Q: How long did you l i v e  i n  Edwardsville? 

A: Well, I l ived I n  Edwardsville off  and on u n t i l  I was eighteen o r  
nineteen years old. I spent some time i n  Sangamon County i n  my e a r l y  
years v i s i t i n g  my f a t h e r ' s  s i s t e r ,  my aunt. My mother was a widow woman 
so my brother and I spent our holidays, e spec ia l ly  summer holidays with 
our aunt a t  Pleasant  Pla ins ,  I l l i n o i s .  

Q: What was your aunt ' s  name? 

A: Her name was L i l l i a n  Holman. She l a t e r  married a fel low by the  name 
of McGinuis. She i s  known i n  Springfield a s  L i l l i a n  McGinnis. 

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

A: Sometimes we would always spend the  e n t i r e  summer holidays,  and o f ten  
times we'd j u s t  remain. In  fact w e  s t a r t e d  t o  school in Pleasant  Pla ins ,  
I l l i n o i s ,  My brother and I, I bel ieve  were the  only colored chi ldren 
t h a t  attended school there.  I remember v iv idly ,  very d i s t i n c t l y ,  t h a t  my 
f i r s t  teacher ' s  name was Nellie McDonald. I went from the  f i r s t  t o  the  
t h i r d  grade before re turning home t o  my mother. 

Q: What was your teacher l i k e ,  t h i s  Miss McDonald? 

A: Oh, she was a lovely lady, very f r i end ly ,  very cooperative. She made 
no di f ference  whatsoever among the  pupils.  A t  t h a t  e a r l y  age, why, I 
r e a l l y  d idn ' t  h o w  I was black u n t i l  I came t o  Springfield.  My aunt 
worked through the week ou t  on a farm f o r  W i l l i a m  Walbaum and h i s  lovely 
family. It so happened t h a t  they had two boys and two g i r l s ,  o r  three  
boys and two g i r l s .  The younger boy was the  same age--Frederick, was the  
same age as my brother,  and I was the  same age a s  t h e i r  second son Crume. 
So we spent many a d e l i g h t f u l  day a t  the  Walbaum's. 

Q: What d id  the ~ a l b a u m ' s  do? 

A: Walbaum was a r i c h  farmer. 
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Q: Did you have opportunity t o  go on hi s  farm? 

A: Well, we p r a c t i c a l l y  l ived  on the  farm. When Aunt L i l l y  would take 
us au t  the re  on Monday, why we stayed sometimes u n t i l  she'd come back 
next Monday. We had plenty of room. We had horses,  cows t o  play with, 
and we p a r t i c u l a r l y  l i k e d  the  idea t h a t  they a t e  f i v e  times a day--they 
had t o  feed the  farm hands i n  between meals. So a l l  four  of us boys ate  
r i g h t  with them, And i t  was a new experience being on the  farm. I spent  
many a d e l i g h t f u l  day. I admired the  o lder  boy, W i l l i a m .  

Q: Why? 

A: Well, i f  we ever got  i n t o  anything, any mischief ,  t h e  f i r s t  one he 
grabbed, t h a t ' s  t h e  one he'd whipped; i t  d idn ' t  make no d i f fe rence  which 
one he grabbed, sometimes he'd whip a l l  four of us. But usual ly  the  one 
he grabbed f i r s t - - inc iden ta l ly  William is s t i l l  l i v i n g  out  a t  Pleasant 
Plains.  He j u e t  r e t i r e d  as he had been the  Republican p rec inc t  committeeman 
out  the re  f o r  years  and years. He  has h i s  own farm. They're down the  
road from the  o ld  place,  see. The home place  went t o  the  younger boy, 
Frederick, who was deceased here  about two years ago. Crume come i n t o  
Spr ingf ie ld  and become one of the  executive o f f i c e r s  i n  t h e  F i r s t  National 
Bank, and William remained on the  farm, on h i s  own farm. I ' v e  had occasion 
t o  go out there ,  oh i n  the  l a s t  four  o r  f i v e  years  t o  hunt,  and when I 
was younger, used t o  go back t o  horse r ide.  It was always l i k e  going 
back home, Mrs. Walbaum t rea ted  us  j u s t  l i k e  the  rest of the  kids. Then 
I went back t o  Edwardsville i n  Madison County. I at tended,  I th ink,  the  
four th ,  f i f t h ,  and s i x t h  grades the re  a t  the  Lincoln School. Since it 
w a e a . .  . 
Q: In  Madison? 

A: In  Edwardsville, i n  Madison County. I t 's  the  county s e a t  of Madison 
County. They had separa te  schools the re ,  a t  t h a t  t i m e ,  and I went t o  
the ,  I bel ieve ,  seventh grade. I'll always remember my professor,  Christopher 
Columbus Jones, 

Q: How is t h a t  now, Christopher Columbus Joaea? 

A: Christopher Columbus Jones was my teacher and p r inc ipa l ,  He  had a l s o  
taught my mother, Inc iden ta l ly  M r .  Jones should be around 94 [years  
o ld ] ,  and is s t i l l  l i v i n g  and he ' s  r e t i r e d  and he ' s  running a shoe shop, 
a repair shop. One of h i s  boys had s t a r t e d  i t  and the  boy moved on and 
the  old man took over the  business. 

Q: In Edwardsville? 

A: In Edwardsville. He's very a c t i v e  in the  open housing l e g i s l a t i o n .  
He had occasion t o  v i s i t  me  here  when he came up t o  t h e  l e g i s l a t u r e  when 
t h a t  program was being l eg i s l a t ed .  I spent  a very d e l i g h t f u l  af ternoon 
with him. He l i k e d  t o  t a l k ,  and he was i n  the  co r r idors  t a lk ing  t o  
someone, and i t  so happened a l l  the  sea t ing  capaci ty  had f i l l e d ,  and they 
closed t h e  door and he couldn't  g e t  in. So I was working the re  a t  the  
building a t  the  time, the  S t a t e  Capitol  Building, and he looked me  up, 
and he l i k e s  t o  t e l l  the  t a l e  a t  home of how I looked up h i s  s t a t e  
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representa t ive ,  who a t  t h a t  time was Curley Harris from Granite City,  who 
had been here a number of years and was well-known t o  me. Through 
Representative Harr is ,  I was ab le  t o  g e t  him a s e a t  on the  f l o o r  of the  
House of Representatives. In f a c t  he s a t  i n  Curley Harris' sea t .  Oh, he 
l w e d  t o  t e l l  t h a t  t a l e  a f t e r  he got  back home. (chuckles) 

Q: Well, I bel ieve  t h a t  i t ' s  a t r u e  story.  Now, about how many s tudents  
did you have i n  your school, Lincoln School? 

A: I n  Edwardsville I ' d  say possibly 100-125 children.  The school run 
from the f i r a t  through the  second year of high school. After  the  second 
year, the  school board financed our education t o  the  high school l eve l ,  
t o  Wilberforce Universi ty o r  t o  East St.  Louis. And of course I was r e a l  
small, and I had at tended Palmer School here through the  s i x t h  and eighth 
grade. My aun t ie  a t  t h a t  t i m e  w a s  sec re ta ry  t o  the  Urban League, Aunt 
L i l l i a n  McGinnis a t  t h a t  t i m e ,  and I had another aunt ,  a Mrs. Maise 
Mallory, who was sec re ta ry  a t  the  Lincoln Colored Home. I was young and 
small and my mother thought i t  bes t  t h a t  I come here t o  Springfield with 
my aunts r a t h e r  than t o  go someplace, East St. Louis o r  Wilberforce 
alone. I was only about twelve o r  t h i r t e e n  years old. So I came here t o  
l i v e  with my aunt ie ,  a t  1719 East Reynolds [S t ree t ] .  

Q: And so then you f in ished your schooling here i n  Springfield? 

A: I walked d a i l y  from 1719 East Reynolds t o  Spr ingf ie ld  Nigh School on 
Lewis. And I graduated there ,  the  youngest one i n  the  c l a s s ,  s ix teen  
years old i n  1925. I bel ieve  i t  was a c l a s s  of 186. And then a f t e r  t h a t  
I returned home, 

Q: How many years did it take you t o  f i n i s h  there? From the  time you 
came t o  l i v e  on Reynolds t o  go t o  Springfield,  was t h a t  about th ree  
years? 

A: Well, 1 f in i shed  high school i n  th ree  and a half years  a l together .  I 
had a year and a half  i n  Springfield High School. 

Q: What was the  neighborhood of Reynolds l ike  i n  t h a t  t i m e ?  

A: Back in t h a t  day the re  were a few blacks and mostly Lithuanians. 
Mason and Reynolds, Carpenter, Miller and Moffat [ S t r e e t s ]  were mostly 
Lithuanians, and t h e i r  p r inc ipa l  occupation was the  coa l  mines. My uncle 
was a coal  miner, 

Q: Did he ever te l l  you anything about h i s  experience i n  the  mines? 

A: Well, in fact, I worked i n  the  coal  mines the  f i r s t  year of my vacation 
from high school, It was probably the  p r inc ipa l  occupation of the  black 
people a t  t h a t  time, the  coal  mines and the  S t a t e  Capitol  building. 

Q: What was your experience t h a t  year you worked i n  t h e  mine l i k e ?  What 
did  you do? 

A: Well, I dug coal .  My uncle mostly had me  d r i l l i n g  the  holes  because 
t h a t  was backbreaking. It was a new experience t o  me, I was very 
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inqu i s i t ive .  I enjoyed it. I th ink I worked a l l  one summer u n t i l  a mine 
dog turned over on my toe. I was standing too c lose  t o  the  cage, and 
the re ' s  what they c a l l  a mine dog t h a t  f l o p s  over on the  r a i l  t o  s top a 
ca r  from going on t o  t h e  cage o r  what you'd call an elevator.  And I had 
my foo t  on the r a i l  and t h a t  dog flopped over on my l i t t l e  toe. So I 
d idn ' t  go back t o  coal mining any more. (chuckles) 

Q: That wasn't so  . . . 
A: Wasn't a very d e l i g h t f u l  experience, 

Q: h a t  time did you go t o  work? What was your working day l i k e  I mean 
in the  mine? 

A: Well, we went to ,  oh e a r l y  morning u n t i l  around f i v e  i n  the  evening, 
I bel ieve  it was t h e  f i r s t  time I took a l i t t l e  dinner bucket. I got a 
kick out of taking my lunch t o  work. (chuckles) 

Q: What s o r t  of money did  they pay you back then? 

A: I'm not pos i t ive .  They got  so much a car ,  but i t  was good pay f o r  
the  times. Most Negro men were coal  miners. Allis-Chalmers and 
Pi l l sbury  Mills and Sangamo E l e c t r i c  was p r a c t i c a l l y  closed t o  blacks a t  
t h a t  time. 

Q: So the  coal  mining and the  S t a t e  were the  only . . . 
A: Pr incipal  occupations. Negroes were messengers and c le rks  with the  
Sta te .  Some [Negroes] was shoeshine boys i n  the  barber shops. 

Q: And jani tors .  + 

A: And very l i t t l e  Negro business. I be l i eve  the re  was one o r  two 
barber shops. One Negro grocery s t o r e  out  i n  the  southeast .  

Q: You mean you d idn ' t  have any grocery s t o r e  up i n  the  Reynolds area? 

A: Not run by blacks, 

Q: What about a drugstore? 

A: As far as I can remember the re  never was a drugstore owned by Negroes. 

Q: No, I mean drugstores i n  the  neighborhood t h a t  your family would go 
t o  for medication i f  they needed it. 

A: Oh, there was a drugstore a t  Fourteenth and Carpenter and it j u s t  had 
been, i t 's  been there--oh, it  recent ly  moved I ' d  say two years ago. The 
name escapes m e  a t  the  moment. 

Q: Okay, and so you spent t h i s  t h e  then i n  Spr ingf ie ld ,  f in ished high 
school, and you went back t o  Edwardsville. 
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A: Back t o  Edwardsville. I stayed a summer the re  and my mother sent  m e  
t o  Jeff City t o  college. My mother was a f r a i l  woman, weighed about 130 
pounds. About two years  of high school education so  her  p r inc ipa l  occupation 
was day work: washing i n  the  morning and ironing i n  t h e  afternoon. And 
I j u s t  f e l t  a l i t t l e  ashamed that my mother had t o  work so  hard t o  send 
me t o  school, So I quit col lege ,  come back t o  Edwardsville, and the  good 
c i t i z e n s  there  c i rcu la ted  a p e t i t i o n  and sen t  m e  back t o  Springfield t o  
t h e  S t a t e  House where I was employed under t h e  Secretary of S ta te ,  a t  
t h a t  time Lewis L. Emerson. 

Inc iden ta l ly  I was a delegate t o  the  Republican S t a t e  Convention from 
Madison County when I was eighteen years old. I worked then f o r  the  
Secretary of S t a t e  from February 1, 1928 u n t i l  August 15, 1942, fourteen 
years,  six months and f i f t e e n  days. A t  t h a t  time I at tended Springfield 
Junior College on North F i f t h  S t r e e t ,  and took unto myself a wife. I 
worked a t  t h e  S t a t e  House i n  the  day and went t o  col lege  a t  night .  As 1 
recall I had a very pleasant  working condit ion there. The superintendent 
of the  building was Charles F. Malloy, who had formerly been the  s t a t e  
representa t ive  from my representa t ive  d i s t r i c t  a t  home. That was composed 
of Bond and Madison Counties, so  he h e w  my family, and he cooperated t o  
t h e  f u l l e s t  extent  i n  helping me complete my education, I worked a t  
days, I went [ t o  col lege]  a t  n ights ;  and when he found out  how w e l l  I was 
doing, he t r ans fe r red  m e  t o  n ight  s h i f t  so I could matr icula te  i n  the  day 
t h e .  

Q: Now what nature  of work did you do f o r  the  S t a t e  under the  Secretary 
of S t a t e  Emerson? 

A: I started a s  a f i l e  c l e r k  i n  the  automobile department. W e l l ,  t h a t ' s  
the  l i cense  department. I helped with the  mailing out  of the  l icense.  
It was ca l l ed  a m a i l  c l e rk ,  and then the re  was a vacancy on the  f i r s t  
f loor  in t h e  supply department. The chief c l e r k  a t  t h a t  time was A. C. 
Rexroff, from down Bond County and I went I n  the re  a s  h i s  a s s i s t a n t  a s  a 
supply clerk.  I stayed the re  f o r  qu i t e  some time u n t i l  I changed jobs a s  
the  a s s i s t a n t  superintendent of the  j an i to r s .  As I s a i d  M r .  Malloy, who 
had formerly been my state representa t ive ,  had taken a l i k i n g  t o  m e ,  and 
he s h i f t e d  me wherever they needed me. 

Q: There was a promotion there. 

A: Yes. Sometimes I would work i n  the  s t a t e  l e g i s l a t u r e .  It w a s  about 
t h a t  time t h a t  my p o l i t i c s  changed, Roosevelt came in. I remember he 
[Malloy] sa id  t o  m e  that--I had always worked f o r  the  Republicans, I 
d idn ' t  vote. I wasn't old enough--and he t o l d  m e  t h a t  i t  was a new dea l  
with Roosevelt and t h a t  a Democratic Party needed young men with a b i l i t y .  
Well, I w a s  instrumental  i n  helping organizing t h e  f i r s t  Junior  Downstate 
Democratic League. I was a member of the  senior  organizat ion,  and Malloy 
made it poss ib le  f o r  m e  t o  go a s  f a r  south as Cairo contact ing county 
chairmen, precinct  workera, and we had our f i r s t  convention i n  Alton, 
I l l i n o i s .  (pause) I was t ry ing  t o  remember who was our f i r s t  president.  
I remember Alberta Draper was our f i r s t ,  Well, she was f i r s t  president .  

Q: Alberta who? 
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A: Alberta Draper, D-R-A-P-E-R. Detective Harry Draper's aunt. She is 
now Mrs. Alberta Brooks. Lives a t  about Seventeenth and Lawrence. I 
bel ieve  she 's  r e t i r e d  now from s t a t e  employment from the  insurance 
department . 
Q :  Now t h i s  convention you had, about how many delegates  did you have? 

A: A s  I remember the re  was p r a c t i c a l l y  somewhere around 90-100. They 
had a small delegation from each county, t h a t  is counties,  wherein they 
had enough Negroes t o  send delegates.  The county chairmen were very 
cooperative. They were more than anxious t o  bring Negroes i n t o  the  
Democractic Party, At that time Negroes had formerly a l l  been Abraham 
Lincoln Republicans. 

Q :  I see. Did you continue t o  work for the  S t a t e  a f t e r  you changed 
p a r t i e s ?  

A: Yes, I continued t o  work f o r  the  State. I had always gone back t o  
Madison County t o  vote. It was through my organizat ional  a c t i v i t i e s  t h a t  
I became a res iden t  ox a voting res iden t  of Sangamon County. Mr. Malloy 
had s e n t  m e  t o  form a Democratic Organization here in Springfield and in 
so doing and organizing, when i t  come time t o  e l e c t  the  o f f i c e r s ,  an 
e l d e r l y  gentleman i n  the  audience got  up and made a b ig  speech t o  p ra i se  
the  young man who was a c t i v e  and had done so  much; and t h i s ,  t h a t  and the  
o ther ,  and when he f i n a l l y  named h i s  candidate, he was t a lk ing  about 
Harlan Watson. So I was e lec ted  President  of the  Sangamon County 
Democratic Organization, s o  I had t o  change my voting residence here t o  
Spr ingf ie ld ,  which I ' v e  been a voter  here since. 

Q: About what year was t h i s ?  

A: I ' m  not c e r t a i n  but  I bel ieve  i t  was i n  the  middle o r  l a t e  t h i r t i e s .  
It must have been 1936 o r  1937, 

Q: Now I th ink we want t o  back up a l i t t l e  t o  your days a t  Spr ingf ie ld  
Junior College. What kind of--you d id  graduate from there?  

A: Yes, I graduated with a pre-legal course. A t  t h a t  time the re  was 
what was known as t h e  Lincoln College of Law here i n  Springfield,  You 
had t o  have two years of pre-legal i n  order t o  go i n t o  the  Lincoln 
College of Law, and i t  was my idea o r  in ten t ion  t o  become a lawyer. But 
by the  t i m e ,  i n  fact the  year t h a t  I f in i shed ,  they did  away with the  
Lincoln Gollege of Law, 

Q: Oh, I see. And you didn ' t  go out  of the  c i t y  t o  . . . 
A: A t  t h a t  rime I was married, working f o r  t h e  S t a t e ,  and had a w i f e  and 
I couldn't  go, w e l l  I d idn ' t  go, And another thing happened, my grandmother 
died and she was keeping one of her  grandchildren, a young woman; and it 
w a s  her wieh t h a t  i f  she passed, t h a t  the  ch i ld  come and l i v e  with me. 
She was a d e l i g h t f u l  l i t t l e  g i r l  by the  name of L i l l i a n ,  I ca l l ed  her 
Toots. she's now l i v i n g  i n  Kansas City, Misaouri and doing real w e l l .  
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Q: Now, how and where did you meet your wife? 

A: I met my wife here i n  Springfield.  I be l i eve  I w a s  a t tending a 
par ty ,  and I f i r s t  m e t  her. Her name was Jessie Ethel  Neal. She l ived 
a t  1916 East Cass, Her f a t h e r  was a capta in  on the  f i r e  department. I 
loved t o  dance, I was q u i t e  a dancer i n  chose days, and t h i s  l i t t l e  g i r l  
was s real good dancer, besides being a very f i n e  young woman. I had the  
occasion t o  take her back t o  Edwardsville t o  v i s i t  my mother, and as I 
remember we danced a t  country dances qu i t e  a b i t ,  She was the  center  of 
a t t r a c t i o n ,  She was a beau t i fu l  l i t t l e  thing. (chuckles) I ' d  show her 
off  a t  these dances. A l o t  of times they'd c l e a r  the  f l o o r  t o  watch us 
dance. And one thing went on t o  another, and her mother made m e  welcome, 
and I f i n a l l y  married when I w a s  nineteen and she was sixteen.  We stayed 
married t h i r t e e n  years, 

Q: Did you have any chi ldren?  

A: Not by t h a t  marriage, no. 

Q: After you had t h i s  g i r l ,  L i l l i a n ,  t h a t  was l i v i n g  v i t h  you and you 
continued t o  work f o r  t h e  S t a t e ,  did you g e t  any f u r t h e r  promotion? 

A: I worked f o r  the  S t a t e  u n t i l  1941, August 15. I was married and I 
had t h i s  young lady with me. She was a t tending Lincoln School. I was 
l i v i n g  a t  114 South Seventeenth and the re  was uncer ta in ty  about my employment. 
I was not under c i v i l  se rv ice  so  there  was a p o s s i b i l i t y  of being charged 
and l e t  out  with the  change of the  administrat ion.  So I began t o  look 
f o r  something with more secur i ty .  So I took the  examination f o r  the  
Springfield Police Department and was appointed a patrolman August 15, 
1942. A t  t h a t  time I bel ieve  there  were about six blacks on the  pol ice  
department a t  t h a t  t i m e ,  I'll always remember it wasn't t h e  l a w ,  i t  was 
an unwritten law t h a t  Negroes d idn ' t  a r r e s t  white people. 

Q: Oh, d i d  they have t h a t  l a w  i n  Spr ingf ie ld ,  too? 

A: It wasn't a law. 

Q: Yes, but it  was . . . 
A: Understood. The chief of de tec t ives  br iefed  you and we pa t ro l l ed  
the  black neighborhood i n  p la in  clothes. We s t a r t e d  as de tec t ives  i n  
order t o  keep us out  of uniform. If  we had a run-in and I had an occasion 
t o  a r r e s t  a person of the other  race, we ca l l ed  the  s t a t i o n ,  and they 
sen t  the  wagon o r  squad c a r  out  and handled the  s i t u a t i o n  t h a t  way. That 
went on f o r  about a year o r  so u n t i l  we as blacks rea l i zed  t h a t  we had 
t h e  same au thor i ty  as any police. W e  weren't h i red  a s  black police,  the 
l a w  wasn't black. My badge was t h e  same and my c reden t i a l s  were t h e  
same. A t  t h a t  rime Negroes were ge t t ing  more forward, and we began t o  
enforce the  law ae it should be enforced, regardless  of the  narrow- 
mindedneee of some of our superior  o f f i ce r s .  I believe Buddy Capp was 
mayor a t  t h a t  time, and through our p o l i t i c a l  a c t i v i t i e s  and maneuvering 
we were ab le  t o  increase  the  number of blacks on the  po l i ce  fo rce  t o  
around e igh t ,  six or  e igh t ,  The Negro didn' t come i n t o  h i s  o m  r e a l l y  on 
the  po l i ce  department: u n t i l  Mayor Nelson Howarth took o f f i c e ,  
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Q: Now l e t  m e  ask you th i s .  Was the re  a  time when you s a i d  you had t o  
c a l l  t he  s t a t i o n  t o  g e t  white po l i ce  t o  come i f  you had t o  make an a r r e s t  
of somebody of another  race? 

A: I be l i eve  t h a t  was the  case with m e  one o r  two times because I worked 
with an o lder  o f f i c e r .  You went i n  inexperienced, and you were assigned 
t o  an o f f i c e r  who was the re  and had previous experience, and of course, 
he was the  sen io r  o f f i c e r  of the  par tnership ,  he d i c t a t e d  the  terms. Of 
course I had come up under a  l i t t l e  d i f f e r e n t  s e t t i n g ,  a s  I s a i d  I d i d n ' t  
how I was black u n t i l  I come t o  Springfield.  I was ra i sed  out  i n  Pleasant 
Plains,  and I began t o  r e a l i z e  t h a t  Negroes voted and paid taxes and t h a t  
we ought t o  have a l i t t l e  more t o  say about the  c i t y  government and be a 
l i t t l e  more act ive .  And then I was a l i t t l e  hardheaded. I d i d n ' t  c a l l  
t he  s t a t i o n  to--if a man broke the  law I a r r e s t e d  him, I remember my 
f i r s t  arrest of a  white man was a t  Eighth and Washington. H e  was drunked 
up and very d i so rde r ly ,  and when I put  my hand on h i s  shoulder and to ld  
him he w a s  under a r r e s t ,  "Police o f f i c e r ,  you're under arrest," why he 
s t r u c k  me. Of course I d i d n ' t  exact ly  whip him up, but  I protected 
myself. When he'd swing and miss, I 'd  s t r a i g h t e n  him up. So i t  resu l t ed  
In my taking [him] t o  t h e  S t ,  John's Hospital  f o r  emergency treatment and 
then locking him up. I be l i eve  I handled the  s i t u a t i o n  in such a way 
t h a t  I wasn't c a l l e d  on the  carpet .  From then on we j u s t  took ca re  of 
our own business out  on the  levee, p a r t i c u l a r l y  Washington S t r e e t ,  Mason, 
from Sixth  S t r e e t  t o  Thir teenth  and from Madison t o  Adams was c a l l e d  the  
levee, That 's mostly where these  Negro o f f i c e r s  worked. That 's  mostly 
where the  black population was. We d i d n ' t  have any more t rouble  a f t e r  
tha t ;  they d i d n ' t  quest ion our a r r e s t i n g  because it wasn't a l a w  t h a t  we 
d l d n l t ,  i t  was j u s t  an , . . 
Q: Establlshed custom the re  o r  prac t ice?  

A: That 's  r i g h t ,  The o lder  fel lows d idn ' t  have the  gumption, I 'd  say 
i n t e s t i n a l  f o r t i t u d e  t o  do the  job. They r e l i e d  on c a l l i n g  the  man. Of 
course the  times were changing and we were going out  of t h e i r  leagues. I 
had no more t rouble  then u n t i l  i n  l a t e r  years ,  most of my t rouble  come 
through p o l i t i c s .  You know t he  o ther  fe l low can be f o r  whoever he wants 
t o  and t h a t ' s  h i s  business,  but  a  black man usual ly  ought t o  be t o l d  who 
t o  be for, whether you want t o  have a  mind of your own, then you're a  bad 
fellow. So I had a l o t  of ups and downs, i n  f a c t  suspensions from the  
po l i ce  department. Pushed around q u i t e  a b i t  but  I f i n a l l y  made i t ,  In 
f a c t  I wae dismissed from the  department f o r  th ree  and a  half years. It 
was an inc ident  i n  which th ree  l i t t l e  colored boys from Decatur were 
a t tending the  s t a t e  f a i r ,  and they were downtown i n  an o ld  d i lapidated  
car around Sixth  and Monroe. It so happened t h a t  two o r  th ree  of our 
white o f f i c e r s  had j u s t  f ln i shed  the  po l i ce  school,  and saw f i t  t o  p rac t i ce  
on these  Negroes o r  make a spectac le  of them the re  a t  S ix th  and Monroe; 
stopped t h e i r  c a r  and l i ned  them up aga ins t  the  wal l  and pat ted  them 
down, and then t o l d  them t o  g e t  on out  of town. One of t h e  boys had j u s t  
come back from the  Amy, and he f e l t  l i k e  he had some r igh t s .  Instead of 
g e t t i n g  out  of town he went t o  the  po l i ce  s t a t i o n  t o  make a  repor t .  I n  
f a c t  one of our off icers- the o f f i c e r s  d idn ' t  have h a t s  on and one of 
them had a crew cu t ;  so they were a l i t t l e  suspicious of them, the  way 
they t r ea ted  them. So they went i n t o  the  stat ion t o  make a  r epor t ,  and 
it so happened a t  t h e  time they come i n  t o  make the  r e p o r t ,  my pa r tne r  
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Jack Gorens and I were in the  de tec t ive  bureau wri t ing  a report .  So the  
sergeant  assigned them t o  us t o  take t h e i r  report .  They reported j u s t  
what happened, t h a t  they were going along minding t h e i r  own business and 
t h a t  these  boys stopped them, and l ined them up, and pat ted  them down, 
and ordered them out  of town. And i t  happened t h a t  we had a fe l low on 
the  f r o n t  desk t h a t  was very prejudiced and he noticed these  two colored 
boys coming i n t o  the  s t a t i o n  and going i n t o  the  bureau. So when the  two 
o f f i c e r s  t h a t  pa t ted  them down ca l l ed  in--which was customary t o  call. i n  

, once an hour, "Jones and Smith, Sixth and Washington," o r  whatever the 
names of the  o f f i c e r s  might be--so when they ca l l ed  i n ,  t h e  sergeant  
noted t h a t  these boys had come i n  so he informed them [ t h e  two o f f i c e r s ]  
t h a t  they [ these  boys] were there  making a repor t  on them. So t h e  o f f i c e r s  
immediately proceeded t o  the  s t a t ion .  By the  time they were a four th  of 
a block from the  s t a t i o n  I had f in ished the  interview with the  boys, made 
the  repor t  and was pu t t ing  them back i n  t h e i r  car ,  informed them t h a t  
they didn ' t  have t o  leave the  c i t y  t h a t  day--there was no l a w  t h a t  would 
run them out  of the  c i t y ,  t h a t  they did  t h a t  i n  Georgia and Mississippi ,  
they didn' t  do it i n  Illinois. By the  time I pot t h m  seated i n  the  car, 
the  two o f f i c e r s  who had made the  a r r e s t  o r  who had pat ted  them down, 
come running up. They were about a  four th  of a block from the  s t a t i o n  
when they seen m e  put t ing  them i n  and giving them ins t ruc t ions ,  they 
s t a r t e d  t o  run t o  the  s t a t ion .  And i t  was about t i m e  f o r  the  change i n  
s h i f t s  and another o f f i c e r  coming t o  work double-parked r i g h t  by the  s i d e  
of the  c a r  and the  car couldn't  ge t  out o r  they would have been gone. 
But i t  so happened they were detained the re  f o r  a minute and the  o f f i c e r s  
come up and proceeded on: just snatched them out  of the  car, disregarding 
me  and my choice, snatched them out of the  ca r  and marched them i n t o  the  
s t a t ion .  One young fel low with h i s  arm behind him, I can see  him now, 
bent over and [ t h e  o f f i c e r ]  shoved h i s  head i n t o  the  wall.  I couldn't  
take I t  much longer s o  I j u s t  grabbed the  o f f i c e r ,  to ld  him, "This a i n ' t  
Mississippi .  You don't manhandle black people here." And as a r e s u l t  of 
this-- i t  so  happened t h a t  one of the  young men, young o f f i c e r s  t h a t  
misused the  colored boys was the  ch ie f ' s  son, Olshefsky. So I had the 
audacity t o  put my hand on a white o f f i c e r ' s  shoulder t o  s top him from 
a t tacking a black. So along through long l i t i g a t i o n  and the  C i v i l  Service 
Commission, I was f i n a l l y  dismissed from the  pol ice  force ,  and stayed off 
f o r  approximately th ree  and a half  years,  during which time I was s t e a d i l y  
f igh t ing  it. I might add t h a t  the  black population was f i g h t i n g  with me. 
I was organizing and e lec t ing.  We elec ted  a mayor t h a t  would r e i n s t a t e  
m e ,  t h a t  was the  understanding which was with Nelson Howarth and I, 
desp i t e  the  f a c t  the re ' s  no state law f o r  an o f f i c e r  t o  be re ins ta ted  i f  
he had been f i r ed .  You can take a leave of absence, but i f  you have been 
f i r e d  there ' s  no l a w  t o  r e i n s t a t e  you. 

Q: But the re  is no l a w  t h a t  you cannot be re ins ta ted  i s  there?  

A: No, the re ' s  no law t h a t  says you can' t  be, but  the re ' s  no law tha t  
says you can be. 

Q: All r i g h t ,  yes. 

A: Through a long drawn-out C iv i l  Service hearing which is  well attended 
d a i l y  by Negroes, and men t h a t  cause some p o l i t i c a l  fee l ings .  One of our 
prominent a t torneys  here, Jack Weiner, was chairman of the  Civ i l  Service 


























