
· ORAL INTERVIEW 

BIRNEY W. SMITH 

JIM KEENEY and ROBERTA 
McBRIDE, INTERVIEWERS 

JUNE 15, 1969 





TRANSCRIPTION 

OF 

INTERVIEW WITH BIRNEY W. SMITH 



DA.TE: June 15, 1969 

INTERVIE.WERS: Mr. Jim Keeney and Roberta McBrid e are interviewing Bernie 

Smith in his home in Bright {~ Gardens. 

M: Mr. Smith has told us in conversation that he came to Detroit in the 

year 1898 from Bay City, Michi gan. We're asking him to tell us his 

experiences, particularly as they would relate to the changing pattern 

of black a.nd white relationships. And, Mr. Keeney is goin g to ask him 

particular questions as we go a l ong in reference to his ow~ field of 

interest. We'll go back to the year 1898, Mr. Smith. 

S: Well, as far as the relationships were concerned, there ·was no difficulty 

in the relationship. In Bay Ci ty I lived in what we called a very sub­

stantial neighborhood; professional and business people lived there. 

And, right at that time, the substantial businessmen lived right in the 

same neighborhood and my friendships with the children there were very 

pleasant. I had no feeling of any difference in people. And, when I 

came to Detroit, that was more or less the pattern when I went to hi gh 

school here. And, in Det r oit, for instance, in our grad uatin g class 

there was just one colored girl and myself in the graduating class of 

Central High School. I graduat ed from hi gh school in January, 1901.i,. 

So, the neighborhood relat ionship was very good. The neighbors were 

friendly and there was perfect harmony as far as the neighborhood was con­

cerrro. where we lived. There was a combination of mostly Germans, some 

Jewish merchants and storekeepers. But, there was a predominance of 

German families there. 

K: What street was this on? 

S: This was on what was know as St. Antoine street, which it is now, by the 
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way; it was just an ordinary neighborhood of nice cottages and well­

kept homes, and a very friendly atmosphere in the neighborhood, no 

friction whatsoever. 

M: Were you free to live anywhere in the city, if you would have cared to? 

S: Yes. As far as I could remember back, we lived on Antoine. Then, we 

finally... My father bought a house on Brush right back of what is now 

Grace Hospital. And ••• 

M: What was your father's profession? 

S: He was in the coal business. He went into the coal bus in ess; he didn't 

have a profession. He had a coal yard here. He came down and bought 

in a business when we moved from fuy City. In Bay City he had had 

several different jobs: railroading and he had charge of an office 

building there at one time. And, he also conducted a barber shop down 

in the business district of Bay City. So, his cont act s were very pleasant, 

all the businessmen down there. tJhen he came to Detroit, he came to 

Detroit to go into the coal business. He had an opportunity to buy a 

coal yard here. And, he con.ducted a coal business at the corner of what 

is Brady and St. Ant oine street across from the Lincoln School . And, 

the re began a coal famine and he... And he was really cro wded out of the 

business. 

M: Have anything to do with ra ce at the time? 

S: No, no, no. There wasn't any. Race didn't enter in.t o this program at 

all. The difficulty in race started fr om ••• The difficulties in race 

relations started when they were importing colored people from the South 

for factory work, th at's when the difficulty in the area began. However, 

ab out 1916 when the Urban Lea gue was established, it started before that, 
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but they felt the impact of it here when the Urban League was establish­

ed in, I think 1916, with Forrester Washington. 

K: Before we get to 1916, Forrester Washington mentions that in the 1890's 

there was a movement among the wealthy whites to no longer have Negro 

domestics but have just white domestics. 

S: In the 1890's? 

K: In the 1890's. 

S: That I don't know about. 

K: And a group of men, prominent Negroes in the town, got together a com­

mittee, pre-dating the Urban League in a way, trying to get industries 

to hire Negroes. The only brea k , he maintains, that they got was from 

the Detroit Streetcar-Railroad. That is, they started hiring some Negroes 

at this time. 

S : Motormen, 

K: Yes. He maintains this in a very short history he wrote for the study he 

did; that was in the 90 1s ••• He couples this incide nt with the time when, 

I've forgotten the man's name, but Ben Pelham's brother-in-law wasn 't 

served in a restauraunt downtown ••• 

S : Will Ferguson ••• 

K: Yes, that's it. .And, this is the time when there seemed to be a beginning 

of se gregation. There was an attempt in the state legislature also to 

outlaw misce genation. This apparently was defeated. But ••• 

S: Well, now you have some information that I don't have. I never knew about 

it. I do remember the Will Fer guson case when he sued, I think, J. L. 

Hti.dson, ·~fu.sn't it '? 
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K: Geis' restaurant, wasn't it? G-E-I-S. 

S: G-Geis' restaurant. I remember the incident. 

K: You do? 

S: Yes. But, that wasn't into it before the 1890 1s. You were talking 

about in a ••• At the turn of the century. 

K: All right, about 1900. 

S: Yes, you're in the early 1900 1s. But, I never knew about that movement 

of not hirin g colored people as domestics. Where did that movement 

st art, among white people ? 

K: Among white people ••• And, I checked--looked up other sources. For 

instance, DuBois, W. E. B. DuBois did a study of Philadelphia and he 

maintains that this movement had occured also in Philadelphia to some 

extent. I just wondered what people thought of it. 

M: Now, what employment did you look to when you came out of hi gh school? 

S: Well, I just sort of jo bbed around until I... I took the civil service 

examination, went into the post office in 1907. 

M: Now, could you have chosen among a number of other jobs? Were there 

plenty of employment opportunities ? 

S : Well, of course, bac k in those _day9 , railro adin g ••• You take the people 

th at had comfortab le homes here, were either workin g in hot els as waiters 

or railroads, and janitor jobs and th at sort of work, and some of them, 

one or two political jobs. I think, there was a case of a. deputy sherif f 

and there were police officers and the street railway, the Detroit United 

Rai l way, where they had motor men an.d some conductors and, more or l ess, 

that type of wor k . But, tot al l y fr i endly attitude. I . don 't remember 
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this stuff you're bringing up about people r efusin g to hire colored 

domestics. I wish I could have read some of th at stuff, ab out that. 

Of course, I knew Forre ster Wash i ngt on when he first came here. Then, 

I was ".""''' ·:~, one of the first members of the Urban League Board. I 

s erved on that first board with Forrester Washington before John Dancy 

came here. But, I know in John Dancy's survey of that period, it seems 

to indicate that there was a great problem here. And, he came t o settle 

it. But , the big pr oblem was the influx of Southern colored people. 

Previ ous to that time, we had no friction here in DI!ltroit . We went about 

our business and the neighbors had a friendly attitude. What created the 

problem was this industrial revolution. 

K: What about the poor Negroes in Detroit? I get a picture, genera l ly from 

what you say and what other people have said-, that the middle class Negro 

didn't have any problems really as to where he wanted to liv e . 

S: They didn't. They bought plac es wherever they wanted to live. It stretch­

ed, se.y from, well quite a number down around Macomb Stre et and Monroe 

A venue and down through that area and clear up around Ganfield. It was 

quit e a stretch there, good homes there on Ganfield and St. Antoine. It 

1,.:ras what you'd call a very nice medium class, middle class homes becau se 

there were so many home owners. And, men worki ng on the railroad and in 

the hotels; all the hotels were manned by colo red waiters. And, they had 

barber shops downtown. And, i n the city, they us eJ to have barber shops, 

all col ored barbers down on Griswold street and in the Hammond Building 

down there. They had opportunities and they were eventually crowded out 

of that. That was their field ~t one time . 
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K: Yes. This ••• What about trades like the building trades? You would 

feel there was no crowdin g out unti l after 1916? 

S: Well, they weren't in the building trades much. 

K: Much? 

S: No. They had no recognition as a union then . Even in the foundries, 

now, they were used as strike breakers. There was a group us as strike 

breakers in the foundries. 

K: This was before 1916 that you said that there was use of Negroes as strike 

breakers? 

S: As strike breakers, yes. 

K: And, these were the people that lived in what they use to ca ll "Black 

Bottoms? 11 

S: Well, they lived down there, yes. They called it "Black Bottom," but I 

don't know if that really described it. 

M: Now, Ford had his Highland Park plant by then, didn't he? Was he employin g 

Negr oes in the foundries there ? 

S: Yes. He had the Highland Park plant. I can 1t just date that. During ••• 

K: About 1912. 

S: Yes, Durin g that period, because I was earrin g mail. And, I recall that 

when this $5 a day business came out, I was a mail carrier at the time. 

K: Did you know Mayor Smith? 

S: John Smith? 

K: John Smith. 

S: I just knew him as a mayor; I didn't know him intimately. I had contacted 

him at political meetin gs and like that. But, I wasn't an intimate friend. 
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K: He was a postmaster, wasn't he;at one time? 

S: Yes, he was a postmaster at one time. There were certain limitations 

even in the civil service. I had to take two examinations before I 

got in there. 

K: Why? 

S: Because it was a sort of political thin g and they would only appoint 

one colored pers on a year in their examinatio ns. 

M: That was just kind of an understood policy? 

S : That was an understood policy. 

K: Now, did Smith introduce that policy? 

S : No. That was even before he went in there. 

K: Because there's some talk of the fact that he helped Negroes get into 

the post office or had done more than any other white politican. 

S : Now, I don't know. 

K: And, this is where the source of his always havin g , when he ran for 

mayor, always bein g able to bet on the Negro vote. This ••• 

S: I don't know whether Homer Warren was postmaster when I went in there 

and that was before Smith. And, he was the one that saw that I got 

appointed. And, I took the second examination. But, there was a distinct 

understandin g that they would appoint only one colored a year. I mean, 

from each examination list because I headed the list for several months. 

And, then when they eliminated that list and set up a new list, then I 

got the job. 

M: .A.nd, you had to be fairly active and well known in Republican politics, 

I presume to be appointed ? 
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S: Yes, Republican politics somewhat dominated the politics here. Colored 

Democrats were an oddity. 

K: Sort of like Vermont where I come from. 

S: Yes. 

K: Was Dr. Ames active at this time? 

S: Dr. Ames was very active in politics. Yes. 

K: When •• Was he active back in 1907 or did he come later in the 19001s? 

S: No, he came here earlier that that. Dr. Ames came here in the ••• He 

came here back in the 18901s because he lived across from us when we 

came here. 

K: Yes. He was born in 1864 in New Orleans. That's how ••• So, it would 

stand to rea~on ••• 

S: He attended Lincoln University and then the Medical school. 

K: Howard, wasn't it? 

S: I guess Howard. Yes. But, he was very active in politics. He was a 

protege of Dr. Keifer who was head of the medical society, medics. And, 

Dr • .Ames was a very active man,, a very brillant man, a good speaker and 

very active in politics. 

K: He was in the Legislature, I understand. 

S: Yes. 

M: Now, you're asking about poor Negroes; I'm sure there must have been some, 

just as there must have been poor whites. 

S: Well, I don't remember them as slum dwellers. Now, that might have 

existed. But, there were naturally poor anythin g , white and colored in 

places. But, I don't know that they created a problem that I can recall. 
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K: Well, Forrester Washington wrote that th ey had quite a problem among 

themselves that they called them the "submerged t enth. 11 Of course, I'd 

like to get into this, what you said just a minute ago about John Dancy 

feeling that there was a problem here. But, the problem really came 

when he came, although he wasn't the one that brou ght it. 

S: It was during that period ••• 

K: Yes. 

S: When the first World War--well, you could say the problem started from 

the first World War in 1914. And the influx was the big problem. That 

was the problem that came up; t hey were organizing the Urban League to 

meet this problem. 

K: Now, do you feel that the irmnigra nts came before, about 1907 as a l ot of 

the people say, when the plants really started blossomin g? There were a 

number of Polish moved in, Hugarians, Greeks. Is this before the Negro 

people from the South came? 

S: Yes. 

K: Now there ••• But, there was no particular problem as far as the com­

munity was concerned until Negr o migration occurred. 

S: Yes, that's when the problem started because they were so easily identified 

and one thin g or another. 

K: Who were some of the people on the Urban League who were interested? 

How did you get interested in the devel opment of the Urban League? 

S: Well, I ••• It was peculiar that when Eugene Kinkle Jones came here to 

organize the Urban League, he met with quite a bit of opposition. The 
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old-timers felt that they didn't need an outside r to come in and Yun 

their business. Well, I happened to be pretty active back in those 

days and I knew Kinkle Jones. I knew him before this period. So, I 

told him I would get together a gr oup of young people and organize a 

board for him, which we did. Among those people were, well, the 

editor of the paper here , Willi am Kent ••• 

K: What was the name of that paper? 

S: I'm trying to think what the name was. Detroit some... It was a news­

paper. He was editor of the paper, anyhow. And, then there were two 

young lawyers. In fact, there were 3 lawyers: my brother Will and 

Henry Lewis and Rowlette were partners. 

K: Cecil Rowlette? 

S: Cecil Rowlette, Henry Lewis and then there was another young fellow. 

Well, anyhow, they or gani zed the first board with Mr. Jones. And, it 

started from there. That's where it started from. But, there was 

oppostiion to him coming here by the people who you thought might 

realize what was coming on and back him up. 

K: They felt that he would bring ••• 

S: They tho ught that he was cre atin g a pro ble m of some kind ra ther the n 

meetin g a pro blem. 

K: Yes. Did ••• Do you remember Fred Butzel ? 

S: Yes, very well. 

K: Well, he was active with the Urban League., 

S: Well, yes, he came in l a ter on. Of course, the main thin g was to get 

subst an ti al backin g. And Butz el was inte r ested in that sort of social work. 



11 

K: Yes, he was active in the American Citizenship Program. 

S: Yes, he was and Henry Stevens. When the board was formed of course, 

they were the backb one of the board bec ause they ·were the oi:Jly ones 

who had any access to money. 

K: Money, yes. 

S: Yes. So , they were the whole boar d, you mi ght say. 

K: Kenn eth I1oore? When did he come, was th a t much l a ter? 

S: Kenneth Moore, yes. I think he came a little later on because he was 

active in there. And, then th er ee was a Mr s . O'Brien, a very we~:ilthy 

woman , who came into it. 

K: How did the churches re a ct to this ? I'm tl..ink i ng of ••• 

,S: At first they were°". They did n 't give ••• They har dly gave Kinkle 

Jones a. hear in g . They said th ey would give him a few minutes just to 

present his su bject, but he was quite discoura ged with his first attempt 

here because I think they told him they'd give him five minutes. And, 

after it got goi ng , a nd it loo ke d like it was goin g to be so methin g , 

then they all jumped in on the band wagon. .And ••• 

K: ~Tas it Fa ther !'1:assey that was here then? 

S: Father Massey, I don 't know him. 

K: Father Daniels, I mean. 

S: No, he didn't come here until 1921. 

K: Was Rev. Bra dby here? 

S: Bradby was here, yes. 

K: .And, he was then head of the Second Baptist Church? 

S: Oh , yes , he was head of the . Second Baptis t Church . 
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K: And, he did n 't support it too much? 

S: No. As it was told to us by Mr. Jones, they just simply gave him a 

sli ght hearin g. But, they later on became the 11bi g- shots 11 after it 

got goin g. After he had proved out somethin g. What is the Bishop's 

name now? He was head of the ••• 

K: Charles Smith? 

S: No, he was ••• 

K: There w.sn't ••• Did you know Bishop Charles Smith? 

S: Yes, I know the Bishop's name. 

K: A.M. E.? 

S: Tb.at w-as way before then. 

K: I have some names here, I was goin g to ask you if you knew the lumber 

bar on, John Cole; he had a lumber business in town. 

S : John Cole ? 

K: Yes. These could go way bcl.ck. 

S: I don't know ••• 

K: Lomax Cook? 

S: Well, yes, now you're going way back. Lomax Cook used to o-wn. property 

doil.m there on, what do you ca ll it down there where the City County 

Building is? 

K: Oh ••• 

S: And, there's a lot of peoperty owned down through there by the Cooks 

and the Carters. There was a Carter :family ••• 

K: Alfred Thomas? 

S: Al fred Thomas, oh, he was a late immigrant; he came from the South. Dr. 

Al fred Thomas? 
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K: Yes. The Johnso ns? The two Dr. John.sons, Albert Johnson and Will i am 

Johns on? 

S: Yes. They were old-timers; Bert Johnson was a physician and Will Johnson 

was a vet. Then, there was H. Peyton Johnson, a doctor too at that time. 

K: Alfred Thomas, Alfred J. Thomas, is the name I was thinking of. I don't 

know ••• He was considered one of the 40 families that were supposed to 

be ••• 

S: Millio naires ? 

K: Well, of great wealth among the Negro families. 

S: Well, Al fred Thomas, his fathe r , he's dead now, the son, Al fr ed Thomas. 

But, his father came here fro m out of Ala bama, the coal mi:r.iin g district 

down there. They say he created a fortune out of gyping the ••• Now, 

don't quote me because I can't authenticate that. 

M: No, you said, "they say so" and that put you in the clear anyway. 

S: The point is that they say he left a lot between the sons because he 

had either gyped (I don't know whether it was the steel companies or 

the men who worked in there). You know how doctors do durin g examinations. 

They came here with a trunk full of money and that's what I was told. 

K: Did you know Elijah McCoy? 

S: Very well. 

K: Would you mind telling us a little bit about him? Yes--the real · McCoy. 

S: He's a real character. 

K: Was he? 

S: Yes. He had the most wicked ton gue of any man I've ever known. He was 

the inventor. But, very loud tal kin g, very gruff. But, he had a wife 



who was an angel. I think she was the first colored woman in one 

of these women's clubs ••• 

M:: The National Associ ati on of Women's clu bs? 

S: Association, yes. She was a member there, well respected and she was 

a very refined woman. But, old man McCoy was rough as pig iron. If 

you didn't agree with him, he was liable t o call you most anything. 

He'd call you a dumb so-and-so and things like that, and he was very, 

very rough. Othe r men ••• I enjoyed his company after I got to know 

him. I knew him very well, both he and his wife. His wife was a 

friend of my mother, a very close acquaintance. But, he was quite a 

mano Of course, he got gyped out of all his ••• 

K: That's what they say; they took him for every penny. 

S: Yes, it was this lubricating company. Well, it was easy for those men 

t o take him. He didn' t have money to pr omote his stuff, na turally .i 

But, ··th ey put him in the factory, I understand he was so rou gh when 

he got in there because it was his i dea. But they just couldn't keep 

him in there ••• He ••• 

K: He was independent. 

S: Very independent, very independe nt . He'd call anybody any name that 

he chose to call him. He was one of those kinds of men. He had a 

beard down to here. Very dignified as far as his looks and manners 

were concerned. But, don't cross him up. 

K: Well, everybody talked about him. And ••• 

S: I know that. He was quite a character. 

K: Dancy was impressed by hime 

S: Yes. 
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K; Do you know John T. Gillian ? There's no reason, really, but he wrote 

a column for a short time, or told somebody who wrote it up in the 

Tribune and he apparently came to Detroit in 1880 and this is the 

source I had--an ol d historian. 

S: Gillian came here in 1880? 

K: 1880 from Ontario. 

S: Oh, yes. 

K: And, he told about the bicylin g , everyone had bicyles, and how much they 

were. And, then he talked about the dances. He was quite a dancer, 

Gilli an was. And he ••• 

S: I don't recall that name. My gran dfather came, I think, to Michi gan in 

1868 or somethin g like that. 

M: Well, you're an old Jl.:Iichi gan family the n , aren't you? 

S: Oh, yes. 

M: 1868. 

S: He was ... He came to :&y City . In fact, there were several in that 

family who went to :&y City, some parts of them went to farmin g. One 

uncle was quite a noted farmer up there in what's now Essexville. And, 

he made himself very wel l to do out the re, in farming small fruits 

and one thing or another. My gr andfather was a janitor of a high school 

up there for, oh I guess twenty-fiv e or thirty years. Then he left and 

went to Maryland. His son moved on to Maryland. He went down there. 

So, we've been around in Michigan f or quite some time. 

M: More than a century. 

K: You talked about Mr. Jones coming here and people feelin g , well here's 
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an outsider coming in ••• You remember in the Sweet Case, which was a 

fews years later, but not too much later, when White came and Darrow 

and the NAACP came in. And, it seemed that from that point on, there 

is a feeling in the community often times, that the NA.ACF was coming 

in and takin g over. Cecil Rowlette in an interview, a few years ago, 

told the interviewer that he felt that the community could have won 

that case without the help of Darrow, without the help of the NAACP 

and he represented (or he implied, anyway) a resentment of the NAACP 

coming in. Did you feel that there were other people in the community 

who would go alon g with that? 

S: Well, I don't kn.owe That's a point that has never been called to my 

attention. I mean, the res entment toward the NAACP. 

K: Well, Father Daniels, when the union, the UAW, started to organize, 

remember, Father Daniels was very upset ab out thiso And, in one of 

his remarks, which was quoted in the Tri bune, he attacked the NAACP 

for supportin g the unio n. And, he said the NAACP had not paid the 

lawyers, the Negro lawyers in the case, which was later refuted. 

But, that's another point where you see this sort of development; . 

at least it continues on, this feeling that the NAACP was more of a 

nati onal or ganization. 

S: I never heard that brought out. But, you know the peculiar thing about 

it was that I had built a home out on Pennsylvania Avenue. I built a 

home out there in 1910. There was no opposition what soever. And, 

this risin g up against ••• It shows the attitu de, the change of atti­

tude. Now, when I went out there in 1910 and bou~ht a lot and built 

a home, we lived out there unt:i.l 1920. And, here comes Sweet in 
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practically the same neighborhood several years afterward. Now, when 

was that, in the ••• ? 

K: 1926, 1925. 

S: You see what I mean then. That change of attitude and that prejudice, 

that development, you might say, was over ni ght. I met no opposition 

whatever. Nobody molested me. I had nice neighb ors. Built it from 

the ground up, good nei ghbors right up until ~· time I left there. So, 

you see there has been so many funny changes, developments. Now, 

this real estate business, this prejudice was essentially a move on 

the part of real estate deve lo pers. They used that as a slogan. 

B. E. Taylor, when he developed all out Grand River: "Out of the 

smoke zone into the Ozone." And, they made, what you might call, 

poor whites think they were becoming aristocrats because they would 

go out where no Negro could buy. And, I think that had a great deal 

to do with tln.e crash of the banks here in Detroit because they were 

putting money out in this fa .rm land and one thin g or another and when 

the crash came, boom! 

K: The west side seemed to have a lot more trouble than the east side 

ar1y-way. Althou gh the Sweet Case is the most celebrated, there's the 

Turner Case ••• 

S: But, that's where most of the prejudice was. It was prejudice. But 

out here, no Negroes can buy out here near Grand River and Lark. They ••• 

K: Tireman and ••• 

S: All out there when they were developin g , all out Grand River. 

K: Yes. Did you know Dr. Turnerl 
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S: Oh, yes, very well. 

M: I've heard Ed Swan say that if the police had take n a firm stand i n 

the Turner Cas e, they could have just turned ar ound the sta rt of this 

movement and race relations would have been good. He thou ght that th at 

was more cruci al than the Sweet Case. 

S: Well, pro bably so because the pol ice were very poor in givin g him pro­

tection that they shoul d have gi ven hi m. 

K~ Did you find ••• Talkin g about that f or a minute, as I unders tand , the 

west si de was startin g in ab out 1919. It grew up t o be a communi ty of 

the bet ter homes. 

S : Over in t hat area. 

K: And how much police protection. 9 •• ? You see , there's an old argumen t 

that was always used that the reas on t hat a lot of whites ••• Whites 

use this arguement, they'd say, 11we have nothin g aga i nst Negr oes," but 

when Negroes move in, then what happens is that they don't get the city 

protecti on ••• They don ' t get the garba9e collection emptied, the l i ghtenin g 

i s gone. You know, they just don't keep up the plac e. It's the city 

that does it. Now, this ••• Do: you find tha t t his was true on the west 

side, say? 

S: Well., I coul dn 't say if i t was true. I lived on the west side for a 

shor t peri od. 

K: Where was t ha t? When? 

S: I lived on Vinewood Avenue. 

M:: Wa s that wher e you moved t o after the Pennsy l vania address? 

S: Yes . I stayed on Penn sylv ania till 1920. And ••• 
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K: ~Jhy did you sell, if it isn't too personal ? 

S: It ms a real estate deal. That's when I took over this property out 

here and that's the only r eas on. I had no other reason. It was a very 

foolish move, it turned out to be, I mean, financially, beca use I ms 

tryi ng to develop somethin g that the people I ms talkin g to didn't 

understando You know what I mean? 

M: You tried to st art a little center out her e, you mean, that •• 

S: Well, this colony hereo .. 

M: Yes, were you one of the first ones here then ? 

S: Oh, yes. Yes. I t ook this over. There was prejudice in recreation 

and you couldn't go here and there, you lmow in the se places. And, I 

thou ght that they would take very ea gerly to this. .A.nd, I found out ••• 

K: And, they didn't ? 

S: And, I found out they weren't even thinkin g alon g these lines because ••• 

K: Is Green Pastures near here? 

S: Yes. 

K: The Green Pastures Camp is near here? 

S: No, it's down tomrd Jackson. 

K: I see . Well, then you ••• 

S: Green Pastures was a gi ft thou gh. 

K: Yes. Who? Was that Stev ens? 

S: No, Cousins. 

K: Cou~sins. 

S: It came from Jim Cou~sins. Green P.astures Ca~p was turned over to the 

Urban League. 
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S: You know, that was their gift. 

K: In later years that was John Dancy's project. 

S: Yes, that was a gift. 

K: Do you remember the starting of the 8-mile community? 

S : Yes. 

K: That was Stevens' land? 

S: No, that was Hein>nan's? I can't remember the people at the time. 

K: Do you remember how it st~rted ? 

S: Well, they were just startin g a community out there sellin g property. I 

took on some lots out there but let them go. 

K: A few of them went. 

S: You see, you were dealin g with ones who weren't thinkin g alon g the 

lines of people who lived here. I mean, they had no ••• People came 

out of the plantation and tenant farmers and their whole life, their 

culture was different. You see, where the bi g mistake is made as far as 

colored people were concerned, they think you're a homogenous group. 

And, you aren't. 1..J'e're j ust as different as ••• 

M: As whites are different from each other. 

S: What did you say? 

M: I said just as different as whites are different from each other. 

S: Yes. Or as any foreigner is to an American. But, there is much dif­

ference in the culture of pe ople who were tenant farmers down South than 

people who were raised up here. 

K: This is the same problem that these people at Inkster had too. 

S: Yes. Yes. 
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K: Did you know how that developed: how that started? 

S: Well, I think John Dancy takes some credit for that business. 

K: Yes, he does. I don't know the details. He never did give the 

details. 

S : I'll agree , John didn't give all the details. John, excu se the expression: 

11buil t up Joh n . 11 He covered up a l ot of the real fa cts 3 promoting himself. 

K: Do you think he promoted himself for the sake of the League? 

S: llTo. 

K: For the sake of the League more than for himself th ough? 

S: That 's a moot question. 

K: Well, it is a moot question. 

S: I know he got rid of me after he got his feet on the ground. 

M: Oh, he eased you off the board? 

S: He just eased me off without any question. And, from that day on he 

never asked me why I was off or would I like to get back on. I think he 

and I thought al ong different lines. 

K: Would you mind describin g how different? Again, I don't want to get 

personal, but I'm int ereste d in this ••• 

S: Well, you' re recording me now. 

K: Yes, well ••• 

M: Would you rather we stopped it for a minute? 

K: We can cut it off. 

RID:::ORDER GOES OFF!!! 

S: When hecForrester Washin gtonJfirst came here ••• 

K: Now did ••• 

S: When he first took over ••• 



K: Ki nkle-J ones se nt him here. 

S: That's right. 
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K: In 1916. And, did you meet him? You were the one to meet him then, 

weren't you? 

S: Yes. Yes. 

K: Was he a young man then? 

S: Yes, he was a young, very active man. He married a Detroit girl. 

K: Oh, he did. He married while he was here? 

S: Yes. 

K: What had he done before he had come he r e? 

S: I don't know. He was educated down East and he took his work, well, in 

one of these New England schools. I forget which, but he was very out­

spoken and very frank. And, we enjoyed a very good friendship f or a 

whi le. He wasn' t here t oo lon g bef ore he too k over for the Associated 

Charities, you know. 

K: Yes. Here in town? 

S: Yes. But, he recommended John Dancy ••• 

K: Let me get thi s str aight. Now, the Urban Leagu e came first, then he 

went t o the Associated Charitie s. And, when he was with th e .Associated 

Charities, is when he did that stu dy in the 1920 1s. 

S: That's true, yes. 

K: And, when he left ••• 

S: When did he le~v,e? 

K: He left about two years after he had been ••• 

S: I forget when he left. I mean, it's rather vague. 
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K: And he was the one that brou ght Dancy here? 

S: Yes. Dancy claims that Henry Stevens came down there and saw him. 

I don't know. But, he was recommended by Forrester Washin gton to take 

his place. 

K: Do you think that the Urban League became too much of a hiring center? 

Did they try to attract and brin g in Negro labor for white, for the big 

companies? 

S : Yes, they had a great deal to with it. In fact, John Dancy, when he was 

down in New York with the Urban League there, I think he went South to 

get labor. 

K: He maintained that he did somethin g there in the tobacco fields of 

Connecticut. 

S: I think he went South to impo~t labor up here. 

M: You were so active with the Urban League. Then, when you were eased 

off the board, where did your ener gies go after that? 

S: Doing what? 

M: Where did you turn to do your community work? 

S: Well, that's pretty hard to say. I was interested in the church, the 

Epis copal Church. And, in later years, I went into the Juvenile Court 

a s a probation officer. And, I had a period of business after I quit 

the post office. I left the post office in 1920 and went in.t o the real 

estate business. That's when I developed this place. And ••• 

M: Were you and Snow Gri gsby quite good friends? 

S: Oh, yes, I knew him very well ••• 

M: I wondered if he worked with you. 



S: But we didn't have too intimate relationship. We weren't interested 

in the same thin gs. 

M: I see. You didn't work in that Civic Rights Association of Snow's? 

S: No. But, I went into the Court in 1929 just at the time of thin gs 

closin g down. And, I worked in Social Work. 

K: Well, you must have had to work with Dancy some. He was in the House 

of Correction'? 

S : No , I didn't have anythin g to do with ,<i.nything ••• 

K: An;y-t,hing to with Dancy. 

S: John and I--we went on as friends a s though nothing ever happened. And, 

I felt that if he could act that way, I could too. I never questioned 

him. So ••• 

M: So, you never talked it over ever? 

S: Never questioned him one way or the other. He didn't approach me and I 

didn't approach him. And, I know the or;ily time was when we had this 

camp out there; I use to go out there because my two sons were counselors 

out there. 

K: Green Pastures? 

S: Green Pastures, yes. And, I showed interest in those kind s of thin gs. 

But, I never did question him. I just thou ght I understood what he was 

doing and why he was doin g it. And ••• 

K: You knew Dr. 11,'oyd m iler? 

S: Yes. I'll tell you the reason I say that now. Don't record thi s. 

RECORDER GOES OFF 
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K: The Depression? 

S: What do you mean? 

K: Well ••• 

S: It was a terrible thin g then •• ~ 

K: Terrible thin g , yes. 

M: Did you continue in real estate durin g that period? 

S: That's when I got out of it. I had this on my hands and this has 

proved to be a white elephant. 

M: It would be, with the Depression especially, wouldn't it? 

S: Yes, and because I couldn't convince people that this was the thing 

to do. And, thisoe. You can't convince them to this day that they 

are about fifty years behind in their thinking. Besides I say that ••• 

I gues s they'd hang me if I made public st atement of that. But, I think 

that on the whole ••• 

K: I was going to ask a couple questions about politics and al so if you 

remembered the Garveyites? 

S: Yes. 

K: Were they pretty activ e in the community? 

S: They were for a time around here, quite active, yes. 

K: Did you know William Sherrill? 

S: Yes, I knew him. 

K: He was quite active in Miami. 

S: He was active and the other man was quite act ive. I can't think of his 

name; he's dead, too. 

M: Did they have an appeal for the well to do Negroes or only f or the on.es 

down the line a ways? 
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S: The app eal see med to be mostly for those with the West Indian back-

gr ound. 

M: I see . 

S: They pr edominat ed in the movement. 

K: Along that line, I'll ask you if you remember a gr oup call ed the Good 

Ci tiz enship League? 

S: No, I don't recal l that. 

K: Oh, it was no league. It was sort of a gr oup that gave John Dancy a 

pretty hard time. 

S: That' s all I remember. I didn't know ab out that ••• 

K: I don't know any ••• There isn't muc h, except in these letters of the 

Urban League. And, also the Detroit Sat urday Night had an art icle on 

these, what they called tr ouble-makers. They were a skin g f or integra tio n. 

S: Who were askin g? 

K: This Good Citizenship League and was attacking Dancy for not pr omoting 

it enough. 

I don't know ab out that movement. 

Do you remember the Musl;i.tns? 

I know of them. Just know of the m., that's all. 

Yes, they sort of came ab out thi s time in the 30 1s. The Republi can 

party began to lose steam in the 30 1s. Do you remember some of the 

leading Democrats who were coming a lo ng at this time? 

S: In the 30's? I think Charles Diggs was probably the leader then. 

K: Do you remember Joe Coles as a leader at this time? 

S: Joe Col es, yes. 
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M: Harold Bledsoe ? 

M: Who? 

M: Harold Bledsoe"i' 

S: Harold Bledsoe, yes. And, I switched to the Democratic psrty in 1932, 

myself. 

M: Oh, then you were one of the first ones , weren't you? That was the year, 

vrasn't it, when the first Negr o started ••• 

S: Yes. Well, I was in the Court. I went into the Court in 1929, under 

a Republican jud ge. And, then Jud ge Healy came in as a Democrat. That 

was bef ore it became non-part is an. And, naturally Jud ge Healy retaix1ed 

me and I was somewhat disgu sted with the Republic an Party because they 

never were f a ir . They never did the r i ght t hin g. 

M: On r a ce, or on many thi ngs? 

S: Well, there 1r.ras so much crookedness in the Republic an Party on the whole. 

And, they never did anythin g as far as r a ce was concerned. They never 

gave the reco gnition that they should have given them . But, I was r eally 

reg istered as a Democrat after Jud ge Healy ret a i ned me because there were 

so many people who vranted to get me out of t here • .And , in spite of that, 

Jud ge Healy did retain me. I had a pre t ty good record there as a pro ­

bation offic er and I know t he psych i a t:i.~ic clinic. The head of that clinic, 

Dr. (I can 't think of his name now) told Jud ge Healy he 

should retain me because they ••• 

K: This vrasn' t Sel l in g , vras it? 

S: Who? 

K: This wasn ' t Dr. Sellin g who la t er ••• 
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S: No, I can't think of his name now, a very fine doctor. 

K: Did you know Alfred Cassey? 

S: Yes, very well. 

K: You knew Alfred1 

S: I did know him very well. 

K: He wrote very i nteresting columns from time to time. 

S: Yes , in the Tri bune. 

K: .And, they're worth while readin g if you want to understand the period. 

He was a Republican , I gather2 . 

S: I th ink he was, yes. 

K: But , apparen tly li beral in many respects. 

S: Well, I' m really non-p artisan. 

K: A real Detroiter then ••• 

S: What7 

K: A real Detroiter then. 

S: I identify natura lly with the Democr at ic Party because Judge Healy 

was there. And, I worked under him until he died. I was there when 

he came in and I st ayed there unti l he pa ssed out. And, I certainly 

was lo yal t o my employer. I didn't have to be after the civil service 

put hLm there, but I liked Jud ge Healy. He was really a humanitarian. 

He wasn't what you 'd call a bril li ant man, but he was a humanitari an . 

K: Ther e's been a lot of talk ab out ministers being quit e tied to certain 

ind ustri alists and if you knew certain ministers , you coul d get a j ob 

in the fa cto ry. Did you f i nd this true? You were a member of St. 

Matthew 's? 
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S: Yes ••• 

K: ~Tould this be true in St. Matthew's? 

S : What did you say? 

K: Woul d this be true in St. Matthew's? You could go to Father Daniels, 

you could get a jo b? 

S: Yes, he had influence there. There's no question ab out that. But, 

there 'W8.S no racket like some people would like to think there was. 

And, Ford never gave St. Matthew's church one dimel 

M: Did he offer it ? 

S: What? 

M: Did he offer it? I've been told that he offered it freely to so many 

churches ••• 

S: Offered what? 

M: Money freely. Buto•• 

S: No, Henry Ford didn't offer money to anybody! 

M: He didn't 7 

S: No. He came there to a service, then he put a ten doll ar bill on the 

plate. But, Father Daniels was, well, he was talked ab out in many 'W8.ys. 

But, Father Daniels wouldn't take a nickel from anyb ody for anybody's 

influence. He 'W8.S that type of man. Oh, no, there was noth ing person al 

about it. But , Father Danieis knew (what's his name that use to be head 

of the production there?) 

M: Harry Bennett? 

K: Harry Bennet? 

S: Oh, no, Bennet t was a crook. Charles ••• 
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K: Sor enson ••• 

S: Charles Sorenson happened to be a Dane. Father Dani els came from the 

Virgin I s lands, which was Danish, and they struck up a friendsh i p. It 

was just a personal friendshipo And, they could trust Father Daniels, 

you see. And, he made recommendations and they called him in f or con­

sultation on different things, indus trial things. And, they woul d t ak e 

his word fo r it, for these things. And, he could rec ommend people out 

there. But, they tried to make out that it was some sort of a pay-off 

or something. People were jealous. But, it wasn't . 

M: Did you keep your real estate business? Aft er you went into the court, 

di d you keep your hand in real estate ? 

S: No, I quit realty. I had thi s~ •• This was a white elephant on my 

hands. And there were times when I was goin g to let it go, then I 

couldn't because of two or three families who had put their trust in me. 
_, 

But, i t was sort of a white elephant. I just paid ' out the taxes. But, 

it was sort of a pig-headed thing on my part because there were some who 

said I was crazy for doing this and I'd never be a success. And, I said 

well, I Wcl.S like Churchill, blood, sweat, and tears. I said they would 

never live to say I told you so. So, I hung on to it. Now, I've ended 

up; I've spent forty odd years promoting t his and my profit is this home. 

And, I'm happy in it. 

M: So, it was almost worth while after all. 

S : It was worthwhile. I feel very good about it. 

M: It's very pleasant here. 

S: I have a nice pla ce. I'm retired comfortably. 

,/ 

pF1,d 



K: 'When did you retire? 

S: 1952. 

K: 1952. 
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S: Fr om the court. And, at the rate that they retired you at that time, 

it's been shrinki ng ever sinceo 

M: No esca la tor cl ause ? 

S: 'What ? 

l·1: No esc alator cl ause in your retire ment payment ? 

S: No, no. It's fortun ate that I have been able to weather throu gh, but 

I ' m gettin g down to where the margin is pretty thin. 

K: Did you think that the second World War was ••• The problems in the 

second World War were simi l ar somewhat to those of the first in terms 

of Negr oes coming in ? 

S: Oh, yes, I think so. Wor l d War I was a dis grace as far as the feelin .gs 

bet ween the races were concerned. I tried to get into th e first World 

War, but when the boys came back and told me what i nsults and one thing 

or an other that they had t o under go, I'm glad I did n't because I was of 

a peculiar temper ament and I never woul d have returned fr om the fir s t 

World War. 

K: I'd li ke to ask a couple of questions ab out t his pToblem l at er on of 

se gre gation in terms of hous i ng, th a t of course erupted primarily into 

the riot of Sojourner Trut h. Do you remember the slum cle aran ce which 

led to the Brewster Pr oject ? 

S: Slum cl earance ? 

K: Yes. In ot her words, the pattern of segregation in publi c housing seems 
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to begin with the Bewster Project. 

S: Yes. 

K: Was there any fi ght put up by Negroes in this period a gainst this ? 

S: I don't know if there was any specific fi ght. There was this ••• They 

said that they cle ared out Brewster and established slums in other 

s·ections, that was the general comment. 

K: Yes, there was a feelin g in ••• The Tribune writes that ••• 

S: They didn't make proper provisions ••• 

K: Yes, and there was some resentment toward this. 

S: Yes. 

K: Durin g the Depression were chur ches able to ••• How did they respond to 

the problem they had? They had such a tremendous problem on their hands, 

• .J. 
ll, seems ••• 

S: Well, I don't know. What do you mean, how did they feel ? 

K: Well, it ••• 

S: I t was nothin g that they could do about it. 

K: Do you remember Willie Mosley ? 

S : Name sounds familiar. 

K: When he died, they maintained that he was the richest man, richest Negro 

in Michi gan. 

S: Mosley? 

K: Willie Mosely. He was a numbers man. 

S: Oh. 

K: He'd owned cab s, taxi cab s. 

S: I do very vaguely remember such a name. 
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K: He apparently helped the Trigune out during the Depression. But, he 

gave out a lot of Christmas ooskets and stuff. And, I was wondering if 

the churches did this or what. 

S: Well, the churches did, I guess for the most part, do that much. m t, 

the churches were in pretty ood shape themselves. I know St. Matthew's 

was really in a ti ght position at that time. 

M: I've read of the Nat Turner Clubs and the unemployed gr oups. Did you 

have any contacts with any ·of those groups ? 

S: No. 

K: This is the period when the Communists began to get their start in the 

Negr o comrnunity--hun ger marches, and stuff like that. 

S: Well, Ir-m disgusted with this whole move, all these movements now. I 

really am. I don't think we're gett ing any place. They started with a 

plea of inte gra tio n and, now it's the r eversal of the movement. Now it's ••• 

K: Now, se gr egation. 

S: Segr egation. I can't ••• It doesn't make sense to me. You can't have 

both successfu l ly. And, I think that the way it st ar ted out, I think with a 

little common sense, we would have been a lon g way ahead if we hadn't ••• 

I think some of these movements, I think that the lead ers just have lar­

ceny in their hearts. I don't think th at they are conscientious about it. 

I don't think they mean any good. How can they mean any good? They cer­

ta.inly ca n't gi ve anyt hin g better to Ameri ca, I mean, to anyb ody. They 

have nothing to give. I don't care where they show. If they make the 

most of this opportunity here, I think that we will get some place • .And, 



I think it wa.s on its vray until a ll this "tom foolery" started out. 

K: When do you think that the "tom foolery" began? I mean what date? 

S: Oh, these guys gettin g up and talking about setting aside five states; 
/' 

a.nd the .Afric ;.a movement, now all of a sudden, they' re become .il.frica.ns. 

I think all of that is 11tornmy rot." Now, the movement, I think that 

these ••• Some of these movements a.wakened America to the fact that they 

have been wrong and the.t they were on the wrong road. And, there are 

too many people now who realize that they have made a mistake and want 

to correct it; and they can't correct it over night. You don't make a 

revolution and t hen all of a sudden we go and become perfect. But, you 

can work towa.rd that end. I think all of these movements are just stupid. 

In my book, I'd be called an "Uncle Tom" by those people. 

K: You think that ••• 

S: But, I think it's a. m.a tter of common sense. 

M: I have a feelin g that you were not the 11Uncle Tom11 type though at a ll, 

isn't that ri ght? 

S: Well, no I'm not. I'm not of the 11Uncle Tom11 type and I 1ve never felt 

like an "Uncle Tom.11 I don't think a man is an "Uncle Tom" because he 

does certain types of work. I've done all types of work, but I never felt 

that I was an "Uncle Tom11 any more than a white man doin g the same work 

I wa.s doin g is an "Uncle Tom.11 I don't think that is the thin g that sta.mps 

you. I think it's your attitude. 

K: How did you feel toward the unions when they came in'i' Or, how did you 

feel toward Father Daniels' position? And, did he talk to his par is hi @hers 

about this and then decide ? 

S: Well, I think today he would have a different point of view. I'm sure of 
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that. Father Daniels w-a.s a brilliant man. But, as it looked at that 

time, he probably was ri ght in his thinking. He was with the Ford Motor 

Company, he felt that the Ford Motor Company was doin g great thin gs, and 

he was on their side. But, I don 't think today, under the present hirin g , 

if he was seein g the development now, I think he would be with the unions. 

K: Well, I'm sure he genuinely felt that this was a te rrible thin g that was 

goin g on., 

S: The pre ss pictured it as such. Yes, I think that the press pictured it 

as such. 

K: Well, did pe ople within his own chur ch disagree with him? I mean ••• 

S: To a certain extent, yes, because one of the men who was in the employ-

ment office was a member of the church. 

M: Oh, employment office out at Ford's? Willis Ward? 

S: No, it was before Willis Ward. 

K: Don Marshall? 

S: Don Marshall. Yes. 

K: He was a Sunday School teacher. 

S: He was a Sunday School teacher. But, he proved to be ••• He didn't 

prove out there at the last, toward the last. 

K: Pe ople feel that he was very close to Harry Bennett. 

S: Well, I think tha.t toward the last, Father Daniels began to realize that 

Don Ii1arshall--he was rather bitter tmvard him just before he died. And, 

I understand that he called Don almost to his death bed and told him how 

he had betrayed him. But, Father Daniels, he was 100% pure as a man. 

K: Was he close to Re'ir. Bradby'? 

S: They were. Yes, but they didn't agree on many thin. gs. He looked on 
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Bradb y as an opportunist. That's the way he looked at Bradby. 

M: Was that a corre c t assessment? 

S: What? 

M: Was that a correct assessment, would you say? 

S: Yes, I would say that, because I knew Bradb y over the years and I think 

Bradby was an opportunist. 

K: What about Rev. Peck? He was e. fairly prominent man in the city? 

S: I think he was a good man. I think Rev. Peck at heart was a good man. 

He wasn't what I'd call a stron g man, but he was a good man ••• He was 

a good leader. 

"· K: He 1rra.s quite involved in the Businessmen's Association, wasn't he? 

S: Yes, he had a great deal to do with that. 

K: Were you a member of that or gan ization? 

S: No, I wasn't even aware of it. 

M: You aren't a:ny relations to... Let's see thei"e was a Bennie Smith with 

the Brotherhood of Railroad Trainmen, I think. 

S: What? 

M: A Ben.me Smith. o. That, I think, was a railroad union, a black railroad 

union. 

S: I don't know about that~·• 

M: You don't know him ••• 

END OF TAPE 


