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Robbins Airport was the first airport built, owned and operated by African-Americans 
in the United States.  It is also the true beginnings of the now famous Tuskegee 
Airmen.  Nine original Tuskegee Airmen came from Robbins, Illinois.  John C. Robin-
son, "The Brown Condor of Ethiopia,"  a 1924 Tuskegee graduate, is pictured here 
standing on the far right end.  
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To our readers: 

We are pleased to present this entire issue on “African American Families 
and History.”  To date, relatively few materials have been published focusing 
on this set of topics.  We sought to find a wide range of sources and topics to 
reflect the rich history of African Americans in the Southland.  Thank you so 
much to our contributors for their knowledge and expertise.  We have a 
significant number of resources on African American families and history at 
our library, and warmly invite anyone interested to come visit. 

We are now publishing in a new format for Where the Trails Cross.  We have shifted from this as a 
quarterly to offering it two times a year.  This is available online and, for the immediate future, will also 
be available in print form for those who request it. 

Unique new resources at the SSGHS Library: 

Along with creating this issue of the journal, we did a full inventory of African American family and 
history resources available in our Library.  This listing is published in these pages.  In addition, two new 
resources emerged in this work.  Available in print copy at the Library are: 

Bibliography on the Slave Narratives of the WPA. 
This is an extensive listing of the wide variety of publications that reproduce, summarize, comment on 
and critique the thousands of narratives collected by the Federal Writers’ Project through interviews with 
Americans who were born enslaved. 

A History of Ford Heights — 1999 
This unique community history developed through a process involving residents of Ford Heights [East 
Chicago Heights] in collaboration with staff from the South Metropolitan Regional Leadership Center 
at Governors State University.  This was created in 1999 in support of the 50th Anniversary of the village. 

We will inform members and friends as we plan on theme issues in the future and are always open to 
submissions for consideration in our journal categories of Family History, Genealogy Tools, Regional 
History, Gems at the Library, Regional Sources, The Cutting Edge [new and recent technologies], and 
Unique Sources for genealogists and local historians. 

Future issues: 
Volume 52:2   Spring, 2022   Families and Commerce Across the Southland 
Volume 53:1   Fall, 2022       Families and Industry Across the Southland 

We trust you will continue to enjoy our volunteer efforts on behalf of family and regional history across 
the Chicago Southland. 

Sincerely,   
The Editors 
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Genealogy Tools 

Beginning to Research African American Genealogy 
by Janis Minor Forté, fortejm@yahoo.com 

© All rights reserved 

Introduction 
Conducting African American family history is a daunting task.  Looking for your ancestors during the 
pre-emancipation period can be very exhausting.  Looking for your enslaved ancestors and not knowing 
what their name will be?  What was the name of your kin during the slavery era?  Looking for missing 
kin that died during the slavery?  Why did your ancestors assume the name of their last slave owner, or 
did they take a “new” name?  Does the name they choose have a historical/emotional preference for 
them?  These are just some of the questions we all have as we begin the search for our ancestors. The 
following will provide you with some clues to answering these questions. 

Many feel they cannot research back prior to the 1870 census, due 
to a lack of documentation of their names of kin not being on the 
census document.  While this is true, there are many other source 
documents reciting their existence by name.  You just have to know 
where/how to look for them.  In addition, following emancipation, 
the Bureau of Refugees, Freedmen and Abandoned Lands collected 
massive records on the status, living conditions, and economy of 
the newly freed slaves.  Likewise, there are county court records, 
the 1867 Voters Registration list, early newspaper accounts of kin 
“looking for kin” columns in major newspapers, and the World 
War I Draft Registration.  All give a clue to answering these 
questions.  Also, many colleges and universities have sponsored 
website and databases that will help your cause.  The Digital 
Library on American Slavery (DLAS), specifically, hosts five 
databases which foster “looking for your ancestry.”  One of my 
favorites is the DLAS’ Slavery and Petition Project holding some 
14,512 court and legislative records on 150,000 people. It is online, 
waiting for your study.   

Oral History in Stories, Pictures, and Artifacts 
The most important part of your family history is the oral history.  The stories “Big Mama” told.  The 
real-life stories of your past.  The stories grandmother told you when you were little of how your mother 
met your father.  The story of how your grandmother met your grandfather.  The tales of your Uncle 
John’s war battles.  Stories are another piece of the story of your ancestors.  Recall them.  They are the 
most valuable pieces of African American history.  Please do not devalue or ignore this piece of history. 

The pictures of your family.  You say, “But I don’t have any stories or pictures of my family.”  Just think 
and look around your house at the walls that hold your grandfather’s portrait.  Who’s that in the 
professional picture framed and hanging in the dining room?  Remember, where is that old trunk of 
Uncle Arthur, the one he brought home from the war?  Look in your attic, your basement that holds your 
grandmother’s picture that watches over your home. 

The author, Janis Minor Forté 

mailto:fortejm@yahoo.com
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Now you will recall, you do have an ancestral artifact – your grandfather’s eyeglasses.  Remember when 
he sat in his rocking chair and told you stories of when he was a boy?  Remember the stories.  Think of 
him, his eyeglasses, his rocking chair as you conduct your research.  Oh!  You just remembered!  You 
also have your grandmother’s Bible.  Check to see if she wrote the names and dates of family events.  
When her first child was born.  The names of all the children.  Oops!  Who’s that?  A name you don’t 
remember hearing about.  Perhaps a stillborn child.  What a piece of history!  Where is that packet of 
letters with the ribbon around them that your mother used to fondle so lovingly?  Love letters from your 
father?  Take time to remember. 

The First Rule 
In conducting research on your family, you must learn the first rule of genealogy: start with yourself and 
work backwards.  Do not assume you know your ancestors, your great aunts and uncles.  Don’t assume 
you remember Big Mama’s real name and Aunt Lue’s last name and that’s all you need.  You will be 
disappointed that you’ve missed a lot of relatives and you will miss a lot in your history.   

Your family history is more than just about 
“who begot who.”  They have character 
and personality.  The strength and spirit of 
your Uncle Joe, the craftsmanship of 
Grandpa Edgar as he built the roads and 
houses of the past.  The artistry in the 
ironwork he built in constructing the fence 
around the Masser’s mansion.  (It’s a 
secret.  He inscribed his mark in a hidden 
place underneath, or in a corner of the 
sculptured fence.) The beauty in the 
dresses and quilts that grandma had sewn. 
And the formal gowns and wedding 
dresses for Misses’ daughter.  You will 
find these mysteries in the story and 
majesty of your kin. 

The Importance of the Census 
The importance of the census and 
supplemental schedules cannot be 
overstated.  You must learn the structure of 
each as you work through them. 
Researchers must not only know the census 
year, but they must know “what the 
columns on the census say.”  The meaning 
of the answers in each column gives 
credence to the story about family and the 
individuals therein.  Each census provided 
credible and specific information about the 
population. 1870 Census, Memphis, Tennessee 
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Just start with yourself and work through the 1940 census, which is the only census that lets you know 
who answered the enumerator’s questions.  The 1930 census, which asks, “Do you own a radio?”  It was 
just after the Depression or 1929 and the government wanted to know if you made enough money to 
own a radio.  The 1920 census asks “Do you own or rent your home?”  The 1910 census asks for the 
year you immigrated.  Remember some of our ancestors had escaped to Canada and returned after 
emancipation.  The 1900 census asks “The number of years married.”  And even for the “burned 1890” 
census, look at the format used and then look for substitutes, like the 1891 Veterans Listing.  Here in 
addition to verifying address, your ancestor indicated if he/she had served and any prior war. 

Then research the 1880 census, which is the only early census that gives the relationship of each person 
in the household.  Now you can confirm your grandfather is married to your grandmother.  And finally, 
the l870 census.  This census was recorded as the worse census ever taken because it was recorded only 
five years after the Civil War and the South was economically devastated.  It is full of errors.  

Slaves are recorded in every census from 1790 to 1860.  Look carefully at each of the documents.  Not 
by name, but by a / (slash) mark.  But these marks can be helpful. 

Census and Supplemental Schedules 
By now you know where — state, county — your kin resided.  From 1820 to 1880 the census consisted 
of the population count and additional supplemental schedules which record certain conditions in the 
county.  In addition to the population count be sure to research the accompanied Supplemental Schedules 
for each decade.  “Oh no!” you say, “I won’t research the Slave Schedule for 1850 and 1860 because it’s 
basically blank.”  However, these two schedules do provide you with a lot of information about the slave 
and the slave master.   Study them carefully.  Why are runaway slaves recorded?  What is the relationship 
of the number of slaves to the number of slave houses? 

Likewise, the Mortality Schedule for these two decades provide you with lot of data which will be of 
value to your research.  I found my great-great aunt on the l850 Mortality Schedule listed under her slave 
holder’s name.   She had died in 1849, age 6, of ‘inft brain’ (infant brain syndrome).  This find allowed 
me to reconstruct a family and to complete a family.  Prior to this find I did not know she existed.  Finding 
her aided in my quest to reconstruct my slave era family.  Due to the ravages of slavery, many of us must 
reconstruct families by discovering lost kin.  You may find your kin listed in these supplemental 
schedules in a county hospital, an institution, a boarding school or the county jail.   Study them carefully. 

County Court Records 
In researching for your ancestors don’t forget to search the records of the county courthouse system 
where your ancestors lived.   Beginning with the birth of the county, what counties gave birth to your 
county?  These records contain information of your ancestors from when they first entered the county. 
If during slavery their slaveholder paid taxes on them, recorded their craft or trade, bought a slave tag 
for them to wear while selling their masters’ goods in the open market. Or, their master reported their 
deaths so they wouldn’t have to pay taxes on them.  Get the documents which recorded these transactions. 
One county of Alabama even has a record of “Those who want to become a slave.”  

The county courthouse is the nearest governmental house where you will find your ancestors 
documented.  It was in the county courthouse where I found my great-grandfather listed in the Sheriff’s 
Record Registry Book.  In 1854 he had been incarcerated because his master had lost him in a gambling 
debt.   Part of the document recording his incarceration says: “…To prevent the sale of a Certain Negro 
slave man Walton under the custody of Sheriff…”. 
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Another set of 1841 court records revealed 
that of a slave holder who had taken out a 
mortgage loan in the amount of $29,000.00.  
To secure this loan he used his rather large 
collection of slaves as collateral.  These 
several slave families were listed by name. 
Still another court record in 1838 Alabama 
revealed the names of slaves, how they were 
distributed, and the name of their new 
owner.  See, your ancestors are named in 
court documents prior to l865 and 
emancipation. 

Research your county and state.  Know the 
evolution of your county. Know its history. 
When was it developed and from what other 
counties was it born?   Learn about the 
county, and community of your kin.  Know 
more than just about the flora and fauna. 
Know the economics of the decades when 
your ancestors resided there.   

The Freedmen’s Bureau and  
The Freedman’s Bank Cards 
Research the Bureau of Refugee, Freedmen 
and Abandoned Lands, commonly called 
“The Freedmen’s Bureau.”  As you research 
the massive collection of records, realize 
that the “Refugees” were the poor whites, 
the “Freedmen” were the former slaves, and 

the “Abandoned Lands” were the vast lands of the former whites that had been abandoned and left 
vacant.  Realize that after the Civil War, these three elements were under the control of the Union Army. 
You will spend much time in this massive record collection searching for marriage licenses, labor 
contracts, apprenticeship of children and other documents that mention your ancestors searching for your 
family.  But it’s well worth it. 

The Freedman’s Bank Cards 
Another source of your study in which you may find kin listed is the Freedman’s Bank records.  While 
not part of a federal records system, these Freedman’s Bank Cards give a biographical profile of our 
ancestors including the physical description, where they were born and their prior owner.  The Bank 
Cards and funds were collected by local churches, banks, and schools; their focus was to use these 
“reliable institutions” to give the former slaves a foothold in the economy and to teach them the value of 
savings. 

Military Records for African Americans 
Our ancestors have been involved in every conflict of this country since its beginning.  The 
Revolutionary War, the War of 1812, the Indian Wars, the Civil War, the World War I and World War 

1856 conveyance of “Negro man Walton” 
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II, and on throughout the centuries.  Wherever the U. S. was in conflict, your ancestors, male and female, 
were there.  You will find their record collected at the National Archives and Record Collection (NARA). 

DNA 
Genetics or deoxyribonucleic acid is the latest part of family research. The advent of DNA further aids 
in African American bloodline study and the quest to link back over the generations to connect cousins 
across the decades.  This genetics form of study reaches way back to uncover many cousins to aid in 
your family study. 

Support Groups 
As you begin your study, the most important thing you can do is to join a support group.  A local 
genealogy study group.  There you will find people of “like mind.”  You will find additional support and 
knowledge.  The members of the group will help you and give you hints and aids for finding the unique 
record source that are specific to the locality.  Each researcher should belong to the genealogy group of 
every county and state of their ancestors.  Join a state genealogy society where you will learn and have 
access to their archives.  

Summary 
There are many hundreds of records of documents of your ancestors not listed in this introduction. 
Research them too.  Like the looking backwards Sankofa bird, an old African proverb says, “you won’t 
know where you’re going unless you find out where you’ve been.”   

Remember. When you’re caught in an ethical dilemma “Do No Harm.  Cause no problems or issues.” 
Yes.  The search for African American family history is a daunting task.  But it’s worth it. 
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Family History 

From Mudville to the Courts of Henry VIII and Beyond 
by Dawn Colquitt-Anderson 

I was asked to write an article for the South Suburban Genealogical and Historical Society about my 
family genealogy.  Having never formally written on this topic, it required additional research and self-
reflection.  What aspects of my southern heritage would be of interest to this northern audience?  With 
both sides of my family settling in Robbins, Illinois, known to some as Mudville, which maternal or 
paternal bloodline should be highlighted?  How do I share this history in a way that aligns personal and 
professional goals?  How can I encourage others from Robbins to research their lineage?  So many 
considerations and inner conflicts.  Mainly because now, my patriotism and sense of civic duty focuses 
on preserving and centering the history and experiences of Black and Indigenous People of Color 
(BIPOC). 

It is the under researched stories of my black and mulatto ancestors that I have been researching and 
want to highlight but with the waning memories of elders, details start to get fuzzy six generations in. 
Here, I must triangulate using desktop research (especially genealogical websites), document analysis 
(books and property deeds) and family archives (notes, wills, and photos) to verify facts.  However, 
images are few, names are altered or lost, stories are painful and sometimes change depending on the 
source, and census data is inconsistent for the enslaved.  As the scholar Caroline Randall Williams so 
poignantly puts it in her viral New York Times op-ed, “The black people I come from were owned by 
the white people I come from.” (Williams, 2020)  Our identity becomes even more complex with the 
ever-looming lore of having that native ancestor that Henry Louis Gates warned us about in his article 
“High Cheekbones and Straight Hair?” (Gates, 2014) where he explains that much of our “non-African 
features we attribute to a native grandmother, actually comes from the forced European contact of slave 
owners.” Zora Neale Hurston mocks the prevalence of this belief in her 1929 essay titled “How it Feels 
to be Colored Me,” where she proclaims “I am colored, but I offer nothing in the way of extenuating 
circumstances except the fact that I am the only Negro in the United States whose grandfather on the 
mother’s side was not an Indian chief.” (Hurston, 1928)  Our family is no different.  But based on one 
well-documented oral history about a family secret revealed, the narrative from one educated mulatto 
who instructed his offspring to pass down his story, it aligns with traced DNA information that provides 
a timeline of the existence of a full-blooded indigenous ancestor.  As a result, I agree that at least one of 
those narratives of a native ancestor is true and that she (all were female ancestors) existed approximately 
200 years ago.  I hope to pull her story from the shadows cast by the prominent colonial family, with 
multiple lineages to William the Conqueror, of the man who fathered her son. (Perkins, 2005).  DNA 
information, second person testimony, dissertation research supported by archivists of the Daughters of 
the American Revolution, a published last will and testament, and land ownership supports the story 
passed down from my maternal third great grandfather Albert Collier, Sr.  His mother’s name is 
unknown, but we know quite a bit about his father’s family which is a stinging reminder of how history 
is curated and the retelling of it in its incompleteness, is reinforced across academic and cultural heritage 
institutions that shapes the minds and imaginations of generations. Mindful of this assignment, the 
audience and the mission, this article links the family’s bloodline from Mudville to the courts of Henry 
the VIII and beyond.  But first allow me to contextualize. 

Surrounded by the predominantly white, suburban municipalities of Blue Island, Midlothian, Alsip and 
Posen, Robbins, Illinois thrived throughout most of the 20th century as large agrarian families resisted 
southern norms and urban tensions by moving to affordable farmland southwest of Chicago. 
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Incorporated in 1917, just two years before the Red Summer, the village’s first mayor, Thomas J. Kellar, 
provided a glimpse into the motivations of the settlers.  “Our people in Robbins are mostly people who 
get tired of the white fights and the crowded city.  They come out here to raise chickens, make gardens 
and be a little more free.” (Calumet Heritage Partnership, 2020) 

I’ll start by introducing myself as a proud daughter of the Village of Robbins.   My identity as the family 
storyteller and archivist was largely shaped in my formative years by elders, transmitting their love, life 
experiences and the lessons they received from those that loved them, including the formerly enslaved. 
I was born at the tail end of what I consider Robbins’ vibrant years (the decades between the 1920s and 
the 1970s).  By vibrant, I mean it continued to be a major hub of black Chicago well into the 20th century 
with the population count steadily growing until it peaked in the 1970s with just under 10,000 residents. 
(Wiese, n.d.)  During this time, there were quite a few civic organizations and a few elementary schools, 
ten churches and two doctors that served the community, gas stations and an auto repair shop, a florist, 
some cafes, barbershops and many kitchen beauty salons, a police and fire station and a courthouse, a 
post office, currency exchange, several mom-and-pop stores, florists and venders selling produce out of 
the back of trucks, a popular outdoor flea market that continues to attract patrons today, fraternal clubs, 
and an athletic center for village sports teams and community events.  It was possible not to have to leave 
town, which suited some residents from the south that were accustomed to staying close to home for 
safety reasons.  According to Nichelle Nichols, Robbins was considered a “social experiment.” (Nichols, 
1994)  Ms. Nichols played Uhura in Gene Roddenberry’s original television series Star Trek and her 
interracial grandparents were village settlers from Mississippi.  A white field researcher saw Robbins as 
“A Folklore in the Making,” the title of his 1939 ethnographic study on the village conducted for the 
Works Progress Administration. (Phillipp, 1939)  Phillipp made several observations that were recently 
confirmed by town historian Tyrone Haymore.  He also observed the mock tension between urban negros 
from the city and what he considered the “true suburban negros” who were residents of the village. 

Robbins had several newspapers, but the most stable among them, The Robbins Eagle, was created after 
the village received a loan to begin the process of bringing water to the village.  It kept citizens informed 
and engaged from 1951 to 1963 and had quite the gossip column called The Eye which would rival the 
mysterious Lady Whistledown’s high society scandal sheet in the Netflix series Bridgerton.  Over   the 
years, village administrators were led by community leaders of various political leanings including 
dedicated followers of Marcus Garvey.  The nightlife was just as active with several lounges attracting 
top black talent, especially musicians.  “There are night spots that would do justice to Chicago or New 
York’s brightest” (Sheppard, 1949) and patrons from Chicago who at times derided Robbins for its dirt 
roads, hence Mudville, but returned repeatedly on the weekends to visit family, friends and to participate 
in the party scene.  By the time I came along, much of this was still happening within its less than 2- 
square-mile border, with the likes of Earth, Wind and Fire and Motown playing in the background.  And 
I was blessed to witness and be shaped by it. 

My maternal and paternal family migrated north to Chicago from Georgia, Alabama, Mississippi, and 
Florida for jobs in the stockyards and in hospitals, at the railroads and steel mills, or in the homes of 
white families.  These were the alternatives to starving because “the boll weevils ruined the crops” 
according to my maternal grandmother; and “to avoid getting lynched” according to my paternal family. 
These stories did not get regular airtime at family gatherings and were not taught in schools with the 
noted exception of Charlie Evers (Medgar’s brother and my mother’s seventh-grade teacher) who would 
sometimes close his classroom door to secretly enlighten.  Generally, adults were future oriented and 
avoided discussing life down south, at least with the kids.  As a result, we never knew that the first black 
owned airport/landing strip and aeronautics club in the United States is probably the reason Lawndale 
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Avenue is the only north/south street that zigzags out to Claire Boulevard, or that Emmitt Till’s family 
lived around the corner or that the neighbor across the street was a Tuskegee Airman, or that the woman 
affectionately known as The Shoe Lady was actually a trusted disciple of and a speech writer for Marcus 
Garvey, and the one person he trusted to edit the only book he ever wrote. (UNIA president, 2019 
interview) I happened to spend a great deal of time with my second great aunts.   They were childless 
family matriarchs who regularly poured into me their memories accompanied with photos, laughter, and 
tears.  So, I grew up familiar with my great grandmother’s world, which created a deep appreciation for 
late 19th – early 20th century life and decor.  They encouraged a desire in me to know more so that I 
may share with my children.  Here, I’ll share my maternal grandmother’s lineage because it is currently 
the longest branch in the family tree. 

My late maternal grandmother, a longtime resident of Robbins, Illinois, was born in Madison, Georgia 
on land that was owned by her great-grandfather Albert Collier, Sr., who started the line of multiracial 
Colliers from Madison, Georgia.  (Collier-Watson, 1994)  His father, Edward Collier, was a white 
plantation owner in Abbeville, South Carolina who was known to be “kind to all” as stated on the 
cemetery stone marker erected by James L. Petigru who was a lawyer and eventually the state’s Attorney 
General.   Known for his staunch objection to Nullification and Secession, Petigru paid homage to 
Edward for providing financial support while in law school. 

“When in his early life pecuniary assistance was extended to him by a friend to enable him to 
complete his education at the South Carolina College, he returned the kindness not only by his 
success in bearing off the highest honors of the class, but he returned it in money by paying back 
the benefaction, dollar for dollar; and he returned it also in gratitude by erecting in after years a 
monument on the grave of his benefactor.   I am indebted to Judge McGowan, late of the Supreme 
Court of South Carolina for a transcript of a brief and beautiful epitaph that now stands in a quiet 
country graveyard in the county of Abbeville: ‘Edward Collier a native of Lunenburg, Virginia, 
once the master of these acres.  To the memory of an honest man.  Careful of his own without 
infringing upon others.  Of mild temper and sterling courage.  Kind to the poor, friendly to all. 
A humane master and a good neighbor.’  This stone is inscribed.”  (Lewis, 1908, pp. 56–57) 

It was said that Albert’s mother was the family’s indigenous cook. Edward decided to keep Albert’s 
mixed-race heritage a secret, so they raised and educated him as a white child until it was exposed.  Some 
said relatives were upset because of Edward’s “stinginess,” perhaps disputing his will which excluded 
them and included provisions for Albert.  After exposure, Albert had to repeatedly defend himself.  The 
last physical altercation resulted in him injuring someone so badly, it was described by my grandmother’s 
aunt, who told me the story as Albert told it to her, “he beat the blood out of him.”  Afterwards, a town 
official approached Edward to ask permission to publicly whip Albert and he said yes.  Fearing for his 
life, Edward sent Albert to live with his sister, Nancy Collier Hill, and her husband, Joshua Hill.  Albert 
was to be placed under the care and protection of their son, his cousin, Joshua Hill, Jr., who later became 
a progressive senator from Georgia credited with saving the town of Madison, Georgia, from being 
burned on Sherman’s March to the Sea.  Certain family members made a pact to honor Edward’s wishes 
by keeping Albert safe and free, and to protect his inheritance which included land.  There are family 
stories of him and “Ole man Josh” sitting under a particular tree on or near that land, visiting and drinking 
from time to time.   

Although Edward, his sister and her son seemed to have progressive tendencies and went out of their 
way to protect Albert from exploitation and to secure his inheritance, they were still products of that 
time, owning slaves which were assets to be distributed among white family members upon Edwards’s 
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death and Albert ended up working in the stables.  During the Civil War he said he tended to the horses 
of Union soldiers. 

Albert’s paternal great grandfather, John Collier, fought in the battle of Cartagena with George 
Washington’s brother, and his paternal grandfather, Cornelius Collier of King and Queen, Virginia, was 
a soldier in the Revolutionary War. (Ellis, 1926)  During his raids in 1776, the skillful and respected 
British commander Tarleton seized the family home, Porto Bello, located on the York River above 
Yorktown.  (Goode, 1888)  It still stands today on government owned land that is now a high security 
training facility.  (Virginia DHR, 2018)  Albert’s grandmother, Elizabeth Wyatt Collier, is likely the 
great-granddaughter of Reverend Hawte/Haute Wyatt, brother of Sir Francis Wyatt, twice the Royal 
Governor of Virginia.  (Charles I, 1639)  Their father, George Wyatt, is the son of Sir Thomas Wyatt the 
younger, who led the failed Wyatt Rebellion that is credited with helping to put Elizabeth I on the throne. 
(Cartwright, 2020)  Sir Thomas Wyatt the elder was a British poet known for bringing the Italian sonnets 
to the English language.  He was also one of the men put into the Tower of London, accused by Henry 
the VIII of having an affair with Anne Boleyn.  (Burrow, 2004)  Henry Wyatt, father to Sir Thomas the 
elder, was a trusted courtier and a spy for Henry VII who used his connections to free his son.  The Wyatt 
and Boleyn families were neighbors and friends in Kent.  It is said that one of the ladies-in-waiting that 
accompanied Anne Boleyn to her death was a Wyatt. 

As you can see this family line was deeply connected to the courts and power structures of England and 
then to the “New World.”  It’s exciting to have so much information about my grandmother’s lineage 
which stretches back to the fifth century and into Scandinavia and Normandy, France.  But my 
excitement is tempered by the realization that Albert’s maternal lineage abruptly stops with a waning 
memory of his mother’s face.  Who was she?  Was she actually native?  If so, was she a free woman 
from a local tribe or a slave brought up from Central or South America?  I had heard that her name might 
have been Ada and we have a few Adas in the family, but were they following the customary practice of 
honoring a member of the white family who owned them and the houses they cleaned, or were they 
confusing her with his second wife named Adaline?  My sadness grows from understanding just how 
little Albert knew about the history and traditions of his maternal family.  I am grateful that Albert was 
loved by his father who chose to defy norms by exhibiting paternal care and affection at a time when 
white fathers disregarded their mixed-race children as chattel.  I am grateful for the years Albert was 
educated with his white peers, affording him the luxury to think about and appreciate the importance of 
preserving history.  I am grateful to his offspring for following his instructions to pass his story on to us. 
I am grateful it became a relative’s dissertation topic.  I am grateful that it was important to my 
grandparents that we stay connected to the family that chose not to migrate north.  Those southern 
summer visits were common and often the first travel experience outside of the state.   

I once found an interview in what appeared to be a South Carolina newspaper article of a neighbor 
describing Edward Collier, the Abbeville plantation owner.  When asked if Edward had any children, 
the response was “I think he had a son that died.”  In the book Virginia Cousins which outlined the 
Goode and Collier family genealogy, it listed Edward Collier as having “no descendants.” (Goode, 1888) 
His son Albert told his story to his African American offspring, instructing them to pass it on to us.  My 
second great aunt, called Aunt Sis, eagerly shared it orally with northern relatives who visited over the 
summers, and my grandma’s cousin Mildred turned it into her dissertation topic and shared it at family 
reunions in the hopes of inspiring younger generations to carry the torch.  I am by no means a 
professional genealogist, but I am now a torch bearing griot working on her own dissertation, which 
focuses on encouraging broader participation in the historic preservation of communities of color and 
the teaching of more inclusive curriculums. 
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Genealogical Tools 
Genealogical Information Gleaned from the 

1894 Court Case Appeal  
Lettie Dixon vs. Citizens’ Street Railway Company 

by Doreen Gordon 

The facts please, nothing but the facts.  That has been 
my approach to genealogy.  If there was a family story 
or lore, I wanted it to be corroborated by documents. 
This was the circumstance of an ancestor, Letty 
Dixon, who elderly family members said was 
courageous and stood up for herself.  These 
characteristics they said are demonstrated by the fact 
that sometime post-slavery this black woman and 
former slave “dared to sue the City of Memphis.” 
However, family members had no documentation that 
this ever occurred or any information about the nature 
of the lawsuit.  This left me frustrated and I began my 
own research that led me to find this lawsuit in the 
Archive of the State of Tennessee in Nashville.  I 
thought finding this would give me information about 
the nature of the suit, and it did, but it did much more. 
The wrongful death case of Lettie Dixon vs. Citizens 
Street Railway Company1 was highly valuable in my 
genealogical research because it substantiated or 
refuted information circulated through the family.  It 
also raised many questions for further research.   

Before exploring the gems of family information this 
case rendered, a look at some background information 
other documents revealed about Letty Dixon as well 
as particulars of background on the case itself, will 
help give understanding as to how this case 
contributes to understanding relationships amongst 
potential family members, giving a glimpse of the 
daily life of these family members, and giving further 
insight into the economic situation of these family 
members.   

1 “Tennessee Secretary of State Tre Hargett,” TSLA | Supreme Court Cases | Search Results, Tennessee State Library and 
Archives Research and Collections.   

Title page of 1894 court case 
Letty Dixon vs. Citizens Street Railway Company 
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Background 
Who was Letty Dixon?  A family photograph2 which is said to have been taken around 1888 gives a 
visual of Letty.  In it she is with her husband Dan Dixon and her son Nace with his wife Lucy and their 
children.   

The family bible gave some information 
about Letty Dixon, the plaintiff in this case. 
The family Bible (and her will) spells her 
name L-E-T-T-Y although this court case 
spells her name L-E-T-T-I-E.  Family 
members strongly voice that the spelling is 
L-E-T-T-Y and that the alternate L-E-T-T-
I-E spelling refers to her granddaughter
who was born in 1886 (a daughter of
Letty’s son Nace and his wife Lucy).  For
purposes of this article, L-E-T-T-Y, the
spelling used in the family bible, preferred
by family members, and used in her will,
will be used unless directly quoting from
the court case.

The family bible states that Letty Dixon was 
born in 1825, married to Dan Dixon on May 

1, 1854, and had four sons:  James (born in Missouri, Sept 1, 1843), Bob (born in Missouri, January 1, 
1846), Nace (born at Bardstown, Kentucky on March 1, 1849), and John (born at Bardstown, Kentucky 
on October 30, 1850).3   Her third born, Nace, is a witness in this case where he is referred to as Nathaniel, 
Nath or Nate.  In other documents he has been seen in as Nathan. 

Freedman’s Bank records of 1872 were the highly valuable in identifying Letty as Nace’s mother and 
giving direction in researching family members with a last name of Bacon.  Archives.com says:  

“Among the most underused bodies of federal records useful for African American 
genealogical research are the records of the Freedman's Savings and Trust Company. 
Chartered by Congress in early 1865 for the benefit of ex-slaves, the surviving records 
relating to the bank and its collapse are a rich source of documentation about the African 
American family. In an effort to protect the interests of depositors and their heirs in the 
event of a depositor's death, the branches of what is generally referred to as the Freedman's 
Bank collected a substantial amount of detailed information about each depositor and his 
or her family. The data found in the files provide researchers with a rare opportunity to 
document the black family for the period immediately following the Civil War.”4    

According to FreedmansBank.org, “President Abraham Lincoln established the Freedman’s Bank on 
March 3, 1865 as part of the Freedman’s [sic] Bureau.”  Although the Freedman’s Bank had a different 
role and kept different records than the Freedmen’s Bureau, both have an important role in researching 

2 Family Photograph 
3 Family Bible 
4 “The Freedman’s Savings and Trust Company and African American Genealogical Research.” National Archives and 

Records Administration. National Archives and Records Administration.  

Family photograph of Dixons circa 1888 
(Letty is sitting 3rd from the left.) 
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African American genealogy.  The Freedman’s Bank records 
confirmed that Letty’s children carried more than one last name.  

Although the names of both Letty and Nace appeared in the family 
Bible, Letty’s relationship to Nace was not mentioned there. Also, 
Letty and Nace were not found together in any census from 1870-
1910. Family stories indicated that cousins existed who had the last 
name Bacon because upon being emancipated after the Civil War 
their ancestors refused to take the name of their slave owner Dixon. 
Corroboration as to why the Bacon name was chosen is still being 
sought.  However, the Freedman’s Bank record, did substantiate that 
my great-great-grandfather, Nace Dixon had brothers with the last 
name Bacon and that his mother was “Lettie.”  Robert Bacon listed 
Lettie Dixon as his mother and James, Nace and John as his 
brothers.5  Knowing that Letty Dixon’s sons were both Bacon and 
Dixons was very helpful in finding them in the Census as well as 
other records.  Robert Bacon’s brother James was also found to use 
the last name Bacon as seen in a British passport application of 
James’ daughter Mattie (where she lists “Nathaniel Dixon” of 
Hernando Road as her uncle and James Bacon as her father).6   

Nace’s last name is seen as Dixon in all but one of the records found for him including censuses from 
1870-1930, as well as in newspaper articles, his death record, land documents, tax documents and the 
death records of his children.  His marriage record is the only record showing Nace with “Donahoe” as 
his last name,7 but this is the same last name that Letty’s newspaper obituary shows for her son John.8  
The “Donahoe” connection is for further research.  Lucy Dixon, another witness in this case was Letty’s 
daughter-in-law and the wife of Nace Dixon per family bible records.9  Deed documents from 1845 and 
1847 from Missouri and Kentucky show that Letty Dixon was enslaved10 and put into a trust for Sallie 
Hardin Dixon (wife of Judge George Dixon and daughter of attorney and former Kentucky Senator Ben 
Hardin).11   The post- Civil War (June 1865) amnesty papers of George Dixon show that he moved to 
Memphis from Bardstown, Kentucky in 1850.12   The will of his wife Sallie, shows she was in Memphis 
by 1854 and it is presumed that Lettie also came with her.13  The 1870 U.S. Census shows Letty living 

5 “United States, Freedman’s Bank Records, 1865-1874,” Memphis, Tennessee. Record 4369 for Robert Bacon. 
6 “U.S., Passport Applications, 1795-1925.” Certificates: 150876-151249, 19 Dec 1919-20 Dec 1919 Record 150151 for 

Mattie Bacon 
7 “SHELBY COUNTY MARRIAGES.” Shelandra Y. Ford. SHELBY COUNTY Register of Deeds. Accessed February 6, 

2018. https://register.shelby.tn.us/marriageSearchResults.php. Book/Page D / 480 for Lucy White 
8 Commercial Appeal (Memphis, TN) News Article, Commercial Appeal, Friday, Jun 05, 1908, Memphis, TN, Page:7 

Article:  DIED 
9  Family Bible 
10 Benton, Missouri Deed records, 1837-1910; index to deed records, 1837-1889, Deed records v C-D 1843-1850, Image 

145 of 471, Book C, Page 272-273, Dixon George to Hardin Ben In Trust 
11 “Nelson County, Kentucky Deeds,” 1785-1904; index, 1785-1947, Deeds, v. 24-25 1843-1848, Image 547 of 641, Book 

25, page 398-399  
12 “Case Files of Applications from Former Confederates for Presidential Pardons (‘Amnesty Papers’), 1865-67 Page 4 

Confederate Amnesty Papers.”  
13  Probate Records (Shelby County, Tennessee); Author: Tennessee Court of Pleas and Quarter Sessions (Shelby 

County); Probate Place: Shelby, Tennessee Description Notes: Loose Probate Papers, Folders 445-994, 1867 
S. Tennessee, U.S., Wills and Probate Records, 1779-2008

Freedman’s Bank Record 
for Robert Bacon 
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with George Dixon as a servant and it also shows a Dan Giles living there as a servant as well.14  The 
1879 will of Letty shows that her husband was Dan Giles, “sometimes called Dan Dixon”.15  Land 
documents and newspaper reports, show she and her son Nace purchased land from George Dixon.16   

In summary, apart from this case, documents show that Letty Dixon, a mother of 4 sons who were born 
in Kentucky, was a formerly enslaved person who owned a dairy and land with her son Nace Dixon, that 
was purchased from her former slave owner’s husband, Judge George Dixon. 

Short Summary and Facts of the Case 
Letty Dixon sued the Citizens Street Railway Company for $25,000 for the wrongful death of her 
husband Dan Dixon, who was run over and killed by a streetcar at about 6:40 PM on January 2, 1892.   

The attorneys representing Letty Dixon are T. F. Cassels and Bain.  Research reveals that Cassells was 
a well-respected attorney who was the first black admitted to the Memphis bar and the first African 
American to plead before the Supreme Court of West Tennessee.17  Thomas Cassells was a free man, 
born in Ohio, educated at Oberlin and was part of the Tennessee State legislature from 1881-1883.18 
According to the Journal of Negro History, “The men from Memphis and Haywood County were more 
highly educated than the others.  They were free men of high class and up to the standard of the whites 
who were sent to the legislature in those days.”   Cartwright in  his article Black Legislators in Tennessee 
in the 1800s A Case Study in Black Political Leadership discusses that among the legislative work 
Cassels introduced or fought for included: legislation to provide state compensation to the families of 
the victims of mob violence, a bill to repeal the statute forbidding miscegenation, an amendment to a 
joint resolution requesting Tennessee’s congressmen to vote for federal aid to common schools and 
distribute on a basis of “equal justice to all claims of citizens,” and an amendment forbidding racial 
discrimination by all railroad companies doing business in the state.19  Cassells was appointed Assistant 
Attorney General.20  Hamilton, in The Bright Side of Memphis  says that “…over thirty years the colored 
people of Memphis have been ably represented at the bar of public justice, the pioneer in the profession 
having been Hon. T F. Cassells, one of the craftiest, most resourceful and most learned lawyers, 
regardless of race, that ever practiced at the Memphis bar.”  Cassels wife’s funeral was at Second 
Congregational Church which had a membership of 210 in 1908.  This is the same church at which Nace 
Dixon was a founding member and deacon.  “Nathaniel’s” name is in the cornerstone.   Perhaps Cassels 
was a personal friend of the Dixons ahead of this case.  Bain is also listed on the title page of this court 
case, but he is not referred to in the minutes of this case.  He is seen in the 1892 City Directory, but in 
no connection to Cassells.  Additional research is necessary to figure out who he was and his role in this 
case. 

14 “Nathaniel Dixon,” 1870 US Census 
15 “Shelby County Probate Court Wills 1830-2004” Shelandra Y. Ford. Shelby County Register of Deeds. Book/Page 024-

195 for Letty Dixon 06/17/1911  
16 “General Index to Real Estate Conveyances – Shelby County Tennessee, Grantor Sequence,” Dixon George, From 

4/01/1821 to 12/31/1933 
17 “This Honorable Body” African American Legislators in 19th Century Tennessee, “THOMAS FRANK CASSELS,” 

(Tennessee State Library and Archives). 
18 “Some Negro Members of Reconstruction Conventions and Legislatures and of Congress.” The Journal of Negro History 

5, no. 1 (1920): 63–119. Work, Monroe N., Thomas S. Staples, H. A. Wallace, Kelly Miller, Whitefield McKinlay, 
Samuel E. Lacy, R. L. Smith, and H. R. McIlwaine.  

19 “Black Legislators in Tennessee in the 1800’s: A Case Study in Black Political Leadership.” Tennessee Historical 
Quarterly 32, no. 3 (1973): 265–84. Cartwright, Joseph H. 

20  “Biographical Sketches and Photographs/.” Essay. In Nineteenth Century Memphis, Families of Color, 1850-1900, 111. 
Memphis, TN: Church-Walter, 1987.Church, Roberta, Ronald Walter, and Charles Wann Crawford. 
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The witnesses included four physicians who examined the body postmortem. Dr. Southall and Dr. Jones 
who testified for the defendant Railway Company performed the exam at the site of the death 
immediately after the accident, and Dr. J.R. Williford and Dr. H.R. Williford, who testified for the 
plaintiff, Letty Dixon, performed the exam the next day at Zion Cemetery (for colored people).   

The appeal of this case, which was decided in favor of Citizens Street Railway Company was filed on 
March 26, 1894.  Lettie Dixon’s attorney stated that the original case was in error and wanted a new 
trial.  There is a list of six errors on the part of the Court that the plaintiff’s team felt warranted a new 
trial. However, this appeal was also decided in favor of the Citizens Street Railway Company.  This 
appeal and the errors from the first trial that Letty Dixon’s attorneys listed raise many questions about 
the fairness of the trial. These questions can be better addressed by further research including getting 

Witnesses for the plaintiff were:   Witnesses for the defendant were:  
Lettie Dixon (plaintiff)  
Teck Shelton (bystander) 
Lucy Dixon (daughter-in-law of plaintiff) 
“Nathaniel” Dixon (son of plaintiff) 
W. R. Lorvell (passenger) 
T.M. Fisher (passenger)
Henry Lenow (passenger)
Dave Moore (friend/acquaintance of deceased)
Dr. J. R. Williford (physician, brother of Dr. H. R.

Williford) 
G. S. Jordan (Civil Engineer) 
Dr. H. R. Williford (physician, brother of Dr. J. R. 

Williford) 
Cyrus Jackson (family of deceased) 

Dr. S.A. Southall (physician) 
Dr. Wm Jones (physician) 
J. B. Hollowell (conductor) 
W.L. Roberts (motorman—via deposition,

not present in court) 
Jno F Dawson (superintendent of the streetcar 

company) 
W.S. Richardson (detective/driver of mule-

pulled streetcar) 
S.H. Hold (Holt?) (railroad paver/mule-pulled 

streetcar driver) 
L.C. McCrosky (city sewer inspector/ lived

near accident) 
G. R. Crawford (inspector for Citizens Railway 

Company) 

Sanborn map of location where Dan Dixon was killed by streetcar, with annotations. 



Volume 52, Number 1 Fall and Winter 2021 

16 

input from attorneys who are aware of the laws of Shelby County, Tennessee in 1892.  To give context, 
the first trial took place in Memphis in March 1892.  The History of Racial Injustice website stated that 
also in 1892 in Memphis, “White Mob Destroys Memphis Office of Ida B. Wells’s”.21   In addition, in 
March 1892, in Memphis, the “People’s Grocery Store Lynching” (incited by a white grocer who was 
losing business to a grocery store owned by three black men) took place on Mississippi and Walker22.  
The testimony within this case shows that Dan Dixon was killed on Mississippi and Wicks.  A quick 
look at the 1897 Sanborn map23 of this area, shows that the lynching took place was about 2 blocks away 
from where Dan was killed. These lynchings spurred on Ida B. Wells to investigate and begin to report 
on lynchings in her newspaper.24 Although, the question about the fairness of the trial is not yet 
answered, this case was still rich in information that aided in the genealogical research of the Dixon 
family. 

Errors that Letty’s attorneys listed in their appeal as reason for new trial: 
1. The judge overstepped by making statements that were the responsibility of the jury, not him to
decide.  He did so with sarcastic remarks made in front of the jury.  “…The language of the Court and
his sarcastic manner, exibited [sic] by the use of the language, trenched upon the province of the jury,
and clearly indicated to the jury that it was immaterial, what he was worth to the plaintiff, and that
plaintiff had got all from her husband to which she was entitled by virtue of the marital relations.”
2. The judge again made a ruling that was the responsibility of the jury by stating that the deceased,
Letty’s husband was not more valuable than a hired hand and that Letty already got from him his worth.
“…This ruling trenches upon the province of the jury and told the jury that the life of a hired servant was
as valuable, in the management of a dairy business, as the husband of the wife partner whose interest
was her interest.”
3. The judge allowed a test conducted by the Railway company to prove the power of the headlights to
be used as evidence.  The judge allowed this even though a different model of light was used in the test
than the model actually used on the streetcar that caused the accident.  The judge allowed this over the
objections of the plaintiff.  “…On page 140 of the record of the Court permitted defendant to prove over
the objection of the plaintiff, a test of the power of a head-light differing from that used on the motor
car, which caused the accident complained of in this case.”
4. The judge erred in his charge to the jury because his charge tended to impress the jury with the idea
that the deceased contributed to his own death by negligence.  However, the defense never even argued
that he was contributory.  This charge would have unduly influenced the jury.
5. The judge refused to give a charge to the jury that was requested by the plaintiff, even though he said
he endorsed the wording.  Then he refused to send it into the jury in writing.  The plaintiff asked the
court and the court agreed but then didn’t give this charge: “It makes no difference whether the motorman
whose duty it was to be on the look-out ahead saw deceased, in time to stop the car before the accident
occurred, it was his duty to see and the law says he did see.”

21 Madeo. “May 27, 1892: White Mob Destroys Office of Ida B. Wells’s Memphis Newspaper.”  A History of Racial 
Injustice. Equal Justice Initiative. Accessed January 6, 2022. https://calendar.eji.org/racial-injustice/may/27. 

22 Moore, Linda A. “125th Anniversary of People’s Grocery Lynching Remembered.” The Commercial Appeal, March 9, 
2017. https://www.commercialappeal.com/story/news/local/2017/03/09/125th-anniversary-peoples-grocery-
lynching-remembered/98607052 /.  

23 Sanborn Fire Insurance Map from Memphis, Shelby County, Tennessee. Sanborn Map Company, Vol. 2, 1897. Map. 
https://www.loc.gov/item/sanborn08348_003/. 

24 “To Punish the Lynchers,” 11 Mar 1892, Page 5 - The New York Times. Newspapers.com. Accessed January 6, 2022. 
https://www.newspapers.com/image/20518969/?terms=%22TOM+MOSS%22&match=1  
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6. The refusal of the judge to grant a new trial because the weight of the evidence is against the verdict
and the verdict is against the law.
Relationships
This case solidified understanding of the relationship between two sets of family members that had been 
assumed or implied (but were not definitely known as facts) prior to reading this court case.  Before the 
case, scanned pages of an old family bible, death and marriage records, land deeds, cemetery records, 

will and probate records, Freedman’s 
Bank records, and the U.S. Census 
were amongst the multitude of 
documents that had given a picture of 
the ancestors that were part of this case 
and who had previously lived as slaves 
in Shelby County, Tennessee.  Family 
members who testified in this case 
were Letty Dixon the plaintiff, 
Nathaniel (Nace) Dixon, Lucy Dixon, 
and Cyrus Jackson.  A family 
photograph of Nace Dixon’s family 
taken circa 188825 introduced each 
member visually.  Annotations with 
names of each person in the photo 
were added by a now-deceased family 
member who spoke to people who 
knew each individual in the photo.   

Family lore said that Dan Dixon, the deceased in this case was Letty’s husband, and stepfather to Nace 
(and his brothers).  Lore further indicated that Dan had taken Letty’s last name, but he was previously 
Dan Carey.  No evidence has been found to suggest that Dan Dixon was formally Dan Carey, but the 
evidence shows that he may not have always been known as Dan Dixon.  The 1870 Census26 has Letty 
Dixon living with her former slave owner, Judge George Dixon as a servant.  Also in this household was 
another servant named 
Dan Giles.  Was this Dan 
Giles Letty’s husband?    
In Letty’s will27 of 1879, 
she bequeaths “east room 
in her house”, 
furnishings, cows, 
calves, stock, and interest 
in the dairy, etc. to “my 
husband Dan Giles or 
Dan Dixon as he is 
sometimes called”.  
Although this will and 

25 Family photograph with annotations 
26 “George Dixon,” 1870 US Census 
27 “Shelby County Probate Court Wills 1830-2004” Shelandra Y. Ford. Shelby County Register of Deeds. Book/Page 024-

195 for Letty Dixon 06/17/1911 

1870 Census, Memphis showing Letty living with George Dixon 
and Daniel Giles. 26

Family photograph of Dixons circa 1888 with annotation25 
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testament helped to verify that Dan (Giles) Dixon was Letty’s husband and he was known by the last 
name Dixon by community members. Nace’s testimony solidified the fact that Dan was his stepfather. 
Even though the 1880 Census shows “Daniel” as “Nase’s” “stepfather”, it was not clear if there was a 
mistake made by the enumerator because Letty was not found living with them at that time.  (So far Letty 
is not to be found in the 1880 Census.)   Was Letty’s absence a mistake in the Census or was she 
enumerated at another location?  Another family relationship that was validated through this court case 
was the relationship between Jennie Dixon Jackson and Nace.  (Jennie’s death record indicated 
“Nathaniel” as her father.) In Cyrus testimony he states that he is married to “Dixon’s” stepdaughter and 
then further indicated that it was “Nath’s” stepdaughter.  The family photograph seems to indicate that 
Nace had three daughters, but marriage records28  indicate that that Cyrus married Jennie.  Therefore, it 
can be concluded that it is Jennie who the testimony refers to as Nace’s stepdaughter.   

Daily Life 
Although there were lots of documents to indicate details about the Letty Dixon family, they did not 
shed light on their daily life and lifestyles.  This court case, however, gave a bit of a glimpse into the 
daily lives of the Dixons.   

As family stories indicated, the plaintiff in this case, Letty Dixon, owned a dairy with her son Nace 
Dixon. That was a central theme in the court case.  Nace says that Dan assisted him in the milking and 
attended to the cows and kept things in order.  Dan also herded the cows.  Nace testified that Dan had 
been in the dairy business about 22 years.  There was mention of a cow house where milking was done. 
Nace testified that Dan lived with their family.   

City directories of 1892 show that Dan Dixon, Charlie Dixon, Bell Dixon all live at the same address as 
Nace. (Although in the same general location, each year the Memphis City directories have slightly 
different addresses.)  It is also not clear how many hands lived with them or on their property.   

As per other records, Memphis is the location of residence for many of the Dixons, but this case confirms 
that the Nace Dixon Family lived in a southern suburb of Memphis in Shelby County.  It was not until 
1907 that the Sanborn Insurance Maps of Memphis show even a portion of Memphis that included the 
location of the dairy.  Nace testified that he lived on Mississippi Avenue between Richmond and Carr 
(Kerr?) Avenue which was about two miles from the Court square.  It was already noted that Nace 
testified that Dan lived with him.  Dan lived on the corner of Carr (Kerr?) and Hernando according to 
the January 3rd Appeal Avalanche as quoted as “Exhibit A” within the case.  A granddaughter of Nace 
said the farm was “out on old Hernando Road.”  There are inconsistencies in how locations were 
described within the Court Case and within City Directories.  Mississippi Avenue was commonly known 
as Hernando Road per documentation in this case.  This fact helps locate where this family lived despite 
inconsistent descriptions referring to the same location for their home and dairy.  Also, this case reveals 
that walking or taking the streetcar to the business area called the Curve was common and that 
pedestrians could expect muddy conditions due to lack of sidewalks in some places and sidewalks of 
only two planks in other places.   

In terms of daily life at the dairy the case reveals there was routine.  Lucy said that the last time she saw 
Dan alive was just before milking time at 2 o’clock.  Dairy workers ate supper before milking and dinner 
was at sundown.  Lucy also testified, “…we didn’t have any regularity about our supper.  As they came 
in I would give them supper.”  Nace testified that they gave board to their hands.  It might be inferred 

28 “Shelby County Marriages” Shelandra Y. Ford - Shelby County Register of Deeds – Book/Page M/459 C M Jackson 
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that it is the family and the hands that come into supper as they completed the work around afternoon 
milking.  It appears that it was Lucy’s job to cook and serve everyone.  They usually got in from carrying 
the milk about 7 — but Dan would usually get his supper before he went.  Nace also testified that Dan 
would always be back before 8. 

Although the burial custom for this family is unknown, testimony from several witnesses in this case 
indicate that Dan was buried the day after his death.  Additional research might reveal if this was the 
norm for this family or for families at this time or place.   

Letty was difficult to find in many of the censuses, and in the city directories.  Although Dan, the 
deceased, could be found, Letty was often missing.  This court case shed light on this.  Letty indicated 
in her testimony that she had not seen her husband since the prior Tuesday because she worked as a sick 
nurse and was with the sick person at their home.  Her son Nace indicated that Letty got the money to 
buy the property from her jobs as a nurse.  This may indicate that she was away from her home for long 
periods of time (explaining why she may not show up in the Census, while her husband Dan did).   

A detail about Dan is learned from this court case — he always dressed neat and clean, and he never 
wore jewelry.  It is discovered that Letty bought at least some of his clothes, as she testified that she 
bought the clothes he had on when he was killed.  It appears that Dan did not drink at the time of the 
court case and that he had some sort of infirmity of the eye.  In addition to milking, herding stock, and 
keeping a lot cleared, testimony from the court case also implied that Dan also sold manure from the 
farm on behalf of the dairy.  He had a ticket where he sold manure to a florist.  It would be redeemed 
when the manure was delivered.   

It was clear that knowing one’s exact age was not common for older family members.  Letty testified 
that Dan was about 68 or 69 but she was not sure.  She was not sure who was older — she or Dan.  Nace 
testified that Dan was between 58 and 60 years old, but he did not know and said that Letty would know 
best.  This family illustrates the lament in the first paragraph of the autobiography of Frederick Douglass: 
“I have no accurate knowledge of my age, never having seen any authentic record containing it. By far 
the larger part of the slaves know as little of their ages as horses know of theirs, and it is the wish of 
most masters within my knowledge to keep their slaves thus ignorant. I do not remember to have ever 
met a slave who could tell of his birthday.”29 

Family Economics 
It is learned from this court case that this family was considered by outsiders to be “well-off”.  “Exhibit 
A” cites the January 3rd, 1892, newspaper story in the Appeal-Avalanche which says, “His son runs a 
dairy and the family which is quite a large one, are well off for colored people…”  Several newspapers 
around the country that picked up the story of Dan Dixon’s death indicated the same.  For example, the 
January 3, 1892 article in the Chicago Inter Ocean describes Dan Dixon as “a well-to-do negro 70 years 
of age…”30  Thomas Coleman, Nace’s son-in-law provides the bond for the case of $250.  In today’s 
money that would be $7,635.93.31  The suit was for $25,000.  

29 Narrative of the Life of Frederick Douglass an American slave. written by himself., 1818-1895.  DocSouth Collections 
University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill. Accessed January 15, 2022.  Page 1 

30 “Slain and Placed On a Car Track,” The Inter Ocean (Chicago, Illinois), January 3, 1892, 
https://www.newspapers.com/clip/92130488/dan-dixon-deat-inter-ocean-chgo-1892/ (accessed January 8, 2022). 

31 “Inflation rate between 1892-2022: Inflation Calculator.” Webster, I. (n.d.). $250 in 1892 → 2022 
https://www.officialdata.org/us/inflation/1892?amount=250 
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The court case includes testimony showing that Letty and her son Nace owned the dairy, and the profits 
were split.  Letty earned the money she used to buy her part of the dairy from work as a nurse and Dan 
did her portion of the work.  Dan was not paid directly for the work, but “had what he wanted.”  Nace 
did not know if she made most of her money from nursing or farming.  Dan owned no property. 
According to their testimony, the farm brought in about $100 per month and Letty got half based upon 
Dan’s work.  Letty did not let Dan handle her money Nace testified. Nace says a hand to replace Dan 
would be about $25 per month including board — but he pays his replacement $10.  

Apparently, they would sell geese, and one sold the day of Dan’s death for forty-five cents. 

Questions for further research: 
Another way this court case helped with the genealogy of the Dixon family was to prompt questions and 
provide clues to help direct further research on this family.  As it often is with accessing documents, 
more questions are generated that lead to further research.  Here a few of the questions and upcoming 
projects for research: 

A big question about this case is if it was a fair trial especially in light of the racial tension that was 
prevalent the same month the original trial took place. To satisfy this question will take assistance from 
an attorney understanding the laws of 1892 Memphis.   

Other questions that arose include questions about ages and anniversaries. The family bible indicated 
that Letty and Dan were married May 1st, 1854.  Letty testified in this case that they had been married 
“34 or 35 years.  I think that, I do not exactly know.”  This testimony given in 1892 would mean that 
they would have married sometime between 1857 and 1858.  The bible record would be close to being 
accurate but still three to four years off.  But during this testimony she acknowledges she does not know. 
Who then knew enough to write it in the bible as 1854?  How did they make decisions in what to write 
in the Bible?  Would other dates written in the Bible also be suspect?  

Research into Letty’s attorney reaped interesting information about her attorney Thomas Frank Cassells. 
Further research into the other attorneys, the judge, and the individual witnesses may render fruit as well. 
For example, who was Bain, the second attorney in this case?  Additional research is necessary to figure 
out who he was and his role in this case.  The relationship between Attorney Cassells and the Dixon 
family would prove interesting to research.  Since Nace Dixon was a pallbearer at Cassells’ wife funeral 
some relationship is seen.  More information about the relationship between the witnesses and the Dixon 
family needs further research as well.  Were the four physicians called upon to give testimony reliable. 
They gave differing opinions.  Drs. Williford were often in the newspaper testifying in court cases.  It 
would be interesting to find out who they testified for and if they did more post-mortem examinations 
than practicing in their own medical offices with live patients.  Those witnesses who knew Dan need to 
be researched to find out the relationships and if that information could produce more details about the 
Dixon family.   

Although some aspects of addresses and locations were satisfied through this case, the case also gives 
fodder for further research and organization.  Another project stemming from the reading of this case is 
to map every location and address given.  Secondary research resulting from information that initial 
research turned up on the People’s Grocery Lynching: was there any relationship between the Dixon 
family and the families of the businessmen lynched in 1892? 
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Another question to research stemmed from questioning and testimony surrounding whether planks on 
the pedestrian walk were muddy or absent.  Researching the norm for pedestrians in Memphis and in 
other cities at that time may give insight into possible challenges to daily life for these ancestors.     
As mentioned above, the burial norm needs to be researched.  Was it normal to bury someone the very 
next day as the Dixons buried Dan Dixon?  When were church funerals performed, versus just the grave-
side funeral the next day?   

There are many more questions to be answered and research to be done and it is expected that this case 
will provide more information as this research is carried out.   

Conclusion 
Although Letty lost the case, the motion for a hew trial, and the subsequent appeal, this case helped to 
settle questions or ambiguities regarding the Dixon family history.  However, as is often the case, when 
a document answers one question about family information, many more questions are generated.  Lettie 
Dixon vs. Citizens Street Railway Company was a great document to find to fill in gaps but also to give 
direction for future family genealogical research.   
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Gems at the Library 

The WPA “Slave Narratives” 
by Larry McClellan and Paula Malak 

A major response to the Great Depression was the creation of the Works Progress Administration, the 
WPA, as a massive effort to develop projects and create employment.  We generally think of the WPA 
in relation to large construction projects.  However, it also included “Federal One,” which employed 
thousands in a Federal Arts Project, Music Project, Theater Project, and Writer’s Project.  Through the 
Federal Writer’s Project, more than 6,000 unemployed writers, editors, English teachers and others were 
hired in programs in each state to create written materials, including a comprehensive guide to the state. 
This work included interviewing elderly residents to find background information for state, regional and 
local guidebooks.  Through this effort the interviewers came in contact with some who had been 
enslaved.  This led, in 1936, to the start of about 2,300 interviews of formerly enslaved persons in 
seventeen states.  At this time, there were a significant number of Civil War veterans and formerly 
enslaved people still alive.  A great variety of interviews were conducted from 1936 to 1938 with most 
of the materials ending up in the Library of Congress.  Since then, many published and online materials 
have been developed from the Slave Narratives Project.  This title is misleading because, of course, those 
interviewed were no longer slaves. 

Initially, the documents were put into order by state and by name of the interviewed person, called the 
Narrator, and bound into 17 volumes.  A later expansion included three series of records:  The American 
Slave (17 volumes, generally one for each state); The American Slave:  Supplement, Series 1; and The 
American Slave:  Supplement, Series 2. 

Our SSGHS Library has several valuable resources to introduce this collection of narratives and to 
provide finding aids to research possible family connections.  We have recently purchased A 
Comprehensive Name Index for the American Slave.  This book contains four indexes to the volumes 
mentioned in the previous paragraph.  They are: County and State, Narrator, Enslaver, and Narrator’s 
Birth Year.  Before you begin your search in the indexes, it is very useful to read the Introduction to 
better understand the organization of the Index and its relation to the three series it indexes.  No kidding, 
Read It First! 

What if you find the name of someone and you’d like to read the interview?  Where do you go to do 
that?  And if you don’t find someone of interest to you in the index, are there other published interviews 
you could check? 

Because the original interviews from the various states were sent to the Library of Congress, it has 
published extensive articles online about this collection.  They can be accessed online at the Library of 
Congress website and as a bound copy in the SSGHS Library, call number 326.BOR.  The articles are 
called Born in Slavery: Slave Narratives from the Federal Writers’ Project, 1936-1938.  There are three 
sections to look at – About this Collection, Collection Items, and Articles and Essays.  You might be 
overwhelmed with information about the collection and the other sources, but don’t be intimidated – 
there is so much that is useful in those articles, and reading them will give you perspective as well as 
information about the Narratives and their collective importance, and usefulness. 

Here’s how to find the original 17 volumes that are referenced in the Index on the Library of Congress 
website.  First, go to the Library of Congress website:  loc.gov.  Put <Born in Slavery> in the search box 
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in the upper right-hand corner.  Click on <Born in Slavery, Slave narratives from the Federal Writers’  
Project, 1936-1938>.  Scroll down from <About this Collection> to the volume you want to look at. 
Click on it and select View Images in Sequence.  The diagonal arrow box makes the page full screen. 

Much closer to home, you can access “Transcriptions of Interviews of Former Slaves” on a CD at the 
SSGHS Library, call number CD 326 SLA.  This CD contains interviews from the following states: 
Alabama, Arizona, Florida, Georgia, Indiana, Kansas, Kentucky, Maryland, Mississippi, Missouri, 
North Carolina, Ohio, Oklahoma, South Carolina, Tennessee, Texas, and Virginia. 

To have direct, hands-on experience with these materials, you can also find, at Governors State 
University Library, Main Stacks, call number E441.A58, materials from The American Slave: 
Supplement, Series 1; and The American Slave: Supplement, Series 2.  Those series include three 
additional books that were not included in the original 17 volumes. They do not seem to appear in the 
Comprehensive Index. They are: 

• Rawick, George.  From Sundown to Sunup:  the Making of the Black Community.  Westport,
Connecticut: Greenwood Publishing Co., 1972. This is the introductory volume to Series 1. It is also
available at SSGHS, call number 326.RAW.

• Egypt, Masuoka and Johnson, Unwritten History of Slavery: Autobiographical Accounts of Negro
Ex-Slaves.  Nashville, Tennessee:  Social Science Institute, Fisk University, 1945.  This is Volume
19 in Series 2 and contains 30 interviews that were done in 1929, prior to the WPA Project. It is also
available at the Blue Island Public Library, call number 305.567UNW

• Fisk Social Science Institute.  God Struck Me Dead: Religious Conversion Experiences and
Autobiographies of Ex-Slaves.  Nashville, Tennessee, 1945.  These interviews were also done prior
to the WPA Project.  This is Volume 18 in Series 2.  It is also available at www.HathiTrust.org.

Here are two other collections that are not included in the Index.   They illustrate the wide variety of 
material that is available online: 

• Cade, John Brother.  “Out of the Mouths of Ex-Slaves”, Journal of Negro History, Vol. 20, No. 3,
July 1935, pp. 294-337.  Available at www.JSTOR.org.  This article is taken from interviews done in
1929 and 1930.  Those, and other interviews done in 1935 to 1938 comprise the manuscript collection
“Opinions Regarding Slavery” housed at the John B Cade Library at Southern University in Baton
Rouge, Louisiana.  It is digitized and available online at http://www.lib.subr.edu.  Scroll down at that
site to Slave Narratives.

• Smith, T. Watson.  The Slave in Canada.  Halifax, Nova Scotia, 1899. Vol. X, Nova Scotia Historical
Society Collection, 1899.  Entered according to an Act of the Parliament of Canada in 1899 by
Thomas Watson Smith, Department of Agriculture.  It is available at FamilySearch Books online:
https://www.familysearch.org/library/books/.

The Library of Congress site and the Index contain extensive bibliographies.  You may find information 
there to help in your search.  Look for digitized copies to read at the Guggenheim project, FamilySearch 
books, Internet Archive, JSTOR, WorldCat, archive.org and others.  Copies to buy may be found at Abe 
Books, Better World Books, Thrift Books, Goodwill Books, Amazon, Half Price Books and many other 
places.  Google is your friend! 

Please note that this article is not intended to be an essay on doing Slave Research.  Its main purpose is 
to explain the use of the Index and to illustrate some of the places that the items indexed can be found. 

http://www.hathitrust.org/
http://www.jstor.org/
http://www.lib.subr.edu/
https://www.familysearch.org/library/books/


Volume 52, Number 1 Fall and Winter, 2021 

25 

This is a tiny sample of what is available.  We hope that you will look at the Index and find an ancestor 
listed there. 

A list of the holdings at the SSGHS Library pertaining to African American research will be found later 
in this journal. 

African American Funeral Programs 
by Paula Malak 

A large collection of Funeral Programs has been donated to the South Suburban Genealogical and 
Historical Society Library by Ms. Angela Love in memory of Mrs. Fannie Chestnut Love.  They have 
been alphabetized by the name of the deceased and placed into four large binders that are located on the 
bookshelf in the Work Room.  Their call number is 326. AAFP. 

The programs are for African Americans from various locations.  The bulk of them are from the greater 
Chicagoland area, Kansas and Mississippi.  Many other states are represented.  A quick look through 
one binder found the following states:  Missouri, Wisconsin, Indiana, Ohio, Pennsylvania, California, 
Tennessee, and Alabama.  Another quick look in that same volume found death dates ranging from 1966 
through 2007.  Because I didn’t look through all four binders for that information, it is very possible that 
other places and dates are mentioned in the collection. 

The contents of the programs vary but almost always contain a photograph and a biography or life story 
of the deceased, the names of family members, participants in the ceremonies, and the church and 
cemetery. 

We are so pleased to have received this significant collection and thank Angela for donating it to us. It 
is our hope that patrons will find it useful in their own research and that the collection will grow with 
future donations. 

There are many persons listed in the Funeral Programs with surnames differing from that of the deceased. 
It would be a very useful finding aid if we could have a complete index of names found in the programs. 
If anyone would like to take on that project, just let a Librarian know of your interest and we will help 
you get started on that. 
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Regional Sources 

African American Resources at the South Suburban 
Genealogical and Historical Society Library 

African American Genealogical Sourcebook (1995)  326 BYE 
African-American Funeral Programs (n.d)  326 AAFP 
Born in Slavery: Slave Narratives from the Federal Writers' Project, 1936-1938 (2021)  326 BOR 
Classic Slave Narratives (1987)  326 GAT 
Companion Curriculum Guide, Finding Oprah's Roots (2009)  326 GAT 
Exploring a common past: researching and interpreting the Underground Railroad. (2000)  326 EXP 
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The Cutting Edge 

The Pursuit of Family Legends: 
Navigating Complex African-American Family Identity 

by Dana Gordon 

This article is written by the 3x great-granddaughter of Rebecca Orr.  I am detailing our pursuit of 
solving long-buried family mysteries and recovering our own family identity. I hope to inspire others to 
chase down family stories with renewed determination. 

Many people pursue genealogy research because of a family story.  A legend is passed down about how 
Grandma Smith was a Cherokee Indian or that Grandpa Phillips had his name changed at Ellis Island 
from “Filipović.”  These kinds of stories capture imagination and make people think, “I wonder if this 
story is true?”  Then, they see a commercial for a genetic DNA test where people find out about their 
ethnic heritage.  Or they might perform an internet search for “Filipović ancestry” to see what they find.  
Our family’s pursuit of a direct line ancestor follows a similar pattern. 

One version of the story is this: 
“There was a girl who was found wandering the southern countryside after the Civil War. 
She was taken in by a family.  Nobody knew what race the girl was, so she had to “live black.” 
As an adult, a colonel fell in love with the girl and wanted to marry her.  Since no one was sure 
if the girl was white or black, the colonel’s aunt opposed the marriage and shot the colonel.”  

The story has been told with some variations.  For example, the most recent version of the story told by 
my grandmother includes a “brother” wandering alongside the girl.  Other versions include the rank of 
the person being a captain instead of a colonel. Whether the girl was taken in by a white family or black 
family also varies. 

Another version, from my mother who was told stories from her grandmother Corinne: 
“My dear mother’s mother, my grandmother, Corrine Jones Williams Bibbs, told me a story of 
her own mother’s mother—her grandmother Rebekkah Orr.” 
She told me that her mom’s mom Rebekka had wandered around a region in post-Civil War 
Alabama and was taken in/adopted by a white family and raised as their own child.  This child 
looked white. 
Rebekka grew up and fell in love with Captain Turner, a Confederate war hero.  His mother or 
aunt shot him because they didn’t want him to marry Rebekka because of her unknown race.  
They gave her a house not to marry him.  The captain was Helen’s father—but no mention of out 
of wedlock children… 
My memory of the story was that it was told as if Rebekka had no children before this incident…” 

Yet another version: 
The story of someone who by default “had” to be black because of unknown parentage resonated with 
my mother and myself.  Our family’s living generations are populated with a rainbow of skin tones. 
Many relatives that we had frequent interactions with have had pale skin, straight hair, and light eyes.  
Even though they appeared white or racially ambiguous, most of these particular recent memory relatives 
identified as black.  Because we study history, we knew that “living black” would be extremely difficult, 
whether during the U.S. Civil War and Reconstruction eras like the foundling girl, or during most of the 
20th Century like our living and recent memory relatives.  It seemed unjust that this racially ambiguous 
orphan girl was forced to live black, since that would have been the most oppressive life for her.  
This article describes the journey to uncover the story of Rebecca Orr/McCall.  Was she actually black?  
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Was she white?  Was any of the family legend true?  Since 2017, our family has been on a journey to 
answer these questions.   

As is the case with many genealogy-related records, name spellings can vary.  In the case of this 
particular family, the names themselves can differ from record to record (e.g., Rebekka Orr, Becky Orr, 
Rebecca McCall, Racha[e]l McCall, Racha[e]l Orr, etc.).  Except where noted, the name and spelling 
stated on the specific document is the spelling used.  Also, the identities of living people have been 
obscured for this article. 

Generations, as “known” to us in February 2017 prior to beginning in-depth research 

Individual Relationship 
Dana Gordon Self 
Mom Mother 
Grandma Grandmother 
Corinne Jones 1x Great-Grandmother 
Helen McCall 2x Great-Grandmother 
Rebecca Orr/McCall 3x Great-Grandmother 

Like so many families, frustratingly few stories have been passed down through the generations.  Family 
schisms, “dirty little secrets,” and personal trauma have murdered enough valuable family stories to fill 
a cemetery.   

A close cousin started doing some genealogy research, since she had a lot of unanswered questions 
regarding multiple ancestral lines.  The cousin (bless her heart!) tends to name people in conversations 
while assuming that everyone knows exactly who Great-Uncle Thomas is.  After the cousin had gone 
home after yet another hard-to-follow family research conversation, my mother and I finally sat down 
one evening, deciding that we needed to do a bit of research of our own to keep track of who in the world 
our cousin was saying were our ancestors. 

We spent the evening looking at free-access U.S. Census records, tracing Rebecca Orr’s great-
granddaughter and granddaughter in or near the Woodlawn neighborhood of Chicago between 1920-
1940.  Each of these U.S. Census enumerations had Rebecca Orr’s granddaughter living with Rebecca’s 
daughter, Helen Jones.  Helen was supposedly the daughter of this colonel or captain and is our direct 
ancestor, so we paid closest attention to her during the first couple of research evenings. 

A child’s birth index record from Cook County, Illinois said that Helen’s maiden name was McCall, and 
that Helen was born in Montgomery, Alabama.  The Montgomery and McCall clues led us to finding 
Helen in the 1900 and 1910 U.S. Census records.  Helen’s full U.S. Census picture is this:    

Census Year Name Age Marital 
Status 

Race Birthplace Father’s 
Birthplace 

Mother’s 
Birthplace 

19001 Helen 
McCall 

12 Single Black Alabama Alabama Alabama 

19102 Helen Jones 22 Married Mulatto Alabama Alabama Alabama 
19203 Helen Jones 31 Married Mulatto Alabama Alabama Alabama 
19304 Helen Jones 41 Married Negro Alabama Alabama Alabama 
19405 Helen Jones 52 Widowed Negro Alabama Not tracked Not tracked 

1 “Rebecca McCall,” 1900 U.S. Census. 
2 “Russell Jones,” 1910 U.S. Census.  
3 “Russel Jones,” 1920 U.S. Census. 
4 “Russell Jones,” 1930 U.S. Census. 
5 “Helen Jones,” 1940 U.S. Census. 
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Tracking Helen McCall Jones through the U.S. Census illustrates different terminology used to describe 
race.  “Negro” was the polite term used in the early to mid-20th Century.  “Mulatto” typically indicated 
a person of mixed black and white descent, although other races and ethnicities could also enter the 
picture.  Although we did not know it at the time, the “Black” indicator for Helen McCall for the 1900 
U.S. Census was both significant and inconclusive.  The U.S. Census utilized different racial descriptors 
each year.  

US Census Race Categories, 1850-1940:6 
1850 Black, Mulatto, White 
1860 Black, Mulatto, White 
1870 Black, Mulatto, White 
1880 Black, Mulatto, White 
1890 Black, Mulatto (1/2 black), Quadroon (1/4th black), Octoroon (1/8th black), White 
1900 Black, White 
1910 Black (Negro), Mulatto, White 
1920 Black (Negro), Mulatto, White 
1930 Negro, White, Mexican, Other 
1940 Negro, White, Other 

As can be seen from the U.S. Census Race Categories, there was no option for Helen to be described as 
“Mulatto” in 1900, 1930, or 1940.  In 1930, Helen was married to a Mulatto man who “lived black,” so 
it naturally would follow that the U.S. Census enumerator might choose to transcribe races that matched. 
However, on those early research evenings before we had discovered the history of the U.S. Census race 
categories, we wondered, “Was Helen black?  Was Helen’s mother actually black or white or…?” 

The 1900 U.S. Census was where we discovered the names of Helen’s immediate family.  The 
Montgomery, Alabama household consisted of mother Rebecca McCall, brother Arthur McCall, sisters 
Sallie, Gussie, Helen, Phillippa, May B., and Julia McCall, and a boarder called John W. Wright.  The 
entire household was described as black.  This record proved invaluable, as it placed Helen into her 
family group, and also gave her mother’s name: Rebecca McCall.   

Finding ourselves now invested in our family’s genealogy, we paid a visit to the South Suburban 
Genealogical and Historical Society, hoping for some research assistance.  The person on duty showed 
us how to use city directory records and recommended some upcoming programs that were possibly 
relevant to our research.  We also began reaching out to other family members who live in Chicago and 
its suburbs.  A few had inherited collections of family pictures, as well as research materials inherited 
from a few of Rebecca’s granddaughters who had begun their own family research.  In these collections 
were some funeral programs.  Rebecca’s daughter Phillippa’s obituary, which may have been written by 
one of the aforementioned granddaughters of Rebecca, provided a lot of details about the family. 

Obituary Excerpt:  

“Biographical Sketch 

“MRS. PHILLIPA LEANNA McCALL WILSON, currently living at 4937 South Woodlawn Avenue, Chicago, apparently in 
excellent health after a long, rewarding lifetime, suddenly passed away at Billings Hospital on Monday, May 16, 1983, at 
6:30 P.M. She was born June 27, 1893, of Rebecca Orr and George Jack Thrasher of Montgomery, Alabama; however, 
Phillipa took the name of her mother's second husband, Robert McCall, as did her five sisters, Sallie, Gussie, Helen, 
Maybelle and Julie [sic]; and brother, Buddy.” 

6 “Index of Questions - History - U.S. Census Bureau,” United States Census Bureau. 
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After reading this document, we knew that we had a lot of information to unpack.  Who were George 
Jack Thrasher and Robert McCall, and could either also be Helen’s father?  Why would the children take 
the name of their mother’s second husband?  We searched in genealogy databases to see if we could find 
records of either man, as well as marriage records.  We later found a Montgomery Advertiser newspaper 
article that discussed his case, describing a Robert McCall as a 17-year-old negro.7  This was around the 
time that we learned how to use city directories as a resource, so we searched there for a Robert McCall. 
We found at least one colored individual with that name living in Montgomery, Alabama in 1883 and 
working for the railway, and in 1897 a Robert McCall worked as a barber, living two blocks down the 
street from Rebecca’s home in 1900.8,9  More significantly, in the 1895 directory, Robert McCall, 
colored, worked as a barber for J. Gallagher, and boarded at Rebecca’s Orr’s longtime address.10  We 
had established that Rebecca’s seven children were born between 1874 and 1896.  Using similar 
methods, we looked for individuals called “Thrasher” in the Montgomery city directories between those 
years, and found no George Thrashers.  We searched Alabama marriage records in both colored and 
white books for Montgomery and surrounding counties, but did not find any marriage legally recorded 
for a Rebecca Orr to anyone.  Also, Rebecca Orr’s 2x great-granddaughter vaguely recalled Rebecca 
Orr’s granddaughter Corrine talking about a “Captain Turner” or “Colonel Tanner” or a similar name. 

The next step was to analyze what Rebecca’s and her own children’s vital records said about their 
father(s).  Since Cook County, Illinois marriage license records do not list parents, we were reliant on 
their death certificates, with the exception of Maybelle who married in Michigan.  Rebecca, Helen, 
Arthur, and Maybelle died in Michigan; the rest died in Chicago. 

Name on 
Death 
Record 

Birthplace Father’s 
Name 

Father’s 
Birthplace 

Mother’s 
Name 

Mother’s 
Birthplace 

Spouse’s 
Name 

Informant 

R. Rebecca
McCall11

Union 
Springs, Ala. 

----- Orr Unknown Sallie 
Waters 

Unknown Harry 
McCall 

Phillipa L. 
Wilson 

Name on 
Death 
Record 

Birth 
Order 

Birthplace Father’s 
Name 

Father’s 
Birthplace 

Mother’s 
Name 

Mother’s 
Birthplace 

Informant 

Arthur 
McCall12 

1 Montgomery, 
Ala 

John McCall Unknown Rachel R. 
Orr 

Union 
Springs, 
Alabama 

Mabel 
Pongas 

Sallie W. 
Branch13 

2 Harry McCall Ala Rebecca 
Orr 

Ala O.R. Branch 
[Sallie’s 
husband] 

Gussie 
Keene14 

3 Alabama 

Helen 
Chur15 

4 McCall 

Phillipa 5 George Jack 
Thrasher 

Rebecca 
McCall 

John E. 
Shawler 

7 “News in Brief,” Montgomery Advertiser, March 21, 1903, p. 23. 
8 Montgomery, Alabama, City Directory, 1883, p. 105. 
9 Montgomery, Alabama, City Directory, 1883, p. 403. 
10 Montgomery, Alabama, City Directory, 1895, p. 299. 
11 “R. Rebecca McCall,” Michigan Death Certificates, February 7, 1929. 
12 “Arthur McCall,” Michigan Death Certificates, February 13, 1937. 
13 “Sallie W. Branch,” Illinois, Cook County Deaths, February 7, 1912. 
14 “Gussie Keene,” Illinois, Cook County Deaths, January 1, 1906. 
15 “Helen Chur,” Michigan Death Records, 1964. 
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Wilson16 [Unknown 
connection, 
if any] 

Mabel Price 
(Michigan 
Marriage)17 

6 Alabama Jack Rebecca 
Orr 

Julia 
McCall18 

7 Ala Harry McCall Unknown Rebba. Orr W. Do. Rebba 
McCall 

Besides including “Rachel” as a first name, Rebecca Orr’s death certificate clearly says Harry McCall 
was her spouse, not Robert McCall.  Sallie’s (#2) and Julia’s (#7) death certificates say the same.  
Arthur’s (#1) says “John McCall,” Maybelle’s marriage record (#6) says simply “Jack,” while Phillipa’s 
(#5) reiterates the “George Jack Thrasher” named in her obituary.  Gussie died in 1903, and Chicago 
was not typically recording parents’ names on death certificates then. 

Naturally, family history research inspires people to revisit their own photo albums and related 
collections.  My mother had inherited Rebecca’s granddaughter Corrine’s photo collection, so she began 
going through old photographs, trying to identify who was who.  In this collection was a family 
genealogy book called “Grandmother Remembers.”  My mother had forgotten that she had purchased 
the book in the mid-1990s while her grandmother Corrine was still living and had begun asking family 
history questions.  The book itself did not have much writing in it, and mostly outlined family 
information that was already well known.  However, in the pages of the “Grandmother Remembers” 
book was tucked a long-forgotten sheet of 8½ x 11 inch white paper, much creased and with worn ink.  
On this sheet was a family tree that was created with now-antiquated software from the 1990s, with print 
that was small, but mostly legible.  The relevant part of the tree is as follows: 

Arthur 
Sallie 
Gussie 

(McCall) 

Rebecca Orr’s 2x 
Great-
Granddaughter 

Rebecca Orr’s 
Great-
Granddaughter 

Corrine 
Jones 

Helen McCall 
(Rebecca’s 
daughter) 

Rebecca Orr Captain T_ner 
(not fully 
legible due to 
small font size) 

Phillipa 
Maybelle 
Julia 

(Thrasher) 

Fortunately, my mother had taken the time to record what her grandmother had told her, even though it 
would be many years before she was able to do any serious family history research.  This tree, as dictated 
by Corrine Jones in the mid-1990s, grouped Rebecca’s first three children with one father (McCall), the 
last three with another father (Thrasher), and our Grandma Helen with the Captain T_ner of the family 
legend.   

Even though, for the moment, we were unable to make much headway with Rebecca’s possible 
marriages or romantic partners, these vital records led us to try to figure out Rebecca’s birthplace and 
parentage.  Her age, places of birth and racial identities changed from document to document. 

16 “Phillipa Wilson,” Illinois, Cook County Deaths, 1983. 
17 Mabel Price, Michigan Marriage Records, 1924. 
18 “Julia McCall,” Illinois, Cook County Deaths, 1914. 
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Also, we wanted to find if we could find a lead on this “Sallie Waters.”  We knew that Sallie is often a 
diminutive name for “Sarah,” so we have consistently included that name in our searches. 

Census 
Year 

Location Name Age Marital 
Status 

Race Birthplace Father’s 
Birthplace 

Mother’s 
Birthplace 

Other 
House- 
holders 

192019 Michigan Rebecca 
McCall 

56 
(1864) 

Widowed White Washington Georgia 
(Irish) 

Unknown 
(US) 

Arthur 
McCall 
Mabel 
Price, 
Arthur 
Price, 
Helen 
Price 

191020 Chicago Racheal 
McCall 

51 
(1859) 

Widowed White District of 
Columbia 

Georgia Cuba, 
Spanish 

Arthur 
McCall, 
Gloria 
McCall, 
Phillipa G. 
McCall, 
Mabella 
McCall, 
Julia 
McCall 

190021 Montgomery Rebecca 
McCall 

39 
(Sept 
1860) 

Widowed Black District of 
Columbia 

Virginia Virginia All 7 
children 
John W. 
Wright 

188022 Montgomery Becky 
Orr 

36 
(1844) 

Single Mulatto Alabama (blank) Alabama Arthur Orr, 
Sallie Orr, 
S.G. Or 

188023 Montgomery Rebecca 
Awes 
[sic] 

20 
(1860) 

Widowed/
Divorced 

Mulatto Alabama Unknown Unknown Arther 
Awes [sic], 
Sallie 
Awes (age 
3, 
Fannie 
Awes 

187024 Union 
Springs, 
Alabama 

Rebecca 
Orr 

12 
(1858) 

Mulatto Georgia Sallie Orr 
(age 25), 
Narcissa 
Orr, 
Phillip Orr, 
Emma Orr 

We always knew that we had various family members “pass” for white.  Several of our known white-

19 “Rebecca McCall,” 1920 U.S. Census. 
20 “Racheal McCall,” 1910 U.S. Census. 
21 “Rebecca McCall,” 1900 U.S. Census. 
22 “Becky Orr,” 1880 U.S. Census. 
23 “Rebecca Awes,” 1880 U.S. Census. 
24 “Rebecca Orr,” 1870 U.S. Census. 
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passing relatives were (and are) descendants of Rebecca Orr.  Therefore, we were not shocked to find 
that Rebecca herself was passing for white at least part of the time in the 20th century.  The 20th century 
records, more often than not, state that Rebecca McCall was born in Washington, D.C.  We found records 
of a mulatto Rebecca Orr who lived in Washington, D.C.  We were so hopeful that we had somehow 
found our ancestor’s family.  Henry Orr was a mulatto gentleman who was purchased by a Benjamin L. 
Lear for $500, the purchase being made “with the sole intent to enable the said Henry to procure his 
freedom upon the repayment of the said sum of money.”25    Henry Orr, known as a high-quality waiter 
in society circles, not only freed himself, but also four children: John, William, Moses, and Sarah.  In 
Henry Orr’s will, he left his bed, a bible, and silver to his wife Sarah L. Orr, valued at $50.  He left  his 
children Moses and Rebecca “who are also my slaves free from the day of my death.”26   He also divided 
the remainder of his estate to his four children John, Moses, Sarah and Rebecca.  The will was dated 
December 19, 1845.  

This is about the time that we discovered the importance of using math in genealogical research, as well 
as searching for corroborating evidence.   

In the 1850 U.S. Census records for the District of Columbia, we found a Moses Orr (mulatto, 25) as the 
head of household for Sarah L. Orr (40, mulatto) and Rebecca Orr (18, mulatto).27  In the 1860 U.S. 
Census Sarah Orr (51) was the head of household for Rebecca Orr (25) and Moses Orr (32).28   

Even though most of the U.S. Census and vital records evidence we had at that time pointed to our 
Rebecca Orr being a toddler during the U.S. Civil War, one of the 1880 U.S. Census records for our 
“Becky Orr” said that she was born in 1844.  Given inconsistencies in how her race and birthplaces were 
documented, we did not necessarily think her age would always be perfectly recorded.  We started 
looking at her children's birthdates and sorting out the math there.  

Date of Childbirth Rebecca Orr (1832) Rebecca Orr (1844) Rebecca Orr (1858) 
Arthur (1874/76) 42/44 30/32 16/18 
Sallie (1876/77) 44/45 32/33 18/19 
Gussie (1878/79) 46/47 34/35 20/21 
Helen (1885/86) 53/54 41/42 27/28 
Phillipa (1891/93) 59/61 47/49 33/35 
Maybelle (1893/95) 61/63 49/51 35/37 
Julia (1895/97) 63/65 51/53 37/39 

Assuming that all of Rebecca Orr’s presumed children were her biological children, the 1858 birthdate 
makes the most sense in terms of her maternal window.  Unfortunately, even though the Henry Orr story 
is intriguing, and the Sarah/Sallie connection is there, it seems that these are at least two different 
Rebecca Orrs.    

We were able to find only one “Rebecca Orr” living in Union Springs in the mid-19th century.  Union 
Springs, we discovered, is a small town located about 50 miles southeast of Montgomery, Alabama, in 
Bullock County.  As shown above, Rebecca McCall’s death certificate says her mother was a “Sallie 
Waters.”  The 1870 U.S. Census household in Union Springs, Alabama features a mulatto household 
headed by a Sallie Orr, aged 25.  The other householders included Rebecca Orr (aged 12, born in 

25 Free Negroes of Washington, D.C. p. 104. 
26 “Henry Orr,” Washington, D.C. Wills and Probates, 1845. 
27 “Moses Orr,” 1850 U.S. Census. 
28 “Sarah Orr,” 1860 U.S. Census. 
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Georgia), Narcissa Orr (9, born in Alabama), Phillip Orr (8, born in Alabama) and Emma Orr (5, born 
in Alabama).  We searched for the younger householders in later U.S. Census records.  We could not 
definitively find Narcissa Orr or Emma Orr, but we did find an Alabama-born mulatto railroader called 
Phillip Orr in Florida in 1880.  A Phillip Orr also lived in Chicago, who may have been mulatto and 
passing for white, but as of this writing, nothing concrete has come from this lead.   

Since we had just discovered how to use city directories in genealogy research, we started going through 
them to see if we could track Rebecca Orr/McCall’s movements, and to see if we could find any other 
clues connected to Orrs or McCalls. 

Working backwards through time, between approximately 1917 and 1929, Rebecca McCall lived in 
Michigan with her son Arthur and daughter Maybelle.  Rebecca’s marital status was listed as everything 
from “wid John” to being Arthur’s “spouse,” but for nine years she was “wid Harry.”  Between 1906 
and 1913, Rebecca McCall lived in Chicago at various addresses, generally with her son Arthur and with 
her various daughters. In four of those years, she was listed as “wid Harry.”  Chicago directories were 
typically not in the practice of listing race.   

From the 1900 U.S. Census, we knew that Rebecca McCall and her family resided in a house on Clay 
Street in Montgomery, Alabama, along with one boarder called John W. Wright.  Rebecca McCall’s 
listed occupation was “Boardinghouse Keeper.”  This was later corroborated by cousins who had family 
stories about how Maybelle had learned domestic skills when her mother operated a boardinghouse.  The 
Montgomery city directories typically denoted white versus colored population, using a (c), marking 
with an asterisk, and/or having two separate lists for white and colored inhabitants.  Rebecca was nearly 
always described as “colored” while she lived in Montgomery.  The earliest confirmed entry was in 
1887, where “Rebecca Orr” lived at the Clay Street address, as did a “Berenice Coleman” and an “Emma 
Orr.”  We inferred that the Emma Orr was likely the same Emma from the 1870 Union Springs U.S. 
Census record, and figured that Berenice Coleman must be a boarder, similar to James O. Holmes, 
Alice/Ella Smith, John W. Wright, and other miscellaneous lodgers that passed through the Clay Street 
house for food and a bed.  Arthur McCall is listed on Clay Street in the next available directory for 1891, 
but not Rebecca Orr or McCall.  Beginning in 1893, Rebecca Orr is listed as Colored for the next year 
up through 1900, usually described as a dressmaker or seamstress. In three years, Arthur McCall is listed 
as another resident, and one year has “Mrs. Sallie McCall.”  Robert McCall is listed in 1895, which was 
one of the possible fathers’ names.  In 1902, Rebecca McCall was listed, then in 1903, Rebecca Orr was 
listed, and for the first time her marital status was “wid.”  She was listed as Rebecca McCall between 
1904 and 1906.  It seems that there may have been a transition point where Rebecca started going by 
“McCall” and not “Orr.”    

Armed with Rebecca Orr’s address, we began calling the Montgomery County Archives.  We peppered 
the archivist with questions, trying to figure out if there was a home ownership record, or a marriage 
record.  The archivist was unable to provide a marriage record, but he did find a property deed where a 
“Rachel Rebecca Orr” had purchased the Clay Street house for $600 on October 27, 1883.  Of course, 
the “Rachel Rebecca” name was further corroboration that we had been tracking the same person through 
time, but what about a husband?  We searched through newspapers and Alabama vital records and could 
not find any evidence of a legal marriage. 

We wanted to try to figure out where Rebecca Orr was living prior to the 1883 Clay Street property 
purchase.  After glancing at some genealogy research tip books, guides, and websites, we decided to 
make spreadsheets, outlining the immediate neighborhood of “Becky Orr” in 1880.  We had discovered 
online repositories that hosted Sanborn Maps, which were originally created to provide fire insurance 
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companies with neighborhood data.  The 1880 U.S. Census record for Ward 6 of the City of Montgomery 
was enumerated on June 5, 1880.  The enumerator, J[ohn]. M. Cheney was a planter and former 
Confederate captain living on Hull Street between Columbus and Randolph (according to the 1880 City 
Directory) or on Decatur Street in Ward 5 (1880 U.S. Census).  J. M. Cheney did not consistently list 
street names during his enumeration, and included no house numbers at all, so our hope was to use city 
directory entries in conjunction with the Sanborn Maps to approximate where Becky Orr lived in 1880.  
As we tracked where each of the neighbors lived, we keyed in on a neighbor enumerated in the very next 
household called Aaron Peterson, a black shoemaker who was living with miscellaneous family 
members.  We saw that he was actually enumerated twice in 1880, once on June 5th in Ward 6 in the 
adjacent household to Becky Orr, and again in Montgomery’s Ward 5, on June 11th.  W[illiam]. 
W[esley]. Leak, the white cotton broker who resided in Ward 4, included street names in his 
enumeration, so it was plain that Aaron was boarding on Randolph Street.  Aaron’s landlady was a 
“widowed” “Rebecca Awes,” age 20, with 3 children: Arther [sic], Sallie, and Fannie.  We then surmised 
that Rebecca Orr might have been fairly mobile.  Once our Sanborn mapping was “complete,” we figured 
out that Becky Orr and Aaron Peterson on June 5th probably lived near Keplinger’s cotton pickery just 
off the Alabama River, near the intersections of Tennessee and Tallapoosa streets.  This section of 
Montgomery, according to the 1884 versions of the Sanborn Maps, was populated with a mixture of 
industrial warehouses, frame houses, and “Negro Shanties.”  On June 11th, Aaron Peterson and Rebecca 
Awes likely lived in Ward 5 on Randolph Street, near N. Lawrence Street.29   

We wanted to continue exploring possible records for Sallie Orr.  In a database, we entered “Sallie Orr” 
and an approximate birthdate, and limited the search results to the adjoining counties.  On this evening, 
we learned the lesson that sometimes it pays to fully exhaust a resource before giving up. At the very 
end of the search results, we saw an entry for an 1880 U.S. Census Record featuring a Sallie Orr in Union 
Springs, Alabama.30  We clicked on the record. 

Name Race Age Relationship Occupation Birthplace Father’s 
Birthplace 

Mother’s 
Birthplace 

Monroe 
Coleman 

B 21 Working on RR Alabama Georgia Alabama 

Bernice 
Coleman 

Mu 18 Wife Keeping House Alabama Georgia Georgia 

Sallie Orr Mu 3 Niece Alabama Georgia Georgia 

Where had we seen the name “Bernice Coleman” before?  We remembered.  In the 1887 Montgomery 
City Directory, “Berenice Coleman” resided with Rebecca Orr and Emma Orr.  We had initially 
dismissed her as just another of Rebecca Orr’s many boarders, but perhaps there was more to this 
relationship.  A quick search later, and we found the 1879 Bullock County marriage license for Monroe 
Coleman and Bernice Orr.31  Moving forward through time, we were not able to find much else for either 
Monroe Coleman or Bernice Orr Coleman, save for a brief Montgomery City Directory entry placing 
Monroe Coleman about a block away from Rebecca Orr’s Clay Street home, and a brief entry in the 
Montgomery Sexton’s List in the newspaper, stating that Bernice Coleman’s baby was being interred.  
In 1870 and 1880, Monroe Coleman lived in Union Springs, with or adjacent to his father, mother, and 
siblings. 

29 Historical Fire Insurance Maps of Alabama, accessed February 4, 2022, 
http://alabamamaps.ua.edu/historicalmaps/FireInsurance/montgomery/montgomery.html. 
30 “Monroe Coleman,” 1880 U.S. Census. 
31 Monroe Coleman and Bernice Orr, Alabama County Marriages, 1809-1950. 
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Name in 1870 Age Race Occupation Birthplace 
Henry Coleman32 44 M Blacksmith South Carolina 
Sylva Coleman 30 B Keeping House Alabama 
Monroe Coleman 12 B Alabama 
Virginia Coleman 10 B Alabama 
Mary Coleman 18 B Alabama 
Georgia Coleman 7 B Alabama 
Ollie Coleman 6 B Alabama 
William Coleman 4 B Alabama 
Willis Coleman 3 B Alabama 

Name in 1880 Age Race Relationship Occupation Birthplace 
Wm H. Coleman33 52 B Blacksmith Georgia 
Silva Coleman 35 B Wife Keeping House Alabama 
Virginia Coleman 18 B Daughter At Home Alabama 
Georgia Coleman 16 B Daughter At Home Alabama 
Ollie Coleman 15 B Daughter At Home Alabama 
William Coleman 13 B Son At Home Alabama 
Willis Coleman 12 B Son At Home Alabama 
Johnnie Coleman 10 B Son At School Alabama 

The leads on any of these Coleman family members were drying up after 1880, as were most new leads 
on the Orr/McCall side of our family.  We decided to redirect our research focus to other family branches 
for a few months.  

One morning before work, we decided to browse through the digitized Bullock County Guardianship 
records collection.  These types of records are literal page by page microform scans of physical deed 
books, including the book covers, spines, blank pages, and any handwritten or typed index pages at the 
front or back of the books.  The only Orr records we found in the Guardianship index were for a “Barnus 
Orr, Philip & Emma” and a handwritten “60” indicating the page number.  The abstracted record reads: 

“In Probate Court, April Term, March 25th 1875, the Hon. W. H. Black, In the Matter of the Appointment 
of a Guardian for the minor child of _______ Deceased, On this day comes D. H. Hill. and presents to 
the Court his petition that he may be appointed Guardian of the persons and Estate of Barnus Orr; Phillip 
Orr; and Emma Orr minor heir of ________ deceased; AND  IT APPEARING TO THE COURT that 
the said Barnus Orr, Phillip Orr, and Emma Orr minors, as represented, are residents of his County, 
possessed in their own right of an estate in this State, estimated to be worth about _____ Dollars and 
have no father living, or other legal guardian in this state, and it further appearing that the said D. H. Hill 
is a friend of the said minor; it is ordered the petition be granted; D.H. Hill presents his bond, with A.J. 
Turner, Henry Dillihy, Henry Coleman, E. Thornton, & Daniel Owen as securities…”34   

It was not easy to go to work that morning.  

This single document revealed so much and led to other questions.  Barnus/Bernice, Phillip, and Emma 
apparently needed a guardian at some point while they were minors.  Did this mean Sallie Orr was no 
longer living in 1875?  Rebecca Orr would have been about 16 years old in 1875, with an infant son, 
Arthur, so she no longer needed a guardian herself.  Was Rebecca unable to take care of the younger 

32 “Henry Coleman,” 1870 U.S. Census. 
33 “Wm. H. Coleman,” 1880 U.S. Census. 
34 “Barnus, Phillip, and Emma Orr,” Alabama Probate Records, 1805-1985. 
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Orrs?  Henry Coleman would have been Monroe Coleman’s father, Bernice Orr’s eventual father-in-
law, so that was an interesting connection in terms of building out the family network.  Who was D.H. 
Hill?  A quick U.S. Census search revealed that Daniel H. Hill was born around 1820 in North Carolina 
and worked as a house carpenter.  Indeed, the reason why we could not find Emma Orr in the 1880 U.S. 
Census was because she was enumerated as “Emma Hill” in Union Springs.35   

Newspapers, of course, are an invaluable part of genealogy research, because they provide so much color 
to documents that otherwise seem cut and dry.  We found a Union Springs Herald article, dated 
September 29, 1875, which proclaimed the following: 

“NOTICE: I hereby give notice to all whom it may concern, not to harbor, or in any way contract 
with, the following named minor children, who have been regularly apprenticed to me, by the 
Probate Judge of Bullock county, viz; Burnis Orr, Phillip Orr and Emma Orr.  [signed] D.H. 
Hill.”36      

We were surprised to find out that not only was D.H. Hill the Orr children’s guardian, but he apprenticed 
them, as well.  The corresponding documents in the Probate Court minutes baldly state that on July 19, 
1875, D.H. Hill has “placed bound and apprenticed Burnice Orr aged about 12 years [...] to dwell with 
him as an apprentice until  she [...] shall attain the full age of 18 years according to the statute in such 
cases made, the parents of the said Burnis Orr being dead, and the said D. H. Hill for his part for himself 
the executor and administrator, consents and agrees that the said Burnice Orr shall be apprenticed and 
bound to him and that [he] will furnish a sufficing of good and wholesome provisions furnish all 
necessary clothing washing and lodging treat her with kindness and humanity have her taught to read 
write and cypher as far as the rule of this and at the expiration of his term of apprenticeship furnish her 
with two complete new suits of clothing.”  Witnesses were J. F. Fay, A.J. Armstrong, W.A. Black, and 
D.H. Hill.37  Emma Orr’s apprenticeship document was identical to Bernice’s.  Phillip’s merely differed
in two aspects: 1. Phillip was bound until he was age 21, and 2. Phillip was to be taught House
Carpentering as an occupation.   We also found Daniel H. Hill’s probate records, in which he left nothing
of his estate to any Orr child.

As the spring of 2018 arrived, we started seriously planning a research trip to Alabama.  We began the 
legwork of using online finding aids for repositories such as the Alabama Department of Archives and 
History and the Montgomery County Archives, so we could use our time efficiently when we finally got 
to the archives.  We also began mapping out locations of our ancestors’ former homes.  Using the 
Sanborn Map in conjunction with present-day GIS mapping, we were able to find that Rebecca Orr’s 
Clay Street boarding house was no longer standing.  However, we also discovered that a bed and 
breakfast was now located just two doors down from Rebecca Orr’s lot.  We made plans to stay there 
when we were in Montgomery.   

In June of 2018, we were realizing that African-American genealogy has its own set of challenges.  With 
Rebecca Orr’s line alone, we were at a brick wall regarding the identity of her daughter Helen’s 
biological father.  After lengthy conversations together regarding which relative would be best to DNA 
test, we were able to convince one of Rebecca Orr’s 2x great-grandsons to test on Ancestry.com, 
allowing us to manage his DNA kit on our account.  With that, we entered the world of DNA genealogical 
research.   

35 “Daniel H. Hill,” 1880 U.S. Census. 
36 “‘NOTICE,’” Union Springs Herald, September 29, 1875, p. 3.” 
37 “Burnice, Emma, and Phillip Orr,” Bullock County Probate Court Minutes, Alabama Probate Records, 1809-1985. 
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Rebecca Orr’s 2x great-grandson’s ethnicity estimate showed about 50/50 Caucasian/African ancestry.  
Most of the Caucasian ancestry was from the British Isles, which reflects the population in most of the 
southern states.  The African ancestry modern-day countries were largely from West Africa, such as 
Nigeria and Mali.    

We found the DNA matches list to be somewhat overwhelming.  At the time, the color-coding system 
was not yet active, so we had to “star” matches that looked interesting.  We fell back on our spreadsheet 
methods and started attaching notes to each match.  At first, our goal was to try to identify which matches 
belonged to the mother’s side and which belonged to the father’s side.  At this point in time, we only 
had a few second cousins or higher that had tested.   Most of our matches fell in the 4th-6th cousin range, 
and we had no idea who most of these individuals were.  Undaunted, we systematically began examining 
our matches’ trees.  We used the search function for locations such as “Union Springs” and 
“Montgomery,” and surnames such as “Orr” and “Waters,” with limited success.  We did know that we 
were likely dealing with at least two consecutive generations of non-paternal events, with Helen 
McCall’s and Rebecca Orr’s fathers being unknown or unofficial.  We were hopeful that we would have 
a breakthrough.  

The summer of 2018 arrived, and we set off on our very first week-long genealogy road trip.  Our plan 
was to drive from Chicago down I-65, stopping in a few towns to research and visit with family and 
friends.  However, the anticipated highlight of our trip was going to be Montgomery County, Alabama, 
with a quick stopover in Bullock County.  

It rained every single day of our trip but the final day.  Driving down I-65 in the rain through northern 
and central Alabama was not exactly enjoyable, particularly when we ran into a Birmingham traffic jam.  
Thankfully, we had the idea to pass the time listening to podcasts produced by the Montgomery County 
Archives.  Not only were the podcasts interesting in their own right, but they also provided historical 
background on the city we were about to visit for the first time.  When we crossed the Alabama River 
and drove into the city of Montgomery, it felt oddly like a homecoming.  Since we had spent so many 
hours pouring over Sanborn maps and other miscellaneous records, it seemed like we knew the 
Montgomery streets and locations almost as well as we knew Chicago streets.  At the bed and breakfast 
located upon a hill on Clay Street, we stood on the porch and took in the breathtaking view of the city 
overlooking the Alabama River and the Capitol building at sunset.  Rebecca Orr would have seen that 
view from her boarding house every day for over twenty years, we realized.    

Since we knew that we had a limited amount of time in the city, we woke early and walked the short 
distance to Rebecca Orr’s empty lot.  Since the lot was privately owned, we stayed on the sidewalk.  The 
house itself was gone, but we could still see the leftover bricks from the steps leading from the sidewalk 
up to the house.   

After breakfast, we paid a visit to the Montgomery County Archives, since we wanted to see if we could 
see property transfers for ourselves.  The archivist was quite helpful and friendly, offering a bit of local 
background on some of the families we were researching.  We found the deed where Rachel Rebecca 
Orr purchased the Clay Street house on October 27, 1883, for $600.  It was strange to think that the 
empty lot that we had just left was valued at a larger dollar amount than that.   

We then visited the Alabama Department of Archives and History, which is located on the same complex 
as the state Capitol.  As we were trying to find parking, we came across the Dexter Street Baptist Church, 
where Martin Luther King Jr. served as minister and the site of much civil rights activism.  Since we had 
never visited Montgomery before, we were struck by the realization that the Dexter Street church was 
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literally just across the street from the Capitol building, which was the site of the creation of Jim Crow 
legislation and other prejudiced acts.   

The ADAH visit was quite productive, if rushed.  We found records indicating that Rebecca Orr had had 
a second male child, who was buried in Oakwood Cemetery in Montgomery.   

We stayed one more night in Montgomery after leaving ADAH.  The next morning was a Saturday, so 
the archives were all closed.  We spent the morning visiting the Civil Rights Museum and the Rosa Parks 
Museum.  Then, based on the recommendations of our fellow bed & breakfast guests, we visited the 
National Memorial for Peace and Justice by the Equal Justice Initiative.  The site features duplicate 
hanging columns, one for each county for which the Equal Justice Initiative was able to find lynched 
individuals.  The columns list the names of these individuals.  As we wandered through the memorial, 
we found virtually all the counties that our ancestors lived in before migrating north to Chicago.  These 
hanging blocks were a stark reminder of why our ancestors such as Rebecca Orr left the south in the 
early 20th century (or earlier).       

After we returned to Chicago, we began cataloging our new records and planning the next trip. 
Productive as the Alabama trip was, we still had not made much progress in terms of making DNA 
connections.  One afternoon, we were looking at a DNA match who shared 66 cM and was predicted to 
be a 3rd-4th cousin.  Jessie’s family tree had only 13 people in it, all with names that we did not quite 
recognize.  Jessie was also 100% Caucasian.  We had not yet heard of the strategy of creating “quick 
and dirty trees,” which is where a researcher quickly builds a tree to test theories, without taking too 
much time to verify each related document.  We found out later that the “quick and dirty” tree was the 
name of the strategy we were about to try with our unknown third cousin Jessie.  As we built a “quick-
and-dirty” tree for Jessie using Ancestry hints and guessed U.S. Census records, we saw that her 
ancestors were from Mississippi, Arkansas, and Texas.  What caught our eye at this point was that one 
of her ancestors had the name of “James Tanner,” and that this ancestor’s birthplace was Alabama.  This 
reminded us that “Tanner” or “Turner” was the surname typed out in too-small font on that old genealogy 
software printout from the 1990s, as the surname of Helen McCall’s father.  We built up Jessie’s quick-
and-dirty tree as far as we could go, then we turned to another fully white DNA match, Janet.  Janet was 
a mutually shared DNA match with Jessie and shared 111 cM with our DNA kit.  Janet’s tree only had 
eight people in it, all from her paternal side.  Her mother’s side was entirely blank.  Using the quick-and-
dirty tree method, we reconstructed Janet’s maternal side, eventually noting that she also had an ancestor 
named “James Tanner” from Alabama.  After cross-referencing the records, we determined that both 
Jessie and Janet were descended from James Tanner.  Were we finally about to make a breakthrough?  

We searched for the “Tanner” surname in the matches list and found several search hits.  Nearly every 
single instance of the “Tanner” surname on the DNA matches list leads to some descendant of a white 
man called Samuel Tanner of Limestone County, Alabama.  Samuel Tanner died in 1874, over ten years 
before Helen McCall was born, but he had numerous descendants through his 14 children, at least 10 of 
which procreated and had many children of their own.  Having convinced Rebecca Orr’s great-
granddaughter to take an Ancestry DNA test, we were optimistic that we could narrow down the 
possibilities of which Tanner ancestor might be ours.  The additional DNA kit resulted in even more 
Tanner matches.  We used the paper trails created by vital records, census records, the newspapers, and 
local historical archives to track the whereabouts of each of the 14 children, as well as every single one 
of Samuel Tanner’s 80 grandchildren.  Most of the second and third generation Tanners moved away 
from Alabama to Mississippi, Arkansas, and Tennessee, although some continued living in the town 
their father had founded.  One son William’s family moved to Montgomery, Alabama.  Captain William 
P. Tanner died in 1888 in Montgomery.  He had three sons. William Presley Tanner, Jr. married and
lived in Nashville, Tennessee until his death by his own hand in 1898.  Frederick Nelson Tanner lived
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in Montgomery, Alabama.  James Donnell Tanner married in and moved to Tennessee by 1880.  Fred 
was the only remaining son in Montgomery.  Fred seemed much loved by the Montgomery social set, 
played guitar, sang, and went to numerous gatherings.  

According to Alabama newspaper accounts, Fred ended his life by shooting himself in the head in 1885.  
In researching another ancestral line, we discovered that the versions of the story that hit the newspapers 
might not necessarily be fully accurate. Did Fred commit suicide, or was that the cover story?  Was Fred 
Helen McCall’s father?  We believe the answer to this question might be revealed through DNA.  If Fred 
Tanner was Helen’s father, then we should share a traceable amount of DNA with Sophronia Ragsdale, 
Fred’s mother.  If another Tanner male was the father (e.g., either of the William Presleys, etc.), their 
mothers should contribute DNA.  Unfortunately, the southern planter class has certain amounts of 
endogamy, making it somewhat time consuming to isolate genetic lines using the Leeds Method or 
through DNA painting or clustering.  This is an ongoing project for us, but we are hopeful of having an 
answer one day.  

We decided to test through another company, with the hopes that we would find additional answers.  My 
mother, being Rebecca Orr’s 2x great-granddaughter through an entirely female line, tested.  Her 
haplogroup (or matrilineal line — mother’s mother’s mother’s mother’s, ad infinitum) traces back to a 
woman from Africa.  With that, it seems that Rebecca Orr was most likely mulatto and not white.  Based 
on current evidence, it seems that her childhood community had correctly labeled her racial identity. 

Our research journey into Rebecca Orr’s story is hardly over.  We have several research goals in mind, 
combining traditional archival record research with DNA evidence analysis.  In this process, we have 
learned much about the complexities of living as a mulatto in the South, as well as in the North, and how 
living in the space between black and white impacted one’s life.   
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Regional History 

African American History in the Chicago Southland 
by Larry A. McClellan 

The Chicago Southland is the fabric of suburban communities south and southwest of Chicago, and the 
movement and settlement of African Americans across this region come with a rich history over the past 
180 years.  The articles and resources offered in this issue of the journal reflect the great range and 
opportunities for continuing research and study related to African American families and their 
engagement in the communities of the Southland.  In addition, the following summary suggests areas to 
be more deeply explored, written about, and celebrated as integral parts of our regional history.  

There is a strong resurgence of interest in the history of the Underground Railroad across the region. 
This is about the movement of fugitive slaves escaping from southern states and travelling through 
Illinois on their way to freedom in Canada.  Now referred to as “freedom seekers,” in the decades before 
the Civil War, these individuals and families found temporary safety and support in many communities 
in the Southland.  From the 1830s forward, settlers in eastern Will County and southern Cook County 
provided assistance, with safe houses along the old Sauk Trail corridor in and near the communities of 

New Lenox, Mokena, Homer Glen, Park Forest, South 
Chicago Heights, and Crete.  Recently, the old 
Congregational Church in Crete (now an antique mall) and 
the adjoining cemetery were added by the National Park 
Service to their Network to Freedom national register of 
Underground Railroad sites.  Crete was one of the stops 
on the remarkable journey in 1843 of young Caroline 
Quarlls from bondage in St. Louis to freedom in Canada.  
There was also significant Underground Railroad activity 
near Riverdale and Dolton with a memorial garden in 
South Holland dedicated to Dutch immigrants who 
assisted freedom seekers.  Dutch families who settled in 
what became the Roseland area of Chicago and in areas 
along the Little Calumet River were on the great road 
linking Detroit and Chicago.  This was the overland route 
for many freedom seekers on their way from Chicago to 
Canada.  The road crossed at what is now the Indiana 
Avenue bridge and a few blocks east was the farm of Jon 
and Aagje Ton.  The Ton farm site has been added to the 
National Park Service listing of significant Underground
Railroad sites. 

In the 1850s, railroad lines developed, coming to and reaching out from Chicago as the great western 
hub for the railroads.  Hundreds of freedom seekers traveled on these routes through the Southland on 
their way to Chicago looking for assistance to get to Canada.  Some traveled hidden and others as 
ticketholders on the Rock Island, the Illinois Central, and other lines.  As early as 1852, freedom seekers 
were able to take passage on the Michigan Central and the Michigan Southern rail lines to reach Detroit 
and then cross over into freedom in Canada.   Two to three thousand freedom seekers came through the 
Chicago Southland on their journeys to Canada. 

Carolyn Quarlls – late in life 
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As the communities in the Southland developed, there were a few Black families scattered across the 
region by the mid-19th century.  The planned industrial satellite cities of Harvey and Chicago Heights 
were created in the 1890s and both had small Black communities.   In parallel patterns, the creation of 
both led to intense industrial and commercial development.  In relation to this, small Black communities 
developed, comprised of domestic and factory workers and their families.  In Harvey, the Shaffer Chapel, 
a congregation of the African Methodist Episcopal Church, became the first Black church in the 
Southland, established in 1896.  By 1905, Shiloh Baptist Church formed as one of the congregations 
organized in Chicago Heights that became Union Evangelistic Baptist Church.  In 1907, Payne Chapel, 
AME, was established in the Heights. 
 
In addition, Harvey was the location for one of the first orphanages for Black children in Illinois, 
established in 1899 by Amanda Berry Smith, a world-famous evangelist and concert singer. She was 
attracted to Harvey because of the clear public commitment that this new city would grow as a model 
Temperance community.  Amanda Berry Smith traveled all over the world doing mission work, gave 
concerts across Europe and the United States, and was a national evangelist for the Women's Christian 
Temperance Movement.  Almost forgotten today, she was one of the most famous Black women of the 
nineteenth century.  She is buried in Washington Memorial Gardens in Homewood.   
  
The Village of Robbins, southwest of Blue Island and bounded on its southwest side by I-294, has a 
remarkable history.  It started in 1917 as the “first community in the north to be governed by people of 
color.” This was the location of the Robbins Airport with the involvement of some of the key early 
African American flyers in America.  Their work led directly to the creation of the training for the 
Tuskegee Airmen, who are now rightly being honored for their valor in World War II.  In addition, in 
the 1920s, Robbins was a center for the Marcus Garvey movement, and in the middle of the community 
is the prairie style mansion of S. B. Fuller, one of the first African American millionaires and a mentor 
to many successful black business leaders.  Nichelle Nichols, famous as Lt. Uhura of the classic Star 
Trek series, grew up in Robbins where her father served as mayor.  Today, the Robbins Historical Society 
maintains a small museum with exhibits on these and other stories. 
  
Alsip is the home of Burr Oak Cemetery, final resting place for the great singer Dinah Washington 
and Annie Malone, one of the first African American women millionaires. Here also is the grave of 
Emmett Till, whose murder in 1955 at age 14 helped to spark the civil rights movement.  Also in Alsip 
is Restvale Cemetery with the graves of many Black blues and jazz artists, along with some well-known 
Black sports figures.  These include Muddy Waters, Earl Hooker, the McCoy Brothers, and many 
others. 
  
On the eastern edge of Alsip, Lincoln Cemetery contains the graves of many African American families 
famous in the history of Chicago. These include the graves of Bessie Coleman and Willa Brown, 
famous early female black aviators.  Ms. Coleman earned her license to fly in France in 1921 and a major 
road at O’Hare Airport is named in her honor.  Here also are the final resting places for the great 
American poet, Gwendolyn Brooks, and Robert S. Abbott, the founder and publisher of The Chicago 
Defender.  Established in 1905, The Defender has been one of the most influential black newspapers in 
the history of the country.  
  
One of the oldest African American cemeteries in the region is Mount Glenwood Memory Gardens at 
the south end of Thornton on Glenwood-Thornton Road.  Among the graves of many local and Chicago 
leaders of African American communities, you will find here those of Elijah Muhammad, founder of 
the Nation of Islam, Fred “Duke” Slater, the first African American elected to the National Football 
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Hall of Fame, and Dr. Charles Gavin, who practiced medicine for many years in the Chicago Heights 
area and was the first African American member of the National College of Orthopedic Surgeons. 
  
Also at Mt. Glenwood is the grave and a small but striking memorial to the memory of Major Taylor, 
an African American bicycle champion in America and Europe from 1896 through 1901.  He wrote his 
autobiography in 1929, The Fastest Bicycle Rider in the World: The Story of a Colored Boy’s 
Indomitable Courage and Success against Great Odds.  Today, a major bicycle trail named in his honor 
reaches from the Southland into Chicago.  On the east side of Thornton, now in a Cook County Forest 
Preserve, are some graves from Mount Forest Cemetery used predominantly by African American 
families from 1909 to 1939. 

A lone monument in Mount Forest Cemetery 
 
Among the many rail lines in the Southland, roughly parallel to I-57 is the mainline of the historic Illinois 
Central Railroad.  In 1998, this became part of the Canadian National Railway system and in this corridor 
is the METRA Electric Commuter Line.  After the First World War, millions of African Americans left 
the South to find greater economic possibilities in northern cities.  Known as the Great Migration, this 
included journeys to Chicago of around 500,000 people, with most traveling on the IC line.  This 
remarkable Black movement had a big impact on the growth of the black communities in Chicago and 
eventually many of their children and grandchildren settled in communities across the Southland. 
 
By the 1980s, African American families had settled in all the communities of the Chicago Southland.  
Some in the historic black towns of Robbins, Ford Heights, and Phoenix; some in and near the historic 
black neighborhoods in Harvey and Chicago Heights; and others across the region.  By 2000, a 
significant number of southland communities had Black elected officials including many Black mayors. 
 
For decades villages in the Southland provided national leadership as effective integrated communities.  
As early as 1962, a volunteer organization known as the South Suburban Human Relations Council was 
established with white and minority members from 51 communities.  From the late 1970s into the 21st 
century, Southland communities have been actively engaged in racial justice struggles for open housing 
and affirmative marketing, and for effective racial integration in education and the provision of health 
and human services.  Today many of our communities continue with long standing Black leadership.   
 
In 2020, Openlands, a Chicago-based organization, working with many local groups, published African 
American Heritage Water Trails, from Beaubien Woods to Robbins.  Believed to be the first water based 
interpretive trail for Black history, this moves along the Cal-Sag Channel identifying points of interest 
in Black history in the south suburbs and at the southern edge of Chicago.  In January of 2022, this was 
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identified in the New York Times Travel Section as one of “52 Places to Visit in 2022.” 
 
Digging Deeper: 
On the Underground Railroad, see Larry A. McClellan, The Underground Railroad South of Chicago 
and To the River:  The Remarkable Journey of Caroline Quarlls A Freedom Seeker on the Underground 
Railroad.  Both published by Thorn Creek Press in 2019.  And “The Underground Railroad in the 
Calumet Region,” Where the Trails Cross, Vol. 47, No. 1.   
 
See “Amanda Berry Smith & an Orphanage in Harvey, Where the Trails Cross, Vol. 51, No. 1.   
 
See online websites related to the African American Heritage Water Trail.   
 
Visit the Robbins Historical Museum and our own SSGHS library for a wide set of historical and 
genealogical resources on Black families and Black settlement.   
 
An early version of this summary was supported by the Chicago Southland Convention and Visitors 
Bureau for their guidebook on the Southland.  The images are from the author. 
 
 
 

The Robbins Airport, a Unique Aviation Story 
by Tyrone Haymore and Larry McClellan 

 
A short-lived, but significant, part of aviation history south of Chicago was played out in the village of 
Robbins.  Organized in 1917, Robbins was a small but growing village in the 1920s and in the language 
of the day was nationally recognized as the “first community in the north to be governed by people of 
color.”  It was one of the few alternatives for housing for African American and interracial families who 
wished to move out of Chicago.  Because of this, the existence of Robbins attracted the attention of some 
of the earliest black pioneers in American aviation.  Here was a place where it might be possible to 
establish a Black-owned and operated airport. 

 
As with housing, participation in aviation was highly discriminatory.  In the early 20th century, part of 
the widespread racism of the time was the common belief that African Americans were incapable of 
flying.  Charles Lindberg wrote, in an article in the Reader’s Digest in the 1930s, that the ability of 
whites to fly was “one of the priceless possessions which permit the White race to live well in a pressing 
sea of Yellow, Black and Brown.” 
 
However, from the dawn of flight with the Wright brothers, there were African Americans fascinated 
and challenged by the possibilities of learning to build aircraft and to fly them.  Matilda Dunbar, mother 
of Paul Lawrence Dunbar, one of our great Black poets, worked for the Wrights and assisted in sewing 
the special cloth wings for their first aircraft.  Paul was in school with the brothers and worked on many 
projects with them.  The first known African American pilot was Eugene Jacques Bullard who gained 
his license in France in 1917 and flew with the French in World War I. 
 
Elizabeth “Bessie” Coleman, now widely recognized and honored as the first woman Black aviator, 
earned her license in 1921 from one of the premier flying schools in France.  She returned to Chicago 
and toured the country exhibiting her skills.  She died at an air show in Florida in 1926 and is buried in 
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Lincoln Cemetery in Alsip.  She was seeking to raise funds to open her own aviation school in America 
for training Black pilots.  Two auto mechanics vowed to fulfill her dream. 
 

                                         
         Cornelius Coffey                         John Robinson 

 
Cornelius Coffey and John Robinson met in Detroit where they worked in the automobile industry and 
discovered their common interests in flying.  They both attempted to enroll in aviation training schools 
in Detroit and were denied access due to their race; so, they turned their sights on Chicago.  In 1925, 
both were accepted at the new Curtiss-Wright School of Aeronautics in Chicago.  When they arrived, 
the school rejected their applications since they did not accept negroes as students.  Disappointed but 
determined to learn aviation mechanics, they walked toward the exit and Robinson noticed a “Help 
Wanted” sign at the door for a janitor’s position.  He immediately turned back and inquired if he could 
apply for this.  The answer was yes, and the next day he called in to take the job.  As a janitor Robinson 
secretly listened to and memorized the teachings of the instructors as he swept floors, washed windows, 
and emptied trash.  After students left for the day, he searched through papers left over and in trash cans 
and picked out what looked valuable for their education.  One day, Robinson found a “Build It Yourself 
Airplane Manual” outlining how to order a kit for $300 and build you own small Heath Parasol aircraft.  
The engine cost about the same and they could not afford that, but Robinson and Coffey ordered the kit 
and put it together.  While reading the manual, Robinson observed that the engine specifications were 
close to those for his own motorcycle’s engine.  They modified it and thus completed their project.  
However, would it fly?   
 
Robinson had befriended an instructor named Snyder at the school and asked him to come to their 
southside garage to inspect the airplane they built.  Amazed by their project, Snyder agreed to go with 
them to Washington Park to try it out.  Watched by a group of curious bystanders in the park, Snyder 
tested the little plane in several ways and successfully flew it.  Upon landing, he congratulated Robinson 
and Coffey and indicated that he would try to get school officials to reconsider their applications for 
admission.  In 1929 they were formally admitted and accepted the offer to receive private lessons on the 
top floor of the building at night to keep them separate from the White students during the day.  In less 
than a year, both graduated with their pilots’ and aviation mechanics’ licenses and certificates, becoming 
the first African Americans so trained in the United States.  They were so successful they were asked to 
bring other Blacks interested in aviation to the school and taught classes at night for at least 35 including 
Janet H. Bragg, Doris Tanner and Willa Brown.  Bragg and Brown were the next two Black women to 
earn licenses after Bessie Coleman. 
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Due to continued racial tension at the Curtiss-Wright school in Chicago, Robinson and Coffey decided 
to leave and start their own school, perhaps outside the city.  With the financial help of Janet Bragg and 
a few others, they were able to obtain two used training aircraft and formed the Challenger Aero Club.  
After hearing about and visiting the all-Black suburb of Robbins, they met with its elected officials led 
by Mayor Samuel Nichols (the father of TV actress Nichelle Nichols of Star Trek fame).  Coffey and 
Robinson were warmly received and offered vacant land near 140th and Lawndale Ave.  With their own 
limited resources and volunteer help from local residents, in 1931 an airstrip was constructed along with 
a hanger that held three aircraft.   
                                          
Training programs began and encouraged a number of young African Americans to seek further 
education in aviation.  They even offered plane rides for 50 cents.  Air traffic grew to a point that there 
were regular complaints from surrounding White communities about the level of activity and the 
uncomfortable phenomenon of Blacks flying airplanes overhead. 
 
 In relation to the Robbins Airport, a review of Janet Bragg’s autobiography states: “Having formed the 
Challenger Aero Club, consisting of Bragg’s instructors and classmates from an all-Black flying school, 
the members realized they would have to build their own airport on the outskirts of Chicago if they 
wanted to fly.  Fueled by a vision to launch an African-American flying program, the members flattened 
coal cinders for a runway and built a hangar from scrap wood.” 
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Unfortunately, in 1933, during a severe windstorm the hanger and three aircraft inside were destroyed.  
Saddened but undeterred, Robinson and Coffey vowed to rebuild.  However, the Schumacher brothers, 
Fred, Jack and William, persuaded them to move their operations to their airfield at 87th and Harlem, a 
location now in Bridgeview, Illinois.  Robinson and Coffey had been using this airport as a rendezvous 
point for training student pilots on takeoffs and landings between the two airports.  The Schumachers 
knew how valuable their skills and credentials from the Curtiss-Wright school would be for their airport 
business.  They also offered a free hanger and use of the 87th and Harlem Airport facilities and runways 
for the training of Black and White students from surrounding communities and Chicago.  
 
Working in this new environment, in 1934, Robinson and Coffey were approached by officials 
representing the Emperor Haile Selassie of Ethiopia to help train and develop an air force for that 
country.  Robinson accepted the offer, but Coffey stayed in Chicago and in the late 1930s opened the 
Coffey School of Aeronautics at the Harlem Airport.  In 1939, his school and those at six historically 
black colleges were authorized as centers for training black pilots by a Civilian Pilot Training Program 
created by Congress.  These training programs laid the groundwork for the formation of the famous 
Tuskegee Airmen. 
 
Willa Brown, in addition to teaching aviation classes at the Harlem Airport, opened a small food and 
drinks café at the south end of the airport for Black students so they would not have to deal with nearby 
segregated cafes.  She employed Mamie Till, the mother of the brutally slain Emmitt Till as a café 
worker.  Another one of the early students, Janet Harmon Bragg, helped to establish the Robbins Airport 
and, in 1943, became the first African American woman to earn a commercial pilot’s license.   It was 
also at the Harlem Airport that Cornelius Coffey invented the carburetor heater for airplanes to keep 
their fuel lines from freezing in winter weather.  His heaters also put heat inside airplanes for the first 
time in aviation history. 
 
The Robbins Historical Society continues to gather information related to the story of the airport.  Today 
there are essentially no remnants of the airport left.  It was located in the southwest portion of Robbins, 
with the lower edge of the site now along the Tri-State Tollway.  In regard to these founders, John 
Robinson died in Ethiopia and was buried there.  Cornelius Coffey died in 1994, having been a wonderful 
resource for the history of the airport and early Black aviation.  Janet Bragg died in 1993 at the age of 
86.  Both Bragg and Bessie Coleman are buried in the Lincoln Cemetery in Alsip. 
 
Digging Deeper: 
For further resources, see the publications by Tyrone Haymore on the history of Robbins, available 
through the Robbins Historical Society and Museum.  The images are courtesy of Mr. Haymore and the 
Museum. 
 
Bragg, Janet Harmon. Soaring Above Setbacks: The Autobiography of Janet Harmon Bragg, African  

American Aviator. Washington, DC, Smithsonian Institution Press, 1996. 120 p.  
Hardesty, Jon and Pisano Domenick. Black Wings: The American Black in Aviation. Washington,  

National Air and Space Museum, 1984. 80 p.  
“Black Wings, African American Aviation Pioneers,” a website of the Smithsonian National Air and  

Space Museum. 
“Bessie Coleman,” Chicago Tribune, November 28, 2021. 
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Unique Sources 
 

The Chicago Heights Star 
“Social News of the Colored People” 

 
From September of 1926 through 1928, the Chicago Heights Star carried an ongoing column by Mrs. 
Ida D. SoloBillings on community activities among Black residents in the Heights.  Published several 
times each month, these provide a rich resource for African Americans looking at genealogical roots in 
Chicago Heights and nearby towns.  These included sections on activities at the churches, with clubs and 
societies, and often a “Personals” section was included.  As seen in the sections below, often family 
connections and street addresses were included in the reports. 
 
The column was generally 8 to 10 pages into the paper under the heading:   

 
The Forum 

(Social News of the Colored People) 
by Mrs. Ida D. SoloBillings 

 
From December 9, 1927, the “Church 
Calendar” included details as to the name of the 
pastor, visiting preachers, times of worship, 
Sunday School and meetings during the week.  
This for New Ebenezer Baptist, Corinthian 
Baptist, Shiloh Baptist, Zion Baptist, The 
Church of God, The Church of God in Christ, 
St. James, A.M.E., and Payne Chapel A.M.E.  It 

also announced a one-act play at Payne Chapel, and burials of Frank Washington and Odyss McNeary, 
“the infant son of Mr. and Mrs. Herman McNeary,” both at Mount Glenwood Cemetery. 
 
From September 20, 1927, the column included the following, along with other notes: 
With the Churches 
Rev. C. S Swain and a co-worker of Baltimore will conduct a series of meetings at the Shiloh Baptist 
church this week. 
Rev. T. C. Taylor, past of Zion Baptist church, departed for Jackson, Miss., Sunday evening, where he 
will spend a short vacation. 
Rev. T. C. Lightfoote and Rev. S.W. Toles, pastors of local churches, Rev. A. J. Nolan, of Nashville, 
and Rev. S. W. Scott, of Danville, were the visiting ministers at a testimonial meeting Sunday afternoon, 
to Rev. and Mrs. J. H. Bell, who closed their year’s work here Sunday.  Rev. and Mrs. Bell will leave 
Wednesday morning for the annual conference, which will be held this year in Evanston. 
Rev. A. J. Nolan, of Nashville, preached at the morning and at the evening afternoon hour at Payne 
chapel, Sunday. 
Rev. J. E. Blaychettai, Abyssinian prince, will preach at St. James A.M.E. church, Sunday at three p.m.  
  ---- 
The Busy Bee Club of Shiloh church met last night at the church.  Mrs. Annie Young is president. 
  ---- 
The Rosebud Art Club met at the home of Mrs. Susie Montgomery, 1242 Center avenue, Monday 
afternoon. 
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  ---- 
The Missionary society of Zion will meet at the home of Mrs. Frances Combe, 1245 Fifth avenue. 
  ---- 
Personals 
 Mrs. Nora Pate, of East Sixteenth street, entertained at dinner Sunday Rev. T. C. Taylor, Mrs. 
Lily Alexander.  Mrs. Susie Montgomery and her daughter, Lavinia, and Mr. William McIntyre. 
 Miss Ollie Flora, of East St. Louis, is visiting at the house of her cousins, Mr. and Mrs. Robert 
Gavin, 1422 Lowe avenue. 
 Mr. and Mrs. L. B. Snead, of Morgan Park, were visitors at the Charles Willis home Sunday. 
 Mrs. Annie G. Bell has moved from her Sixteenth street address to 1514 Arnold street. 
 William Brefford, the seventeen-year-old son of Mrs. Edith Scott, of East Chicago Heights, is 
unable to take up his studies at Bloom high school because of serious trouble with his eyes. 
 Little Berenice McElroy has been ill for several days at the home of her cousins, Mr. and Mrs. 
Charles Willis. 
 Mrs. Kimpie Gross, of Denver, is visiting her mother and father, the Lee Greens, of Harvey.  She 
spent Sunday with her sister, Mrs. Charles Willis, 1516 Fifth avenue.  Mrs.  Gross last visited here and 
Harvey nine years ago. 
 
Digging Deeper 
The Star Newspaper is available online at <newspapers.com>, however, this is a subscription service.  
Microfilm of the paper can be found in several local libraries and in the Chicago Heights Public Library. 
 
 

The Robbins Eagle 
 

Extant issues of The Robbins Eagle are digitized and online at 
Chronicling America: Historic American Newspapers, a site of 
the Library of Congress.  University of Illinois at Urbana-
Champaign Library, Urbana, Illinois, a National Digital 
Newspaper Program awardee, provided the following 
information, which is online at Chronicling America at 
https://chroniclingamerica.loc.gov/lccn/sn2008060212/. 

 
One may view these issues at the following (free) website: 
https://chroniclingamerica.loc.gov/lccn/sn2008060212/issues/ 
 
The Robbins Eagle was an African American weekly 
newspaper published in Robbins, Illinois, a village located 
seventeen miles southwest of the city of Chicago.  The paper, 
established February 17, 1951, was given its title by one of its 
founders, Marion L. Smith, listed as editor in issues published 
in 1953.  After 1953, Frank Blocker, who had previously 
worked as a linotype operator at a Chicago printing shop, is 
listed as editor, owner, and publisher. 

 
The village of Robbins was founded in 1917 by Thomas J. Kellar.  Beginning in 1910, real-estate agents 
Henry and Eugene Robbins opened several subdivisions marketed to African Americans.  The area was 
settled mostly by working-class African Americans, many of whom “were southerners who had 

https://chroniclingamerica.loc.gov/lccn/sn2008060212/
https://chroniclingamerica.loc.gov/lccn/sn2008060212/issues/
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preferences for homeownership, open space, tightly knit community life, and country atmosphere” 
(“Robbins, IL,” Encyclopedia of Chicago).  Factory job opportunities were available in the Calumet 
region, and some women worked canning and packing vegetables.  The Robbins Airport, which was 
established in 1931, was considered “a center for black aviation in the North.”  Between 1950 and 1970, 
the population of Robbins grew from 4,766 to 9,644, with 98 percent of the population being African 
American.  The village had become a popular recreation spot; the 1949 Negro Motorist Green Book: An 
International Travel Guide advertised it as “one that is OWNED AND OPERATED BY NEGROES,” 
and proclaimed that due to the “absence of prejudice and restrictions, opportunities for the Negro are 
unlimited.”  The village struggled economically in the 1950s and 1960s but was one of the few places in 
the greater Chicago area where African Americans with limited financial resources could afford land 
and home ownership. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
An article in the May 15, 1954 issue of the Eagle titled “Circulation of the Robbins Eagle Climbs” 
described the paper’s rocky start and noted that during “the first venture in publishing” the paper “lasted 
only a few months.”  The author reported that production work “was a burdensome task” because all this 
work, including gathering news, securing advertisers, and printing, was done outside the village. 
Eventually, however, the paper was able to continue, with the Eagle becoming “strictly a Robbins 
enterprise.”  It was expanded from four to twelve pages and was “compiled, composed, made-up and 
printed under one roof” in the village of Robbins.  Staff, reporters, and newsboys were all residents of 
the village. 
 
While the work of producing the paper came to be entirely local, the May 1954 article reports that 
the Eagle circulated in “Arkansas, Texas, Mississippi, Tennessee, Florida, Louisiana, Alabama,” and 
Chicago, as well as overseas.  The article stated that, at that time, circulation was “well over the 2,000 
mark.”  News coverage had a local focus and included church and school topics, sports, activities of 
local organizations, crime, police investigations, and village construction projects.  The Eagle ceased 
publication in 1963, with Frank Blocker still listed as editor in the June 15, 1963 issue of the paper. 
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Highlights of SSGHS Library.  Plan a Visit. 

 Family Search Affiliate Library – Affiliate libraries have access to
FamilySearch’s digital genealogical collections that are otherwise
accessible only through a FamilySearch family history center.

 Skilled Research Assistance

 Laptops available for patron use

 Extensive collection materials on Cook and Will County, especially Southern
Cook and Eastern Will

 County Histories for most IL counties

 Material on Lake County, IN

 Some material on every one of the United States

 How to books and language help for various European countries

 Family Genealogy Books and Files

 Robust Pamphlet File

 Chicago City Directories and local telephone books

 Newspapers on Microfilm

 Oak Forest Hospital Cemetery Burials

 Calumet City Naturalization Records

 Obituary File and Notebooks

 Historical Map Collection, including Plat maps and Atlases

 Rare Books

 Readings of 96 cemeteries in the local area

 Some local Funeral Home and Burial records

 High School Yearbooks Collection

 Local Church Histories

 Genealogical Reference Books

 Mayflower Families Silver Books

 Newsletters for Pullman Car Builder, Acme Steel, Ford, Wyman Gordon, and
International Harvester.
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