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Infroduction

This booklet emerged from a commemoration of

the thirty-first anniversary of the mural at Fifth and
Park Streets in Champaign, A Pictorial History of
African Americans of Champaign County. The
mural was created in 1978 by artist Angela M. Riv-
ers. For this project, Ms. Rivers was in residence in
Champaign-Urbana twice, in October 2009 and June
2010. She facilitated activities related to communi-
ty history and memory mapping workshops, a radio
talk show, oral history interviews and arts educa-
tion—and delivered a lecture centered on the mural
and its importance. She worked closely with young
people from Champaign in the summer of 2010.

Ms. Rivers was raised and educated in Champaign,
receiving a BFA from the University of Illinois. She
has worked in various supervisory and administra-
tive positions and as a curator, educator, and con-
sultant for educational and cultural organizations
and museums in central Illinois, the Chicago met-
ropolitan area, and Dallas, Texas, including the Art
Institute of Chicago, the Field Museum of Natural
History, the DuSable Museum of African American
History and the Dallas Museum of Art.
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My family’s history is an integral part of the
history of African-Americans in Champaign
County; my mother’s side of the family ar-
rived just after the Civil War from Vigo Coun-
ty, Indiana. I grew up with stories about fam-
ily members participating in numerous wars,
building homes and lives, having farms and
businesses. A great grandfather was a deputy
sheriff at the turn of the last century and a
grandfather was the first black policeman of
Champaign. Because of this it was important
to me to show in the mural that we as African-
Americans had a history in Champaign; we ar-
rived in the county to help build and maintain
the railways, we owned farms and became
productive members of the greater commu-
nity. The mural for me has been a reminder of
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Angela M. Rivers

that history.



The mural resulted from the efforts of the Edu-
cational Resources in Environmental Science
(ERES) organization in Champaign, headed (then
and now) by David Monk. ERES then hired Angela
Rivers and other artists to create the work through
the Comprehensive Employment Training Act
(CETA). We have selected some quotes and images
to share.

Now badly deteriorated, the 16 x 64-foot mural may
be revisited in more images and interviews online at
http://eblackcu.net/mural/.

Artist Angela Rivers with eBlackCU interns in front of the Park Street mural, June
2010. L to R: Reginald Carr, Dominique Johnson, Jelani Saadiq, Angela Rivers,
Jaime Carpenter, Deidre Murphy, Noah Lenstra and Rachel Harmon.

Photo by Patricia Rosario
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eBlackCU.net

A Collaborative Portal on African-American Experi-
ences in Champaign-Urbana, eBlackCU seeks to use
digital technology to connect interested individuals
to the dispersed documentation of African-American
experiences in Champaign-Urbana. With a grant
from the Ul Office of the Vice-Chancellor for Public
Engagement, eBlackCU hired six interns over the
summer of 2010. They conducted interviews and
helped digitize documents, as well as learn web-re-
lated skills. Those of us involved with Revisiting Mu-
rals, Animating Neighborhoods were happy to join
with eBlackCU'’s efforts. To help build this portal,
individuals and groups are invited to submit memo-
ries, images, links, citations and digitized texts re-
lating to local African-American experiences.

eBlackCU is a program that originated in the Grad-
uate School of Library and Information Science
at the University of Illinois at Urbana-Champaign,
and is funded by the Office of the Vice Chancellor
for Public Engagement at the University of Illinois
at Urbana-Champaign.

Please contact Noah Lenstra at nlenstr2@illinois.
edu with questions on the project.
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Nurturing Neighborhood Awareness was an initiative of the Educational Re-
sources in Environmental Science. Kathy (Cenders) Martin was the project direc-
tor. This flier encouraged residents to contribute ideas for the mural design and
invited them to attend a workshop with Chicago muralist, Mark Rogovin. The
website for the Chicago Wall of Respect is http://www.blockmuseum.northwest-
ern.edu/wallofrespect/main.htm

Flier courtesy of David Monk.

In the late seventies, Kathy (Cenders) Martin
was project director of Nurturing Neighborhood
Awareness. Interviewed by Jelani Saadiq in June of
2010, she remarked about the mural:
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We wanted to encourage people to understand
the environment as something they could par-
ticipate in. When people come together, that’s
when creativity really happens, when people
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Lucy Gray lived on Park Street in the Lost House,
called that because it had been moved and other
residents didn’t know where it had ended up. Inter-
viewed by Rachel Harmon and Angela Rivers in June
of 2010, she recalled that:
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[My] house had been moved on railroad ties

pool their energy and ideas.

by horses from the stadium. The house hadn’t
been lived in for a long time. All the neighbors
came in and helped me clean. The Rivers and
the Hines lived on Park Street. There were a

lot of children.
2



After the Second World War, Mrs. Gray and her fami-
ly kept students. They turned the attic of their house
into a dormitory because there were few places for
Negroes to stay on campus. The five young male
boarders also worked as waiters at the sorority
where Mrs. Gray worked; that meant that they could
get meals there.

Mrs. Gray said that when Angela Rivers started to
paint the mural, she was just a kid. In fact, she had
already graduated from the University of Illinois!
The mural was next to a park with a playground
where picnics and parties were held. It was a beauti-
ful park, Mrs. Gray said.

66

Yes, I did like the mural. I didn’t understand
it, but I didn’t understand art. [There was]
a beautiful theme on that wall and all the
neighbors were happy.

2

Preparatory sketch defining themes and color schemes, Angela Rivers, 1978.
Courtesy of the artist.
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David Monk, founder and president of Educational
Resources in Environmental Science (ERES)

in Champaign, recalled that, as a contractor for

the Comprehensive Employment and Training Act
(CETA), ERES provided employment in the late sev-
enties that generated a lot of friendly associations
and public service work. He described a silkscreen
print-making workshop for which Eugene Britt was
the community coordinator that preceded the Fifth
and Park mural:
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The ultimate image was a high contrast silk-
screen picture of Eugene’s head with an in-
serted high-contrast picture of a geodesic
dome with children playing that was on the
lawn outside of the Douglass Center. Most
of this could be done at the Douglass Center
because we could take the equipment there
and demonstrate and have the children real-
ize how a screen can be blocked in various
ways including by the use of a photographi-

workshops that were quite successful.

i THTFT [dadabord Miieburidi @ Do aras! Soanoes SO
i W Mg MaP e Rlan] R idedrad Dileel! Tre om ot pee
PR ik b e kA el it B SENE S Tooelarl Fela e E
TR pECRE WRE T pavpererl eeg e, phodap by, S
DTl p bl B 1o, Wil Pl [ GG Bt e sl or il
Vo L il il o] el il alngde) i MR o i o LT SR
ivea sl Tk ol thae comvmLviee

Recogrerrg Pl 20t 0 0 suraped i b O arnl Qadioiie g Tl o0 el
b ooy B0 meegrel s of g Ay ek, WNA ol T DEETED i
By D, pldan 1 40 pore e pokke bl oaa oF @ SOTeTuiely Furd
propecl @ pRopes T 1o et rulile (PSRl ekl ErEEl el el
papd i creatiog @ virg sory £ &0

A pppoasl hoEE pELEoEd B 1 CF acmge Fory D] recoss sy
SerTERD I R @ ol o o eeai o WO P B¢ Pl ed
Pl s Chimpdags, Beahn NMA, b parsral § s arlahop o whidh
Chiigo s plink, W pcd Rogar pactet puatind Thl v L i gl il
HEEM, Digows bEman Yo rmerpl Parae, gl i Wl e OgdeiE o
Hgarignag § Fuay mEm eethe the ety & dedil AR el
LDt el W e B [Pty rrephrierand. sbradabe dedn @)
pupgssd aebre g Bart el Spl @ DR rmetoT B el 0 oL Btk
rapety rderpBed o Fame o Pada Pty 0 DT

Trw sbagve proscasrogreph of Eugesd Beve the propeen commundiy
COoRdan B, B TR CRACCErd B BACES BT LIRS v Drk gl P d Bt
i Sapghbe g Divples: Candir, I8 wean doom ot wede's BPaDied 1784 5
L] T S e

cally prepared gelatin. We held several noisy
This panel from an ERES flier about the mural shows the print based on a photo-

graph of Eugene Britt that Mr. Monk described. Flier courtesy of David Monk.
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This portion of ERES pamphlet describes the support for the mural from local
businesses and organizations. Sandblasting equipment and scaffolding were
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used on loan. Flier courtesy of David Monk.
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This panel describes the content of the mural, including scenes from Egypt and
Timbuktu, and the trauma of enslaved people. The pamphlet notes that the
mural was an example of “people taking an active part in creating their own
environment.” Flier courtesy of David Monk.
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Detail of the mural, “A Pictorial History of African Americans of Champaign
County.” Courtesy of the artist.

Preparatory sketch of mural by Angela Rivers, showing grid used to transfer
drawing to wall. Courtesy of the artist.



“A Pictorial History of African Americans of Champaign County,” 1978, located at
Park and Fifth Streets, Champaign. Image courtesy of Angela M. Rivers.
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Detail of the mural, “A Pictorial History of African Americans of Champaign
County.” Courtesy of the artist.
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Man with the Hat, preparatory sketch by Angela Rivers, 1978. Courtesy of the
artist.
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Artist Bennie Drake, who worked on the mural in
1978, was interviewed by Jaime Carpenter in June of
2010. He noted:

66

Angela [Rivers] gave me the opportunity to
work outside and have the skills. Seeing peo-
ple come by [meant we could] talk to them,
explain to them exactly what we were doing

9

Artist Daniel Mitchell was involved with the Park
Street mural as a college student and was inter-
viewed by Dominique Johnson in July of 2010 about
his recollections of that time.

66

I was hired as one of the supervisors. My

before we caused conflict.

role was to bring a group of 15-20 youth
(mainly high school) together and to manage
personalities so that they all come together
and do some great art. I learned to be a team
player, to be flexible, and compassionate.

9
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The family of Ray Hines lived on Park Street in

the seventies. In July of 2010, Mr. Hines was inter-
viewed by Rachel Harmon and Deidre Murphy about
the mural:

66

Some people wanted it and some people didn’t.
They finally got together and got it up there
but there was a struggle in doing it. She [An-
gela Rivers] got her little group together and
they worked putting it up. I think it displays
the way [African-Americans] feel about the
town. [It was] the only real way they had to
express themselves to young people because

9

Pauline Gates Pelmore also lived on Park Street
in the 1970s (and to this day.) Reginald Carr inter-
viewed her in June 2010. When he asked her about
the meaning of the mural to African-Americans,
Mrs. Pelmore laughed because she didn’t identify as
African-American:

66

It tickles me because I am part of six different

?2

our newspapers were prejudiced.

races!



The mural as it looked in 2009. Photo by Sharon Irish
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Students at the bilingual Booker T. Washington
(BTW) K-5 elementary school also visited the
mural. Spurred by the imminent demolition and
rebuilding of the Grove Street campus in 2010, the
BTW staff and parent-teacher association (PTA)
helped organize a walk to the mural from the near-
by school. Ms. Rivers and her aunt, Mrs. Hester
Suggs, the former principal of BTW School, intro-
duced the children to the social history of the mural,
the school and the neighborhood before the students
left on their walk. The current PTA is planning an
exhibit to commemorate and celebrate the school’s
long history of using public art to promote histori-
cal understanding of ourselves, others, and places.
Following up on the mural tour to Fifth and Park,
the BTW PTA will continue to focus discussions with
students on comparisons between current and his-
torical crises in low income, multicultural and inner
city communities of color, such as the Douglass Park
Neighborhood in which their school is located.
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Memory Maps

Revisiting Murals, Animating Neighborhoods hosted
three memory mapping workshops, at the Doug-
lass Annex, the Douglass Branch of the Champaign
Public Library, and Washington Square Apartments
in Champaign. Using Sanborn maps of north Cham-
paign and Urbana from 1925 and 1951, workshop
participants were asked to draw their own maps

of the neighborhoods where they grew up or once
lived. Conversations around the tables were lively,
full of stories and names of others who have passed
on. We offer a sampling of the maps that were drawn
during those workshops. Try it yourself!

28

Mr. Nathaniel Dixon served as the director of the Champaign Park District’s
Douglass Center, starting in 1973. He worked for the park district in a number
of leadership capacities for 27 years. His memory map includes the Earnest/Nel-
son property and a junk yard that became a park bordering the mural in 1978.
With permission of Nate Dixon.
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A member of one of the early African-American families in Champaign-Urbana,
Mrs. Rivers worked as a reproduction artist for Our Wonderful World Encyclope-
dia early in her career. Later, she worked for Champaign Unit #4 School District
as a teacher’s aide and then as the Title | Parent Coordinator, retiring after 30
years of service to the district. Her memories from the 1930’s - 1940'’s include
the original Douglass Park and its surrounds, and her home on the corner of 5th
and Eureka Streets. With permission of Eunice Rivers.
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Angela Rivers and her mother, Eunice Nelson Rivers
Photo by David Monk
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sandstone pit « canning plant ¢ hobo camp ¢ tracks
Bone ditch « Sam Gagliano’s grocery store ¢ ice house
beauty shop ¢ alley « unpaved roads ¢ pool hall
Schools—Lawhead (grs 1-3); Willard (grs 4-6) = CU Days
BBQ pit behind Al Rivers' house ¢ laundrette ¢ well
First St. cab company ¢ undertakers ¢ piano lessons Co-
lumbia Hotel, 1920s » outhouses ¢ cess pools
dairy at 5th and University ¢ coal burning furnace
asparagus, strawberries, beans ¢ chickens and eggs
Poplar Street junkyard e goats ¢ funeral homes
collard and dandelion greens ¢ grapes * beehives
home-based sweet shop ¢ “night clubs”
fruit frees—apples, pears, walnuts, apricots, cherries
public pools were not segregated
lllinois Times (Black newspaper)
jump on the train fo downtown

urban renewal=Black removal

Some phrases and themes from the mapping sessions that provide a sense of
the collective memories, October 2009.
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