
































































































































Vennie Johnson Britt

In addition to raising ten children (five boys and five girls)
Ms. Britt also did day work for other families. “Washing,
cooking, and housecleaning.”

“They didn’t always pay in money. Sometimes they
would give you clothes for your family.”

She didn’t have the education to pursue any other
occupation, but has been deeply involved with the Mt. Olive

Baptist Church and is well-known in the community. =
Now 89 years old with five generations of her family : |
living in Champaign, she is most proud of “my children, my '’

home, and my church.”



Marvin Starks

Since coming to Champaign from Madisonville, Kentucky,
in 1939, Marvin Starks has worked in a variety of jobs
including headwaiter at the Champaign Country Club and
maitre d’ at the Lincoln Room for 22 years.

His strongest memories are of the people he’s served. “I
like the general public,” he notes, “but it takes a lot of
patience.”

After over forty years in the community, he sees better
opportunities for Blacks now, “but not as much as they
should have.” He sees lots of room for improvement in jobs,
housing, health, and places of entertainment.




Iva and Henry Matthews

Over the past 71 years Henry “Harrison Tutt” Matthews has
done “a little of everything.” At age twelve he opened his
own bicycle shop. From 1930-1937, he owned and operated
Matthews Coal Company. Then he ventured into the scrap
yard business with Consolitated Coal and Salvage and later
ABC Wrecking, a nationwide demolition company based in
Chicago.

Since returning to Champaign in 1963 he has worked with
his wife, Iva “Big Honey” Matthews on a series of volunteer
projects.

Mrs. Matthews has notably been involved in Anna Tutt
Honeys, a senior women’s group that she organized in1969.
She has also started a club for Black girls.

Over the years the Matthews have been most interested
in offering “love, care, and concern for others, and doing,
something about it.”
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Erma D. Clark

The mother of nine children, Mrs. Clark spent a good deal of
her life “just taking care of my kids.” She also did day work —
for over twenty years with one family.

She came to Champaign from Mackly-Morrisville,
Tennessee, in 1925 when her husband got a job at the
round-house coal chute.

She is especially proud of “the fact that I raised my family
to be self-supporting, responsible, and good citizens of the
community.”




Albert Shelton

Since 1952, when he graduated from University High School,
Albert Shelton has worked at Shelton’s Laundry. In 1972, he
purchased the business from his mother.

The business got its start in 1942 in the basement and
backyard of the family home when Mr. Shelton’s mother
began to take in laundry to help supplement the family’s

income.
In his office Mr. Shelton still has the iron kettle that his

mother used in the first days of the laundry.

Shelton Laundry has since grown into a two million
dollar business, but Mr. Shelton is most proud that itis a
family enterprise. “It came out of good relationships with
family and friends.”
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Belva McKinley

Originally from Springfield, Illinois, Mrs. McKinley first
worked at Alton in 1941 as an aide to mental patients.

After brief training, she went to Manteno State Hospital
in 1944 as a dental assistant. She was allowed to work only
with a Black doctor and Black patients.

She next worked at Fort Sheridan after which she came to
Champaign with her husband in 1963.

She says, “My mother taught me how to work. There
were seven brothers and sisters. We worked side by side
with my mother. She taught us to cook, clean, can, and
garden.”




James A. McKinley

Mr. McKinley came to Champaign from Mississippi when he

was twelve years old. He attended school here after which he

became an aide at a VA Hospital and traveled extensively.
In 1963, when he retired, he returned to Champaign.




Odelia Wesley

From 1946 to 1954 Mrs. Wesley was an elementary school

teacher in the C
she was princip

hampaign public schools. From 1954 to 1972
al of Washington School. She was one of the

first Black principals in Champaign-Urbana.




Mattie Tinsley

At age 76 Mattie Tinsley enrolled in the teacher’s aide
program at Parkland College. A month later she turned 77
and a year later, when she was 78, she graduated from the
program. She then went to work in the public school system.

She recalls vividly how difficult it was, throughout her
life, to get jobs. “I'd walk and walk, but at the stores they
used to look at me as if they didn’t know what I was.”

For most of her life she did light domestic cleaning. Her
afternoons off she says, “I'd treat myself to a movie, but at
the local theatres, we had to sit upstairs.”

Mrs. Tinsley came to Champaign in 1898 when she was
four years old. She is especially proud, after her many years
in the community, to have earned her teacher’s aide degree
from Parkland.




Katheryn B. Jones

Since coming to Champaign nearly forty years ago, Mrs.
Jones has done “a little of everything.”

For many years she has been a foster parent and has been
involved in a number of community service projects. She is
presently a volunteer with the preschool at Salem Baptist
Church.

She has received several awards, including Black Mom of
the Year of 1982 at the University of Illinois, and is “proud
that I can help others.”




Nettie Cook

Shortly after the Civil War Mrs. Cook’s grandmother came to
Champaign, most likely to find work. Her father was born in
the city and graduated from Champaign High School in 1885.
Years later she herself graduated from the same high school.

“When I was a little girl things were a lot different. There
were only two or three colored families in town. There was
no prejudice then, only later when more colored came to
town.”

She has worked as a keypunch supervisor in Springfield
during World War II, and later at Chanute.

Her husband of 41 years, Ernest T. Cook, operated Cook
Brothers Cleaners and Alterations with his brother Edwin,
for many years.

During the thirties the business was located on Walnut
Street. The cleaners was closed briefly during World War 11
while both brothers served in the army, then re-opened on
Taylor Street from 1945-1982.




Carrie Nelson

3orn in Chuckey, Tennessee (now under water thanks to
[VA), Mrs. Nelson moved with her grandparents to Homer
11902 when she was two years old. “My grandparents were
slaves, freed in 1865.”

“They hewed cabins for themselves in Tennessee.” But
2fter a flood in the region, the government transported them
to Illinois.

When she was sixteen Mrs. Nelson moved with her
grandparents to Champaign so they could be near an uncle
(also raised by the grandparents) who entered the University
of Illinois. After his freshman year at the U. of I. the uncle
found himself in the Army and, during World Warl, was the
first man killed in his company.

Mrs. Nelson has worked as a maid and a cook. After her
retirement she studied early childhood education at
Parkland College for one year in 1977 and then worked as a
teacher’s aide in a day care center until 1982.

She raised six children, all of whom attended college. Her
oldest son, a commercial artist, graduated in the upper 10%
of his class at the U. of I., and one of her daughters is now
principal of Washington School. “My children are all doing
something worthwhile.”




Mary McKinley

to Champaign with her husband when

he got a job on the Illinois Central railroad in 1923.

She has worked as a maid, but was primarily a mother
and housewife. She has also done church work at Salem
Baptist Church.

Her husband died on New Year’s Day,
been married for 64 years.

Mrs. McKinley came

1969. They had
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