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My Life in Englewood… Post Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr. 2015© 
.  
    Neighborhoods in Chicago have experienced racial conflicts and ever changing 

demographics since the close of the Civil War.  Millions of African Americans reached 

the city making it home during the Great Migrations that spanned from 1916 to the 

1960’s.  Both my parents reached Chicago from the Delta of Mississippi in the era.  My 

mother arrived from Inverness, Mississippi in 1942.  My father reached Chicago in 1956.  

Both of my parents picked cotton to earn the money to pay their fare. My mom arrived at 

the Illinois Central Railroad Station at 12th Street in Chicago and entered grade school.  

My mother took courses at Wendell Phillips High School, Wilson Junior College and 

graduated from Roosevelt University.  My father, Johnie Lee Green worked as a welder 

for more than 50 years. He retired in 2013.  My mother’s achievements set a higher 

standard for academic excellence for my daughters and me. Doris Williams Davis 

became a social worker and employment specialist for the State of Illinois in 1971 and 

retired in 2001.    My grandmother Gladys Sanders had a 6th grade education.  She 

worked as a cook and housekeeper in white homes in Inverness, MS.  She shared with me 

how she had to enter from the backdoor of Mrs. Hicks’ home.  My Grandmother 

challenged the rigid racial codes by reading the Chicago Defender in Mississippi.  The 

U.S. Post Office had banned distribution of the newspaper in many Southern towns. The 

Chicago Defender encouraged many Blacks to leave the South and head to Chicago. The 

Chicago Defender also listed job opportunities.  President Franklin D. Roosevelt on June 

25, 1941 signed Executive Order 8802 officially banning discrimination in the defense 

industry.  The Executive Order opened up job opportunities for Blacks and women to 
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work in Defense manufacturing positions.  This is how my grandmother began working 

at Ecko Products on the Northwest Side of Chicago.  She fabricated canteens. In 1942, 

The Ecko Products Company was a leading manufacturer of baking pans, spatulas, and 

potato peelers. Ecko Products began making supplies for the demands of WWII.  

      My grandmother benefited her family by pulling her three daughters including my 

mother Doris Davis out of the Jim Crow South.  Gladys Sanders saved the nickels and 

dimes that her daughters earned by backbreaking work. The entire family ages 8, 10, 11, 

and 30 picked cotton and took jobs in the homes of white families.  My grandmother 

secretly purchased her train tickets to Chicago. She told her employer that she had to visit 

a sick relative. My grandmother was cleaver. By leaving her youngest daughter behind, 

the employer assumed she would return. As soon as she settled at 3106 S. Wentworth, my 

grandmother sent for her youngest daughter.  Chicago has been our family home since 

1942. Imagine the tenacity it took for my grandmother and later my mom to purchase 

property in 1971. The move from Englewood to West Englewood immersed our family 

into another anti-Black societal chasm.  My grandmother, my Mom and her sisters 

pushed through the racial barriers and bought properties in the middle of a hornet nest. 

Our entire family experienced the racial shifts in Chicago.  The decision weighed on our 

family heavily. Moving to 60th & Marshfield meant that my elder brother and cousins 

would have to attend Gage Park High School. My eldest brother Marlon Williams, and 

our first cousins Anthony Jenkins and Yvonne Jenkins were teenagers when they had to 

face entrenched racial hostility in 1971.  Housing and school segregation in Chicago did 

not disappear post Dr. Martin Luther King.  A continuum of the discriminatory practices 

in the South were alive and well in Chicago. Just like in the South, Blacks were not 

welcome in some restaurants, schools, or public facilities.  Matthew’s Restaurant at the 
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corner of 63rd & Sangamon did not permit Blacks to sit at the counter until the late 

1960’s.  

     After achieving a degree from Roosevelt University, Mom went on to purchase a 

house in West Englewood as a single working mother.  We moved to 6012 S. Marshfield 

from 1023 West 59th Street in 1971.  I have many remembrances of how the 

neighborhood transitioned from white to Black in less than 2 short months.  My eldest 

brother Marlon Williams and my cousins Anthony and Yvonne were among the first 

wave of Black students to enter Gage Park High School.  In 1971, they faced racial 

hostility and bigotry on a day-to-day basis.  White gangs would taunt them and fights 

were rampant.  Police protection was non-existent.  Each morning when I headed to class 

I was never told by my mom to be cautious.  It was an understood code of conduct that 

African American youth instinctively understood. Some life lessons were learned only 

after walking across the racial line. 

     Racial hostilities in Chicago post Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr. reached me personally. 

My earliest memories of learning that Black children could not cross North of 55tth 

Street at Racine happened in 1969. That summer I decided to visit the Sherman Park 

Library Branch on 54th& Racine. My mother scolded me when I returned home.  I knew 

the Sherman Park Branch was closer so I went to visit that Library.  The Sherman Park 

Library branch was a Public Library, but even in the 1960’s Blacks were not entirely 

welcomed to access books that whites would use. This practice is reminiscent of how 

schools where Black children attended would receive the discarded and used books that 

white children no longer we using.  Jim Crow was alive in well in Chicago.   

     My mother’s fear was that I would be hurt or killed by visiting the Sherman Park 

Library. My mom saw Sherman Park Branch stamped on my books when I returned 



 4 

home. She made me promise to never go there again.  She insisted that I visit the Kelly 

Library Branch on Normal Ave.  It was a much further distance to walk than Sherman 

Park Branch. My mother never mentioned why. I did know somehow as a 9 year old that 

it was serious.  I did ask my older brothers why she would be so upset.  They let me know 

that “whites” would throw Blacks in the lagoon adjacent to the library.  They had 

experienced rocks tossed at them and knew of some fistfights that had taken place.  Any 

Blacks wanting to come across the “understood” racial boundary could meet trouble. 

     In 1969, many owned and operated Black businesses were along 59th Street from 

Princeton to Racine. I knew of none West of Racine on 59th Street. Blacks also owned 

and occupied most of the homes in my neighborhood. Our landlord Ms. Ward and the 

adjacent home where Mr. Anderson lived were exceptions. Blacks showed pride in caring 

for their homes by keeping their grass trimmed and managing their backyard gardens. 

Every adult in my family worked.  Everyday I saw my grandmother, mother, aunts, and 

cousins head to a job.  My family lived in a 2 -story building with a row of storefronts on 

59th Street, The busy thoroughfare from Morgan Street to Carpenter had a drugstore with 

a soda fountain and magazine stand. An African American man had the Newspaper Stand 

on the corner. Next door to the drugstore was Daley’s Photography Studio.  Mr. Daley 

had a window display of best-dressed African American men, women, and children from 

the neighborhood. He drew customers by placing new photographs in the window display 

almost weekly. Next door to Daley’s was Mr. McCoy’s Grocery store. McCoy’s carried 

food, cleaning supplies, but most importantly he sold Penny Candy.  Our community had 

grocers, restaurants, shoe repair shop, barbers, beauticians, dry cleaners, laundry, and 

many storefront churches.  Turner AME Church was directly across the street from my 

home.  Our entire family attended Allen Temple AME Church. Any coins I could earn 
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from errands to the store for elders were used to buy bubble gum and occasionally the 

church offering.   

     Getting out of segregated Mississippi was only one hurdle of many that my family had 

to endure. Chicago offered jobs and access to the education and the ballot.  Blacks still 

received far less pay than white counterparts, had a first generation to finish high school 

or enter college, and often received city services only if they promised their vote to the 

Democratic Party. Blacks were living in Chicago in segregated pockets of predominately 

African American neighborhoods. Most families who came to Chicago fared better than 

in the South, but it was not an easy stair to climb. Blacks were denied access to fair loans, 

faced discrimination, harassment on their jobs, and were often paid less than white 

counterparts.  I remember at age 10 how my mother sat my brothers and I down to give 

us the news that she wanted to but a home. She was not my only family member saving 

and preparing to move. My grandmother and aunts who lived at 1011 and 1019 West 59th 

Street were also saving to purchase their own homes.  These four Black women who left 

Mississippi in 1942 had squirreled away their money and in 1970 started looking for 

homes to purchase. They each also began finding bargains items to purchase to put in 

their future new homes.  At age 11, I began to understand the importance of home 

ownership.  My mother taught my brothers and I how to earn and save.  

Just as I entered 6th grade and my eldest brother headed to Gage Park High School as a 

freshman in 1971, all our families moved to West Englewood. We were one of the first 

Black families to move in. My mother purchased a three-bedroom frame house at 6012 S. 

Marshfield.  Our family was the 3rd Black family on the block. By 1972, all the white 

families had moved out. Integration did not take place on 60th & Marshfield. White flight 

was an easy way out.  
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     Growing up in Englewood defined my role as a Black mother.  Now more than ever is 

the time to move forward a United States agenda of racial and economic equality.  I am 

determined that I will continue to advocate and live to see an end to disparity. Daily I am 

inflicted by abuse of political power and race prejudice.  My tolerance for blatant racism 

has become more and more unbearable.  In a world where peace is hoped for, Chicago is 

a microcosm of bigotry. My grandmother, mother, aunts, and other relatives have 

consistently inspired me to become a productive citizen and humanitarian. I watched 

them as they turned the other cheek in the most challenging of times. They are unsung 

heroic women and men.  They endured and witnessed the most turbulent times in the 

modern Civil Rights Movement in Chicago and in Mississippi.  None may ever get the 

accolades that are given to Martin Luther King Jr.  But I do know that they played an 

important part in peaceful resistance to racism and disenfranchisement.  I watched them 

in awe as they faced every hurdle with bravery and dignity.  The world may not have 

been watching Gladys Lampley Sanders, Nora Lee Jenkins, Doris Davis and Minnie 

Sanders, but I was. 

 

Tony Dzik©  
Sherry Williams in 2009              Gladys Lampley Sanders in early 1970’s 2015© 
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2015© 
 
Doris Davis with elder sister Nora Lee Jenkins, and younger sister Minnie Sanders 
At 1019 West 59th Street in 1960’s. 
 
Sherry Williams was born in 1960 at Cook County Hospital. Williams was raised in 
Englewood community.  She moved to Bronzeville as an adult. Williams is Founder and 
Director of Bronzeville Historical Society. The office is located in the cottage building at 
Douglas Tomb State Historic Site – 636 East 35th Street, Chicago, IL 60616 
 
Her writings include 100 Notable People and Places in Bronzeville. Williams portrays 
her 5th  maternal grandmother Millie Cooper.  Millie Cooper was a washer woman in the 
Civil War era.  Bronzeville Historical Society provides year round tours on the 
Underground Railroad and also Bird watching tours on the parallels of African American 
migration from the South and Bird Migration to Chicago. 
http://bronzevillehistoricalsociety.wordpress.com   bronzevillesherry@gmail.com 
312 428-8033 


