
 

   BLOOMINGTON/NORMAL:  A GLIMPSE OF BLACK HERITAGE 

 
Prior to the 1830ôs, the area of what is now considered Bloomington/Normal was at the edge of 
a large grove and occupied by native-Americans; European settlers soon arrived.  Bloomington 
was named the county seat on December 25, 1830.  There was a vast amount of rich soil which 
drew farmers and eventually people came from all over to do business at the townôs center, 
todayôs downtown Bloomington. 
This tour was created with a heartfelt desire to create something enjoyable, yet educational for 
all who visit or live in the area, and to honor those of Black heritage who contributed to the 
shaping of the Bloomington/Normal communities.  

The term ñBlackò is used as opposed to African-American, to be inclusive of those who were/are 
of Afro-Caribbean, African, or African-American descent.   

If you have an opportunity to actually drive or walk around to experience the tour, we also invite 
you to take the time to visit the local businesses, enjoy the historic buildings and the areaôs 
scenery.   
 
Read moreé  
Bloomington-Normal Black History Project  
  
 
 

TAKING FLIGHT 
 
Former Bloomington/Normal Airport Location-2901 East Empire, Bloomington  
Joseph Mack Smith 
 
 

 
 
If by chance you fly into the Central Illinois Regional Airport, drive by the location of the former 
site of the airport (less than 1 mile away), which was the Bloomington-Normal Regional Airport. 
Joseph Mack Smith was named manager of the airport in December 1967.  Mr. Smith was born 
in Litchfield,IL in 1911. Mr. Smith had been a pilot since 1945 and earned his flight instructorôs 
license in 1948. He attended Illinois State University and served as a chief petty officer in the 
Navy during World War II. Prior settling in Bloomington, Mr. Smith resided in Springfield for a 
while, where he taught at Capitol Aviation, and was an accident prevention counselor.  At that 
time, he was the second person outside of the Federal Aviation Administration to receive that 
professional designation. Mr. Smith lived in Bloomington along with his wife, Cora. 
 
Information is courtesy of the McLean County Museum of History 
 

http://www.mchistory.org/blackHistory/bnbhp.html


 

 

LIFE in DOWNTOWN BLOOMINGTON 
 
313 ½ N. Main Street, Bloomington 
Dr. Eugene G. Covington 
 
Eugene Gray Covington was born in Rappannock, Virginia on August 1, 1872.  He studied 
medicine at Howard University in Washington, D.C. Eugene graduated from Howard University 
Medical School in 1899. In a 1992 interview, his youngest son Eugene Covington Jr. claimed 
that his father then went on to earn a graduate degree in gynecology and obstetrics from 
Northwestern University in Evanston, Illinois. According to Brick Youngôs column in The Daily 
Pantagraph, quarterback Covington led the team to victory against Illinois Wesleyan University, 
located in Bloomington. Dr. Covington was a member of the St. Joseph Hospital staff and also 
owned his own practice. His original office was located at 313 ½ N. Main Street, but eventually 
he moved it to a new location adjacent to his home at 410 E. Market Street. 
 
Read moreé Dr. Eugene Covington (1872-1929) 
 
 
 
 
400 Block of Main Street -The ñUPPER CUTò Barbershop ïBloomington 
Robert Gatson 
 

 Photo is courtesy of the McLean County Museum of History 
 

 
The ñUpper Cutò, was located in the 400 block of Main Street.  The barbershop is on record as 
the first black barbershop within the Bloomington-Normal community. The shop was founded by 
Robert Gatson, who grew up in Clinton, Illinois, but lived most of his life in Bloomington. He 
worked in a local factory as it began to offer employment opportunities to African-Americans. 
Mr. Gatson, however, became unhappy with work opportunities within the factory.  He made the 
decision to attend barber school in Peoria, and became a fully licensed barber.  Mr. Gatson left 
the community for a brief period of time, and moved to California.  Upon his return, he was 
recorded as saying that he found an old building, renovated it, and established his shop.  Long 
before the shop came to be in 1961, Mr. Gaston provided hair cutting services within his home.   
 
Read moreé The ñUpper Cutò Robert Gaston  
 
 
 

http://www.mchistory.org/popups/CemWalk%20Bios/Covington_DrEugene.html
http://www.mchistory.org/blackHistory/gaston.html
javascript:ViewImage('gaston_uppercut.jpg','Robert Gaston',400,370)


 

 
Southwest Locust/Main Streets 
 William de Fleurville (AKAéBilly the Barber) 
 

 
Photo is a replica taken of the ñLooking for Lincoln siteò on Locust Street. 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
Two Lots on the southwest corners of Locust and Main 
streets, in addition two lots on the southwest corners of 
Locust and Center streets, was once owned by a Haitian 
native, short-term Bloomington resident, and later 
Springfield resident, William de Fleurville (aka Billy the 
Barber).  He was actually listed in 1868 as one of 
Springfieldôs wealthiest citizens.  On Locust Street 
(intersecting with N. Main), there is a historical marker 
available for viewing which contains a letter that  Attorney 
Abe Lincoln sent to the McLean county tax assessorôs 
office on behalf of Mr. de Fleurville, in reference to the 

Locust Street property.  At the intersection of Locust and Main streets, there is also a mural on 
the adjacent wall depicting William de Fleurville.   

Read moreé Generations of Pride   

 
 
 
 
 
 

http://www.state.il.us/hpa/lib/GenPrideAfAm.htm


 

 
 
Bloomington City Hall-109 E. Olive Street 
Eva M. Gaiter Jones 
 
 
 

 
 
 Eva Mae Gaiter Jones was born in Frenchmanôs Bayou, Arkansas on March 15, 1930. She, 
along with her parents, moved to Bloomington when she was 14 years old.  Later in life, Jones 
broke a barrier in Bloomington politics and distinguished herself as a person of high principle.  In 
1971, she was elected to the Bloomington District 87 Board of Education, the first African 
American to hold a board seat and the only woman. She was elected to the board presidency in 
1977 and held that office for one year.  Using her experience in District 87 politics, Jones ran 
again for public office in 1979. Opposition to her candidacy came from both White and Black 
members of the community.  Ms. Jones successfully overcame the obstacles to become the first 
African American to be elected to the Bloomington City Council which operates in Bloomington 
City Hall. 
 
Read moreé Eva Jones (1930-1987)  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

http://www.mchistory.org/popups/CemWalk%20Bios/Jones_Eva.html


 

 
 
 
 
 

 

OLDEST BLACK CHURCHES 
 
 
Wayman A.M.E. Church 
803 West Olive St-Bloomington 
 
 

 Photo is courtesy of the McLean County Museum of History 
 

 
 
Wayman African Methodist Episcopal Church is the oldest Black churches still in existence in 
McLean County. The church was established in 1843 to serve the Bloomington/Normal 
communities.  On February 14, 1987, the congregation moved from the Center St. location, to 
its current location, 803 West Olive. A walk through history reveals that numerous prominent, 
noteworthy Blacks were members of this church. 
 
Read moreé Wayman A.M.E. Church 
 

The Bloomington NAACP formed and began meeting at Wayman A.M.E. church (at the former 
Center Street location). Although it has not been officially confirmed, the Bloomington NAACP is 
believed to be the first chartered branch in Illinois; charter date November 1918. As of 2010, the 
Bloomington NAACP branch reflects the association's multiracial origins, with Caucasians, 
Blacks, Asians, Latinos and Indians among its members. 

Read moreé Bloomington-Normal NAACP Pantagraph article  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

http://wayman-amec.com/cgi-bin/gx.cgi/AppLogic+FTContentServer?pagename=FaithHighway/10000/6000/259WA/Home
http://www.pantagraph.com/news/article_ca10013c-98b7-5ac3-9c08-c52b5fe12e13.html


 

 
 
 
 
Mt. Pisgah Baptist Church 
801 W. Market St-Bloomington 
 
 
 

 
Photo is courtesy of the McLean County Museum of History 
 

The church was established on October 31, 1865, originally with the name of South Hill Baptist 
Church. Just a few days later, the name was changed to Mt. Pisgah Baptist Church.  The 
original location was on South Lee and Water Streets.  The church has grown tremendously, 
and through a series of relocations, now currently resides at 801 W. Market St.  This church is 
also known for numerous, prominent, noteworthy Blacks among its congregation. 
 
Read moreé Mt. Pisgah Baptist Church   
 
 
 

PLACES OF HIGHER EDUCATION 
 

ILLINOIS STATE UNIVERSITY (formerly ILLINOIS STATE NORMAL UNIVERSITY) 
 
 
ILLINOIS STATE NORMAL UNIVERSITY-Normal 
CARTER HARRIS  
Read moreé Carter Harris  
 
Carter and Ida Harris resided at 202 West Locust Street.  Carter Harris, born April 15, 1856, 
was originally a native of Red Bank, Mississippi.  His heritage was of Black, White, and perhaps 
Native American.  He was considered to be quite educated given the times. Through various 
travels, Carter eventually came to the community of Normal and became an employee of Illinois 
State Normal University (today, Illinois State University), for 48 years.  He and Ida married in 
1890, had no children, and Ida passed in 1910.  Carter was around when sports began at ISNU, 
and hung the first baskets in a make-shift area for basketball.  In 1933 he donated a trophy to 
be given to the most valuable player on the football team. Carter Harris was a philanthropist.  
When he died, he left the ISNU student loan fund $2,243.95.  Other amounts were left to the 
Menôs Brotherhood and the Ladies Aid Society of the First Presbyterian Church.  In 1963 a new 
physical plant was built at ISNU and was named after Carter Harris in honor of his dedication to 
the school. 

http://www.mt-pisgah.org/index.php?page=history
http://www.mchistory.org/popups/CemWalk%20Bios/Harris_Carter.html


 

 
 
107 West Poplar Street-Normal 
Julia Edith Duff 
 
 

  Photo is courtesy of the McLean County Museum of History 
 

  
 
Julia Edith Duff was born on June 5, 1890 in Normal, Illinois.  She, her parents, and her siblings 
resided at 107 West Poplar Street in Normal.  The house was built in 1883, by her father, Peter 
Charles Duff, on a lot he purchased and owned. There was a time when Black students could 
not live on ISNUôs campus, but the Duffôs were one of the families that opened their home and 
provided boarding for students.  Julia enrolled at ISNU in 1912, intending to do a three-year 
program in home economics. However, she did not graduate from ISNU until later in her life. 
Because of limited employment opportunities in the community, Julia left the area for a while.  
She taught in Tulsa, OK for 15 years, and then returned to the Normal Community. In June 
1935, she completed requirements for her 4-year degree from ISNU. Julia was a life member of 
the Omicron Sigma chapter of Delta Sigma Theta sorority. She was a Pioneer Sponsor of the 
sorority and helped establish their national headquarters in 1953. On April 8, 1962, she even 
made a $100 contribution to the sorority, which would be equal about $700 today. 
 
Read moreéJulia Duff 1895 ï 1984   
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

http://www.mchistory.org/popups/CemWalk%20Bios/Duff_Julia.html


 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
ILLINOIS STATE UNIVERSITY-JULIAN HALL 
DR. PERCY L. JULIAN 
 

 

U.S. postage stamp issued in 1993 as part of the Black Heritage series. 

The son of a railroad mail clerk, Dr. Percy s L. Julian was a world-renowned chemist and civil 
rights worker.  Born in 1899 in Montgomery, Alabama, Professor Julian earned a masterôs from 
Harvard University in 1923 and a doctorate in 1931 from the University of Vienna, Austria. 
 
In 1948 Julian addressed the ISU Honors Day Convocation.  He delivered the commencement 
address in 1953.  Julian served on the Board of Regents from 1953 to 1957, a period when 
Illinois State University, Northern Illinois University and Sangamon State University had a 
common Board of Regents.  In recognition of his contributions as a humanist, educator and 
scientist, Dr. Julian was granted an honorary LL.D. by ISU in 1974.  East gate Hall was 
renamed Julian Hall in his honor in 1975 and a plaque was placed near the College St. 
Entrance. Dr. Julianôs work with developing mass production of hormones, and   development of 
chemical substances derived from plants, it makes sense that the offices of the Departments of 
Chemistry and Biological Sciences were moved to Julian Hall in 1997.  Dr. Julian, having over 
100 patents is credited with the important discovery of an improved process to increase the 
production of cortisone. Visit the beautiful campus of ISU and make a stop by Julian Hall. 
 
Read moreé  Percy Lavon Julian  
 
 
 

 
 

http://www.chem.ilstu.edu/facilities/julian.shtml


 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

ILLINOIS WESLEY UNIVERSITY 
 

Former Fred Young Field House- Illinois Wesleyan University-Bloomington 
Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr. 
 
 
 
 

 
                                                      Photo is courtesy of the McLean County Museum of History 
 

Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr. first came to the IWU campus in 1961 to address the annual banquet 
celebrating the Religious Activities Commission.  On February 10, 1966, King spoke before an 
enthused crowd of over 300 assembled to hear him address the Foundersó Day Convocation 
held in the Fred Young Field House.  The visit took place at what some consider the height of 
the civil rights movement.  King came to Bloomington accompanied by his wife, Coretta Scott 
King, and confidant Reverend Dr. Ralph David Abernathy and his wife.  Dr. Kingôs children have 
since lectured on the IWU campus on occasion during the Dr. King Gospel Festival Weekend.   
 
 Read and/or listen to Dr. Kingôs 1966 commencement speech in its entirety é 
Dr. Martin Luther King Jr. Speech at Illinois Wesleyan University, 1966.   
Also, read more about Dr. Kingôs 1961 visit. 
Dr. Martin Luther King Jr., 1961 IWU  
 

 
 
 
 

http://www.iwu.edu/newsrelease06/KingSpeech1.shtml
http://www.iwu.edu/CurrentNews/newsreleases09/fea_King_speeches01209.shtml



