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Sara Diggs 

 

SARA DIGGS: My name is Sara Ashmore Diggs, and I have lived 

in Evanston, oh, that’s a good question.  Because I started 

to say since ’51, I’ve been associated, which is the 

beginning of my life.  But I actually attended school in 

Evanston, like ’60, and then back again in ’65.  I have 

been living here this time since 1988.  So there’s a lot of 

breaks in there.   

Q: Why did you or your parents come to Evanston?   

SD: On my father’s side, the reason his parents came to 

Evanston was for the opportunities to grow.  They were 

living in a, what I understand, a very small, rural area in 

South Carolina, and they wanted a better life for their 

children.  So they came here, and they wanted to promote, 

you know, their children to succeed.  They wanted to get an 

education, they were -- in fact, my grandmother, who 

didn’t, you know, barely knew how to read and write, 

continued to go to school, went to night classes at the 

high school and so forth, until she could get her diploma.  

And then they promoted the other, you know, a couple of the 

other children, including my father, to go to college, and 

you know, graduate and so forth, so it was very -- that was 

the thing, basically for opportunity.  And on my mother’s 
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side, the same thing, they had a large family, they were in 

an area of Mississippi, they wanted a better life, you 

know, the father came here, I don’t know if I can digress 

and tell a story but -- at this point, but one of the 

stories my mother used to always talk about is they said 

how Papa walked to Chicago.  And the story was, he was a 

white man married to an African American, and Negro.  And 

they were in Mississippi, and they started having these 

babies, and they realized that they needed to leave.  So in 

those days, the trains were segregated.  So they couldn’t 

ride together.  And because his wife and the, you know, 

children, the couple young ones, had to ride I guess toward 

the front of the train or something small, but he was in 

the back, and he was so nervous that they might get 

discovered or anything, something could happen to them or 

whatever, that he paced the whole time.  So that’s why they 

said as he paced back and forth on the train, it was like 

he had walked to Chicago.  So, (laughter) that’s how they 

basically got here.  OK?   

Q: When you came to Evanston, what was your first impression 

of Evanston?   

SD: As I said, I -- as a baby, I mean I always came here.  We, 

growing up, I always thought of Evanston as, it was very 

quiet, it was very safe.  I mean as I said, doors weren’t 
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even locked, I remember when it finally became a big thing 

that, you know, my grandmother’s door would be locked, and 

-- but everybody knew where the key was, you know, it’s 

under the mat type of thing, or under a flowerpot.  

Evanston seemed to have a lot of people who were very 

friendly, and you know, but my childhood, you know, wasn’t 

bad.  I mean it’s not like there was a big difference from 

where I lived in Chicago, and then coming to Evanston too, 

so you know, I just thought it was a nice place.  And 

particularly during the high school years, you know, it was 

just amazing to me how different things are today.  Yeah.   

Q: And what kind of things did you do while growing up in 

Evanston?  What kind of activities, did you join any clubs 

or organizations, or...? 

SD: Oh, OK.  Well, like I said, in my actual time that I spent 

as a true Evanstonian, OK?  Let me explain.  As a little 

kid, I went to church, OK?  When I’d come out on the 

weekends, and did different things like that, going to the 

socials and reciting poetry, and playing the piano, and 

little things like that, whatever my, you know, grandmother 

would make me do, OK?  But as far as getting into different 

activities, that would have happened when I went to high 

school.  And things were real different then, I was in high 

school two years in the old system, and two of the new.  We 
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were right smack in the middle of what we called this Black 

Power, revolution times, and so forth.  So I got involved 

in the Human Relations Board, maybe because they didn’t 

want me to fight or something, yeah it was more fun.  I was 

a debutante at, you know, with North Shore 12, my father 

was [05:00] a member of that organization.  And other 

activities, as I said, I was, for a while I was here in 

Chicago, I mean I was living in Evanston, but I pledged in 

a sorority in the Chicago chapter, so I was quite involved 

at that time in different community things.  But as far as 

anything specific during those days, other than -- I mean 

we had so many act-- there’s so many things, there were 

parties and affairs, and --  

Q: The parties, like where were the parties held?   

SD: Most of them were house parties, they used to have the 

parties at the Y, I’m sure if you’ve done any research, 

you’ve heard that they used to have the parties, you know, 

at the Y on Emerson.  And I didn’t, I know they had 

activities at Foster.  But I, that I didn’t go to.  I don’t 

know exactly why, but I never went to Foster, so I can’t 

tell you anything about that.  Northwestern had parties, 

you know, which we’d go to and so forth.  But a lot of, 

like I said, just a lot of house things, barbecues and 

social things like that.   
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Q: OK.  Well in Evanston, at any time in your life, have you 

encountered racial barriers?   

SD: Racial barriers in what respect, what do you mean?  Like -- 

Q: Any type of, anything noticeable about segregation, or 

you’re not allowed here, or any type of, I would say 

demonstrations about unfair housing, for example, or -- 

SD: OK. 

Q: -- did you try to walk into a store to get service, and you 

noticed something that you wouldn’t get service, or you 

weren’t allowed in, or? 

SD: OK.  On the most part no, I do remember one incident, and 

as I said, at the time, I was in high school, I was about a 

freshman or sophomore in high school.  And we were all at 

the Valencia Theater, that, you know, in downtown Evanston.  

And there were, the movie hadn’t started, and there 

probably were, you know, maybe 15 of us, 10, 15 of us all 

talking and stuff.  And a security guard came up and told 

us we’d have to leave.  And we said, “Why?”  He said, 

“Because you’re too loud.”  We said, “Well we’ll be quiet.”  

He says, “No, you’ll have to leave.  You know, you will 

just have to get out.”  And they didn’t refund our money or 

do anything.  And as I said, at the time, we just took it 

as, you know, maybe this is just something that happens to 

high school students.  In retrospect, I realized that it 
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was a racist move, you know, that I’m sure had there been, 

you know, 15 whites in that same situation, they would have 

asked them to be quiet first, and then if they didn’t 

comply maybe, you know, something would have happened.  And 

it makes me wonder, as I said about, you know, a few other 

things.  But on the most part, Evanston was good.  I don’t 

ever remember a restaurant that you couldn’t go into, that 

there was a problem with service.  The stores, I mean when 

you shopped, I don’t remember any kind of problems with 

that, we just had, we had a count, I mean you could just 

walk in, I mean I can walk into Branson’s, or Saks, or 

whatever, and they just knew me by name.  I mean I could 

get whatever I wanted, they just rolled it up and sent the 

bill.  So I mean I don’t think they were having a problem 

with blacks, per se.  Then.  (laughter) OK?  OK.  I see, in 

my opinion, a lot of problems in Evanston now.  I see it in 

the school system, I see it with police departments, you 

know, I am, (inaudible) talk to a fellow that I was, that 

I’m friendly with on the Evanston Police Department, I was 

complaining about a young man that I saw stopped at Oakton 

and Dodge one morning, must have been about 7:45 or so, 

nicely dressed, conservative car, you could tell he was on 

his way somewhere to work, or job, or something, you know?  

And like four squad cars pulled up on this so-called 
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routine, you know, traffic stop.  So I was telling this 

fellow about it, and I said you know, I think that was 

excessive, I think it was designed to intimidate him, and 

to embarrass him, and you know, whatever.  And the guy said 

he agreed, and he apologized, he said, you know, 

unfortunately, because this guy must have been maybe 

somewhere, say 18, 21, somewhere in there.  He said 

unfortunately, that’s the age, you know, group that 

represents a particular profile of, you know, the gang 

members and the whatever.  And just unfortunately, you 

know, we feel for our safety we have to respond in that 

way.  So I told him, I said you know, I guess 

unfortunately, I have to agree with you too, that is the 

profile.  I said but from now on, I said, every time you 

see someone who fits the profile of Jeffrey Dahmer, [10:00] 

I expect to see a SWAT team out.  Because I don’t 

understand.  I mean you have these profiles.  I said yet 

still, I see, you know, long blond-haired guys driving by, 

and nobody stops, you know, stops them.  So I just, like I 

said, I’m noticing a lot of problems like that.  And 

they’re getting away with it.  I get angry with blacks, 

because a lot of times we give them the reason, but anyway.  

(laughter)  

Q: What university did you attend? 
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SD: I went to, I grad-- well, I actually attended Loyola 

University for a while, (inaudible) here, but I graduated 

from California State University at Los Angeles.   

Q: Do you find yourself homesick at all?   

SD: For Los Angeles?   

Q: Yeah. 

SD: Every winter.   

Q: (inaudible). 

SD: That’s why there’s been such a big gap, I mean I have left, 

and I’ve been in California for years.   

Q: What church in Evanston do you belong to? 

SD: Second Baptist. 

Q: Second Baptist?  What is your experience there like? 

SD: Oh, it’s been good.  In fact, my family has a long history 

there.  In fact on the cornerstone, where Gordon family, 

which was from my father’s maternal side, you know, was 

actually one of the founding people of Second Baptist.  So 

from my grandfather -- I mean grandmother rather on that 

side, and my father, I mean they were, they’ve been quite 

involved.  Second Baptist is where I was baptized, and I 

hadn’t, I hadn’t been there a whole lot recent, I mean 

recently, I’ve kind of just been going around different 

places, and I lost an uncle recently, and it was just 

amazing to me how much the Second Baptist family was there 
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for me.  You know what I mean?  It’s like, you know, you’re 

part of the fold, and they just, they’re just fantastic.  I 

feel good.  When I go to Second -- I can go visit other 

churches, but I don’t feel like I’m at home until I’m in 

there.  OK?  (laughter)  

Q: [Sure?].  And have your parents ever told you stories about 

a younger Evanston at all, or?   

SD: Oh yeah.  Yeah.   

Q: And what do you remember that really [affects?] you, or 

that you (inaudible)? 

SD: How different Evanston was then?  Well yeah, my father 

tells, used to tell me, he grew up in South Evanston, down 

on, oh, let me see if I can think of it, 900-something, 

Michigan.  So he was a South Evanston person.  And they 

used to talk about the way they would [nip?] and run 

through the South Evanston area, they did all kinds of -- 

one of the pranks, I shouldn’t talk about the negatives, 

I’ll get to some positives.  But he was telling me how they 

took a dray wagon, and I guess that’s an old wagon that 

they used to, like a cart type thing, it was filled with, I 

don’t know, hay, or I don’t know, something crazy.  And 

they set it on fire and pushed it under the L tracks at 

Main.  And this fire, you know, made the L stop in both 

directions.  And that was like the biggest thing that had 
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happened in Evanston.  You know, it was just like a major, 

OK?  And you know, you talk about how, I mean I guess in 

those days, not that kids didn’t do different things, but 

you know, police, if they got you, they took you home, that 

was worse than, you know, than anything else.  But as far 

as a lot of productive things, one of the good things, OK, 

just digressing a bit there, one of the things I have to 

say about my dad and so many of his friends that I didn’t 

appreciate until much later in life was that these same 

people that just seemed oh, just so regular, and you know, 

having their barbecues, and sitting around, and so forth, 

they were all well educated, you know, fraternity men, and 

you know, different things.  It was always, it was always 

amazing to me later, you know, but you never knew.  I mean 

one could be an engineer, and you know, another a doctor, 

another -- you know, and I mean, they were just used to, 

they were just a group of achievers.  Whereas you know, 

today for some reason, you know, people have to brag about 

what they do, or what they have a lot more.  I guess maybe 

we need more things to validate us.  In Evanston, I think 

that the, there was just a whole culture of people, many 

were transplanted, just like my, you know, my family.  And 

they came here to succeed, you know?  They came here, I 

mean on my mom’s side, my grandfather and grandmother sent 
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nine children through college, through the Depression and 

everything else.  I mean, you know what I’m saying?  It was 

just, that’s what you did.  [15:00] So I’m really proud of 

them, you know, in that respect.  That they wanted, they 

definitely took to heart that you want to, you know, 

improve your lot, do better than the generation before, so, 

OK?  (laughter) Yeah.   

Q: What was your father’s first job in Evanston?   

SD: Well his first job was working at his uncle’s bicycle shop.  

[Gordon had a?] bicycle shop. 

Q: (inaudible). 

SD: I think it was Gordon’s -- I have to do some research on 

that.  He had it for years here.  It was probably the only 

one that was here.  And it may have been on Chicago Avenue.  

See it seems to me at one time it was, I want to say it was 

on Dodge, but I think it was on Chicago Avenue, his name 

was Gordon, and I could get that for you, because he, like 

I said, had that for years.  My father’s sister had a 

grocery store on Greenleaf for years, too.  That’s why I 

said, because they did a lot more productive stuff down 

there.   

Q: (inaudible) [the grocery store?]? 
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SD: Walker’s.  She was right by [Nichols?] School, about a 

block from there.  Everybody remembers her penny candy.  

(laughter)  

Q: What did your mom do? 

SD: My mother was a criminal lawyer.  My mother, well, boy, as 

I said, [a bunch of them?].  I guess she was a lawyer 

because she didn’t know what else to do.  She had already 

gotten her undergraduate degree in math from Virginia 

State.  Oh I’ll tell you a couple racist things I just 

thought about, and [I meant to there?].  She came to 

Northwestern to do her graduate work.  And she said, you 

know, she was in class and, you know, she heard the 

professor talking about people with these inferior 

educations, and yack, yack, yack, and it finally hit her, 

he’s talking about me!  I’m the only one that’s in here 

from, you know, well a small black college and whatever, 

whatever.  And she said that really, you know, that kind 

of, you know, got to her.  You know, but I mean it didn’t 

stop her from succeeding.  And then, she went on and did 

graduate work at University of Chicago.  And then I guess 

she said oh well, I guess I’ll go to law school.  

(laughter) And that’s what she did, yeah.  So, yeah.  That 

was my mom’s thing.  The high school, another example of 

racism, boy there’s a man’s name, he was a math teacher at 
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Evanston Township for years, and years, and years.  This 

was during that time.  And my uncle, Warren Spencer, was in 

his math class.  And there was some advanced trigonometry 

or some type of class like that.  And this man was, what 

had happened was, there were only about eight people in 

class.  And anybody who knew, you know, Warren, or Frank, 

as we called him, he was a very laid back, quiet person.  

But anyway, this man had some problem, and no one could 

solve it, and finally, you know, he said something to my 

uncle, and my uncle went up and solved this thing.  So this 

instructor said to him, said to the class, rather, told 

them how they should be ashamed of themselves, to let this, 

you know, this boy who was probably the son of a 

sharecropper, grandson of a slave, you know, to get, you 

know, get up there and solve this problem when they 

couldn’t.  And he actually, he didn’t say it to my uncle 

necessarily, but I mean, imagine how embarrassing that was 

to say that to the class.  So he didn’t say anything, but 

he went home and he told my grandmother, and my grandmother 

went up there.  Of course she was educated also, she had 

her degree.  And she got up there, and spent her time 

initially drilling this man on what were his credentials, 

and asking him, you know, about mathematics and so forth, 

and kind of letting him know that they weren’t just, you 
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know, run of the mill colored people and whatever.  And 

then, as she was leaving, she told him that, as she was 

closing the door, she said, “Oh, and by the way,” she said, 

“my father was a white man, whiter than you,” and walked on 

out.  So, they didn’t (laughter) -- you know, didn’t 

bother, yeah I mean there were things, there were things, I 

guess I keep focusing on the high school as being such a, 

what’s the word?  What am I trying to say?  What do you 

call it when [20:00] you have a model, you know like you 

have a model city, you put up different things, and all 

these activities going on?   

Q: Microcosm? 

SD: Microcosm, that’s what I’m trying to say.  Well the high 

school, to me, has been the center of Evanston politics, 

Evanston’s racism, you know, Evanston’s political view-- I 

mean, that’s their one little arena.  You know, like where 

they have all their little puppets dancing over there?  

Because when I look at everything that has happened, and 

I’m sure that, I mean probably as you talk to some of these 

Evanstonians that have some real long memories of things, 

just [find out?], don’t that high school seem to keep 

coming up as like the hub of the city?  And I have a 

problem with that, you know?  I’m an educator, OK?  And I 

keep saying that they’re making more problems than Evanston 
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had, should have.  But that’s just me.  (laughter) OK?  

Yeah, that’s me.   

Q: What do you now? 

SD: Well --  

Q: Professionally. 

SD: -- as I started saying, I’m a teacher, I’m a teacher in 

Chicago.  And actually, I have two jobs.  Because I have a 

kid in college, so (laughter) I also work as a case manager 

for the state of Illinois Department of Rehabilitation 

Services.  So I get a chance to see a lot of people, OK?  I 

get to see a lot of, well of course from the school system, 

you see, you know, a lot of different families.  I mean 

you’re, every year I’m introduced to more families, and 

obviously the structure has changed quite a bit in 

families.  But with this other job, with these disabled 

people, that has me really out more, and finding out just 

what a bleak life, you know, people can lead, and the small 

amount of money, I mean I changed my whole attitude on, 

about welfare when I started this job a few years ago.  

Because I never understood how little they get.  I mean it 

is like so small, and the way they argue about cut them off 

from welfare, they ought to get a medal for living on that 

amount.  I don’t even know how they exist, you know, and 

people are walking around -- I mean I understand that we 
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have to do something about the money, and I know I get just 

as upset as anybody else when I walk down the street and I 

see someone sitting there with a bottle of wine, and 

they’re kicking back, and they’re drinking, and I’m on my 

way to work.  I mean I’m honestly saying that bothers me.  

But when I think about how little it is, and we have these 

smug people, and these people are getting checks for $457 a 

month, and I know people paying that much for cellular 

bills, you know what I’m saying?  I mean just say oh well, 

this month.  (laughter) Yeah.  What are [we?] saying?  

Anyway, these are bodies, these are people, you know, but 

something has to change, something radically has to change.  

Because if they’re living on it, that means that there’s 

something, aside from the medal they should get for it, but 

what has made them have the attitude that they should live 

like that?  I don’t, you know, I don’t know.  I’m worried 

about that, I guess maybe at my age that I’m getting real 

conscious about, you know, this kind of stuff.  But anyway, 

so that’s what I do for a living.   

Q: Who influenced [you in your?] life?   

SD: Influenced as in what?  Like --  

Q: Influenced you to dream, to grow, to have a different 

outlook on something, or who inspired you to succeed?   

SD: Oh.   
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Q: (inaudible). 

SD: OK.  I think, well that’s a whole -- I would, I want to 

give my whole family credit.  My mother particularly, I 

mean I guess I argued with her the whole time, but my 

mother never, she didn’t sit up and pump you up, OK?  She 

wasn’t that type of mother.  She was the kind, like I 

remember coming in, I had, when I was getting my real 

estate license, and I don’t do that much now, but I got it.  

But anyway, I said, oh Mom, you know, I’m going to go take 

this exam, and when I came back that day, I was telling 

her, you know, there were so many people that told me they 

had been there two and three times, and all this stuff, you 

know?  So, when I got my results, whatever time later, and 

I said I passed, and I was really excited, and I wanted, 

you know, they show on TV, and the moms are like, 

congratulations, and you know, and she was like, what would 

make you think you wouldn’t?  You know, and so that is her 

attitude.  I mean like, what even [25:00] makes you think -

- who are these people that can’t pass tests?  That’s not, 

you know what I mean?  Don’t even think about them.  And as 

far as having a very rational mindset, maybe she, her 

support was in the reverse.  You know?  She made you not 

think you couldn’t do it.  You know?  And so I would say 

she was the most as far as that type.  My father influenced 
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me the most with compassion, and working, and giving, you 

know, into the, into things.  I mean I haven’t done, since 

I’ve been here, I have not done much community work, 

because there hasn’t been anybody to get me real involved.  

I mean like Lorraine had called me when she was doing her 

first campaign, and I got a chance to get involved with 

that.  And hopefully like, with the church I could do some 

things.  But I had been out of the mainstream of Evanston, 

so I didn’t know.  But I like the idea of, like I said, 

some type of community service, we need to do as much as we 

can to help somebody.  (laughter)  

Q: What are your likes about Evanston?   

SD: About -- OK.  Evanston has a lot of resources.  Evanston, I 

mean starting at the beach and moving through the town for 

-- well this is a city that’s basically the size of a 

Chicago neighborhood, when you really think about it.  I 

mean, it’s like a neighborhood with all this stuff -- we 

have arts, we have, I mean I feel good, not that I even go 

to these things, but when I get my art and recreation book, 

and I look and I see how many things are there, you know, 

for, particularly for the youngsters, you know, for 

families that want to take their children and have them 

involved, if you want to go to Robert Crown, or if you want 

to go to Fleetwood, you know, at affordable prices and so 
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forth, you can learn, you know, from karate to playing 

bridge.  You know, there’s -- I like that.  I think we have 

a very good, we have a lot of resources.  I don’t think we 

tap, now I’m talking about as blacks, sometimes we don’t 

tap some of those resources, you know, as much as we could.  

But I think that we utilize quite a bit.  I mean when you 

look at how Foster, well Fleetwood-Jourdain is -- I mean, 

you’ve got a lot of participation there.  They do a lot of 

good things with the sports and the -- I mean, just I’m 

happy about that.  I think that Evanston has opportunities, 

not so much -- well I don’t say they have a lot of jobs, 

Evanston has never been a place that offered a lot of jobs.  

But there are businesses available if you, you know, want 

to, I don’t know if the city’s doing any better making it 

of interest, you know, but I think that Evanston, for a 

small place, has good real estate.  I can, I have a feeling 

it’s getting ready to escalate.  I think Evanston is, I 

think, kind of paying attention to the pulse.  It has 

stayed good, but I’m noticing, you know, Evanston’s last 

little area was the west side.  And it’s the last 

affordable housing in Evanston.  And it’s turning over 

quickly.  So I think that pretty soon, Evanston’s going to 

level out, you know, economically.  Because it’s, so there 

won’t be so much disparity between Sheridan Road and then 
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Dodge Avenue, you know what I’m saying?  They’ll never be 

the same, I mean Sheridan Road will just go from 1 million 

to 2 million, but (laughter) (inaudible) you know what I’m 

saying, at least the hood won’t have to be at 32,000 [board 

up?], you know, status.  So I see a lot of real estate 

movement, and financial, you know, influence coming.  

Evanston, I can’t speak about these schools, I know that 

they say Evanston has these really good schools, and I went 

to Evanston Township, and I know it was an excellent 

school.  They have the resources, you know, they have the, 

they’ve got the textbooks, they’ve got the materials and 

everything, and I’m going to try to spend a little more 

time finding out why it’s not working.  I don’t, that’s the 

part I don’t quite get.  Do you know, by any chance?  

(laughter) No?  OK.  All right.  So, that’s what I’m saying 

about Evanston.   

Q: What are your dislikes about Evanston? 

SD: Oh boy.  I don’t, well obviously I don’t like to see this 

crime.  It’s a real shock to me, when I remember reading 

the Evanston View [30:00] in the ’60s, and the biggest 

thing in the police blotter was some doctor’s sailboat had 

been stolen.  OK?  And that was the big thing.  And now, I 

mean I know this is ’97, and a lot of things are happening 

throughout the world, but what do you say, pound for pound, 
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or per capita being the better term, since we’re talking 

about people, Evanston seems to have too much going on for 

this small of a place.  So that part I don’t like.  I don’t 

like -- I miss being able, I wish there was a place that I 

felt I could walk at any time of day or night, you know, I 

could take my dog out, I could walk around and there’s, you 

know, no problem.  Now I won’t do that.  I mean, you know, 

it’s one thing to be scared, it’s another thing to be 

conscientious or aware, you know?  I know I can go out at 

2:30 in the morning and walk around the block, but it would 

not be wise.  (laughter) You know what I’m saying?  That’s 

all.  And I miss that.  I want them to, I want something to 

happen.  And not from police, I’m not saying that I want 

the police to be the ones that have to make the streets 

safe, I want the people to make the streets safe, because 

the policemen only handle that block they’re circling at 

that time.  You can be getting bludgeoned around the block.  

So, you know, you have to really do something to change 

that.  I think, I’m trying to think of some of the things 

that I don’t like.  Some of the services, I understand, 

like the bus services are being cut over in certain 

sections.  Now, it might -- I mean maybe this is silly on 

my part, since I drive, but suppose I don’t need, maybe I 

can’t drive one day, or maybe I have to put my car in the 
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shop, or I just want to take the bus, I don’t like the fact 

that they’re, you know, planning to cut certain services.  

I don’t like the city cutting back on garbage pickup and 

things.  I keep hearing about cuts and cuts, and I don’t 

quite know why.  I don’t, you know, I remember Evanston 

when we just had, you know, we had two garbage pickups, we 

used to have, well I mean I’m so old, I remember when they 

used to deliver mail twice a day, so you know, I -- 

(laughter) things like that I know are changing with times.  

But those are some of the things that made Evanston unique, 

and nice, and clean, and you know, decent.  So I’d like to 

know where the money is going.  Is it that things are 

costing so much more now?  You know what, I’m trying to 

think of some other things that I, I can’t really think of 

anything I don’t like about Evanston.  I’m proud to be from 

Evanston.  I mean it’s a funny thing, you know, we can sit 

around and talk about Evanston, talk about -- but it’s the 

first thing, when you go out in the streets, somebody goes, 

“Where are you from?”  “Well I’m from Evanston.”  I mean 

there’s not, it’s not a place to feel bad about.  You know, 

it’s like, you know everybody [plays that?], especially, 

you know, don’t be on the south side of Chicago and tell 

somebody.  I mean they think people are out here like 

tsars, you know?  We don’t want them to ever come out 
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because we don’t really want them to know all the bad stuff 

that’s happening.  (laughter) But you can -- or if you head 

north, you know, and if you’re talking to someone in Lake 

Forest, or you know, Kenilworth, you don’t have to be 

embarrassed to say I live in Evanston.  So, I’m proud of it 

from that standpoint.  It’s an OK place.  We just have to 

keep it that way.  And that’s why I keep feeling like we’re 

slipping.  We’re getting ready to slip a little bit, and 

then it won’t be such an OK place.  So that’s how I feel 

about Evanston.   

Q: OK, you had mentioned before to me that your, Warren 

Spencer’s your uncle.   

SD: Yes.   

Q: OK.  Can you tell me a bit about him? 

SD: OK.  He was my mother’s brother.  He’s from, as I said, the 

Spencers, there were nine of them, I’m going to tell you 

all about around him, and then I’ll tell you about him.  

There were nine brothers and sisters.  The first three were 

lawyers, and then we have him, he’s a doctor, had another 

one who was an editor for Forbes magazine.  [He?] had 

another one who was a pharmacist, you have another one 

that’s whatever, I can’t remember what the [state?] -- 

she’s up in the field of education.  [We?] have -- well one 

that did a -- he’s deceased now, so I have a little trouble 
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remembering all that he did, but he kind of, I know he did 

radio, you know, media, so forth.  And one who, and all of 

these people went to college, [35:00] OK?  Don’t get me 

wrong, but I’m trying to remember what else she did, 

something like insurance or something.  So, he was from a 

family that was, I think, pretty together, particularly on 

the, you know, during those times, too.  OK?  My uncle had 

an illness as a child.  He suffered from, what was it, 

tuberculosis?  And that was part of, from the stories I 

hear, probably need to call my aunt, his sister, and then 

call his wife, and they’ll give you two more opinions, too.  

But I understand, that was part of the reason why he 

dedicated himself to medicine.  OK?  Because you know, his 

illness as a, you know, as a youth.  In fact he couldn’t go 

to school a lot of the times, he had to stay at home with, 

you know, tutors and so forth.  So he was brilliant, he was 

a Kappa, we’ll forgive him for that.  He was, he and his 

wife, I don’t know if you know Mayme Spencer, OK, she had 

been an alderman here at one time, she was an attorney.  I 

always refer to them as my Cosby family, because with him 

being a doctor and her a lawyer, and they had four kids, 

you know?  And it’s like, it’s not like that on -- at their 

house, like TV.  (laughter) But no, he was together now, he 

also was in the service.  He went off to, I guess it was 
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France.  And he was a, like I was trying to tell you, you 

know, I didn’t realize how brilliant a person he was, 

because he was my uncle.  So like I said, he and my dad, 

(inaudible) and stuff, I just knew them more or less from 

the social thing, and I was astounded, there’s an article 

in the Jet, and if I can find it, I will give it to you and 

maybe research it, but where they had named him as the 

leading diagnostician, this was something in the ’70s, you 

know, for the United States.  Which was a major, back then, 

because you know, we hadn’t gone, we were just beginning to 

go into all these specialties, OK?  And he used to set up -

- areas of specialization, that’s what I’m trying to say.  

And whereas he had been, I guess you’d say a GP, what is 

it, a general practitioner and surgeon, we find that 

diagnosis became a major -- I mean now people are going to 

school, and they’re having to learn for these different 

specialties, well he was fantastic, because granted, he 

stayed up on his medical journals, and he traveled, and he, 

you know, he went to conferences and so forth.  But, and 

for him to get that, you know, that achievement, to win 

that achievement, I thought was really great.  He had, I 

think the backing of Evanston.  That’s one of the good 

things about Evanston, he came along and as he set up his 

practice over on Hartrey, like 1310 Hartrey.  And he, of 
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course, coming in after, you know, Dr. Hill, I mean it’s 

like OK, here is, you know, another one of our black sons, 

and he was supported.  I mean there are not too many people 

here in Evanston, I mean (inaudible) now he’s deceased, of 

course, but I mean at, from what, ages 30, maybe even 25, 

back, that can’t say that they, they can say they didn’t go 

to him.  Just about everybody that was here, you know, from 

the time we practiced, they, you know, went to him for 

something.  So he had a heck of a business, a heck of a 

practice, I should say.  And always pleasant.  I know, I 

don’t know if I’m supposed to bring up discrimination, but 

I know that one of the things I did hear about him, and he 

went to Northwestern University, medical school, I’m trying 

to say, Northwestern.  And when he was supposed to do his, 

now I’m not going to get this right, but is it your 

internship, or residency?  I get the two confused, at which 

stage he was at, OK?  But he was supposed to go to one 

facility, something like Weiss Memorial or something like 

that.  But they did not allow coloreds to touch white women 

in those days for examinations.  So he had, whereas I guess 

the rest of his group, you know, did their internship or 

whatever at this one place, he had to come, I guess up to -

- I’m not going to say this, I’m not sure what hospital, 

but I know he had to go to another facility in order to, 
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you know, complete this.  So I always think that’s 

interesting, [40:00] you know, we’ve come a long way, but 

still, that was in the ’50s, and we hadn’t come that far 

yet, you know?  So they were OK with, you know, letting him 

go to school and getting an education, doing whatever, but 

if having to, what would have happened if he couldn’t have 

treated patients?  I mean to finish his, you know, his 

education?  So let’s see.  What else about Warren?  Well he 

raised four successful daughters.  And hopefully you’ll get 

a chance to talk with them, you know?  Two of them are here 

in the area.  One, the oldest one is Clothield, she’s 

married to Willie Miller, he’s an attorney, and he’s on the 

school board, district 202 school board right now.  So, 

you’ll probably want to talk to her.  And they live in 

Skokie.  And the other one that’s here in the area is 

Shelly, and Shelly’s a producer at WTTW.  And she’s here in 

Evanston.  Shelly Fitzsimmons.  And if you don’t have them, 

I want, I really would like for you to talk to them too 

because, you know, as I said, they’re the kids.  The other 

two are in Philadelphia.  And the third, the one Karen is 

married to Grace Kelly’s nephew.  So, you know, she’s up 

there practicing law.  And the fellow she married, met and 

married from Harvard.  And Wendy, I can’t remember where 

she was going, but it had something to do with medicine.  
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I, you know, (inaudible).  So I think that, you know, he 

contributed.  He did, one thing I like about my family, OK, 

and not just my family personally, but the Evanston family, 

the Evanston community, is it seems like there was a 

determination for each family to pull their generation up.  

You know, it wasn’t so much like Martin Luther King going 

out and trying to preach to hundreds and thousands to 

follow him, it was just kind of like, well, you know, if I 

can bring my four children up another notch, you know, if 

everybody does that, we’ll raise the black community, we’ll 

raise the African American society.  Just each person, you 

know, move them.  And that was a good thing about Evanston.  

I think you start hearing most of -- like for most of the 

people my age, their parents had definitely done better 

say, than the grandparents, you know what I mean?  There 

was sort of that thing.  We’re losing that a little bit, I 

don’t know, the ’60s kind of, and ’70s, with the do your 

own thing, thing, kind of, you know, messed things up.  I 

think we need to go back to that, you know?  You know, if 

we just, if each block (laughter) you know, like they said 

about taking blocks back, you know, one by one, if 

everybody would just, you know, you send your kids to 

(inaudible) and mine, we’ll do whatever.  The whole race 
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gets improved that way, in my opinion.  But what’s my 

opinion?  (laughter) OK.   

Q: I want to go back a second.  You mentioned your father 

worked at a bicycle shop. 

SD: Oh yes.   

Q: I’d like to know more about this, (inaudible).   

SD: About the bicycle shop? 

Q: (overlapping dialogue; inaudible) bicycle shop.   

SD: Well Gordon had, that’s my grandmother’s brother.  And from 

what I -- that’s Tom Gordon I think was the name, yeah, or 

something like that.  But for years, as I said, it was like 

the only one.  And I know he had tons of business.  And it 

might be, I wonder, did they have business permits in those 

days?  I don’t know.  But he, as I said, he was successful, 

there were other, he bought property, you know, in South 

Evanston, you know, several parcels and so forth.  And I 

know that like my father’s brother and, you know, other 

people, you know, worked there too.  Now he, from what I, 

because like I said, I’ll preface everything, from what I 

understand, sort of got swindled in a way, out of the 

business from somebody that was introducing Schwinn’s, you 

know, the Schwinn bicycle thing.  So, I don’t remember, I 

don’t know how much, you know, family always puts their 

slant on it.  I don’t know whether it was that he was a 
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poor businessman, and didn’t know what was going on, or 

whether there was, you know, an overpowering, you know, 

situation.  But I know, of course, like I said it did not, 

you know, continue.  But he must have had that from oh, I 

think probably -- it had to have been in the ’20s.  [45:00] 

You know, 1920s.  Because when I’m thinking about it, my 

father was in college in the ’30s, OK?  So, and he did this 

as a youngster, so it had to have been him saying in the, 

you know, mid to late ’20s, and then I know he had it into, 

you know, into the ’30s when, because when my father would 

come home from college he, you know, also talked about it.  

But that’s all I really know about the bicycle shop.  But I 

don’t think it would be hard to find out about.  Because I 

still have a cousin in Chicago who was almost my father’s 

age, and he remembers it.  You know?  So I could get the 

information.   

Q: (overlapping dialogue; inaudible) pictures of the 

storefront or anything, or?   

SD: That’s what I’m saying, I’ll ask -- see, there’s like a 20-

something year age gap between this cousin and I.  He was 

closer to my dad’s age and grew up, and he’s the one that 

has a lot of that stuff, and I will find out if he has 

pictures, or lead, yeah, lead me in the direction of that.  

I’m sure he has pictures of my aunt’s store, that was his 
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mother.  The store on Greenleaf, at 706 Greenleaf.  And she 

had a, I don’t know if, mean to digress, but she had a 

small store with penny candy in the front, and little, you 

know, the little, oh what’s that thing?  Meat counter, you 

know, and all that kind of stuff.  But the thing that she 

used to do, [was?] she used to cook, she had a kitchen 

area, and she used to cook for the black workers that 

worked at all the automobile places up and down Chicago 

Avenue.  For many of them, they would come to her store at 

lunchtime, because there weren’t really any restaurants and 

things that they could, I guess, go to and get what soul 

food, for lack of a different term.  And I can always 

remember at the store, she has these huge pots, you know, 

and she would just cook, and that was [just her?], you 

know, her big thing.  That was her big business, was 

cooking for these fellows that worked along Chicago Avenue, 

[Bonnie?], Buick, and you know, whatever else was around at 

that time.  I thought that was kind of interesting.   

Q: (inaudible) have pictures of (overlapping dialogue; 

inaudible)? 

SD: Yeah, I’m sure we have pictures of that store.  You know, 

because that’s been in my, you know, more my generation, 

and you know, and I’m saying I’m sure we have some of 

those.  So I’d be glad to, you know, share those with you, 
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because yeah, she had the store there in town like ’70, 

around ’71, or ’2, or maybe ’60-something.  But I mean it 

was late, I know I was definitely around then.  So I’m sure 

we have pictures.  OK?  And of -- well, let’s see, and back 

to Spencer, well you know, his office, I said on Asbury, so 

I mean, not Asbury, that’s his house, I get confused.  

House is on Asbury, but the office was on Hartrey, 1310.  

He had that built, that medical center.  And have you -- be 

sure to talk to Bruce Reynolds.  He’s the dentist who’s in 

that building, and he and my uncle (inaudible).  He was a 

young start, you know, under him.  But his family has been 

in Evanston for many, many years.  And you know, involved 

in, like I said, in the medical, and I forgot, I think his 

aunt or whatever probably had some other businesses, as I 

remember now, like beauty salon, and stuff, you know, I’m 

just trying to remember.  So he’d be a good person to 

contact, too.  Yeah.  OK.   

Q: Was that (inaudible)?   

SD: Yeah.   

Q: All right, perfect.   

SD: OK.  Cool.   
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