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Forward

The oral history of District Judge James Parsons was never
finished. Judge Parsons died before the recordings were finished
or the transcript reviewed by him. Anyone who knew Judge Parsons
would wonder if his history could ever be finished in his
lifetime. He was a superb raconteur who never ran out of new
ideas which were firmly anchored in what is good in the past.

Due to problems with the tape recordings, some parts of the
tapes were extremely difficult and even impossible to transcribe.
This project could not have been finished without the extremely
hard work of Kathy Engel and Charlene Purcell of the United
States Court of Appeals who spent hundreds of hours listening to
the tapes to hear Judge Parsons's words and transcribing them.
Circuit Librarian Janet Wishinsky also dedicated hundreds of
hours to reviewing the transcripts while listening to the tapes,
making corrections, and adding bracketed background material that
will greatly aid the reader.

If you the reader can supply any additional information or
make corrections, please send them to me.

Collins T. Fitzpatrick
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TAPE 1 (Side 1)

B.

This is an oral history tape of Senior District Judge James

Parsons for the Northern District of Illinois. Collins T.

Fitzpatrick, Circuit Executive for the Seventh Circuit, is
conducting the interviews. The date is Wednesday, March 23, 1988
and we are in Judge Parsons' chambers.

CTF:

JBP:

CTF:

JBP:

Judge why don't you tell us a little bit about the first
part, the early part of your life? You were born in Kansas
City, Missouri, right?

Yes, I was born August 13th and I understand that was a
Sunday in 1911 in Kansas City, Missouri. And the reason I
was born in Kansas City, Missouri was that my parents
hadn't measured the time that I would get here. I was an
emergency. They were on their way back to St. Louis from
Denver. My father was an evangelist from the Disciples of
Christ Church and he had spent some time out there with my
mother, with a half brother who also was an evangelist, and
they started back to St. Louils and they didn't get there in
time. So he ended up with my mother in a parsonage next to
the Divine Street Christian Church in Kansas City. There a
minister, a Reverend Abbott, had my father preach the
Sunday morning service during the course of which I
understand he thought that I was about to happen in the
midst of his sermon. It did turn out that way.

After awhile they continued on. Eventually we lived
in several other places, such as Lexington, Kentucky. I
have only a faint memory of Lexington. In Dayton, Ohio --
I have a faint memory of Dayton -- I remember the address
was 97 Sprague Street. I remember getting locked in an
ice-box which was sort of a cabin at the back of the lot of
the house where we lived, out of which the family sold ice
on the side. My full memory of Dayton is lax. I remember
our stopping off in Indianapolis. I fell in love with a
beautiful girl then. I had to look way up at her.

How old were you then?

[Laughter.] I had to have started school. But she was --
she ended up here and we became friends here in Chicago,
yvears and years later. Her name, she is dead now, was
Henrietta McMillan, but her name then was Henrietta Harrod.
The Reverend Harrod was pastor of the Second Christian
Church of Indianapolis. He was a friend of my father. My
father conducted what was called a protracted meeting.
Evangelists moved about from place to place and conducted
10 day meetings and tried to convince everyone else to join
the church.

Then I remember a little bit about Vine Street in
Bloomington. But my going to school, which was a strong
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period of memory for me, was in Decatur. We ended up in
Decatur. There, I understand, not because of there being a
church for my father to pastor -- he was still moving about
from church to church and working for the United Christian
Missionary Society that had its headquarters in
Indianapolis on the campus of Butler University -- but
because they had a good school system. He and my mother, I
suppose, were determined that my sister and I get a good
education. I had two older brothers who had graduated and
lived away from us. The older of them was ten years older
than I and the one just above me was seven so that there
was a bit of a hiatus between us. They were always pretty
close but not necessarily that close that I didn't consider
the family much more than just my sister, myself, my mother
and father.

Now did the family always go with your dad when he was
conducting the meetings?

I remember when we came out of Dayton, and I know now that
the oldest brother, Abbot, was working at the Delco
Electric Company. It was sort of a school training job.

He stayed on. I understand that's what happened. He
didn't join, he never really joined us. When he left
there, he went to college. When he left there, he went to
Nokomis. He got married in Nokomis, Illinois, a country
town about 50 miles southwest of Decatur. The older
brother was with us but he wasn't with us when we were in
Indianapolis, I remember that. He probably went on or he
stayed over with friends until the end of the school year
and then came on to join us. He was with us in Decatur for
sometime but he was older and I didn't pay much attention
to him except to admire him, to learn all I could from him.
He was mechanically -- he was a mechanic at heart. He
taught me how to drive a car.

You said your dad did not have a church in Decatur?
No.

So how did he support the family?

He was still on the road, he was still going places.

So he just established the home in Decatur and then he
would be on the road.

He would be gone for two, three weeks at a time and then
back in. When he finished Dexter, which is one of the
little schools that had been started by the United
Christian Missionary Society, which is a mission group of
the Disciples of Christ Church, a young church in American
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life, he went to Butler and then he and his half brother
became, after studying there, evangelists. And they were
put on the road. My father was given Missouri and Kansas
instead of churches. His brother was given Nebraska and
Colorado.

Where did they come from originally? Where did they grow
up before they went?

From just south of Hannibal, Missouri, a little town there.
I haven't seen it for many years. But my sister saw it a
few years ago and she described it to me. A place called
Higby near Troy, on the Troy River which was a tributary of
the Missouri River just south of Hannibal. I visited there
when I was a kid. My grandmother, my father's mother, had
a farm. She was on the east side of the Troy River. I
remember that. I spent a couple of weeks there one summer
tagging along behind her as she plowed the field. Shifting
her pipe from one side to the other of her mouth, reaching
down and tying again the knot that she had inside of her
long dress, and answering my questions, and I was full of
questions, with philosophy. I remember asking her why she
made this beautiful horse do the work and that ugly cow up
there in the field do nothing but eat and eat. It took a
long time for her to answer that. Finally at the end of
the furrow, the row she was plowing, she said, "you wanted
to know why I make the horse work and let the cow eat the
grass? The answer 1is that I can't get milk out of the
horse." That made sense to me. It hadn't occurred to me
that there is a division of labor between animals. So I
remember her.

Now there was a senator from Missouri that you told me
about, Senator Benton? I think it was? Wasn't there a
Senator Benton? [1782-1858].

Yes, Thomas Hart Benton. The Benton name is a family name
of my family. I have a document, I can give it to vyou,
that traces the Bentons out, from beginning into the United

States out to that place in Missouri, out near there. It's
an interesting document. It was given to me, sent to me by
a young man who came here in 1967. 1In 1967 we had the

great snow in January, was it?

Right.

January or was it February 26, 19677

I don't know, I was at school, I was at law school.

Yes, January 26, 1967. I had friends complaining about the
fact that the new Connecticut Mutual Building had been
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constructed up here just across from the Daley Center, the
Civic Center, had allowed them to move in but, after
finding that they were black, didn't want them. So this
group of lawyers were housed out of offices up above the
Drexel Bank at the north end of Drexel Boulevard. The
address was on 39th Street and there were two white lawyers
in the group and one black lawyer who looked like he was
white. Two members of that group, one white and this black
lawyer who looked like he was white, were the ones who
negotiated for the space. They arranged to have the space.
Then, when after spending a great deal of money in fixing
up the space and getting ready to move in, they did start
to move in. A halt was called to it by the building
management until they could work out what to do about the
fact that most of the lawyers in this group were black.

I was an activist at that time. I shouldn't have
been. I should have been attending to my work on the
bench. They came to me and I wrote Connecticut Mutual a
blistering letter, indicating that I had been trying to
cover for a lot of these errors of these corporations had
been committing, but this was the end, this was the last.
I had to do something about it. I didn't hear directly
from Connecticut Mutual. What happened was that they sent
two men out here and they didn't arrive on the date when
they were supposed to because of the storm. It began on a
Friday or Thursday and they didn't get here until the
following Tuesday. They were held up in Cleveland or some
point east of here.

When they got here, they went about their work and
then called and arranged to see me and came in to talk with
me. They introduced themselves as J. Peter Parsons, which
took me back a little bit, and Thomas Benton. I thought a
joke had been played on me. I didn't mention anything about
the similarity of names, my name is James Benton Parsons.
One, was middle height with auburn colored hair; the other
one was tall, very blond colored hair. Then I took them to
lunch. They let me know that everything had been taken
care of. They had changed the management and the
Connecticut Mutual arranged that there be no discrimination
and the people could come in. The capability of
maintaining the office and the quality of the people was
all that counts. They welcomed this law firm in. Stark &
England was the name of the firm at the time.

I was sort of in a daze about this name situation but
I still didn't want to bring it to their attention. I
couldn't resist it after I had taken them over to the club
for dinner. It was about the end of the day and I would
see them no more. I said, "well now, what's this about the
names, is this a sort of joke? What is it?" They were
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both vice presidents of Connecticut Mutual out of Hartford.
They said, well, it was just a coincidence. They had
thought about it and perhaps that was the reason that the
two of them decided to come together. They had no idea
that I was colored but that was how it happened. But they
sald that they would see what they could do to give me some
background on it. I told them that I didn't want to be
bothered with any part of any background out east in
Connecticut. In a few weeks I got this letter from them
with these biographical sketches that had been brought up
to date from some historical societies out east. It did
account for the presence in north central Missouri for the
Parsons and Bentons. That is where Pop came from, Mom came
from down in the central part of Missouri in a town called
Fulton.

Was her name Benton?

No her name was -- Benton was always in the Parsons' family
name. I am James Benton, my oldest brother was Abbott
Benton. Then if you go over to the half brothers, William
Benton, Thomas Benton. The middle name was [always]
Benton.

Was there at one point a last name?

No there was a marriage in between and the name got carried
over with the Parsons. It was not hyphenated, straight
Parsons, James Benton Parsons.

Well I was thinking in terms of John Fitzgerald Kennedy.
Oh ves.
Fitzgerald comes from his mother's maiden name.

Yes. No, that was before me, my father's name was James
Benton and so it was before him. Yes, there was a marriage
between the Parsons and the Bentons back then that gave
them that name. So it was.

Did your dad talk, or did your mom talk much about their
life growing up?

My father didn't talk much about it. He was careful to see
that each of us spent a little time with his mother. He
didn't say to me much about his full brother, he had a full
brother named Henry. His full brother also became a
minister in this church. His full brother was much
yvounger. He didn't say anything to me about his half
brother. He and his half brother had left from that area
down there in Missouri at the same time and had gone out to
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conquer the world together. They went up into the Dakotas
and became lumberjacks, worked their way down through the
Dakotas and down into Iowa and down into this place called
Des Moines. That's where they went to Dexter. They got a
job working and then they went on into college. They
finished the family school there at the farm in Missouri
and then their work at Dexter, and from Dexter they went to
Butler, both of them became evangelists at the same time.
Later he got his brother Henry to go into the ministry.
That was much later. That was at the time when my father
was what was called a principal of a school down in Texas.
He had been sent down there by the United Christian
Missionary Society. It was called Jarvis Christian
Institute. It is now Jarvis College.

It was the favorite charity, by the way, of President
Johnson and at one of the big state dinners at the White
House that Johnson had. He had me there at the table
seated with the last member of the Jarvis clan. The family
that had started Jarvis, down there. He knew about them.

Henry Loscious was one of the Parsons who didn't carry
the Benton name. He was a school teacher for awhile. He
had a family of four girls, pretty girls too, I thought.
Then he deserted his wife and ran off with a student of
his, out to Denver. He just ran off with her. He started
another family out there. They are much younger than the
family that would be in my age bracket so that I have
cousins, first cousins who call me uncle, out in Denver.
But that is as close as I could get to the family in
getting me acquainted with them.

I did later have an opportunity not only to visit with
my grandmother but I also had an opportunity to go down
into southern -- down south of Hannibal during the 30's,
the late 30's when I was teaching at Lincoln University of
Missouri. During that period of time when I was teaching
at Lincoln, I gave the commencement address at a colored
school in Hannibal, Missouri. That was publicized. While
I was talking, I did notice in the audience a white man.
This was not unusual but they had a colored assistant
superintendent in charge of the two or three colored
schools there. Missouri at that time had a law against
blacks attending white schools and whites attending black
schools.

Along with the teachers, segregation of the teachers, too?
Yes. That was never changed until much later, until after

Brown v. Topeka Board of Education, although some effort
was made to change it earlier, in the late 30's.
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When the commencement was over and people were coming
up and meeting me and shaking hands, this fellow came up
and said that he was aware of my background and wondered if
I would like to stay overnight and come down and let him
take me down and show me and meet some people. I did stay
and he came back the next day. The first day he had driven
up in a wagon but then he came back in a car and he drove
me down to Troy and I saw as a grown up person there were
families and people, settlements. Saw my grandmother who
was very i1ll. She died within a year after that. I met
people. That was it.

As far as Mom is concerned, her name was Mason. She
was born in Fulton -- Fulton, Missouri. A family of two
boys and two girls. She had a sister and two brothers.
When they got up to the high school level, they were bussed
or carried by wagon for twenty miles into Jefferson City to
attend high school in what was called a practice teaching
high school attached to Lincoln Institute or Lincoln
College. Students used it to practice teaching. She went
there and then she graduated from Lincoln Practice High
School and started at Lincoln Institute at a time when my
father came in as a chaplain. He had to come in every
Sunday and preside over religious services. My father fell
in love and got married.

Sure, I got to see my mother's mother also. I spent
two or three weeks with her one summer. The next year my
sister got to do this. I spent a couple weeks with Grandma
Mason. I didn't like her so much. I respected her. She
was 1in a wheelchair, but she could out speed me as I ran.
She could catch me in her wheelchair. She was so large and
partially paralyzed. I had a penchant for swinging on the
gate of the picket fence.

The place was sort of in the center of town, large
plot of land. She had a man milking the one cow that she
had there and I learned to milk the cow from him. I
remember that eating was in a separate cottage a few feet
to the right of the house in which there were stoves and
tables. It was connected with a path over which there was
a roofing. Morning glories grew up along the side of it.
So you went to the house across over into the cottage for
purposes of eating. I liked that because there was always
an opportunity to go over in the evening without her
bothering and see what I wanted and fix myself something
over there and sit around. If there had been television at
that time, I would have preferred that to being over there.
I had never seen that kind of a setting where the kitchen
was separate.

Having the kitchen facilities separate is not unusual but
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having the eating facilities separate with the kitchen is.
Did either Grandmother Mason or Grandmother Parsons talk at
all about their life, how they arrived in Missouri?

My Grandmother Parsons said that she was picked up off the
slave lot in St. Louis. She did not know too much about
it. But that's where she said they picked her up and they
brought her up there.

So she was a slave in that portion of Missouri?

She was not a slave. She was to be sold. She was on the
slave block. She had come there from somewhere. Later I
understand that she had come there from Texas with her
mother and her mother was sold out from over her.
Whereupon she was standing on the block as a little girl
and nobody paying any attention to her, a kid grabbed her
and stole her and hid her under the straw in the wagon.
They were on their annual trip into St. Louils to get rid of
the produce for a year's work. It was quite an
installation that they had on both sides of the river,
three sections of land.

That's a lot. A section is 640 acres?

I don't know. They had quite a bit of land and quite a bit
of work. It was a train, a wagon train. I understand that
the fellows thought it was cute when they discovered it on
their way back. They allowed him to house her across the
river until she was reading and writing. He went back and
forth to the school. The school belonged to the farm, to
the family and the workers who worked on the farm. So it
had the name of Parsons School.

Did she go to that school?

No, he taught her. He had children by her and then he
married and had children of his own. I suppose the two
families became intermixed a little bit.

Sure. What about Grandmother Mason?

I don't know how she became paralyzed but she was the
daughter of somebody, a slave in Missouri. Her father had
her and he had been brought to Missouri from Virginia and
he had the name Mason. So she kept the name Mason but at
the same time she had those children, they kept the name
Mason. I understand that there was behind that with her
father, a coal mine on the same land there, she was pretty
comfortable. I considered her pretty comfortable, as a
kid. I admired her house. So well off she seemed to be.
But at least she didn't have to plow the fields.
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I was never too close to that part of the family.
Later after I went to Lincoln University to teach, I met
first cousins who lived there in Jefferson City and her
brother Dennis' children lived there. My mother's
brother's children were there. The last of those I saw was
a fellow named James Mason, Dennis Mason's son, and he was
head waiter at French Lick. You have been there?

Sure we had the [Seventh Circuit] Judicial Conference there
a couple of times.

When we had the Judicial Conference, there was the head
walter whose name was James Mason. He was a first cousin
by way of Mom. He had me over to his house a couple of
times while I was there. I introduced him to the Chief
Justice, Chief Justice Burger. And then later Chief
Justice Burger sat by a table and the three of us sat down
and chatted about it. I was catching up with what had
happened to the others.

Now did you know that he was there?
No it was a total surprise. But he had read about me.
What a delight.

Yes, he was a delightful person and still is, I suppose. I
haven't kept up with him. Two or three years there we
wrote back and forth and sent cards, but I'm not very good
at that. That's my fault, I should get down there and we
won't be going there next year either?

No, we are going to Indianapolis. What was life like in
Decatur growing up for you? Was there a one room school
house or was there a much bigger school house?

No, Decatur was quite a place. When we got to Decatur,
they had, I understand, 58,000 people. Right now it's,
what, the third or fourth largest town in Illinois. Is it
the fourth? Well over 100,000. When we got to Decatur,
why we stayed with some people named Dansby until our house
was opened up and then we moved into the house. [Mr.
Dansby was a successful dental technician with two
children. I was buddies with his son, Junior.]

We enrolled in school. The house was one large enough
for a bedroom for mother and father, one for my sister, one
for me and one for my older brother.

I had to start school then. 0Oakland School was one,
two, three -- three blocks away and in those days you came
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home for lunch. You run to school in the morning. You run
home at noon and run back after lunch and run back in the
evening. My sister and I didn't go at the same time. I
didn't like the idea of having to tag along with a sister.
So I was always there first and always back first running
in different directions so I wouldn't have to be
chaperoning my sister who was two years younger.

I remember a few little items. It was just school.
You go to school. You have a fight. You feel ashamed if
you are congratulated because you do better than someone
else. So you try not to. You try to keep from being
special. I was there for some time. I was a bit special,
primarily because of the work that my mother did with me
and my sister in the fine arts, number one, speech arts,
drama, music, and also because every once in awhile my
father coming home would say now let me see all of your
papers. I would have to gather them up and show the
grades. He would look over everything, talk with me about
things that he had read, things that he had done.

There were occasions when my sister and I got to go
along with my father on some of these tours of duty, some
of these protracted meetings. I remember our going down to
Louisville, Kentucky. The only time that I had ever been
there before, before I had the Jeffboat case, there was a
protracted meeting in a tent. Our going to Nashville,
Tennessee, the same kind of situation. Then we got to stay
with the family of the minister in both of those
situations. We made friends.

My mother played piano. My father sang. They wrote
songs and their songs were published in Gems of Love by a
music publishing company for Protestant music. They were
always composing songs.

Now did you play an instrument at that time?

Oh ves, they got me started. I was in the fourth grade
when my first instrument came along. I was ten. That came
as a present from my oldest brother. I didn't do too well
with it. It was a violin. In fact I didn't like it. I
had to pretend to. I took lessons. Eventually the word
got back to them and he and my older brother let me
graduate from that into a real man type instrument which
was a French horn. Then my older brother paid for my
lessons for the French horn. That was my introduction into
music. All of the time of course, they had to, the two

older brothers just as I and my sister had to -- as soon as
we were old enough to sit at the piano, we had to start the
scales under Mom. She taught us. She was mean as a

teacher. That is I thought so at the time. You did it.
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You discovered that you disliked being told to do it, but

yvou did not dislike what you were doing. I was a product
of parents who had a semi -- but they would be well into
their hundreds if they were alive now and they were one
generation out of slavery -- semi collegiate experience.

CTF: It sounds like they had a very collegiate experience. Both
of them.

JBP: Yes. And so it was that I kept right on. Junior high
school, I went from there to junior high school and there I
began to become conscious of a career, purpose, conscious
of a race problem that I hadn't been before. I began to
read a great deal, over and beyond what you had to read in
school. Read, read, read. I discovered magazines.
Magazines weren't anything then like they are today, where
without solicitation, you get a hundred a month. But then
I did discover that there was something new in weekly
magazines. Weekly newspapers.

I remember lying on the floor every week with a coal
0il lamp and reading a newspaper called Chicago Defender,
Chicago Defender newspaper, reading about people like
myself. We were called colored people then. There were
pictures of them, getting in and out of automobiles with
chauffeurs in Chicago. Beautiful mansion houses in which
they lived. Magnificent attire, parties, all of these
social pictures, social pages, very much like the things
that you read about in the literature of the period. I
didn't see any of that in Decatur. With the 58,000 people
in Decatur, there were only 1800 of my race there. You
didn't see that group together very much at any one time.

CTF: Was the --

JBP: Church colored? No.

TAPE 1 (Side 2)

CTF: The Disciples of Christ, I think, has never had
discrimination?

JBP: No, we attended the Central Christian Church.
CTF: What about for housing-?

JBP: When we first got there, we stayed with the Dansbys. Mr.
Dansby was a very successful man, a black fellow. He was a
dental technician for the city's most prominent dentist.

He had a beautiful Dutch colonial and lots of room and we
were there for several weeks until our house became vacant.
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When we moved into the house, Pop had bought it, paid down
on it to buy it. And it was a house in a block on Howard
Street, 1021 West Howard, and we were the only blacks
there.

I remember the first other family, the other black
family to move in, wasn't long afterwards, was diagonally
across the street, the Thompsons. Next to them came their
cousins, the Russells. Next to them, the Livingstons. One
of my good friends here in Chicago, a doctor -- I remember
when he was born -- Russell. He was the one who helped me
plan this library for the Mayor.

Did the neighborhood change in the residents?

A little at a time, more and more came in. It was this
influx, a growing influx of blacks primarily from
Brownsville, Tennessee. They were all sort of related.
They sent back for other relatives.

Where is Brownsville, Tennessee?

I don't know. I never got there. I just know as they came
in, they were sort of related. Their families came and
their friends came and so many of them were related to each
other. Then they brought in other friends and associates.
This is a movement that transpired before World War II. It
was pretty well built up. The colored population in the
area just a little north of where we lived and in another
area that was immediately south of the business part of
town they developed. And over there in that area there was
a street called Greenwood, a street that led to the
Greenwood Cemetery, that had two colored churches, sprang
up. They became pretty good size churches.

When I was in high school, I went to work playing
organ in one of those churches. They had the new building
by then, St. Peter's A.M.E. Church. But I was sort of
excused from going to my own church. My father didn't push
us too hard about going to church. My mother saw to it
that we went. Central Christian was a nice large church.
We went to Sunday school, treated all right. We went to
church and sat in the church, sang. I think my mother was
working with the program that children give where they
speak speeches on Easter Sunday or something like that and
play piano. My father always away, coming in and out.

As a young child, what kind of games would you play? Were
there organized sports or were there -- you certainly had
music. You did a lot of reading. Your father made sure
that you were doing well in school. For example, when did
you join [Boy] Scouts?
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Number one, there was a sort of gang thing going in the
neighborhood, little kids. And I joined that. Mostly that
started with roller skating. And roller skating went into
baseball in the vacant lots. I remember the first thing
that I wanted and longed for was a pair of roller skates.
Then the family adjusted to the fact that I should be able
to go down the street and down another block to play
baseball. Everybody was. It was a lot of fun. I was
never excellent. I wasn't any worse than anybody else. I
could run but I couldn't bat. I could catch a ball and
throw a ball but I couldn't bat. Later I found that I
could do a little track. Then of course in high school I
was doing basketball.

What events did you do in track?

Well, the 100 vyard.

Sprints.

Sprints.

Did you run hurdles ever?

I tried but fell [laughter].

Crash? [Laughter.]

I had coordination but I didn't really have the spring that
it takes. Had to be lanky, and have a little more muscle
and body.

In high school you played basketball?

Yes.

What position?

Back center. Other things I wanted to do, it confused,
track and basketball got in the way of them. Yes, so I was
on the team in '28 and '29. That was my senior year. We
took the state "Sweet Sixteen" down at Champaign.

Terrific.

The coach, Gay Kintner. He was still coach years and years
later, until after I became a federal judge. Altgeld
Gardens took second. First went to Decatur. Altgeld High
School, I went out there for the homecoming. We got booed
a little bit because Decatur showed them down. That same

spring Gay Kintner had died at one of the games. He was a
long time in Decatur.
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I became a favorite of a fellow who had a great deal
of influence on me while I was in junior high school and
that was the head of our band. I tried hard to live up to
his expectations. So when sports came in the way of that,
I set aside sports. I was in both band and orchestra.

Do you ever talk to [the late District Judge] Henry Wise
[E.D.IL] about basketball? He had played on their Danville
team when they took the state championship, and I can't
remember the vyear.

Henry and I were on the phone during the time my nephew, my
older brother's son, was on a team in a little town called
Nokomis, Illinois. They were in Champaign in the finals.
Just a few years ago, not too long before he died. We were
watching the game and yelling at each other on the phone at
the same time. Nokomis didn't take it. They lost out.
Gregory was right there as center, 6'4." Greg. Just
trying his best to make it in Decatur, trying to pick up
the pieces for a new generation. He has a baby and another
one on the way, married. Greg. Yes, Wise and I were very
conversant about it and talked about it all the time,
watched the games, the "Sweet Sixteen" tournaments.

But you had to play, you would have been pretty close to
contemporaries, weren't you in those tournaments?

I think we were about the same age. We never --
matched up against each other?
Never knew that we matched up together.

You mentioned one time about the band's trip to
Springfield.

That was when I was in high school. We were to play for
some reason on the grounds of the Capitol. We were a 105
piece band, magnificent red and white uniforms. We played,
we got our playing over and then we were to go to lunch at
the Leeland Hotel. The Leeland Hotel was the smaller of
two: there was a new Abraham Lincoln Hotel and the Leeland
Hotel was the older. They had a banguet room on the ground
level on the side west of the entrance. You could see it
from the windows, into this beautiful bangquet room.

Because of the size of our band, why that's where we would
have lunch.

When we got there, the fellows put our instruments up
in the buses and we got there, two or three at a time. I
with my buddies, two of them, walked on in and the head
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wailter saw me -- he was a black fellow -- and clapped his
hands and did some motioning around and went over and
somebody came over and ushered me up while I stood there
while they set up a new table on the side with a table
cloth on it, a glass of flowers in the center. They made
it look pretty. It was much nicer than the long table.
They gave me this special seat of honor I thought. All the
other fellows looked at me and kidded me and some were a
little upset about it -- why I should have this special
honor -- because I hadn't done that well. 1In fact I hadn't
done well enough really to get by without criticism for
what I had done playing. "Why are they doing this for you?
You didn't do that well."

So this kind of thing went on as we were seating
ourselves. I was sitting there and trying to think that I
must have done something very, very well, but then, Rex
Reese, the bandmaster, came in. Immediately he saw. He
came over and looked at me and without saying anything to
me, he went to what would be the head waiter. There was
some loud talking and then they worked their way back
toward the entrance. And Mrs. Reese, his wife, who
traveled with him always, a little short woman, she raced
out and she wasn't gone but a minute or two when she raced
back in. Rex Reese called us to attention. I mean saying,
"Attention. Everyone rise. Stand up." We tried to be as
military as we could. We did come to attention, standing

up.

He told us that he was passing out a dollar bill to
each of us and we were instructed to go out and get our
lunches wherever we chose. We would not have lunch at this
place. We were to meet at the bus at a certain time, I
think it was like 2 o'clock. I didn't leave immediately,
but I stayed a little behind. I didn't talk with him but I
heard him and the management argue. He was then in good,
profanity, complaining about the fact that he had no
segregation or discrimination against me because of my
race. That was the last thing in the world that should
have done. They were also talking about the food that they
had prepared and he was telling them where they could stick
it. If they didn't like it, they could sue.

Well we went on out. I and my buddies went out to --
what do you call it -- White Castle? Fast food.

Had you ever been to White Castle before?

Yes, they had a couple of them in Decatur and down in St.
Louis. So we went to White Castle and from there we went
to the Abraham Lincoln Theater because we had some time and
we had a little money left over from that $1.00 each.
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While we were in the theater, we were in the second
balcony, up in the balcony. It was sort of empty, not many
people were there. We made a whole row of the center
section. There was one row of us sitting side by side. I
was next to the end on the left and when the lights came on
in between, the usher looked over and he saw me and he came
up to me and he said: "I'm sorry sir, you will have to sit
over there." And he pointed to the corner set of seats on
the other side of the aisle. There wasn't anyone else in
the whole balcony. Then I said, "Why do you say that?"

And he said, "colored are supposed to sit over there and
white are supposed to sit here." I said, "Why are you
telling me that for, I'm not colored." I remembered saying
that. I guess I didn't know what to say. He said, "Well
I'm sorry sir, but you look like you are."

So I said okay, and went on over there and sat down
and then all my buddies came over there, everybody. They
all went over there. He was really hurt, he was upset,
saying, "You can't do that. You're supposed to sit over
there. You can't sit over here. This is for colored over
here, not for you. You got to sit over there." He was
going to get the manager so somebody said let's leave,
let's get out. And some of the rest of us had, I didn't
but I wish I had, Boy Scout knives or new knives and took a
little slice of this piece of leather of the seats and
raced out of there. As we were going through the door, Mr.
Reese was coming in. Somehow he heard about some
disturbance there. I don't know to this day what happened
after he was there. He was there a long time. We waited,
waited, he came back and we left.

This kind of thing could never happen in Decatur.
This was my first trip into the business part of
Springfield, Illinois. I grew up discovering that Illinois
was very much like spots on a leopard. Decatur was one way
and Springfield was the other. There was never any
suggestion that I couldn't go anywhere I wanted in Decatur
but I discovered that there were places where you just
didn't go. The schools in Springfield were set up so they
were practically segregated.

You mentioned earlier that your dad wanted to move to
Decatur because the schools were better. Did you think
that the people were more educated or did Millikin
University exercise a leadership in Decatur that made the
difference between there and Springfield?

I understand that there had been a study of schools in the
Midwest or something like that, and it was one of those
that came out very well that year and it was necessary for
him to move into that area that he and perhaps my mother
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had earlier made a tour. They tried out Bloomington,
Champaign, and Decatur and had decided on Decatur. At that
time he was getting churches started in those three towns
and that's why I know about Vine Street in Bloomington.

Was he paid a salary from the Disciples of Christ or did he
rely somewhat on the collections?

I understand that from the very beginning he was paid a
salary. I understand that when he first started, that
included a horse, a few dollars a month. But of course he
received collections. He did pretty well. He did well
enough that he decided to take the time out, while we were
in Decatur, from the ministry and get in on something that
sort of paved the way for the future for his family. He
started in the real estate business. He was responsible
for getting some of those houses right next door to where
we were and finding these people in Brownsville and getting
them into the houses, selling them and collecting
commission.

Then I remember in 1928 when my father was really
sitting pretty high. My father said he was going to buy
houses but we were getting along pretty well, between his
real estate and his other things and at that time he and
Mr. Dansby, his first friend, and another fellow over in
Champaign whose friendship he had made, had gone up to a
little town in northern, a place in northern Indiana just
developing and had invested money in lots, a town called
Gary. He was getting ahead. So he was sort of riding a
little high on things. He wasn't doing too much of this
going back and forth with evangelism. Mom looked better.

We all were dressed better and then he decided he
wanted a car. He told my older brother, "let's go buy a
car." He said that he wanted the finest car they had. My
older brother took him about and my older brother had
already made up his mind where the place would be. I got a
chance to go with him that third day when we finally went
to the place where this is what it would be. It was a
Packard. We went in. My father said he wanted to buy a
car. The man said, "that's fine, come right over here, "
and he started leading us into the garage area to show us
some used Packards. But my father said that he wanted a
new one and so eventually he ended up showing him the best.

Believe it or not it cost a whole $2,800. That must
have been a lot of money then for their best Packard. The
man was very nice about that. He said, "well I can show
you how you can pay for it with a loan system that we
have," as my father, broached the price. Then he took out
of his pocket a clean beautiful white envelope and pulled
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out and counted out 28 $100 bills. He told my brother, "JB
and I are going on back. You bring the car. You stay here
and get it and bring it on home." I wanted to stay with my
brother but I was proud of my father so I walked with him.
We walked back home. That was the car, the family car.

Years later, when I left in 1934 to go to Missouri to
teach, he still had the car. He could never learn to drive
and my mother hadn't either. My older brother had driven
and I had. The car had gotten old and it was sitting there
so my father suggested that I take it. So I left home in
the family car, the '28 Packard and I shan't forget his
insistence and my proudly taking it. His driving with me
throughout Decatur and St. Louis. Driving out to the edge
of town, his riding on, and said, "let's go a little
further," and we went just a little further, "then I'll get
out here and I'll go back."

Now how did he get back? Did he walk?

Walked. I guess he got out and I got out with him. And we
hugged and I got back in the car and I was looking back all
the time as long as I could. He was waving at me. I
remember when the car had 100,000 miles on it. It sort of
fell apart.

Why did you decide to go to Millikin?

That was the only college. It was there. It was the only
chance of going then. Things happened in the next year. I
was quite aware of the fact that my parents couldn't send
me to school. I had to make it on my own. I tried that
summer to get some work but it didn't come around very easy
then. Incidently the stuff over here at Gary fell flat and
my father lost and fell flat on his face.

Was that because of the Depression?

Yes. It knocked me out. Knocked out my chance of being
sent to school and the only way to go would be to work and
I did. If you had relatives in places where there was a
college that you were close to, they would come over here
and they were doing that. We didn't have that. Pop
apologized. He apologized.

I tried to get a job at this church where I had been
working, playing the organ for the choir? At the other
church, St. Peter's AME. One of their good members, a
fellow named Williams, Forrest Williams, who was the head
waiter at the Orlando Hotel. He said come in and I will
teach you to be a waiter. I took lessons from him on how
to wait tables. He put me to work on my first job which
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was a Rotary banquet. Monday Rotary luncheon, weekly is it
or monthly? First Monday luncheon. And I had the head
table, it was easier to learn to do the head table then it
was to do the other tables because you didn't have the
rush. The first set-up should be done without anyone there
so I had the head table. A man on the end of the head
table named, I now know, Ed Ames. He later incidentally
became a national branch commander of the American Legion.
He yvelled at me and called me Sambo. He wanted me to get
him some Worcestershire sauce. I guess I was insulted.
More of an insult than anger, but a little anger too. When
I got down to the pantry, next to it was the locker room so
instead of reaching in and getting the sauce, I turned
around and got my cap, my cap and went home. That was the
end of it.

I got another job. My father got that job for me.
The one big men's clothier right in the center of town
called Bachrach. Mr. Bachrach lived west like we did. He
lived on Wood Street and I got a job driving. It was the
4th of July. Pulled his car out and turned it around and
his daughter was to be taken down to the Bachrach store so
that she could do the book work -- the store would be
closed -- and then come back. I went to work that morning
and I got in this car in the garage behind the house and I
backed up, but then I had to get out and look to see how I
could get out. I had to make a sharp turn backing west to
backing south. There I would be in a very narrow space
between a picket fence and the house. My brother hadn't
taught me how to back. Eventually I got so far out into
the street I had -- You know there used to be a steel
drawer lever hinged at the top for coal chutes into which
they dumped coal. That was on the way, on the pavement,
and four or five pickets were hooked up with the car out in
the street. I got fired. Immediately. He let me know
that my father would have to pay for it.

Now i1s this the same place that your brother had gotten the
suit from?

No, later I had done this with Bachrach. No, he got the
three piece suit from around the corner. But there the
third thing happened that same summer. A man who ran the
newspaper, named Schaub, called me. I never talked to him
in my life. He asked me if I would like to have a job? I
said: "Yes sir. How did you know I would like to have a
job?" He said, "I didn't know but I thought if you did, we
would have a place for you."

I had graduated number three in the class, class
orator, and my speech and my two buddies speeches --
incidently, we were buddies all the way through school,
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from junior year high school. Walter Reed, Johnny Regan,
and I graduated one, two, three. Our speeches were with
our pictures in the newspaper. He had a little bit of a
problem about complaining because there hadn't been any
negroes who were working. They decided to start out and
offered me a job. They hired me, then they decided what to
do.

I went to work for them immediately selling classified
over the counter and then when I had to start working out
and getting ready for school, they put me on a night job,
an evening job. I worked there in different locations in
the newspaper. I sold classified, I read proof, read copy.
I worked in stereo typing, worked in the composing room,
worked as a grease monkey for a while in the press room,
worked on circulation delivery, worked for five years.

Did you ever work on the Packard?

While I was there? Yes. But I worked there for five years
and they paid my tuition ahead of schedule and took it out
of my salary. Millikin also has a bank there, Millikin
National Bank, so I did business with them at the time.

The namesake, they were the moving force behind the
naming of the school after me after I became a federal
judge. I just got a note from the PTA there thanking me
for the gift that I sent down for Founders Day.

It's 12 o'clock. [Break. ]

Right after we broke for lunch, you were mentioning that
yvour dad, as a preacher, had hand written his sermons, and
that your sister has those all neatly tucked away.

Yes, my father folded them up and put them in boxes. When
he died, I was not at home. My mother and my sister were
there and they preserved them in a trunk.

I remember his practicing. Sometimes the window would
be open to the sort of office room that he used up on the
second floor and I would hear him on the outside. There
were times I questioned him about it. I asked him why do
yvou do it and how do you decide what to say. He gave me
some ideas. He did a lot of reading and he did a lot of
practice writing. He would practice, he would write it out
and then practice it aloud to see if it sounded right and
then write it again and write it again.

Then you said he would memorize it?

Yes. He would memorize his sermons so that I didn't know
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how otherwise it would have been done anyway. I had only
him as a model, until later I discovered that it wasn't
gquite that easy. It was done much more easily when made by
others. I recall running into another minister named
Hackley who was similar to my father. He came in, an older
person, as a minister at St. Peter's AME church, that's
African Methodist Episcopal Church. That was the second of
these two colored churches in Decatur that came about
there. They built a nice structure, brick structure, on
the corner of Greenwood and something. I was attracted to
the church because they had an organ in it. They had a
nice choir in good tone and he also delivered careful
sermons.

Had you played the organ at Millikin or how did you learn
to play the organ-?

Well let's go back to taking piano lessons. When I
graduated from Mom and piano lessons, well then I had to be
sent out for piano lessons. Then I thought it would be
much more interesting after I was out taking lessons, and I
was taking lessons over at the Conservatory at Millikin.
The teachers and some of the students had rooms over there
where private persons could come in and take private
lessons. I found a person who was interested in my working
with piano who also taught organ. Her name was Wilna
Moffitt. I hadn't thought of that for years. Miss Wilna
Moffitt. She was tall, gangly, a middle aged woman, living
two blocks away. I started with her, sort of graduate
piano from Mom and from there I went to organ. So I was
going back and forth out to Millikin's Conservatory taking
organ lessons from her while I was in junior high school.
That seem much more mature. In addition to that, the
organs in the theaters were always very interesting.

You know I came along in the day when they had movies
in theaters and they were just graduating from silents to
sound movies and the organs were still in the theaters. It
was interesting to go to a theater and there would be a
section of the organ even though it wasn't used with the
movie. The organist still would be playing for some still
films and always the news was with headlines and stills, in
between movies. It gave me an opportunity to listen to the
organs. I found it exciting. They were like orchestras.
Of course, you couldn't have one at home. I thought you
couldn't.

My older brother told me on a couple of occasions that
he had a chance to sit down at an organ at the theater.
He also played but he playved by ear. He proceeded to
forget what Mom taught him as fast as he learned it and
expanded upon it, then he did what he heard.
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One of the real inspirations that I had with relation
to this keyboard was after a friend of my father who
visited in Decatur -- when he did a series of concerts.

His name was Boone, B-o-o-n-e. I don't remember his first
name but he was advertized as Blind Boone. He was blind.
He didn't look blind but his eyes never moved and you had
to lead him around and he played piano and organ. Blind
Boone would play anything he heard. He would listen to it,
sometimes a second time and then he would imitate it, right
straight through. Very severe classic, he could do that.

Well he was a greater influence on my brother than on
me. Until my brother thought you don't have to learn how
to read music to know all that and put up with your mom.
You just sit down and go along and you hear it and you
reproduce it. He became pretty good at it.

The oldest brother, the older of the two of them had
taken up sax. I don't remember why or what circumstances
he picked it up, but he was in a jazz band and he was a sax
player while he was attending school in Bloomington,
Illinois Normal. That was just before he married. On a
couple of occasions, he would come home, bring his sax. My
older brother would get with him and they would play and I
would want to be able to join in on that group.

Did your sister [Mary Parsons Waters] play an instrument
too?

Yes, she came on with the piano and she not only went
through the steps, [but she became a musician and taught
piano. They named a church after her in Springfield on
Champlain Street.]
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This is an oral history of Senior District Judge James B.
Parsons for the Northern District of Illinois. Collins T.
Fitzpatrick, Circuit Executive for the Seventh Circuit, is
conducting the interviews. The date is Wednesday, March 23, 1988
and we are in Judge Parsons' chambers.

JBP: My sister finished high school and went directly into the
conservatory at Millikin. She is two years younger than I
am, two years and a month. That would make her 75 as of
last September. She had a recital with 32 students last
week in Springfield and this was a city-wide recital.

These were the best of the students that she had over
several years, and she had recitals here in Chicago for
some of her students. I remember getting a great pianist
here, the name slips me now. I'll think of it. Like ten
or twelve years ago. They were wonderful people. They had
a fabulous place up in Lakeside and a home over here near
the Chicago Historical Society. She had been an
accompanist for Marian Anderson in her early days. She
died about 5 or 6 years ago. She attended a concert which
my sister put on here, a recital with some of her students.
She picked up on one kid and sent him off to the Julliard
School of Music. So she has been pretty good at it.

CTF: Did you play -- you named four instruments already that you
played.

JBP: Some I kind of fumbled with, fumbled around. There is of
course, all the way through, the piano and picking up on
organ later. Then there was the French horn but I dropped
back to trumpet. The French horn is hard to master. Then
I came along and I got excited about a little girl when I
went into high school, the last three years of high school.
She was in the orchestra. They didn't need me in the
orchestra. I was surplus with the trumpet and I wasn't
good enough with the French horn. I was good enough for
the band but not the orchestra. I wanted to be in there so
I asked Mr. Reese about it and he said why don't you try
out for the viola. So somebody lent me one and I didn't
make good at it. I didn't like the strings.

CTF: Well that's consistent with your early violin.

JBP: [Laughter.] So eventually however I did go back to Jenkins
Music Store. By that time I had a rapport with Grover
Jenkins' Music Store. His sister was a teacher at my
junior high school. Everybody knew the Jenkinses, all of
us who were in music. I told him I would like to try
another instrument. He said, "well you're growing pretty
tall, why don't you try cello. He said if you do, I'll get
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somebody to give you the lessons." You had to have nine
lessons before Mr. Reese would even listen to you. Well T
did. He told me to climb up on the shelf and see what I
could find for myself. I climbed up on the shelf and
selected a cello and a bow and he let me work for it, work
it out, and the lessons too. I got into the orchestra. 1In
the last year of high school, I made it into the orchestra
with the cello.

Was she still in the orchestra?
Yes [laughter], she was still in the orchestra.
Well that's perseverance.

Yes, I made it. Later I became rather serious with the
cello, I took my instrument with me. While I was at
Lincoln University teaching, I commuted back and forth to
Kansas City and took lessons from the concert cellist of
the Kansas City Philharmonic. Fritz Hanlein.

How long did you teach at Lincoln?
Six years.

Ok, then you spent some summers up at the University of
Wisconsin?

Yes. The first summer I was there I went up to Wisconsin.
The second summer, the third summer, and the fourth summer
and then I got caught up with a little business to think of
which I shouldn't have. So I missed the fifth summer and
the sixth summer I took off. It was really the beginning
of a sabbatical when I took off and went out to North
Carolina. But while I was at Wisconsin, I continued the
cello. I had thought that Hanlein was a very fine teacher
but I changed from taking cello lessons while I was at
Wisconsin during the summer to lessons and techniques of
the baton as I had been working with bands and orchestras
of my own. I studied then and came down from Milwaukee
once a week with a private lesson in orchestration and
conducting and the techniques of the time from Dr. Seigert
Prager. He was the Director of the Wisconsin Federal

Symphony .
At Wisconsin, you were taking political science courses?

Yes, I wouldn't go into music, I was still wanting to go
into law. I majored in political science at Millikin.

Then why did you take the job at Lincoln when you finished
at Millikin?
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When I was going to Millikin and ready to graduate, I still
didn't have money to go on to law school. There was no law
school at Millikin or in Decatur. I needed to reach out
and get another step before I could do it. So I stayed on,
that's where I stayed on, for an extra period of time in
the conservatory entirely. During the summer of '34, 1934,
in the class there in orchestration and conducting in the
conservatory, each of the students in the class had to
conduct concerts at the park. By class I'm talking about
eight or ten students who were taking orchestration and
conducting and we worked with ensembles, true life
musicians, each of us and all of us together, but, we
conducted strings. All right it's your turn and we would
point out the right and wrong about it. And the students,
I mean the musicians, were from the local Macon County WPA
[Works Progress Administration] Symphony. You have heard
of the WPA-?

Sure.

Were you old enough?

No, but I read enough about it.
Well that was income.

I'm one of those people who looks around and sees all the
good that came from it and I know it got a lot of criticism
but it looked like a good program to me.

Well Macon County had a WPA Symphony with 72 musicians,
adults, all white musicians, a properly instrumented
orchestra. But also part of their work was to break up
into ensembles and be available for which I suppose they
received pay at Millikin. One of those uses was ensembles
for purposes of the class on conducting so that you worked
with ensembles and then getting ready for your summer
concerts, you worked with larger groups and larger groups.
That summer I did an all Tchaikovsky. It was early summer
at the end of June or the first part of July, in Central
Park, a block and a half from the center of the city, the
bandstand, outdoor benches, full crowd, audience.

There was visiting with my father at the time, a
fellow named I. C. Tull. My father had known Tull for
years and years. The fellow was the business manager of
Lincoln University. He went to the concert. It shocked
him to see this skinny, tall colored boy conducting the all
Tchaikovsky concert with 72 white musicians, adults. So he
just said, "that's it. You have to come and build our
program at Lincoln University." We have become a
university. We are no longer Lincoln Institute, no longer
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Lincoln College. It's a university. Lincoln University is
a state school.

The State of Missouri maintained their colored college
and their University of Missouri, 30 miles away. So it was
he who insisted and he who got me set up down there. But I
told him I didn't want to go into music, I wanted to be a
lawyer. I had decided I wanted to be a lawyer. That
decision I have had now since I was in junior high school.
Actually I toyed with the idea before I knew what a lawyer
sounded like or acted like except -- we didn't have a radio
or TV to listen to. Oh I had -- what do you call it -- a
crystal set.

Did you make it or did you buy it?

No, I think I bought it. I didn't hear anything on the
radio or TV. Not until I discovered that my best friend's
father was a lawyer and we went over to watch him. Then I
really decided that's what I wanted. Then of course my
teachers began to tell me that's what you should be.
Mainstream guidance there was Sophia Drovisch. That's what
you're going to have to be. That's what I wanted to be.

So that's why when I was an undergraduate, I was in
political science, getting ready for the law. I talked to
counselors about it and people who helped me planning with
my courses -- law. I still, except through Mr. Regan,
Johnny's father, had never seen another lawyer. Yes I had,
I had seen Emmanuel Rosenberg too. Well I had to wait
until I was 39 and graduated from law school, attending law
school anyway. I had already graduated from law school out
here at the University of Chicago before I saw a black
lawyer. I had never seen one.

I wanted to be a lawyer and that was it. I didn't
want to let this music thing get in my way. Especially
since my father compromised his dream about my being a
preacher, instead being a lawyer. So when they got me at
Lincoln, I went there with the understanding that I was
going to be teaching political science. I would just help
them out with the music on the side. So they gave me a
class to teach in political science and the rest of the
week I helped out with music until I was actually carrying
the music faculty and the music department. During the
last two years, I was the acting head of the music
department. So it was music, but I still didn't get into
law. I didn't have the money to be able to get into law
school.

You had said that in junior high school is when you decided
you wanted to be a lawyer. Maybe you can tell the story
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about that. I think it is a very interesting one.

Well that was a decision on top of something, I had been
discovering a little bit about law.

From Billy Regan's father?

Johnny Regan. You know if he didn't start inviting me to
his house -- when you grow-up a little bit at a time, your
friends begin to introduce you to their parents. You're
friends before they know about it. We were friends all
along, a number of years before I met his father. Then I
heard about lawyers. You read about them all through
history. He was a very nice fellow to meet, to get along
with. He seemed pleased with his son's best friend.
Johnny was the only child. His son's best friend was me.

We tried to get Walter Reed to decide to be a lawyer
too, but he wouldn't. He was going to be an accountant
like his father. Walter finished at the top of his class.
The three of us went right through junior high and high
school together, except for the one year when I was away
from there.

During that one year, it was an interesting
experience. I went to Missouri. I went to Lincoln High
School down in the hills where my mother had attended. [It
was an all black school started by black Civil War
veterans. ]

My parents got the idea that I hadn't a relationship
with the people of my own race and that I should cultivate
it, they thought that I should be more exposed to them. I
referred to people of my own race as them rather than us,
and accidentally so, but it sort of upset them. It upset
my parents. They decided to send me down there and had me
stay with a family that they were acquainted with and I
started out in the fall semester and I thought that
otherwise it would be my first year in high school. Going
to this school and this school also had ROTC. But I was
from the North, a Yankee. I wanted to show those guys that
they didn't know what it was all about. I sharpened up my
uniform and made it fancy and I didn't take orders too
well. I eventually ended up with a strange situation and
away from home too. Really I was having a hard time
getting along with [Charlie] Hayes, this instructor in
military science. Then one time I made the bad mistake of
lunging at him. I found myself on the ground, and then
found myself up in front of the principal, then found
myself sitting in the principal's office until my father
could get there because I got kicked out.
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Kicked out of Lincoln?
Yes.
What had triggered the lunge at Hayes?

His disagreeing with my attire. I didn't realize that
military is military. Couldn't I make it fancy, you know?
Did I have to wear the same tie? Couldn't I put another
tie on? Especially couldn't I wear a bow tie? It's much
more proper than this straight ugly brown tie and since we
were given leggings, couldn't I wear the leggings whenever
I wanted to? That was the one that set him off. Here I
came up as though I was a westerner, somebody who rode the
horses or something for drill. We had drill.

The ride home to Decatur must have been about a couple of
years with your Dad, I would guess?

It was a little time before he got there. So each day I
sat there in the principal's office. The principal of the
school was under the president of the institute. The
principal of the school, I sat in his office until Pop got
there. Well he didn't say much to me. He helped me pack
my things. He took me, got on the train with me without
talking much to me. Asking questions but not much, we went
on to St. Louls. From there we changed trains and went to
Indianapolis. From Indianapolis we went to a military
academy called Grandville, outside the city of
Indianapolis. Grandville, Indiana, a military academy. So
the second half of my first semester in high school and my
second semester in high school was spent at Grandville.
Now, it happened to be that Grandville also was favored by
the United Christian Missionary Society though it was not
maintained and I had a hard way to go. I got a big
indoctrination about militarism and what it was like.

At Grandville?

Yes.

Why?

Well the first thing that happened was when I got there, I
wasn't there but a couple of days and guys tackled me and
got me down and they took a pair of clippers and clipped
right down the center of my hair and made me look like a
Zulu.

It was racial?

Yes. It was though Pop were saying, "Look son, you haven't
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learned how to get along with your own people. I will give
you a chance to really get along with some people." And
they were really rough.

How long were you there?

Ralston Bushard was my roommate. Ralston's father was the
dean or a high faculty member at, what's the name of the
college in northern Kentucky, a religious school, a good
school. He beat the hell out of me all the time. He
really, really tore me up. I fought back. I wasn't any
match for him. He called me all kinds of dirty names.
There was a fellow who was down the hall who was a little
sympathetic to me. His name was Merrill Cummings. He was
from Joplin, Missouri. He talked with me one day and he
said, "why don't you stop fighting back." I told him he's
too religious for me. I don't like that. I have to fight
back; but he said, "if you don't fight back, he won't hit
you." And so I tried it. He knocked me, he knocked over
my ink well. We were on the floor. He was pounding me and
I didn't hit him. I didn't try to fight back. I took it.
He stopped and said, "why don't you hit back, you are
supposed to hit back." I didn't hit back. Then he quit.
He tried it again and I did that and it worked. He then
became sort of my protector from there on.

What was the racial population of the school?

One out of the rest of them. I was the only one. I saw
Merrill vyears later when I was teaching at Lincoln. By
that time he had gotten into the movies and his name was
Robert. He had a big homecoming. This was something brand
new in the movies, big homecoming in Joplin, Missouri and
I, on a gamble, with my friend, Miss Wise, drove down to
his homecoming and stopped and introduced myself and he
remembered us. We became part of his party.

This was Bob Cummings!

Yes. I really, really had a hard way to go that first

yvear. I was so pleased when Pop said now you're coming
home. I couldn't make it at one school, couldn't make it
too well at the other. I was determined to really get in

and take care of myself at Decatur High School. Johnny was
glad to see me. Walter Reed was glad. Mr. Reese was glad.

I went out for track, gave it up. I didn't like the
track coach. I went out for basketball. The captain took

an interest in me. I needed someone to take an interest in
me, the sort of pampering that goes along with the extra
kid. If you can live up under it, why fine. If you can't,

why yvou're disappointing people and I tried never to
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disappoint people that were backing me. So it was. With
this determination to go ahead in law of mine, I still
wasn't able to go ahead with it even after I taught at
Lincoln. If I could get away, maybe I could get a chance
of doing it. I took this job out in North Carolina.

What was the job there?

Music.

Where at?

Near Greensboro. The first thing that happened was
Was that a school, a university?

It was a girl's college. Bennett College for girls.

That figures, all the way up you are chasing women.
[Laughter.]

Near the end of the vyear, there was a concert -- they
always had these concerts at Lincoln -- by the then
greatest of black composers in the history of that time, a
fellow by the name of R. Nathaniel Dett. Dr. Dett had been
a teacher at Lincoln in the early days. His studio was in
the tower where mine was. He was there as acting head. I
was really helping to put on the show in relation to this
concert that day. During the afternoon with nothing really
preventing my doing it, I sat down with some of his music
and played and listened to it. He wrote for chorals, for
choirs.

The most famous of his chorales was one called "Listen
to the Lands." I was working on that and I wasn't too
acquainted with it. I had never seen him. There were
parents and others who were visitors coming in and around,
going through the buildings, especially through Memorial
Hall which was famous for matters going back to slavery. I
saw this little fellow come in, paid no attention to him,
continued with what I was doing and he asked me, "What do
yvou think of that?" I said, "I think that he ought to be
writing for orchestras. His capacity to be big
outstretches any capability of chorales, groups of singers.
He ought to be scoring for orchestras." I said, "Listen to
the Lands" and I changed it around to see it as 1f given
the sound that an orchestra would have. He said, "that's
interesting, " turned away and went on.

In fact I told him, "you listen to him tonight and you
will see." That night he was the guy. He was the one who
came on the stage, R. Nathaniel Dett. That evening at a
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meeting with him at a reception after the concert, he
proposed that I come out to where he was teaching at
Bennett College and help him rescore some of his chorales
for orchestra. I didn't accept right away. But he would
call, he would write. During the early part of the summer,
I decided to do it. So I went out there, but while I was
there I didn't make very much progress at it. I didn't
really like being around him that much. In addition, why
there came this other job of supervisor of music in the

colored schools -- they called them city schools -- in
Greensboro.
Miss Quinn was ill. She couldn't continue, in fact

she never continued. The position was open. I had already
played one concert at A & T College, while I was there
William Tarpley who was the head of the colored school
system had heard me and he heard that I was unhappy with
the job and he proposed that I come over. I wasn't at
Bennett but a few months and I went over to the city
schools in Greensboro. I took over the instrumental music.
They had a band in high school and a band in one of the
junior high schools. I began immediately developing band
and began feeder classes in the elementary schools. There
was one in each of the junior high schools and three in the
high school. By the end of the year, I had a three level
band in high school. When the next year started, I started
at full force. Two years, the second year before it was
over, it came the time for going into the service. I went
into the service with nine of my seniors and the rest of
them were from the A & T College band and other bands in
the state, school bands and colleges.

Drawing your attention back to the time when you were in
junior high, why don't you tell the story about your
brother's contract.

Yes, Miss Sophia Drovisch had talked with me again and
again about what I was going to do, why it would be
important to go into law. I told you about the time when
she asked me why I needed to do it so well. In studying
about the Constitution, she knew that I could be a Justice
of the United States, the Supreme Court of the United
States at my age. Just like you're sitting there. This

was in a class. I don't remember if she put it all, "at
your age, you're not a lawyer, you aren't old enough to
vote, and in spite of your color," I think she said that

I'm not sure "You could be a Justice of the Supreme Court
of the United States right now i1f the President appointed
you and you were approved by the Senate."

"Now why did they do that? Why did they make it that
way?" She would pace the floor and laugh. She never gave
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me the answer. I said, "I don't know." She asked the
class. They didn't know. She left the gquestion hanging.
She persisted in needling me with that. But it was after
that that this thing came along about her saying you, "are
you going to be a lawyer, aren't you," and then keeping
after me with that. Then came along my brother who was, as
I mentioned before, my favorite family relative. I really
idolized him, the older one, the one who did not go on to
college.

He had bought a suit. He was going on 21 years of age
and he was unaware of the fact that he should have had his
father's consent. He didn't have it. He brought the suit
home, bought it on time. He worked for a man who had a
cleaning and pressing business. When my father found out
that he had this -- he had it a couple of weeks -- he made
him take it back. He took it back and he ended up with
their garnishing his wages for the rest of the money. His
wages were stopped and then he talked with me. "If you are
going to be the lawyer, you're the lawyer in the family,
what shall I do? That's not fair." His own wife, she was
really upset about it. So I went to school, I just decided
to see if I could find some kind of law to help my brother.

Do you remember how much he was making at that time or what
the payments were?

It was by the week. He later bought the business. I just
didn't think that was fair. I looked and looked. I
couldn't find anything. I asked Miss Drovisch. She would
only answer with questions. "Do you think you ought to
look at this? Do you think you ought to look at that?"

She did help me with the idea of how do you cross reference
ideas in looking through statute books. So then I would go
from there, I would go down to the public library and there
they had law books. But this that I found was not in a law
book, it was in the statutes. I think it was in an
Illinois statute with relation to disclaimer by minors.

Now had anybody said to you the possibility that . . . ?

I read it and supposed this sounded like he could disclaim
it. He could backup on it, and they would have to do
equity. If he does equity, they would have to do equity.
It even says if within a reasonable time after reaching the
majority. So, I sat down and I wrote out this lengthy
dissertation with a lot of whereases, my brother etc.,

etc., whereases, whereas, and whereas. I told the whole
story and said, and ended up "now therefore." Where did I
get all this? You run into this kind of stuff as you read,
"now therefore." I finished it up and I showed it to my

brother and he got brave enough to say he would show it to
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-—- we called him Judge, he was Justice of Peace Moran. He
made some arrangements so that we could be heard. Then he

wanted me to go along so I played hooky from school. I
went with him to appear before Rudolph Lorenz. Did I say
Moran? It was Lorenz, Rudolph Lorenz. In this hall,

Masonic Hall, at the end of East Main Street, upstairs, I
shan't forget. The room had sort of naked walls.

We went in and saw this desk way down at the other end
of the hall and we went on up to the desk. I stayed behind
him while he threw over the papers and said, "here it 1is,
sir." There was a man standing to the side of him, tall
fellow, very well dressed, handsome fellow. Judge Lorenz
read what was on the paper and read it a second time. He
said to my brother, "who wrote this?" My brother said,
pointing to me with his thumb over his shoulder, "he did
it." I was frightened. I tried to hide farther behind
him. Judge Lorenz called me around and said, "you did
this?" I said, "yes, sir." Then he handed it up to this
fellow standing beside him at the desk and he said, "Manny,
it looks 1like the kid beat you." I shan't forget those
words, "It looks like the kid beat you." Then, he wrote
out a note for my brother to give to his boss. He said,
"vou give this to your boss and get your money."

Then I ran, we both ran. Then I was on the outside, I

had to -- school wasn't out so I had to keep walking for
the rest of the afternoon. I couldn't go home because they
would find out. So I didn't go home until otherwise it

looked well enough for me to be going home, only early
then. I went on home and hurried upstairs so as to stay
away. I knew that as soon as my father got in and I didn't
know when he would get in, he would doubtless find out
about it. He always found out about everything and I would
really get a whipping. I would get killed for that because
Pop wouldn't want me to do a thing like that. That was
doubtless violating the law. It was acting like a grownup.
It was condoning my brother's not telling his father what
he had done.

No, so I hid and sure enough as evening came on I
heard my father yell up from downstairs. I heard these
voilices down there, these heavy male voices and he called me
JB, that's for James Benton. He yelled at me, "come down

here." So I got myself together and thought if there were
some way I could be sure I wouldn't get -- See Pop would
never hit me -- in his life, that I could remember. Well I

could let him whip me, I could take it. Well I came down
the stairs reluctantly and I saw them standing there in the
center, Judge Lorenz and this fellow Manny, later known as
Rosenblum. Pop was smiling and I came up and I saw him
smile at me so I came up closer and he put his arm around
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my face. This Manny fellow patted me on the head and said,
"look, there is a box out in the car. Go out there and
bring it in." I went out to his car and here was a big
sort of wooden box, I mean sort of big. It looked big to
me then and it was heavy enough that I couldn't carry it
and I had to drag it on the end, pull it up by a board,
pull it up the steps, and pull it into the front room which
was the parlor, right there on the carpet. Set it down and
it was full of books. He told me to "read them, young man,
and reread them. You are going to be a lawyer one of these
days." They were old law books. They seemed to relate to
everything. They didn't relate to any one thing. I knew
then that I was going to be a lawyer. The decision was
already made.

Earlier in your relationship with your father, he wanted
you to be a preacher.

Yes.

At this point did he realize that you really ought to be a
lawyer?

He compromised and I think he was sort of proud.

(Side 4)

You were saying that after a year at North Carolina the War
was on and Pearl Harbor had happened and you went into the
U.S. Navy.

Yes, there was a group of us that went over to the Navy to
enlist. We were pushing something. We knew that there had
not been any college type people in the Navy, no negroes.
And we were all going, Bill Goldsboro who taught political
science at Lincoln U. and Ernest Fry, and one other, and
myself. We went together to the recruitment office to
enlist, in the Navy. We chose the Navy. They took our
applications for enlistment and sent us home. Nothing
happened.

But I do know that about that time, Roosevelt's
administration was trying to get something done about it.
There hadn't been anyone but mess attendants. There had
been one fellow, I didn't know about that until quite
recently when a medical doctor brought me up-to-date -- why
yvou had Camp Small. It's out at Great Lakes. It was named
for a negro in the Islands who had been taken over into the
Navy as a medic. He finished his career as a medic inside
the Navy, a naval officer. He even rose to the grand old
rank of lieutenant which is nothing.
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But there hadn't been any there. We knew that. We
were trying to sort of create a problem. In the meantime
they were trying to figure out what to do with it and they
decided to have these bands in four locations, large
regimental bands, only on the campuses of universities that
were under contract to house the Navy preflight training
program which were to be housed at the University of
Alabama and University of Georgia, Rome, Georgia,
University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill, University of
Iowa at Ames, University of California at St. Mary's. They
started out with Rome, Georgia and they said no, we will
discontinue the contract. We would rather not have it if
you have to bring them here. We don't even like your
Yankee trainees. We certainly don't want you to bring any
blacks onto the campus. North Carolina had a different
setting. The head fellow named (Brahms?) he was governor.
You had President Graham of North Carolina University, he
was a brain truster under Roosevelt, one of his advisors.
You had very strong heads of black universities, a fellow
named Charles Bluford at A & T College, a man named Charles
Shepard from North Carolina State University and two or
three other colleges. When they were brought together and
asked, can you help push this through, they agreed upon a
program by which all of these enlistees would themselves be

college men on that level. Putting them on campus of the
university would make them indigenous to it more than if
they were on another level. In addition, why they would be

all North Carolina people, North Carolinians. So they got
the band together.

They got a fellow out of the Navy, retired, named
Dudrow and sent him down to recruit a band and promised
everybody that they would be spending the whole duration of
the war on the campus of the University of North Carolina.
And so they got all these people and offered the job of
director to -- they wanted -- the understanding of these
college presidents was that they would have a black leader,
even though Dudrow was a musician, retired chief musician,
warrant officer, much beloved by my men.

They selected Bernard Lee Mason who was the head of
the musical units of the band at A & T College and
Assistant Professor of Music. He had bad feet, bad heart,
and bad everything else, you name it. They just weren't
going to take a chance on him in the Navy under any
circumstances. He just didn't make it. So they came over
and knocked on the door. Had heard about me, and asked me
to come in and take it so that's where I began.

So eventually they got the Great Lakes program going,
the Camp Small program. By that time we had been in the
Navy and we were out in the Pacific. We had been in the
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Navy for two years before the Great Lakes program got
underway. We were out in the Pacific. They got me mixed
up with the Great Lakes program, but we had been in for two
yvears before they got underway. Georgia bowed out, Iowa
bowed out and California bowed out, and only North Carolina
got staffed. After we were in for a couple of years, they
shipped us into the Pacific. They went back on their
promise. That wasn't their fault. It was the fault of our
first commanding officer who was determined to get his
band, as he called it, with him in the Pacific.

Now where did you go in the Pacific?

He was the base commander for the Halsey Fleets, the Third
and Eighth Fleets. Our orders read FFT, proceed to
Receiving Barracks; Schumacher, California for further
transfer to COM 14 for assignment to duty. COM 14 was
Command to the Fourteenth Naval District and that was down
under. We got to COM 14. We got to Pearl Harbor and we
were too big a unit to go further and our orders were lost
and we were there for some time. Eventually we were picked
up, and this guy, this guy Oliver 0. [Kessing] who was our
first commanding officer of Chapel Hill when we got there,
later became the base commander for the Halsey Fleet, and
he determined to have his band out there and he flew back
and forth into Washington until he got our orders changed.
We discovered that nothing was stable and any promises, we
couldn't keep them. We found ourselves shipped to the
Pacific. We went out there and performed out there.

I noticed that they have you listed as U.S. Navy Reserve?

Yes, yes we were all Reserve, not regular Navy. It was the
B-12 Program, B-6 Program?

B-6.

B-6 Program. We went in. We stayed pretty nearly
together. We lost men along the way. When we shipped, we
lost four of them immediately. They did things to
themselves to make themselves unable to go. They said they
would kill themselves. One guy inoculated himself with a
venereal disease. Then another one deliberately fell off
the third level bunk and busted his clavicle. They healed
him up and shipped him on anyway. One went crazy, just
rank crazy. He claims he didn't, but he did a good job of
putting on a good show. He was our host by the way when we
were together at our reunion in '86. Our next reunion is
this coming May or June, I'm not sure which.

Where is it going to be?
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In California. We have a fellow who is on our list out
there, who lives out there. He called last week as I
hadn't sent in my -- okay, I'll be there. But of the
original 45 there are about 32 or 33 who are around. They
all look so young to me.

You got out of the Navy . . . ?

I got out of the Navy, a complete discharge on the 21st of
December, 1945. I came directly into -- there was a
telephonic appointment made the day before into the law
school at the University of Chicago. I met with the Dean.
He later turned out to be Ed what's his name?

Levy.

Levy, but the Dean was not Levy at that time. He was on
the faculty. He was young. He was very nice.

But did you originally get placed in the political science
department as a special student at the University of
Chicago?

Yes. In January. He asked me to defer.
So you could go through with the class.

So I could go through with the military class that was all
going to be beginning in the October term. He said, "you
got all of these credits from the University of Wisconsin."
I had my credits sent in when I was in Hawaii. He said,
"yvou put in your time, your residence, and do the special
work and we'll combine your work."

So you got a Masters in political science then first.

Yes. And I don't know what they call it. It says on -- I
have it right here on the wall. It says Doctor of Law, not
laws, not Juris Doctor but Doctor of Law. I understood it
was an academic, that's different from the professional
degree and that's the degree they awarded at that time
under those circumstances 1f you did it as a two layer.
There were four or five of us who were awarded that degree
at the same time. And everybody else was awarded the JD
degree. In the class with me were --

Was Milt Shadur in the class? [District Judge Milton T.
Shadur, N.D.IL]

Yes. John Schwartz [Bankruptcy Judge John D. Schwartz,
N.D.IL], Chuck Kralovec who was with the U.S. Attorney's
Office. A number of the attorneys who practice regularly
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around here, here in court. We were reminiscing about it
just the other day. It was a good class, whittled down
from 160 to 44.

But when I landed in political science -- I came back
on January 2nd -- I had as the chairman of my committee --
you work under a chairman of the committee in political
science when you are working on a graduate degree -- a
fellow name Herman Pritchit. He wrote a series of books on
the justices of the Supreme Court. Professor Herman
Pritchit, was a graduate of Millikin.

Very, very interesting from the very beginning. That
day was a surprising day for me. When I came back January
2nd, I was really in a hurry to try to find a place to stay
and everybody wanted me to do this and do that. He wanted
me to meet the chairman of my committee and he told me how
to get here and there and the other place and on my way
over I came around the corner of a series of offices in

that part of the building -- I don't remember the name of
it -- and here was a door sign, Doctor James B. Parsons.
[Laughter] It turned out that it was James Burton Parsons.
He misspelled it. [Laughter].

Yes, Doctor James Burton Parsons. I went on around until I
found out, who is it? I never met Burton Parsons, Doctor
James Burton Parsons, until later. I got into trouble

because of him. I got upset because of him. I put my
little bank account in University National Bank and it got
mixed up with his account and they asked me to get out. So
I went to the Southside Bank and Trust Company and later
after I became a federal judge and I was over in the old
building on the second floor, I came up with the
opportunity to swear-in some new citizens and at that time
we had sponsors attend the swearing-in, citizen sponsors.
Here was a person who was from the Orient I suppose, and
his family were being sworn in as citizens and their
sponsor was this Parsons. He asked to see me afterwards so
I had him come to my chambers with the people that he
sponsored and we laughed and talked about the similarity of
names. That was it.

When you moved in, I think you lived in Hyde Park at the
time you were going to law school, and you were on the GI
Bill, weren't you?

Yes.

You told me some stories about the neighborhood. I think
you stayed with a family?
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I first tried to find a room west of Cottage Grove. I
heard that Cottage Grove was sort of a dividing line and I
-— No, I went to the placement office and they had some
addresses and they sent me to this one place. I went there
and I was there two days and the woman was making a pair of
red pajamas and wanted me to try them on. Her husband
worked at night and ran an elevator. She wasn't bad

looking which made matters worse. I just didn't want to
get in -- the best thing for me to do was to cut this
short. I went back and I was there just a couple of days.

I went back and here I went to another place and it was not
far from there on Champlain, was it Champlain or Langley.
They had a family and they had roomers, students. I was
given a room with a fellow named Louie something. He was
from Panama.

I discovered that when this woman's husband went to
work -- he worked out in Maywood at night in one of the
industries out there -- she would come and knock on the
door and say, "Loulie, he's gone now, you can come in."
Loulie would get up and leave and come back in the middle of
the night, huffing and blowing, out of breath. I decided
after the second of that experience that this was too
dangerous. Is this guy out there? At night he reports for
work or they might just close down the factory, might have
some kind of power shut off and he would be told to come
home. Come home in the middle of the night and find Louie
in bed with his wife and he would kill all of us including
me. I didn't like the idea anyway, so I left. I went back
over and asked them deliberately can you put me east of
Cottage Grove. They gave me three places.

The first place I went to, they wouldn't have me and I
knew that. The lady, I saw her inside the door. The light
was on. I saw her turn off the light as I approached and
that was it. Nobody came to the door. The second place
where I went, the lady was so very nice but she just rented
the room. You know years later after I was a judge, this
woman was on a grand jury -- no, after I was a prosecutor.
She told me she remembered my name because the school sent
these out ahead of time.

Before our break we were talking about -- you had gotten to
the second place east of Cottage and a woman rented the
room to you and she later turned up on a grand jury when
you were an Assistant U.S. Attorney.

She didn't rent it.

Oh, she didn't.

No she said, I'm so sorry, vou just missed renting it. But
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she remembered it when she came on the grand jury. But the
third place was an old woman, beautiful face, white hair
with those thin glasses that pinch your nose, without rims,
a chain coming down. She had a duster in her hand and she
smiled and said: "Oh, I'm so glad you're a colored boy.
Come in." I went in. She introduced herself and she told
about her background, her husband, her family. She was
from South Carolina and she was an Anglican. She had gone
to school and she had first finished -- what's the name of
it in Nashville, Tennessee? Peabody, Peabody College? Or
Vanderbilt?

Well Vanderbilt's there. Isn't Austin Peay somewhere down
there?

It's either Peabody or Vanderbilt. And then University of
Chicago. She went back and taught at Atlanta University
which is an all black group of black colleges and there she
came to be very intrigued by another teacher there and I
suppose that she fell in love with him, a fellow named W.
E. Burghardt DuBois, the founder of the NAACP.

Sure.

She became very much a champion of affairs of that nature

and many of her students come through -- now a number of
them are right in Chicago and she wanted me to meet them.
So she planned to have -- I didn't have meals there -- she

planned to have me come home for dinner from time to time
and she would invite new guests and let me meet them. So I
went on to school when I was there and came in at her
invitation.

The first couple who were there came, a man and his
wife and two children. One was a boy close to the age of
her adopted son, Theodore, Mrs. Kauffman's son. [That was
Sidney Jones, Jr.] Mae Owens Kauffman. She married a man
named Kauffman and they had adopted a nephew of hers, kid
who was eleven at the time. The father was Sidney Jones.
Have you heard of him?

Sure.

Sidney A. Jones, I met the Jones. Later we became the
very, very best of friends.

That's really Sidney Sr. right?

Sidney Sr. yes; his son is Sidney Jr., and there is Sidney
IITI. Sidney the III is a [Cook County Circuit Court] judge
right now. Sidney Sr. is retired, he is in his eighties
now. He was still running the Department of Licenses I
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believe, License Bureau. [Mayor's License Control
Commission] We became very good friends and remained so
through the years, and over the years. I spent just this

last New Year's Eve with Sidney and his wife, Roma.

Another couple that came in was named Truman Gibson.
Truman A. Gibson and his father was the head of an
insurance company. Gibson at that time had just finished a
tour of duty as an aide to the Secretary of War. He went
back to get started in law. Not long afterward she
introduced me to another Atlanta graduate and I can't
remember which one that was.

I remember that on the fourth occasion, it was the
occasion of her having some people named DePriest. When I
was in political science, I studied Oscar DePriest [black
Republican U.S. Congressman 1929-1935] and wrote one summer
on what was called political leadership by Oscar DePriest
and when she was telling me about this woman, Lydia
DePriest, I asked her if this woman was colored and she
said she didn't remember. She said just a minute and I
will go call her and ask her. And she was serious about
it. She was sincere. She just couldn't remember. And the
little boy laughed about it too and not long after that was
the time when she and her husband went to the night games
that were just starting at Sox Park and lights were a
novelty. They loved that novelty. While they were gone,
Ted stayed behind, he stayed upstairs while I worked.

There was a younger person around. They were living in the
front part of the third floor, where two nurses, white
nurses from Billings [Hospital], and on the second floor
was an FBI agent in front and his wife, and behind them the
Kauffmans lived and then of course they had the first
floor. It was a mansion house, quite a place, 1035 East
45th Street.

Incidently, when I registered to vote in Chicago, Mr.
Kauffman took me all the way around, after I registered,
took me all the way around the first voting to what was
called something hotel on 46th Street or 47th, 46th Street,
and they wouldn't let me come in to vote. He raised hell
and she raised hell and they permitted me to go downtown
and vote.

You couldn't vote in the precinct?

The first time I voted in Chicago, I couldn't. I will
think of the hotel's name. It isn't there now. But that
night while they were gone, he answered the phone, the kid,
Ted. It was a moment or two and then he came back and he
was smiling and he said, "I guess I told them." "What was
that?" He said, "they asked me i1f you were colored and I
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told them I hadn't noticed."

There had been this discouraging of blacks moving into
that area. There had been some bombing over on Maryland
Street, in that area. The first families moving into the
area. In addition to that, why, the girl who I was sort of
spending a little time with, Shirley Workheimer. Shirley
Workheimer was working in the office of the Oakland Kenwood
Property Owners Association. She was going to school and
she was bringing me all the information about what they
were planning to do. They were planning to stop this
moving in of blacks into the neighborhood. The next
morning the kid came up missing. The kid was nowhere to be
found, he was supposed to have been at mass, he was an
altar boy at -- was it Holy Name Cathedral?

It is not Holy Name there.

Not Holy Name, but Holy Angels?
Was it Holy Angels?

On 47th Street.

I don't know the parishes as well there. Holy Angels is
down on Oakwood Boulevard.

This was down on 47th.
Corpus Christi.

I forget the name of it. He wasn't there. He didn't show
up at noon. I was at school. When I came home, everyone
was all upset. Mrs. Kauffman was prone on the sofa and the
doctor was working on her. Mr. Kauffman looked like he
wanted to kill me, couldn't tell me what was wrong. Some
neighbors were in there and a couple of policemen and they
told me that he had been missing. I knew it was because of
me. The lights were all on. I knew that the next thing
would be a bomb on the porch. It happened the same night
or the night before on Maryland Street. When this loud
thump sort of shook the front of the house with something
landing on the porch, I raced out to get it. The men raced
out to a car and it sped away. I raced around the corner
to get it and there was this bundle. I stopped and looked
and it was this kid. I picked him up like that and carried
him inside. I untied him and stood him on his feet and he
was grinning. Pulled the tape off his face, he had gone
through hell. Later we found that they had him in the back
end of a car all day long. There was a tag on this rope,
like a shipping tag. It said, "this is to teach him to
notice when a nigger is a nigger."
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This was a lesson and it also said to me that this is
coming too close to these people who had been wonderful to

me and I'll have to get them out from under it. I came
back and moved. The next day I got another place. She
palid my first month's rent there. She ordered up a lot of

furniture and stuff like that and had it shipped over. The
holidays were coming up and she saw to it that I got a one
thousand dollar Christmas present from the family, that was
quite a bit.

This kid must have been -- was it Ted?

Yes.

Must have been a pretty, oh I would say, neat person.
Yes. Some of the finest people that I have ever known.
Yes. A courageous wit.

Yes. She died and left him wealthy. So I moved, I moved
back west of Cottage. I didn't try it any more. Except,
oh no, when I first moved, I didn't move immediately, I
moved to a hotel. It was an apartment hotel on University
Avenue called University Apartments. It was sort of an
apartment hotel that had been changing to one room
apartments, kitchenettes. The very day I got that. A
friend of mine got it. He was a classmate of mine, he got
it with me. He was in political science. He also went
into law. His name was Charles Kralovec. He and I ended
up in the U. S. Attorney's Office at the same time.

Did you work during the summers at all when you were in law
school?

Only there weren't any summers.

You went straight through.

We went straight through twenty-seven months, nine terms
without stopping, except there were these little short, a
week and a half in between exams and the beginning of the

next class. Yes, I went straight through that way.

You mentioned about registering to vote and trying to vote
in Chicago. Had you voted in --

I never voted before in my life.

I was going to ask you that and I was going to ask you what
was your perception of Roosevelt during the Depression.
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He was an idol. I was at the University of Wisconsin in
summers if you recall about that time. What we were
studying was a new area of political science called
administrative law. The development of the new fourth
branch of government and the great science, political
science of that day, we were reading it. And this is where
you would have a fourth branch made up with the consent of
the other two branches, of all three, with
quasi-legislative, quasi-executive and quasi-judicial
power, hearing officers in the executive. It started out
with the development of a beginner of this before them.
They were talking about

Federal Trade was first.

Federal Trade Commission, right. But after then, came
these regulatory agencies, one after another, made
necessary by the whole change of pattern of life in the
United States and of the world. Now we have four branches
instead of the three. We have a government in which there
are three times as many people in the fourth branch as are
in the other three.

When you graduated from law school, I think you went to the
Corporation Counsel's Office. 1Is that right?

Yes. Not quite immediately, but I did go there pretty
soon. I made a good friend, a fellow who became my good
friend named Johnny Sengstacke. He had just come into full
responsibility for the Chicago Defender newspaper, a few
days before that, few weeks before that. His uncle had
died and had left one third to him, one third to his
relatives, and one third to Abbot's own widow. He had a
little battle and he finally won out and got in charge of
the whole thing. He's still my best friend.

Did it require you to be active politically at that time.
John?

No, not him, but in order to get the Corporation Counsel's
job. In the past as you know sometimes there has been
letters from ward committeemen.

Remember when I was in North Carolina teaching?

Yes.

I was mentioning a fellow who was a coach or athletic
director of Dudley High School [in Jefferson City]. It was

maintained by Lincoln. He also lived next door, roomed.
We fellows roomed. I had my meals over where he lived and
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I lived over next to him. We ran together so to speak.

His name was Bill Hercran. Hercran, without my knowing him
at that time -- I didn't pay any attention to it -- had set
up with us for the Navy, but not being accepted, went
ahead, and went into the Army. He was a little later, 1like
six months later, and then he ended up in Hawaii, just
before the war was over, and we met and we talked. Talking
with him caused me to write to the University of Wisconsin
and have them send my transcripts over. We met at the
Liberty, USO, and he would come over on the base and we
hobnobbed about. Then we agreed that when he got out of
the service, why on his way through, he would come through
Chicago, and see how I was doing. He was going to go back
to work. Sure enough, six months later, after I was here,
he came out and I met him. He called me. There was a
hotel where I met him. It was called the Stevens Hotel.

Conrad Hilton.

It's the Conrad Hilton now. It was called the Stevens
Hotel. He was there. I was treated nicely, went into the
hotel, met him. While we were talking, he said that when
he was at Hampton, he had a roommate who was a newspaper
man here in Chicago. He works for one of the papers now,
name of John Sengstacke. I never heard of him, but let's
try to find him. We called, I remember I was the one who
put the call to the Tribune and they said, just a minute,
and they looked through their records and said we don't
have one working here. He put calls through a couple of
others and then finally I said well maybe he works for this
colored paper, they have a colored paper here. Maybe he
works for that. So I put the call and this gal I later
learned her name was Pino. And she said "Hello-o0-o0,
Chicago Defender." I said: "Do you have a Mr. John
Sengstacke that works for you at the paper?" "Yes we
do-0-0, just a minute." I gave the phone to him. It was
just that fast. "Yea man," laughing and talking over the
phone, we made arrangements to meet him that evening. It
was called the Well of the Sea which was a bar, dining,
after hours, lovely place at the lower level of the then
Sherman Hotel. What a fabulous evening it was, spending it
with him and meeting the guy. It was so much fun and
seeing the two of them. Then he had us on the Sunday, two
days later, at his house for dinner, at his apartment. He
lived in the Roosevelt Apartments. I met his wife and then
I got to go back and forth afterwards and he introduced me
to my Amy that I later married. His wife did.

Oh, his wife introduced you?

Yes. We just became friends like that and then one day out
of the clear blue sky, I -- incidently I had gone into, I
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was on the schedule to go into Washington. I had to wait
over until I passed the bar anyway. I went on, got linked
up, Mrs. Kauffman had me linked up with Gassaway and Cross
and Turner in this little office called Gassaway, Cross,
Turner, & Parsons.

But the University placement officer had set up some
appointments with me in Washington to see what there was in
government there. While I was doing that, a professor that
I had -- I had worked for him too. I had done a bit of
translating for him on the works of Pijonaire, from
Belgium/French to English. I translated for him. Doctor
Max Rheinstein knowing that I was going into Washington
said, "look I want you to make an appointment. I will make
it for you and give you this letter of introduction and
send it ahead of time to my friend, we were on the
Nuremburg trials together and see if he can't locate
something for you."

So I walked into the office of the Airlines, American

or -- He was the general counsel. His name was Charles
Fahy. He was from Rome, Georgia, with this deep, soft,
gentle, Georgian voice. I said, "I thought I remembered

reading about you. You were Solicitor General of the
United States. You argued the Screws case [Screws v. U.S.,
325 U.S. 91 (1945)] before the Supreme Court, didn't you?"
Yes, we talked a great deal. He took an interest in me
because I had written on that. This was the criminal
counterpart of §1981 and §1983. He said: "You know the
President has just appointed me as chairman of his
committee to eliminate discrimination in the [Armed
Forces] ."
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TAPE 3 (Side 5)

This is an oral history tape of Senior District Judge James
B. Parsons for the Northern District of Illinois. Collins T.
Fitzpatrick, Circuit Executive for the Seventh Circuit, is
conducting the interviews. The date is Wednesday, March 23, 1988
and we are in Judge Parsons' chambers.

CTF: We were talking about Mr. Fahy.

JBP: Yes. Mr. Fahy said that "the President has just appointed
me head of his committee to eliminate discrimination in the
armed forces of the United States and you might work with
my committee." He took a great interest in me, getting
into it and then asked me more gquestions about what I
thought about Screws, U.S. v. Screws.

CTF: Now you had written about it at the University of Chicago,
is that it? Did you write for the Law Review?

JBP: Yes. It was a part of the political science thing,
interpretation actually it grew out of the interpretation
of the civil rights statutes, the history of the Civil
Rights Section of the Criminal Division of the Department
of Justice had prosecuted this case, a criminal prosecution
for the denying of civil rights, and had sent it through to
the Supreme Court. Mr. Justice Douglas wrote the opinion.
According to Fahy, he felt that while Douglas sustained
their position, that he had lost the real substance of the
use of the criminal statute. But he was so enthusiastic
about it that the very next day he made arrangements for me
to go out and see and meet the fellow who was sort of
setting the whole thing up, James Evans, who had been

administrative aide to the Secretary of War. I saw him out
at the Pentagon. I got back to his office the next
afternoon.

He said, "look there is one thing that I would like
for you to do. There is a colored fellow in Chicago. He
is Vice Chair and he is going to have more to do with this
than perhaps anybody else. Why don't you go back to
Chicago and look him up. Now he has some newspapers and
his name is John Sengstacke. You get him on your side and
everything will be all right. I would like to have you
with me." We laughed about it. The last time I saw him
was when I was [sitting by designation] on the Court of
Appeals for the District of Columbia Circuit.

I went back and I talked to John and he said, "no,
there is something I want you to do first. It is much more
important than that. Major" so-in-so, whose name slips me
now, "is dying. The only position in the Corporation



CTF:

JBP:

48

Counsel's Office that colored have ever had. I want you to
take it. I will give publicity to the cases which you work
on."

It wasn't Colonel Arvey was 1t?

No, a colored man, Major somebody. But when I got there, I
later found that there was an older woman. A lawyer. She
had diabetes. Anyway I went to the Corporation Counsel's
Office. And from there I went to the Appeals and Review
Division.

[BREAK]

Today is Thursday, March 24, 1988 and this is a

continuation of the oral history of Judge Parsons.

CTF:

JBP:

CTF:

JBP:

Judge, you were just mentioning about one of the persons
who made a strong impression on you, Professor Albert
Mills, the Chairman of the Political Science Department at
Millikin.

Yes I majored in political science and he took an interest
in me and recommended me to the University of Chicago. I
did research for him on religious education in penal
institutions. Those thoughts of penal institutions grow
into what we are working with today. This I think T
acquired from him. He was my major professor and as such
there the major professor helped you on your career and
watched you. Dr. Mills was the one who started talking to
me about the University of Chicago, even after I left the
school. He lectured at the University of Chicago in the
summers. I had heard about the University of Chicago and
we talked about what was important. I majored in political
science and English literature. My English teacher was a
woman named Davita McCaslin. I had known Miss McCaslin.
She lived around the corner on Hayworth Street, a grand,
not too large but grand style house, with her mother. I
remember seeing them drive past in the electric car. Both
took an interest in me and my career. The electric car was
sort of like a sedan with a little bit of engine space in
front and behind, with levers instead of wheels for
steering. An elegant lady, she never married. There was a
vacant lot beside her house. We played softball and we got
to see them and later I mowed her lawn. Dr. McNabb headed
the Department of Fine Arts. I studied under him for voice
and speech.

Were you in any plays?

Yes. There was all kinds of plays with singing.
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Were there also dramatic productions?
Yes, every year they were pretty important ones.

When I left Mae Owens Kauffman's, she got me a place
at a rooming house. At that rooming house there was a
group of Panamanians, four. One of them turned out to be a
very close friend of Sylvester White. Another was Luther
Graham. Luther became an architect. He is the one who
designed the spaghetti bowl where Congress and the Kennedy
and the Dan Ryan meet, the exits and entrances on the
expressways.

But he came from Panama?

Yes. Luther retired just a few years ago. One child,
Luther Junior. I was his godfather. Not too long ago
Luther retired and went out to California where his son

was working with a company that got the job of repairing
the same spaghetti bowl. So the son came here to supervise
and repair that.

You know, it is interesting neither of those names would be
ones that I would guess for Panamanian names, not that I
know what a Panamanian name, is but it doesn't sound
Spanish at all.

The people were brought into Panama from other Caribbean
Islands and different other places.

They were less of an indigenous population?
Yes, and much less Spanish than other American countries.

We were talking about people you had met at the boarding
house and people with influence on you.

While in my last year of law school, one young man I met
was Fred Ford. Fred came from a family down in East St.
Louis. I had known about the family. Their father who was
quite concerned that his son come up and visit, a very
unusual thing at that time. Fred went into accounting at
the University of Illinois. He went to work for
McDonald's. He set up and managed their restaurants. He
worked in getting his family to get him started in the
Chicago area.

There was one woman, a black woman who came in off the
street and wanted to hire an accountant. In the mean time
with his parents help he got himself a piece of income
property and then decided he should put that income
property under management with Draper & Kramer. It then
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became profitable.

He went to work with Draper & Kramer. Their annual
report shows that they manage millions and millions of
square feet of property, purchase and sale of property,
many properties that they owned. They operated out of
offices here, Indianapolis, and St. Louils. As to grammar
school, if you were to ask me the names of some of the
elementary school teachers that I had, I don't remember
that. I understand that I went for part of the year to
Champaign and part of the year to Bloomington and that I
was in kindergarten in Dayton, Ohio but I really don't
remember the schools. I don't remember the teachers.

You mentioned to me a unique, I think it is unigque I guess
because I wasn't aware of it, the Parsons family tradition
that the person having the birthday give presents to the
other people.

I don't know where that started but when we came along, all
I remember was that I was told, look it's going to be your
birthday next week, you will give a party for the family.
Why don't you start saving up and getting yourself some
presents to give and I'll help you get the food together
but you'll have to do it. It happened just that way.

With my oldest brother's birthday, he came home and he
came with presents for everybody, and everybody said what
is he going to bring? What is he going to do? His
birthday was in warm weather, I remember that. He would
sometimes come in and have us go with him to the parks and
stuff. So eventually it became my turn. I grew up
thinking, oh I have to furnish the presents. It didn't
seem unusual for me to furnish birthday presents. Mom
always helped plan something. She said, what do you think
your father would like? Then I had to start doing my own,
making my own presents.

At family gatherings were you with people other than the
immediate family? You mentioned yesterday that you didn't
have a knowledge of your cousins.

There were friends, friends of my father would come.

I remember the Purndos. I don't remember Mr. Purndo
but I do remember Mrs. Purndo who was a very close friend.
There was a Purndo in junior high school who was a year
behind me. His name was Milo Purndo. Milo was a good
friend. He wasn't a real close buddy like Johnny Regan and
Walter Reed. But next to them he was somebody whom I would
mention, at least once or twice a month. I'd say look I
think I'll go out and see Milo. They lived north of
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Decatur, just like a quarter of a mile beyond the city
limits. The TB Sanitarium was out there. Mr. Purndo wore
a little longer hair I suspect than other men wore then.

He wasn't so well dressed like Mrs. Purndo who was active
in one of the churches in the city. She and my mother were
often together socially or working at the church. Mr.
Purndo was the brother of a woman named Annie Purndo. She
lived in Princeton, Illinois and became a multi-millionaire
developing a hair product called Purol. Then she took all
of her brothers to Princeton. She got all of her nephews
to go to college. They finally moved the headquarters to
St. Louis. Milo Purndo headed the Northwestern shows.

Yes, people like that came in and out. The great
experiences of family life centered around several red
letter days like Halloween, Thanksgiving, Christmas.
Thanksgiving and Christmas, the family would always go
home. The family. People would gather around the family
house, around the table. My oldest brother and his wife
and children, my older brother and his wife and two boys
would ride over. I would be there. We would be planning
for it. My Mom would be planning for it.

We would be outdoors playing. Even then there was a
form of you-don't-fall-on-the-ground football. I don't
remember if we called it touch football or not. You'd

catch it, run with it. Pop would be out refereeing. Then
Mom would come out and yell, "Benton, Benton, you boys come
on in now and get ready." We would come in laughing and

talking, climb the stairs so that we could get all washed
up. Milo would be there and the Dansbys. Pop would go
around and see that everybody's tie was straight. Then he
went back and reached up on the shelf and he'd come up with
some little bottle with some kind of whiskey and we would
pass out these little glasses similar to the ones that you
take communion with in the church. He'd pour a little bit,
even for me. He would raise the glasses and toast.

We would go on downstairs and gather around and Pop
would stand behind his chair and we would have to stand.
The prayer would go on and on and on, it seemed to me. I
would look up with one eye and look over with the other
eye. Nobody said anything until Pop sat down. He would
pass the whiskey around in order of rank. Mom would be
next and then the oldest would be next and so on. I
remember Mother's never talking, sitting there, and getting
up until everything was there. She would get up and bring
it. When it was over, she and my sister and the other
women would get a large tablecloth and put it over
everything. They would take nothing off the table. We all
left out of there and went to both front rooms, two rooms.
Mom would sit down and Pop would sit down. We'd start



TAPE 3

CTF:

JBP:

52

singing one after another. The singing would go on until
we had used up all the songs that everybody knew.
Thanksgiving was always the same songs, "The Battle Hymn Of
The Republic." Patriotic songs and not revolutionary. We
were involved, it didn't stop us from being primarily
Americans.

(Side 6)

This is a continuation of the interview with Judge
Parsons by Collins Fitzpatrick on Thursday, March 24th.

Judge we were talking about your working for the
Corporation Counsel's Office perhaps you can talk a little
bit about that.

Overnight I was trying to locate the name of this neighbor
who had the one job there that died and the job became
available. I can't think of his name. I have not had a
chance to talk to anyone who might have been around. That
was 100 years ago. Not very many people are left. Well I
went in there, the Appeals and Review Division and I was
first given an assignment to work with appeals and matters
sent for an advisory opinions for city departments. Then
they assigned me matters from the Comptroller's Office and
I wrote three or four memoranda involving the Comptroller's
Office. Then I got involved and went back to the Police
Department on two matters and it took up most of the time I
was there. One was the fact that there was a transfer to
the Police Department of the policemen for the Chicago Park
District. They were being absorbed by the Chicago Police
Department. The Park District had police power and that
was because the City of Chicago had it. The City of
Chicago had the police power in the park district and also
the matter of equalizing pay. Litigation had already gone
on about these matters. The other related to the victims
of the joint subject of concern in state litigation. It
came in the performance of governmental function and the
performance of the corporate function. This is a matter of
substantial concern because the law was beginning to
develop in the states regarding liability of governmental
employees. The courts were beginning to distinguish
between when they were performing what was called a
governmental function and when they were performing
functions that were strictly corporate. For a substantial
period of time, that distinction was of paramount
importance. The difference was between a policeman who was
on his way to answer an emergency call with a fireman on
his way to answer an emergency telephone call. Someone is
standing on the corner when they turn and hit him because
he did not get out of the way. The city was immune because
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of the work he was doing. The only reason was to determine
how much you were going to have to pay.

Were the lawsuits also brought against the drivers
individually?

No, the drivers were excluded by the same concept whether
or not the conduct was intentional or accidental. It did
not keep the city from having to consider that if it were
corporate, but not if it was governmental. In other words,
they should not be excluded if the police were on their way
very hurriedly with their instruments to line up for a
parade because they are part of the marching band. I think
that's the purpose of governmental immunity.

Much of this grew out of the differences between the
performance of police at the park district. They were
going over there to monitor the setting up of those
exhibits at the fireman's thrill show. The fire department
would provide some security for fires. They wouldn't
otherwise furnish the services and they would not be put on
in the city as they were not governmental. So came about
the great distinction.

A third area began to develop and that I endeavored to
study: municipal liability potential in violation of the
federal law. Looking back upon, not just the Screws case,
but there were other cases indicating the possibility that
there was excessive force. In the early days that was just
beginning to develop. I became somewhat bothered by the
magnificent record of cleaning up the gangs on the south
side of Chicago.

So you argued some of these cases before the Illinois
Supreme Court and the Illinois Appellate Court.

Not the appellate court, primarily the Supreme Court, the
branch here.

When you came out of law school, what other positions did
you think about? You had mentioned the possibility of the
vice-presidency of the federal government Commission on
Desegregation of the Armed Forces, but you ended up in the
Corporation Counsel's Office. What other possibilities did
you consider and what other possibilities could you
consider?

I had two concerns that were pulling at me. One is this
concern of bureaucrative preoccupation with political
science and with this facility of two languages. 1In
Washington I ended up not only not accepting the offer of
Charles Fahy but also not accepting the offer of the
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Department of Interior in Washington. Another offer was
foreign service. Both of them required some additional
training. I didn't accept any of them. I went back to
Chicago and found myself also picking up on the job that he
left just a short time earlier, a fellow who was teaching,
at Wisconsin Law School in political science, a classmate,
Paul Douglas. Paul Douglas who had become United States
Senator.

When did you decide to go to the U.S. Attorney's Office?

That decision was made for me, I did not make it. My
friend John Sengstacke called me and said, "say, do you
have time this afternoon to meet me in the office down the
street from where you are?" I said, "well yes, but what
was it about?" He said, "well I would like to meet with
you in the office of a judge by the name of [William J.]
Campbell (Hon. William J. Campbell, U.S. District Court,
N.D. IL)." What is this about? "Just come down and I will
talk with you when you get there." I supposed I ought to
do that and I came on down and found the office of a judge
named Campbell. When I got there waiting -- in the first
place he had a secretary who was colored and waiting was
this round faced fellow, Charley Brown. He was seated at
the desk. He had two telephones that he was answering all
the time and three secretaries. One thing after another.
John introduced me to him. But Charley Brown interviewed
me for Judge Campbell. Otto Kerner (Hon. Otto Kerner, Jr.,
U.S. Attorney, N.D. IL, 1947-1954, U.S. Circuit Judge,
Seventh Circuit, 1968-1976) was the U.S. Attorney. He
became the governor later. Before Kerner got there, he had
already told me about this position that was opening in the
U.S. Attorney's Office. There were two positions. Both of
them were in the Criminal Division. There had never been a
negro in the Criminal Division. There had always been one
around here in Chicago. He was in the Civic Center. The
person that I met, I met over in Hawaii, William Sylvester
White, Judge White now.

Bill White then was a lawyer. I met him at the time
he was there as an aide to Forrestal and was setting up a
panel for investigating of what you call the Guam riot. I
was assigned to the panel. I happened to have gotten to
Hawaii not too long afterward and they looked out to the
highest ranking noncommissioned officers in the Navy first
class petty officer. So they put me on it too. We went
over to Guam to gather all the evidence.

The situation grew out of the landing on Guam and the
building of air landing fields up in the fields. After the
invasion of the occupied island, Guam still had a great
number of resisters left on the island. As they were going
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up in the morning, the sea-bees were there and there were
also MPs and as they were going up into the hills each day,
the sea-bees were carrying equipment, supplies, food, and
metal sections of runway to be laid down. The men were
going up and they were not going up to fight. They were
building the airfield. But they were protected from both
sides by military marines and MPs. After they were some
distance, some snipers up in the trees, never disturbed
these sea-bees, these black workers who were unarmed in the
first place. But they shot at the others. They were
shooting at the armed whites.

Now were the sea-bees all black?

That particular company of sea-bees was black. On the way
back to the base at night, the same thing happened. It was
nothing other than rank confusion. Whites wanted to take
it out on the black sea-bees. The authorities wanted to
delay the finish of the airfield until the snipers were
wiped out.

I met this fellow who was from Great Lakes. He was
William Sylvester White, a graduate of the University of
Chicago Law School.

So at this time there are black officers?
At that time there had been, vyes.
But when you went in?

I'd been in for two years before the Great Lakes Project
came about. Most of them I met came west. One I met was
named Harvard, Ensign Harvard. Everybody liked him. He
was also good in the field of athletics. He ended up here
in Chicago too. His wife was very pleasant. He told me
about his practice of law, family, his wife. He described
his sister-in-law in glowing terms. They seemed to be an
enterprising family. They developed a restaurant at 51st
Street and Michigan which was then recognized as a Czech
area. I looked the restaurant up when I got here. I found
it had moved to Cottage Grove, right across the street from
the big giant theater called the Tivoli. Behind the
counter was his sister-in-law who was very pretty. How did
I get back there-?

Well you had told me you were in Hawaii and I was asking
what other things you had done, what were the job
possibilities and so this started. You had mentioned that
somebody had run across you when you were in Campbell's
office. Kerner, Sengstacke and Charley Brown.
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So the idea was that he had these two vacancies and he had
agreed that he would take seriously the recommendation of
the Defender. The Defender recommended that one fellow be
me. The other was a white fellow who was the son of an
attorney. So Kerner took us. We had a very quick FBI
investigation. It was not completed when we started. We
had a week to start, had to clean up everything.

Was Campbell the Chief Judge then?

No, he was a power. He was well known. He had his hands
in everything. He had this woman working for him who was a
secretary he had borrowed from the Defender.

He assigned us both to the Criminal Division and
rearranged the attorneys so as not to be caught slipping
his black attorneys dog cases. First thing he gave me a
desk and a room. After Kerner left, Brown became the
Acting U.S. Attorney. Anyway, I went up to his office and
then they reassigned me into another office with a fellow
who was on his way out. Then they gave me the whole file
of Selective Service files. There was still 63 cases to
try. He assigned cases to me in the Criminal Division.
Here you take that one. You're colored, you take this one.
I prosecuted a series of Selective Service cases.

General [Lewis Blaine] Hersey came out and I got a
picture of us. I was then assigned a civil rights case, a
conspiracy under the Civil Rights Act not to put out a fire
by the firemen. It was a very interesting experience, the
trial experience.

It wasn't too long before the election and also was of
course this matter of watching the polls and then the
Republicans came in. With President Eisenhower, Brownell
became Attorney General. His first order was to
discontinue any private undertakings by assistant United
States Attorneys. That was the last time that you were
allowed to have private undertakings as long as you did not
do them on your forty hour week responsibility and as long
as 1t did not involve the federal government. I had been
with a group of lawyers by the title of Gassaway,
Crossinger & Parsons.

Gassaway handled only federal cases. He also handled
tax, real estate tax matters. As I was getting started, he
let me sit in his office on Saturdays. I got my first case
from him. There was an accident out in the suburbs.

People came in looking for a lawyer to go out. He gave
that one to me. So on off hours, I developed a substantial
domestic relationship practice, while I was with Kerner. I
handled divorces out in Chicago Heights where they were
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allowed agreed divorces.
Were there Saturday hearings?

Yes. Saturday mornings I would come back with three
divorces. They would collect the fees which would be
$75.00. I was given an interesting case. She was a native
Italian woman who had remarried and had a 48 apartment
building on Belmont. Her name was Annie Mirabelli. She
had a hard time getting a lawyer as she was a difficult
client. The Defender called me and said they had the case
which was to go to court the next morning. It was before a
referee named Austin Hall on a Chapter XI. I brought in
Gesas. Gesas lived in the Belmont Hotel, I went there and
they would not take me up the elevator because I was negro.
First I got angry. Michael Gesas, Leonard's father came
down and raised hell with the hotel. Michael Gesas filed
suit. Won it. No defense. The following Monday he and
his family moved. He sued them under the Illinois Civil
Rights Act of 1873.
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TAPE 4 (Side 7)

This is an oral history tape of Senior District Judge James
B. Parsons for the Northern District of Illinois. Collins T.
Fitzpatrick, Circuit Executive for the Seventh Circuit, is
conducting the interviews. The date is Thursday, March 24, 1988
and we are in Judge Parsons' chambers.

CTF: There were nine counts of the complaint.
JBP: Yes.
CTF: What was their defense?

JBP: The defendants apologized. Their lawyer advised them to
settle it. We worked on the settlement. The settlement
was a simple one that we can test. Not only with regard to
going up and down the elevator. But also staying in the
transient hotel or any other hotel and that it would be
tested.

CTF: Did they accept the settlement?

JBP: Yes. Well I was wondering about the money, at first. But
they accepted the settlement. It was not that serious a
situation because I had an advance fee in the case. I got
married on that.

CTF: You had mentioned yesterday that you met Amy through one of
your friends, I can't remember who it was.

JBP: Sengstacke. Amy was a Northwestern graduate.
CTF: What did she die from?
JBP: Cancer.

CTF: At different time periods in the U.S. Attorney's Office, it
was a patronage office according to my understanding. Did
Brownell change that?

JBP: I don't know that it was. Certainly I was taken seriously
by Kerner. When the Republicans came in, I got a letter
from this new guy named Robert Tieken (Robert Tieken, U.S.
Attorney, N.D. IL, 1954-1961). Everybody got a letter.

You were given 90 days to arrange for new employment. In
the meantime, he asked that you take responsibility but do
not be offended if we put somebody in your place from time
to time. That happened, cleaned out, except that they kept
on four older lawyers. At that time I had many trials and
I had taken over all of the presentations to the grand jury
even though I didn't do all of the trials. Other
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assistants would second chair in the office. One of them
was John Grady (Hon. John F. Grady, U.S. District Court,
N.D. IL. 1976 to date). Another was Bill Hart (Hon.
William T. Hart, U.S. District Court, N.D. IL, 1982 to
date). I'm talking about the investigation from the
Treasury Department, cases involving bills. I let go more
of the Selective Service cases and other jobs.

They only kept four assistants?

They kept four. I think they kept two that everybody knew
they would keep. One of whom was a fellow named John Peter

Lulinski. He was a gilant in appeals. He knew and did the
appellate work at the Court of Appeals. These four were Ed
Calihan, Ann Lavin, John Peter Lulinski and myself. So we

stayed on. It wasn't long after that the government
screened 7 or 8 of us. I had in depth checks by the FBI
and I was called into the office of the new United States
FBI agent-in-charge, an older person from Florida or
Louisiana. He was referred to as Colonel something. Well
maybe never really a Colonel, but given that name because
it was an honorary title. He was very enthusiastic and a
very effective person. I was in the office with him, Bob
Tieken, and Bob Tieken's right hand man, Frank McGarr (Hon.
Frank J. McGarr, U.S. District Court, N.D. IL. 1970-1988)
and two FBI agents. I talked with him and they wanted me
to go to school. You had reading material, some
photocopies, some mimeograph papers, some printed
pamphlets, some files given. I looked through all of this.
So I studied and then we began to work. They took me out
on the streets. Then I came through it, eventually it was
in full press. Somehow it didn't get beyond bad relations
between blacks and whites.

Where did you know Lightfoot [U.S. v. Lightfoot, 228 F.2d
861 (7th Cir. 1956) rev'd Lightfoot v. U.S., 355 U.S. 2
(1957)1 from-?

The Communist Party at that time was underground. And his
was the first prosecution which provided for advocating of
the overthrow of the government by being members or
participating in an organization that has as its purpose
advocating the overthrow of the government of the United
States by force and violence.

So the elements of proof are to prove that the Communist
Party had that as its mission and to prove that he was a
member of it.

More than that, it was to prove that he was advocating
himself.
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You had to advocate it yourself?

Yes. You were actually organizing, working jointly to
bring about the overthrow, some overt act. I had two cases
one here, the Lightfoot case and one in which I sent up to
Milwaukee. It was transferred here and the indictment was
here, called John Killian [U.S. v. Killian, 246 F.2d 77
(7th Cir. 1957)] involving a plant in Milwaukee, Allen-
Bradley.

Now what were the charges in Killian?
Organizing the overthrow of the government.

Were you active at this time or could you be active in
local political or national political affairs? Was there a
prohibition on that in the U.S. Attorney's Office?

I really never was active. I knew about this stuff. One
of the courses that I took at the University of Wisconsin
was on political leadership. We were at that time studying
Huey Long and personalities like that, what makes them
tick. I used to come into Chicago and study Oscar
DePriest, first black congressman after Reconstruction
Days, Republican, and he lived in Chicago. "Yes, follow me
around be glad to have you."

Did you ever think of yourself as running for office in the
legislative or executive branch?

I use to go back and forth with John Sengstacke about
Attorney General. He had a place up on Covert Road south
of South Haven.

Covert Road.
Do you know it?

Yes. Covert Township is near our farm. I often go through
Covert.

You know it 1f you have gone back and forth from the place.
Nice place, big ranch house with a delightful recreation
things he built on the side of it. We used to go back and
forth, just like it was our own every weekend. Incidently,
there was one little problem with it and that was it was
one of the places that Lightfoot used. He was in the area.
Eventually I got the place up there at Lakeside.

Now when did you get the place there?

I went up to look at a place with a couple of fellows, one
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was in real estate the other was a lawyer who had bought in
a place at Union Pier called Lake Villa. It was a double
row of cottages, like eight 1little cottages, single path
down the center of them, common beach, those were full.
They would be for sale, sort of like, $1200. So I went up
with these two fellows to look at them and I liked it a
little bit. I went into the store to find something with
some other fellow and drove back down to the store to get a
pack of cigarettes. There I met with a very effervescent
person. I didn't recognize him and he said "Why don't you
take a look at the place and see if you like it."

The next summer she let me rent the big house at Union
Pier. But before that I was back and forth with John
Sengstacke. I was at the Bell's place at Lakeside in Union
Pier on Sunday. He and his wife and their little boys
Robert and Loulie went up to our cottage.

We were getting ready for a nice picnic. John called
me on the phone and said, "look, I want you to run for
office." I said, "what do you mean?" He said, "well T
would like you to run for the Superior Court in Cook
County." He said, "I have to have an OK on it right away
because some plans have got to be made tomorrow." I said,
"T don't know anything about it. What is this all about?"
He laughed. "T am going to be up there in a few minutes,
hold on and I will be up there." Sure enough, he came. We
laughed and talked. I had to come back into Chicago and
finish something. I had to see Amy. He made me promise
that I would say OK. I told him to call me the next
morning at 9:00 o'clock. So 9:00 o'clock the next morning
Congressman Dawson called me, called me by my first name,

Jim. I was elected because I hadn't been in politics. It
was a blue ribbon panel, good men against good men. "The

Republicans have already set up their panel. You'll fill

ours out." Sure enough I was picked to run against

Archibald J. Carey, a long time Republican politician.

The Republicans had decided to run a black for the
judgeships?

Five positions, Superior Court positions, one was Black,
one was Irish, one was Italian, one was Swedish and one was
Jewish. Democrats, and none of them were in politics.

They were lawyers. One had the name Boyle. He had been
State's Attorney, the Irish candidate. The Scandinavian
was a publisher of the Swedish newspaper. The Italian was
already a state judge but had a political background, and
I, and the Jew was Abe Russell. So we became a team to run
against the others. But I had a very strong push from the
mayor as a result of some of the earlier cases that I had
in the U.S. Attorney's Office and some suggestions from



CTF:

JBP:

63
Sengstacke.

Irv Cohen, that's his name into whose office I came
when I first came here and who later became acting U.S.
Attorney when Kerner resigned to become a county judge,
knowing that the handwriting was on the wall about being
replaced by Bob Tieken. John arranged for a fellow who was
a labor leader. I went in and Mayor Daley met me there and
with me was somebody from Sengstacke's office.

We went in. Irv Cohen was there and also there was

this old man, Fred . He had retired as city
manager for Cincinnati and came to Chicago. Before he
became city manager in Cincinnati -- he took over that from

a former city manager, both of whom served on the faculty
at the University of Wisconsin and established the concept
of city manager as opposed to a mayor. I had studied
municipal corporations with Fred and Dr.
Taylor at the University of Wisconsin.

I walked in and he had no idea that I was included in
the group and we talked and we got acquainted. Weren't you
in my class and then he began to teach me. They wanted me
to take the position that had opened up. It opened up at
the first of the year. This was between Christmas and New
Year's in 1958. Sain, who was warden of the House of
Corrections which was the jail for those who were sent to
jail from the Municipal Court of Chicago, not from the
Circuit Court of Cook County. We need somebody who can do
that and you know this.

So this was just an offer to be superintendent or warden,
whatever it was.

I said I would like to see what it was like and get back to
you tomorrow. It was Saturday. On Monday, Fred ,
Irv Kupcinet (Chicago newspaper columnist and television
talk show host), and I. Irv drove us out to House of
Corrections so I would get a chance to see it. It meant
also a job for $1,750 a month. It meant chauffeurs,
limousines. It meant house servants. One of the things
which it had was a farm. The inmates ran the farm and a
factory.

Coming back the next day, something happened. Irv
Kupcinet said, "I don't think you should do this, Jim.
There is someone coming in to check out the House of
Corrections, a reporter from one of the newspapers who is
linked up with one of the judges who is taking a pretended
conviction, that he is going into the House of
Corrections." Kup said, "the investigation shows that
there is an awful lot of graft and councilmen are getting
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their food from the farm. They are getting their furniture
and other things from the factory and their getting their
delivery back and forth by limousines and by automobiles.
You don't want that." Fred took over the job and got
caught. He never regained his health.

Did you run for a specific position or were there five
against five?

One against one. I ran against Carey.
So the match up right down the line was ethnic?

Right down the line. Arch Carey and I agreed not to talk
about each other. I had someone who was from the national
campaign. I was picking up some of the stuff that I had
heard about in the school, books, political leadership, and
just liking people anyway, this whole background of things.
So I had to go that afternoon to the central committee. I
went in and sat. They asked me questions. I answered.
They enjoyed me and I think it was sincere appreciation
from the central committee. The word came out that the
Mayor had made me the choice. So I ran, but I had to
donate right away $12,000. I sent in my resignation from
the U.S. Attorney's Office, effective the end of August.
Incidently, before getting there that noon I talked with
Bob Tieken and a lot of other people, my sisters, a fellow
named Ward Cahill the night editor of the Chicago Daily
News, remember him?

(Side 8)

Cahill and I had something in common -- we both had worked
at the newspaper. When I got there, he took me through the
plant and he showed me the plant. We talked about the
newspaper business.

What was your newspaper there in Decatur?

Decatur Herald Review. Remember when I went to Millikin.
The editor called me and they put me to work whenever I
needed to work. In order to meet my schedule I worked for
five years. Even when I left, I needed money to cover my
bills when I went to the university.

The next thing I knew I was invited to Ward Cahill's
home, met his wife. He lived on north Magnolia.
Interesting place to walk along the wall, the brick wall
from both sides of the door. We rang the buzzer and were
buzzed in.
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The newspapers were nice to me. They got me to make a
political spot to be broadcast on radio stations that were
out in the suburbs.

Did they run pictures?

Yes, with a little bit of a story. I had met in the early
part of the campaign, John F. Kennedy. He took an interest
in me.

You talked to him about the Navy, didn't you?

Yes. In addition, we met accidentally when he was not yet
in the office.

I think that's a cute story.

Did you hear about the dedication of the new and enlarged
and remodeled campaign headquarters here in Chicago? We
were on a low platform. I was caught in the pictures,
shaking hands with this new Senator, a future president of
the United States and I didn't know the guy. I wasn't
going to force myself on the guy. I stood up there and
people shoved me back and forth, finally somebody got the
two of us together to shake hands and said smile and look
at the camera. We looked at the camera and we were shaking
hands. No one had investigated it. All I said was,
"You're sort of tall, aren't you?" He dropped my hand when
the picture was over and he walked away. That was the same
day when he had the debate.

What a crowd, a lot of people, the Democratic
candidates on the ticket were on the platform.

Incidentally, I was number five of the judges, and the
judges were on the bottom of the ballot. That meant I was
all the way around being in front on the left side because
of the TV cameras. I found myself in the front on that
corner. That was all right. Eventually we got aboard the
platform. It was so hard to get through the crowd and then
get onto the platform, past the curtains. Everybody was up
and around trying to get a picture with him, trying to yell
and shake hands. Slowly he worked his way through and
finally worked his way up to the platform and walked over
to the lectern and spoke for about seven or eight minutes.
He then started back out. Then there is screaming and
velling and clapping began all over again and the crowd all
jumped up to get around him. I stayed where I was, alone.
As he was passing out going beyond the curtains, just about
beyond the curtains, he just turned, looking back, and saw
me and walked over to me and shook hands. Some people were
following him and looked that way but he did it before they



CTF:

JBP:

66

left, shook hands and looked at me and said you're pretty
tall yourself. He had remembered me from that morning.

I got on the speakers group because I did not have
enough cash. The only cash that I could raise was from
selling a piano. Those little things that I had done
during that period where I did practice law was to clean up
the estate for Judge Otto Kerner (Hon. Otto Kerner, U.S.
Court of Appeals, Seventh Circuit, 1938-1952).

Lyon and Healy sent out their appraiser. He suggested
that I take this amount for the studio concert grand piano.
They wheeled it off to the warehouse. It was a 1927
Crosley studio concert piano. There was just so many of
them. I decided to keep it. 1In fact I can remember
watching with a great deal of pride as they delivered it
there to the three story building where I was living. They
tied it to the truck docks on the other side of the street
and swung it up through the air to and inside the bay
window. I needed the money for the campaign. I remember I
changed banks. Bob Wallace, Senator Douglas's aide, had
some kind of an interest in this bank. I went there. "Who
do you know?" "I know Bob Wallace." "Well, sit down." I
borrowed the money. Eventually he put me on a speakers'
bureau, small group of speakers who went on tour to the
south suburbs of Chicago. The other tour went with Kennedy
by train to stop at one location after another where the
local politicians had gathered in front on prebuilt
platforms. The train would come right up to the platform
and you would walk right out of the train onto the platform
and there was an audience already there.

The primary was a set slate of candidates. There was
no primary contest.

So you really didn't need to do anything until it came time
for the general election?

So there I was in the general election campaigning for the
office. I didn't campaign against Archibald Carey. I
campaigned about anybody who didn't want Kennedy because he

was a Catholic. "TIf you can't vote for a candidate for
President of the United States because he is Catholic,
forget about me, I don't even want your vote." These

people would cheer.

That was 1960 when they had the Democratic convention
which was during the campaign in Chicago at the Medina
Temple. Every group of candidates had a representative to
speak and being the last at the bottom, our group had a
representative to speak and I was the one. So I was the
last on the program. At that time some of the people had
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begun to leave in the top balcony. Then one great old
politician asked me what I was going to say. He made a
couple of little changes. I had memorized it. It was just
five minutes long.

How did the election go? I know you won.
I got 1,128,000 votes. I was way up, way up.

What did Carey do? I mean this is a town that I would
think went heavily for Kennedy and usually it's a fairly
solid ticket.

Kennedy barely squeaked through Illinois. I was sworn in
after Christmas.

Superior Court was just an additional court that you
had to plea. I got paid both through the county and
through the state in order to add more judges and after
they were able to re