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N
ew U.S. Black Heritage Stamp Honors 
Black, Native American Woman

 A new U.S. stamp will honor an Upstate 
New York woman who was the first Black and 
Native American sculptor to earn international 
recognition. Her work, mostly in marble, is 
known for incorporating themes relating to Black 
people and indigenous peoples of the Americas 
into Neoclassical-style sculpture.

 According to the Times Union, her mother was 
an Ojibwa/Chippewa woman from Albany known 
for embroidering moccasins and her father was a 
freed slave who worked as a gentleman’s servant 
in Rensselaer County; when her mother died, 
Lewis was known as Wildfire while living with her 
maternal relatives.

She attended Oberlin College in 1859, when 
only 30 students of color were enrolled there. 
For a woman of color to be there was ground 
breaking.

In 1863, Lewis moved to Boston and began 
working professionally as an artist for the first 
time. Her early works were portraits of White abo-
litionists like William Lloyd Garrison and Charles 
Sumner. After studying with Edward Augustus 
Brackett and beginning to sell her pieces, Lewis 
opened her own studio in the city and had her 

first solo exhibition in 
1864.

Lewis was in the 
crowd that watched 
the all-Black 54th 
Massachusetts Regi-
ment march through 
Boston in May of 
1863. Inspired by the 
event, Lewis sculpted a 
portrait bust of Colonel 
Robert Gould Shaw, 
who led the regiment, 
and debuted it at a fair 
of works by artists of 
color held in Boston. 
Through sales of these 
busts and photographs 
of it, Lewis was able 
to fund a trip abroad, 
where she established 
an international repu-
tation as a talent sculp-
tor.  She spent most of her career in Rome, Italy 
in the European art scene, where attitudes about 
race were less hostile than the United States.

the Black Heritage series, which dates back to 

1978. Though the formal series was launched 
at that time, the first stamp to honor an African 
American person was the Booker T. Washington 
stamp in 1940.

Sculptor Edmonia Lewis Face 
On 45th Black Heritage Stamp

Thank 

You 

I
t’s our annual pleasure to bring 
you The Reflector, our annual 
Black History Supplement.  

This effort is made possible by 
our advertising supporters and 
our historical consultants who 
continue to help us find and 
research these unique stories.  

We hope you enjoy

Bonita Gooch
Editor-in-Chief

The Edmonia Lewis stamp, the 45th in the Black Heritage Series that began in 
1978, is on sell now at your local Post Office.  Pictured, the sculptures 1868 Min-
nehaha in marble.  This piece is in the collection of the Newark Museum.
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I
n the 1920s, a flourishing and exciting night-
life scene grew out of the Black community 
at 18th and Vine St. where Kansas City jazz 

emerged. But the city also had a dark side full of 
rampant crime, ruthless mobsters, speakeasies 
and bootleg liquor under the reign of unelected 
political boss Thomas Pendergast, who ruled the 
city’s government and criminal underworld from 
1925 to 1939.

Pendergast gave the city free rein to push illegal 
booze to make criminals rich, and he ensured 
there were no alcohol-related arrests in Kansas 
City during the entirety of Prohibition. That helped 
the Italian and Black Mafia and organized crime 
establish a strong foothold in the city.

"Prohibition was a gift to Kansas City criminals 
as much as it was to Chicago or any other big city 
you want to choose," Terence O’Malley, author 
of “Black Hand Strawman: The History of Orga-
nized Crime in Kansas City” and director of the 
documentary of the same name, told Thrillist.

While some academic research say Black 
criminals played a minor role in bootlegging 
activities, working alongside more powerful Ital-
ian Mafia groups, history has shown that there 
were complex Black organizations that existed 
independently and made an impact in their own 
right.

KC’S BLACK MAFIA

In a place where Prohibition didn’t exist, 
Kansas City also became a place with much drug 
trafficking.

The Black Mafia, also known as the Purple 
Capsule Gang, emerged in the 1950s and 
controlled much of the East Side of Kansas City 

by the end of the 1960s. They were the most 
infamous Black gangsters in Kansas City 
history.

They were called the Purple Capsule Gang 
for the purple capsules in which they pedaled 
heroin. The group was blamed for bank 
robberies, murders, heroin and cocaine 
pushing, prostitution, gambling and loan 
sharking.

According to Gangland Wire, the Black 
Mafia emerged and gained a strong foothold 
in the drug community after the Italian Mafia 
ordered their members to stop heroin traf-
ficking. At the height of their operations, FBI 
records estimate that the Black Mafia was 
taking in more than $100,000 each day.

The group is also linked to two-dozen 
mob-style hits.

“They had the ghetto area of Kansas City 
under their complete control through fear, 
intimidation, violence and corrupt public 
officials,” a U.S. Department of Justice report 
on the Black Mafia read.

Its strategy was recruiting Black youth and 

drug users to commit bank robberies and form-
ing alliances with Kansas City’s Italian Mafia 
groups.

The Black Mafia in Kansas City was led by 
James Phillip “Doc” Dearborn, James Eugene 
Richardson, and Eddie David Cox, the only 
White man in a leadership position in the 
Black Mafia.

According to Gangster Report, Cox was the 
only Caucasian to have led a Black crime family. 
He was known as Dearborn’s adviser, and Rich-
ardson was the group’s muscle.  

Cox and Dearborn met when they served 
time together in prison at Lansing, KS, and Cox 
proposed Dearborn take over crime on Kansas 
City’s east side. 

“Eddie Cox was one of the smartest and most 
dangerous organized crime figures of his era in 
Kansas City,” retired Kansas City police detective 
and blogger Gary Jenkins said. “He was one of 
Doc Dearborn’s most trusted advisers and they 
controlled a lot of this area’s heroin market for 
a  long time.”

Cox, who is still alive and in his early 80s, was 

recently released from prison on an order of 
compassionate release for his age. He had served 
32 years of a life sentence for drugs and other 
offenses.

Dearborn was killed in 1985, gunned down in 
the parking lot of a motel near the airport during 
a drug deal.

Richardson died of natural causes in 2008 at 
age 81.

The Black Mafia organization was broken up 
around 1970 when federal agents and police 
conducted post-midnight raids and arrested its 
members.

KC’S BLACK MAFIA CONNECTION IN ‘FARGO’ 

SEASON 4

The newest season of the FX anthology show 
“Fargo” is inspired by Kansas City’s Black Mafia 
group. The show premiered in 2020 and takes 
place in Kansas City in the 1950s.

Actor Chris Rock plays the leader of the group, 
Loy Cannon, who is partially based on Dearborn. 
The show follows Cannon as he leads the Black 

A Look into Kansas City’s Black Mafia & Early Crime
By Jazzlyn Johnson
The Community Voice 

The Reflector 2022 |       R3

See MAFIA page R4

TOP: (L) The 1970 murder of Black community political leader Leon Jordan has always been consid-
ered gang related. (R) 18th & Vine was a center for vice in the Black community in the 1930s. BOTTOM: 
(L) In “Fargo,” Actor Chris Rock portrays KC Black Mafia leader Loy Cannon, who was loosely based 
on a real member of the KC Black Mafia named James Dearborn. (R) Black Mafia members circa 1930s.

T
homas Pendergast 
was the leader of the 
political organization 

known as the “Pendergast 
machine,” which controlled 
local government and the 
Democratic Party in Kansas 
City during the Progressive 
era and Great Depression.

he served as a member 
of the City Council for 5 
years.  After resigning in 
1915, he became the most 
powerful figure in democratic 
politics in the city. From then on, he never held a 
formal office, serving an unelected role as chairman 
of the Jackson County (mo.) Democratic Party. 

Pendergast also had much 
influence over elections, in some 
cases through committing voter 
fraud, all to keep political friends 
and allies in power. he also 
bribed the police force to allow 
alcohol and gambling despite 
Prohibition. 

Political foes say he was a 
ruthless leader of a corrupt politi-
cal machine that made Kansas 
City a hotbed of vice and crime.

his downfall began in 1939 
when he was convicted for tax 

evasion and served 15 months in jail.  Shortly 
after, he was diagnosed with colon cancer and 
died in 1945.

Who Was Tom Pendergast?
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Black History IS
American History.  Through 
inspiration and guidance from the past people will find tools 
and paths that will help them live their lives today and in the 
future. 

Benjamin Banneker

Crispus Attucks

Rebecca Lee Crumpler 

Claudette Colvin

Daniel Hale Williams 

• Wentworth Cheswell, In the middle of December 1774, messengers on horseback carried 
news that two British warships were headed to New Castle to reinforce Fort William and Mary.  
One messenger was Paul Revere. And one was Wentworth Cheswell.
• In every war fought by or within the United States, African Americans participated, including the 
Revolutionary War, War of 1812, Mexican–American War, Civil War, the Spanish–American War, 
World War I, World War II, Korean War, Vietnam War, Gulf War, War in Afghanistan, and Iraq 
War. 
• In 1770, among those killed by the British, the first victim was a middle-aged sailor and rope-
maker of mixed African American and American Indian descent named Crispus Attucks.
• Scientist Benjamin Banneker is credited with helping to design the blueprints for Washington, 
D.C.
• 1864 Rebecca Lee Crumpler was the first Black woman to become a doctor of medicine in 
the United States.
• Daniel Hale Williams founded the first Black-owned hospital in America, and performed the 
world’s first successful heart surgery, in 1893
• Martin Luther King Jr. was not the first African American to win the Nobel Peace Prize. “That 
honor goes to Ralph Bunche. He received the Nobel Peace Prize in 1950 for his efforts with 
resolving the Arab-Israeli conflict
• On March 2, 1955, nine months before Rosa Parks, there was  fifteen-year-old  Claudette 
Colvin. Colvin was riding home on a city bus after a long day at school. A white passenger 
boarded, and the bus driver ordered Claudette to give up her seat. Claudette refused.

PO Box 8695 • Wichita, KS 67208
1-866-591-1196

Ralph Bunche

Wentworth Cheswell.
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Mafia and goes to war with the Italian mob for 
power in the city’s criminal activities.

While the show depicts the two groups at war, 
the groups actually worked closely in reality.

THE DEATH OF LEON JORDAN

Leon Jordan began his career as a police offi-
cer at the Kansas City Police Department in 1938. 
He was the first African American to achieve 
lieutenant rank at KCPD.

After working at the department for more than 
10 years and moving to Liberia to help organize 
a police force, Jordan returned to Kansas City to 
start a successful career in politics.

He was elected to the Missouri Legislature 
in 1964 and became one of the most powerful 
politicians in Kansas City. Jordan also created the 
powerful Black political organization Freedom 
Inc. with Bruce R. Watkins in 1961.

During Jordan’s time with KCPD and as a 
politician, local crime organizations saw him as a 
threat, because he was a strong opponent of the 
drug trade and had taken steps to have the mob 
investigated.

In 1970, Jordan was gunned down outside his 
bar, the Green Duck Tavern at 2548 Prospect. 

Since then, there has been many theories 
surrounding who was responsible for Jordan’s 
murder and what the motive could have been.

KCPD detectives interviewed Walton I. 
Froniabarger who had been a part of the Black 
Mafia and was looking to get some time off of his 
drug sentence if he gave information about the 
murder. He said the reason Jordan was killed 
was political and “contracted by the North End 
and carried out by Blacks.” The Italian Mafia 
controlled the North End of Kansas City, which 
was also known as “Little Italy.”

One of the organizers, he said, was an Italian-
American liquor store owner known as “Crazy Joe.”

With Froniabarger’s help, county prosecutors 
assembled a case against three Black men who 
were eventually indicted in Jordan’s murder. 
Froniabarger was a key witness.

Authorities charged Dearborn with Jordan’s 
murder. Two other men, James A. Willis and 
Maynard Cooper, were indicted later.

Prosecutors could not make the charges stick. 
Willis was acquitted and charges against Dear-
born and Cooper were dropped.

In 2010, a KCPD investigation found that Dear-
born was, in fact, the mastermind and gunman 
who killed Jordan, but why remains a mystery.

Investigators suspect that Joe Centimano, also 
known as “Shotgun Joe” or “Crazy Joe,” who ran 

Joe’s Liquors in the Jazz District and served as 
the go-between gangsters for the Black and Ital-
ian Mafia, had provided the murder weapon.

Italian mob boss Nicholas Civella allegedly 
ordered Jordan be killed, and assigned Shotgun 
Joe and Dearborn to do it.

Cox, who later discussed the murder with the 
Kansas City Star, said Jordan angered the mob by 
refusing to back legislation to loosen regulations 
on taverns and adult entertainment. That refusal, 
Cox said, was considered “complete disrespect” 
to some powerful people.

“Jordan did a number of things that dis-
pleased the North End,” Cox told The Star.

No one has ever been convicted of the murder.

MEET ONE OF KC’S EARLIEST MOBSTERS: 

‘SELDOM SEEN’

Born in 1883 in Oklahoma, Ivory “Seldom 
Seen” Johnson spent most of his life in Kansas 
City as a notorious gambler and comedian who 
owned a brothel and gambling house. He earned 
his nickname when he started running from 
police at just 14 years old.

Johnson had been arrested more than 50 
times on charges ranging from gambling, fraud, 
assault and murder and was known for carrying 
money and drugs in a cigar box.

He was one of the leading gambling operators 

during the 1930s.
A tall, lanky man who was known to always be 

armed; he was usually recognized on the streets.
Legend has it that he tossed more than one 

hundred of his victims in the Missouri River, but 
that number is probably closer to four or five.

Johnson served four terms in prison, with his 
last prison term for the 1951 slaying of a witness 
in a jury-tampering case. He was sentenced to 
life in prison and paroled in 1966 at 83 years old.

The notorious Kansas City mobster died in 
Oklahoma in 1985 at age 102.

Source list: 
Black Archives of Mid-America

Gangland Wire Blog - ganglandwire.com/
“Racism in Kansas City: A Short History” by 

G.S. Griffin
“The Mafia and the Machine: The Story of the 

Kansas City Mob” by Frank R. Hayde
“Open City: True Story of the KC Crime Family” 

by William Ouseley
“Storied & Scandalous Kansas City: A History of 
Corruption, Mischief and a Whole Lot of Booze” 

By Karla Deel 
 

Jazzlyn Johnson is a Report for America 
corps member based at The Community Voice 

covering Kansas City’s African-American 
community.

MAFIA

from page R3
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T
he Kansas City Police Department came 
into existence in 1874 and employed its 
first two Black officers the same year. 

The first Black KCPD police officers were 
William Davis and Lewis Tompkins. Davis 
served on the force for 15 years before retiring in 
1889. He died in 1891 at 48 years old from liver 
complications. 

Tompkins did not stay with the department 
as long as Davis did. He left just a year after 
the department formed to become a janitor at 
Lincoln High School, and became active in Black 
democratic politics. He was a retired captain with 
the military and was known for training students 
in military-style drills to instill discipline.  

As KCPD grew, so did the number of African 
Americans in the department who served in a 
variety of roles including patrolmen, chauffeurs 
and clerks.

In the early 1900s, Black officers comprised 
a small, but influential part of KCPD. In 1920, 
there were 11 Black policemen and six Black 
detectives in the state of Missouri. Of those, eight 
policemen and one detective were part of KCPD. 
In 1951, KCPD employed around 40 African 
Americans in various positions.

ALL BLACK STATION

In 1907, KCPD divided the city into patrol 
districts. District 6 covered much of the east side 
and its station was on Flora Avenue, just south 
of 18th and Vine, which included predominantly 
Black neighborhoods and employed all of KCPD’s 
Black officers.

At this time, Black officers could stop crimi-
nals of any race, but had to refer the arrest of 
White individuals to White officers.

The Flora station was abandoned in 1953.

NOTABLE BLACK OFFICERS AT KCPD

Lafayette Tillman
Tillman joined force in 1902 and served until 

his death in 1914. Only one other Black officer 
served on the force during this time. He was 
known as one of the bravest men that ever served 
on the KC police force. 

Cornelius “Tug” Carter
In 1930, Carter became KCPD’s first Black 

sergeant.

Genevieve Allen
In 1945, Allen became KCPD’s first unof-

ficial Black policewoman. She started her 
career with KCPD as a clerk.  During WWII, 
many police personnel left the department to 
serve in the military and KCPD needed officers.  
To combat the need, KCPD appointed Allen as 
an Acting Policewoman because she was older 

than the state regulations allowed and could not 
become a fully commissioned officer.

Rosie L. Mason
In 1954, Mason became the first Black female 

officer when she began working for the depart-

ment as a civilian. She wore a badge and carried 
a gun, but was not a commissioned officer until 
the police academy began admitting women 
more than a decade later. She graduated from 
the academy in 1967. From 1944 to 1983, she 

held a variety of positions in the department 
as a janitor, elevator operator and then clerk. 
Mason was promoted to detective in 1971.

Leon Jordan
Jordan joined KCPD in 1938 and was 

employed with the department for more than 
10 years. He became the first Black lieutenant 
before leaving the police force to get involved in 
politics. The lieutenant rank was done away with 
in the 1960s. 

Jordan served in the Missouri Legislature 
in 1964 and helped create the Black political 
group Freedom Inc. Jordan was one of the most 
powerful politicians in Kansas City before he was 
murdered in front of his tavern in 1970.

Lieutenant Colonel (Deputy Chief) 
Clifford Warren

Warren joined KCPD in 1939 as a patrolman. 
After several promotions, he and his partner, 
Leon Jordan, became detectives in 1942. Warren 
was given command of a special investigation 
unit for African Americans in 1954. In the 
1950s, he rose to the positions of detective ser-
geant, captain and major. In 1956, he was pro-
moted to lieutenant and named administrative 
aide to the police chief, the highest administra-
tive rank held by a Black officer up to that time. 
Warren became KCPD’s first Black lieutenant 
colonel around 1964 and later the first Black 
chief of detectives. He retired in 1969.

Lloyd DeGraffenreid
DeGraffenreid joined the police force in 

1948 and is credited for changing the rule that 
prohibited Black officers from arresting White 
people. He was the first Black detective sergeant 
and led the investigation into Leon Jordan’s 
death.

Alvin Brooks
Brooks entered the KCPD cadet class in 1954, 

where he was the only Black cadet out of 29 in 
his class.

John Layton
In 1960, Layton became KCPD’s first Black 

motorcycle officer. After serving in the U.S. 
Navy, he enrolled in the police academy, then 
served in the traffic section for five years. In 
1967, he was assigned to Vice as a detective. 
Layton worked his way up to captain and held 
assignments with internal affairs, burglary and 
larceny, and the K-9 unit during his decades of 
service

Major Marylyn Brauninger-
Stovall

In 1967, Brauninger-Stovall graduated from 
the police academy and was among six female 
officers appointed to KCPD in that year. She rose 

History of Black Officers in the Kansas City Police Department
By Jazzlyn Johnson
The Community Voice 

See POLICE page  R6

TOP: From its formation in 1874, the Kansas City Police Department always had Black officers. As 
KC grew, so did the number of Black officers, as indicated in this circa 1938 photo of Black police 
officers on the steps of city hall. 2. Lafayette Tillman. 3. Genevieve Tillman. 4.  Rosie Mason. 5. Leon 
Jordan. 6. Clifford Warren. 7. Lloyd DeGraffenreid. 
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through the ranks to become the first fe-
male sergeant, captain, major and unit 
commander of any race. As commander 
of the sex crimes unit, she was highly 
praised for her work and named one of 
the 100 most influential Black people 
in Kansas City in 1985, the same year 
she graduated from the FBI 
national academy. She retired 
from the police force in 1993.

The Rev. David O. 
Shipley

Shipley became KCPD’s 
first Black Chaplain in 1970. 
He was also the pastor of 
Second Baptist Church. Chap-
lains are volunteer positions 
and appointed by the chief 
of police.

Girard T. Bryant 
Bryant was appointed to the 

Kansas City Board of Police 
Commissioners in 1965, and 
is likely the first Black male 
to be on the board, accord-
ing to the Kansas City Police 
Historical Society. Bryant 
was a longtime teacher and 
administrator at Lincoln High 
School and in the Kansas City 
School District. He was also 
the first Black president of 
Penn Valley Community College. 

Gwendolyn M. Wells
Wells is the first Black woman ap-

pointed to the Kansas City Board of Po-
lice Commissioners. In 1977, Missouri 
Gov. Joseph Teasdale appointed her to 
the board and she served until 1983.

Julia A. Bush
In 1996, Bush became the first 

Black female deputy chief. She gradu-
ated from the police academy in 1976 
and became an officer the same year. 
Bush was promoted to sergeant in 
1983 and captain in 1991, and major 
in 1994. In 1993, she became the 
first Black female captain to head the 
homicide unit.

Darryl Forte
In 2011, Forte was appointed 

the first Black chief of police and 
retired in 2017. He joined KCPD 
in 1985 and later graduated 
from the FBI National Academy 
in 1999. Forte has served in law 
enforcement for more than 30 
years and has received multiple 
awards for his service. He is cur-
rently Jackson County Sheriff. 

Sources: 
Black Archives of Mid America

Kansas City Police Historical 
Society

East Patrol Black Officers 
Exhibit

POLICE

from page R5

1. In 1954 Alvin Brooks was the only 
African American in an otherwise all-
White class. 2. 1940 group of detectives 
included: front row: Acting Sgt. emmett 
Walls, forest Stirman. Back row: 
Frank McDaniel, Clifford Warren, Melvin 
cooper. 3. Darryl forte 4. John layton. 
5. Police department insignias.

Jazzlyn Johnson is a Report for America 
corps member based at The Community 

Voice covering Kansas City’s African-
American community.

chief of Police

Deputy chief

Major

captain

Sergeant

Police Officer

Probationary Officer

title Insignia



You can be the Difference!
Hiring Qualified Candidates From The Community

Now 
Hiring

The Wichita, Kansas Police Department is 900 employees strong and is 

continuing to diversify, to reflect the citizens that we serve and protect.
We are the largest law enforcement agency in the state of Kansas and 

because of that we are able to offer great incentives.

APPLICANT MUST BE:
21 years old
Valid Driver’s License
GED or High School Diploma
Military Honorable Discharge
30 min drive time of the city limits

WE OFFER:
Paid Vacation
Excellent Health Benefits
$700 Clothing Allowance
Work Schedule 4 – 10 hour shifts
PLUS, many other great benefits.

1

2

3
4
5
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L
ike the history of the players who integrated 
the National Football League, the story of 
Willie O’Ree isn’t well know.  O’Ree broke 

the National Hockey Leagues color barrier 
O’Ree had always known he possessed the tal-

ent to play in the NHL. A speedy skater with an in-
tuitive feel for the game, he had played organized 
hockey since he was five years old and had scored 
22 goals with 12 assists in his first professional 
season with Quebec. His big break came when 
the Bruins invited him to attend training camp 
before the start of the 1957-58 season. Although 
he failed to make the final cut, team officials were 
impressed enough by his overall performance to 
tell him he needed only “a little more seasoning” 
to reach the big time.

“They knew what I could do,” O’Ree later 
recalled in his 2000 memoir, “The Autobiography 
of Willie O’Ree: Hockey’s Black Pioneer.”

Sure enough, that January, the Boston Bruins 
were short a roster player and called him up from 
their minor league club for a road contest against 
the Montreal Canadiens.

Despite his nervousness, he did nothing to em-
barrass himself during a rare 3-0 Boston shutout 
over their hated archrivals. “O’Ree is not only fast, 

but he’s a strong skater,” Montreal coach Frank 
Selke said after the game. “He looks as if he could 
go all night.”

‘It was the greatest thrill of my life … I’ll always 
remember this day.’

O’Ree suited up for only one more game as a 
Bruin that season before returning to the minors. 
He was hardly crestfallen. “I’m just happy to get a 
chance up here, that’s about all I can say,” he told 
The Boston Globe.

O’Ree returned to the Bruins in 1960-61 and 
notched four goals and 10 assists in 43 games. His 
first NHL goal – a game-winner against Montreal 
at the Boston Garden on New Year’s Day, 1961 – 
proved memorable. On a breakaway, a teammate 
fed him a perfect pass, which he deposited under 
the glove hand of Montreal goaltender Charlie 
Hodge. For his standout effort, O’Ree received a 
rousing standing ovation from the home crowd 
that lasted several minutes.

O’Ree wasn’t so well received at other NHL ven-
ues. At New York City’s venerable Madison Square 
Garden, for instance, fans showered him with 
racial insults before he even stepped onto the ice. 
In Chicago, he was targeted for abuse for bruising 
Blackhawks forward Eric “Elbows” Nesterenko. 

After calling O’Ree the n-word, Nesterenko 
took the butt-end of his stick and rammed it 
into O’Ree’s unsuspecting face. A broken nose 
and two missing front teeth later, O’Ree had 
had enough. He took his stick and smashed 
Nesterenko over the head with it. O’Ree’s team-
mates came rushing to his aid as both teams’ 
benches emptied. What followed was a classic 
hockey donnybrook that ended with O’Ree be-
ing sent to the Bruins locker room for medical 
treatment.

“Every time I went on the ice I was faced 
with racial slurs because of my color,” O’Ree 
admitted to the Anti-Defamation League Youth 
Congress gathering held in Boston in 2016. “I 
had black cats thrown on the ice and [people] 
told me to [go] back to the cotton fields and pick 
cotton.” O’Ree claimed he didn’t mind. “I didn’t 
let it hurt me,” he said. “I let it go in one ear and 
out the other.”

The Bruins traded O’Ree to the Canadiens 
before the start of the 1961-62 season. O’Ree was 
personally devastated. Montreal was an elite team 
coming off a string of Stanley Cup championships 
and had no room for O’Ree on their roster. 

As a result, O’Ree spent the remainder of his 

career playing on a series of minor league clubs, 
including the Los Angeles Blades of the Western 
Hockey League. He was a major standout for Los 
Angeles, scoring a career-high 38 goals in 1964-65. 
But the NHL never gave him a second look.

On Jan. 19, 2022, the U.S. House of Representa-
tives passed a bill awarding O’Ree a Congressional 
Gold Medal. A day earlier, the Boston Bruins 
retired O’Ree’s number 22 on the 64th anniver-
sary of the night the forward from New Brunswick, 
Canada became the first Black person to play in a 
National Hockey League game.

O’Ree Breaks the NHL’s Color Barrier

Willie O’Ree, age 86, was honored with a Congres-
sional Gold Medal earlier this year.  



G
ertrude Guillory Bradley Johnson arrived 
in Wichita around 1935. She was a wid-
owed mother of two young children with 

only the money she’d been able to save from 
washing clothes for $10.50 a week. 

By the early 1950s, she was one of the largest 
landlords in the city, owning real estate, insur-
ance and bail bond businesses, along with a 
hotel and cab company, and she was a power in 
the Kansas Democratic Party. 

Gertrude Guillory was born Nov. 13, 1902, 
in Marksville, LA, to Henry and Ida Guillory. 

Her mother was a mulatto, one of 11 children 
mothered with a White plantation owner. (That’s 
another great story you can read about on 
page 19.)

By 1920, the Census lists her as living with 
her parents and siblings in Okmulgee, OK, and 
by 1925, the Census has her married to Luther 
Bradley, and with three young children. 

When she arrived in Wichita with two children 
in tow, she brought with her a desire to succeed. 

That’s what she did, and not by working for 
others.

ALWAYS HER OWN BOSS 

“I never had a job that I didn’t make for 
myself,” she told a reporter in 1980. 

Her daughter, Maurice Ward, said her mother 
was very proud that the entire time she lived in 
Wichita, she never had a boss.

Her first job in Wichita was for The Negro Star, 

the local Black newspaper.
“I solicited news and subscriptions. I would 

stop and ask people what the news was, if they 
had company from out of town, what was going 
on at church. Then I would get their names in 
the paper, and they would buy five or six copies 
to show to friends or to send to relatives,” she 
told the Kansas Weekly Journal

It was how Gertrude Johnson began to make a 
name for herself in Wichita. 

She met all kinds of people, but especially 
the right kind of people: judges, policemen and 
others.  

SHREWD OR ECLECTIC?

Johnson may have been equal parts shrewd, 

eclectic and smart, but whatever she was, it 
worked. 

Johnson claimed she was psychic. With a 
country deep in the Depression, maybe people 
were looking for the kind of hope they might 
gain from a reading. When doubted, Johnson 
told reporters she proved she was psychic more 
than once. 

Whether she was psychic or not, Johnson 
seemed to have some insight that led her to 
make smart business decisions. Early on, she 
took some of the money from her months as a 
professional reader to buy her first real estate 
and set up a bail bond business. 

She frequently invested her money in real 
estate at a time when residential housing was 
limited and the city’s population was growing 
exponentially as the aircraft industry dominated 
Wichita. Finding a place was particularly hard 

for Black people, whose housing choices were 
limited by segregation. 

ONE OF JOHNSON’S PROPERTIES

In his book “Black Horizons,” late state Sen. 
Rip Gooch tells the story of arriving in Wichita 
in the early 1950s and needing a place to stay. 
When he inquired along Water Street, the main 
drag for the Black community, he was told he 
needed to find Gertrude Johnson. She was his 
best chance, he kept hearing, for finding a place 
to stay. 

Gooch did find Johnson, and from that meet-
ing, they developed a friendship that lasted until 
her death. A few months later, when Gooch was 
settled, he went back to Tennessee and brought 
his wife Augusta and young daughter to Wichita 
to live. For the first year or so the couple was 
in Wichita, they operated the Water Street Cafe, 
which was in the Water Street Hotel. Both were 
owned by Johnson. 

Johnson also owned a cab company, and as a 
licensed real estate agent, helped others buy and 
sell homes. 

Johnson owned at least one piece of property 
that was located where the Sedgwick County 
Courthouse now stands. Reportedly, she received 
a “nice bit of change” for the property, but the 
nature of the sale brought her some trouble. A 
man tried to kidnap her with the goal of getting 
some of the money from the sale of the property 
as ransom. His plot was foiled and the would-be 
kidnapper was eventually arrested and sent to 
prison.   

Johnson’s influence went beyond the city’s 
Black community.  Her involvement in politics 
helped her gain access and respect across racial 
lines.  She was founder and president of the Air 
Capital Democratic Club, later reorganized into 
the John F. Kennedy Democratic Club.  She did 

stints 
as both treasurer and vice presi- dent 
of the Sedgwick County Democratic Central Com-

mittee, was a delegate to the 1960 Democratic 
National Convention, and knew everybody who 
was anybody in the Democratic Party in Kansas.  

She supported candidates for office with her 
time and her money. She’d get out and work for 
candidates, and not all of them were running in 
high-profile races. She also donated money so 
people who couldn’t afford it were able to attend 
the National Convention. 

Her help went beyond real estate and politics - 
she helped many people in many ways.

In his book, Gooch tells the story of how John-
son was able to get a job for one of his friends as 
a police officer in the early 1950s. He was given 
the job strictly on Johnson’s recommendation, 
Gooch said. 

BREAKING DOWN COLOR BARRIERS

As well as she was liked, Johnson was still 
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Wichita’s Black Female Trailblazer 

You’ve Never Heard About
This is the story of a self-made Black woman, who rose to be one of the 

most powerful individuals – male or female, of any background – 

in Wichita, Kansas. And, you’ve probably never heard of her. 

By Bonita Gooch
The Community Voice

Gertrude Johnson

A widowed young mother of two, Gertrude Johnson arrived in Wichita in the early 1930s with little if 
any money and a high school education.  Within 20 years, she had become one of the most powerful 
women in Wichita.  She owned rental properties, a cab company, a hotel & restaurant, and bail bond 

company.  She was heavily involved in Democratic Politics and she singled handily integrated the 
Broadview Hotel’s public spaces.  
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I
n post-Civil War Louisiana, Lucinda 
Sampson was a freed slave trying to 
make a living sharecropping when she 

caught the eye of Oliver Normand, the owner 
of a nearby 120-acre plantation.  

It was 1867 and Normand, a reported 
member of the Ku Klux Klan, asked Samp-
son to be a domestic servant in his home. 
She agreed, especially since she didn’t care 
much for working in the fields. 

Their relationship began almost immedi-
ately, with her first child born in 1869. Over 
the next 14 years, she would birth a total of 
11 children, all by Normand.  As time went 
on, the couple remained together, but Nor-
mand began making risky business moves. 

In 1891, he sold the 120-acre plantation 
to Sampson for $3,208 - $1,000 in cash with 
the balance being paid through 22 years as a “house steward and laborer” 
at $8 per month. At that point, nothing really changed except that the house 
was out of Normand’s name and protected from his creditors. 

When their relationship began to fall apart around 1897, Normand left 
Sampson and the children at the house to move in with a friend and his fam-

Gertrude’s Grandparents: 
The Klansman and His Black Mistress ... Who Sued Him

JOHNSON
from page 19

Black and was expected to con-
form with the city’s race rules.  For 
example “coloreds” weren’t allowed 
to stay or eat at the Broadview Hotel 
in downtown Wichita. Blacks were 
also not allowed to ride in the Broad-
view’s elevator. 

 Johnson, rather innocently, 
broke down the color barrier at the 
Broadview. In the lobby, she ran into 
her friends the Prosecuting Attorney 
and the Chief of Police. They were all 
there to take a real estate exam. 

As they walked to the elevator to 
go up to the floor where the test was 
given, Johnson walked with them. 
When the doors opened, they got 
on and she got on too. After that, 
Johnson told reporters, whenever 
there was a public meeting at the 
Broadview, such as a community 
dinner, she would “load up her car 
with Black friends and drive them 
personally to the Broadview, and take 
them right through the front door.”

Johnson died in 1986 at age 83. 

ily. His creditors and family sued, challenging her ownership of the property, and 
saying Sampson and Normand colluded together to shield the property. They said 
Sampson was a “concubine” of Normand, rather than an employee.  

When it appeared Normand wasn’t planning to stand up for her and, instead, 
was willing to let the plantation be taken, Sampson hired an attorney, sued and 
won in 1899. Normand died a year later.  
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F
ritz Pollard is recognized as the first African-
American player and coach in the NFL, but 
thanks to the book “The Forgotten Four” by 

former NFL player Keyshaun Johnson, attention is 
being brought to four Black athletes who reinte-
grated the NFL during the 1946 season.  The four 
men broke football’s color barrier seven months 
before Jackie Robinson was promoted from the 
Class AA Montreal Royals to join the Brooklyn 
Dodgers in 1947.  

In 1920, Fritz Pollard was the first Black player 
in the fledgling NFL.  The league had just formed 
and Pollard, who had been the first Black football 
player at Brown University, was the very young 
coach at Lincoln University (1918-1920), a Histori-
cally Black College in Oxford, PA.  The university’s 
football team was struggling financially and Pollard 
began playing for the Akron Pros to help supple-
ment his coaching income.  

By 1926, there were nine Black players in the 
NFL, but that year they were all removed from 
the league.  The ban of Black players was further 
strengthened by a 1933 “gentleman's agreement” 
reached by the owners to not have Black players 
in the league.  It wasn’t until 1946, 12 years into 
what is considered the modern era of the NFL, 
when Black players were once again allowed to 
play in the NFL.  

The entry of the first two Black players into the 
league wasn’t as much a case of a welcome change 
as it was a forced change.  

WASHINGTON AND STRODE

The Cleveland Rams were moving to Los Angeles 
and would play in the Coliseum, a public stadium 
owned by the city of Los Angeles.  Halley Harding, 
a Wichita, KS, native and former Negro League 
baseball player was working as a sportswriter and 
editor for the Los Angeles Tribune and the Los 

Angelese Sentinel, used his column 
to advocate for the integration of 
the Rams.  His position was if  the 
Rams were using a publicly funded 
stadium, contributed to financially by 
people of all colors, the team should 
be required to include players of all 
colors.  

In response, the Rams added 
Kenny Washington and Woody Strode 
to their lineup. The two were best 
friends and had been teammates on 
the UCLA football team.  Washington 
was the first UCLA player selected 
as a consensus All-American and 
helped lead the Bruins to their first 
undefeated season.  

After graduating from UCLA, 
Washington played for the Hollywood 
Bears of the Pacific Coast Professional 
Football League from 1940 – 1945.  

He’d suffered a knee injury and had several 
knee surgeries when he joined the Rams. Despite 
his injuries, he remained with the Rams for three 
seasons.  He led the league in yards per carry in 
his second season and scored a 92-yard touch-
down, which set a Rams record for the longest 
run from scrimmage. 

Strode only played for the Rams for one year.  
Citing lack of playing time and racial abuse.  
Strode described integrating the NFL as the low 
point in his life. He says White players were often 
abusive to Black players, including stepping ton 
them with their cleats. He went on to have a suc-
cessful career in acting. 

WILLIS AND MOTLEY 

That same season, and just months after the 
Rams signed Washington and Strode, the newly-

formed Cleveland Browns signed Bill Willis and 
Marion Motley.  

Willis was an All-American defensive tackle 
from Ohio State University.  He was known for his 
quickness, and his play in the NFL helped create the 
position known today as linebacker.  He played eight 
seasons in the NFL and appeared in three NFL Pro 
Bowls.  

After college football, Motley joined the Navy, 
where he played on a team coached by Paul Brown, 
who would go on to become the co-founder and first 
coach of the Cleveland Browns.  Brown reportedly 
said he recruited both Willis and Motley, not as a civil 
rights gesture, but because he wanted to build the 
best team possible.  

It’s reported that the Browns signed Motley to 
provide a roommate for Willis, but he went on to to 
become a leading player for the team.   With a com-
bination of quickness and power, Motley averaged 

8.2. yards per 
carry in his first 
season.  In 1950, 
he led the NFL 
in rushing yards 
and was selected 
to the Pro Bowl.  
Together, the 
two helped the 
team win every 
championship 
in the AAFC’s 
four years of 
existence between 
1946 and 1949.  

Motley played for 
the Browns until 1953 until he was slowed by knee 
injuries. Both Motley and Willis have been inducted 
into the NFL Hall of Fame.  

Four Players Who Helped Integrate Pro Football 

Wichita Native’s Prominent Role in Integrating Professional Football 

Harding,



W
illiam Claire Halley Harding, born in 
Wichita, KS, in 1904 was an American 
Negro League shortstop from 1926 to 

1937.  He attended Knox College and Wil-
berforce University, where he was a standout 
football quarterback and punter.  He also played 
professional basketball for the Harlem Rens, be-
fore making his Negro League baseball debut.  

However, it wasn’t his baseball career where 
Harding made the biggest impact.  He played a 
major role in integrating major league sport.  

Following his baseball career, Harding 
worked as a sportswriter and editor for the Los 
Angeles Tribune and the Los Angeles Sentinel, 
and African-American newspaper, where he 
used his talented linguistic talents to express 
his growing frustration with the lack of Black 

athletes in all professional sports.  In post 
WWII America, where Black 
soldiers had fought equally for 
American freedoms, he was 
frustrated that those soldiers 
returning home could not par-
ticipate equally in America – on 
and off the athletic field/court.  

“With our boys on EVERY 
front helping as much or more 
than any group of people, in 
baseball it’s still ANYBODY 
BUT a NEGRO,” fumed Hard-
ing.

As a former baseball 
player, a lot of his frustration 
expressed in his sports column 

called “So What?” was targeted at professional 
baseball, but the opportunity to 
change football came sooner 
than expected when the NFL’s 
Cleveland Rams announced 
they were moving to L.A.

When the public commission 
that governed the Coliseum met 
Jan. 15, 1946, Rams general 
manager Chile Walsh urged it 
to allow the team to play there. 
Harding asked if the Rams 
planned to use Black players. 
Walsh insisted no rule, written 
or otherwise, barred Blacks from 
the league.

“He turned pale and started 

to stutter,” Herman Hill wrote in a letter to Ebony 
decades later.

At a meeting two weeks later, Coliseum 
Commission president Leonard J. Roach said, 
“legally we have no power” to make the Rams 
integrate — the lease had no language about 
discrimination. The Rams signed Washington on 
March 22, 1946, but issued a news release in-
sisting “no precedent is being set” by the move. 
Two months later, the Rams added another 
Black player, Woody Strode, who had been 
Washington’s teammate at UCLA. 

Harding didn’t relent, with three other Black 
newspapermen that summer in suing to keep 
another professional football team, the Dons, 
from playing at the Coliseum because they 
didn’t have Black players.

Fritz Pollard the first African 
American professional foot-
ball player and coach.  
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All throughout the year, we celebrate Black Joy.

The power of Black Joy truly knows no bounds... 

it’s A Joy Supreme. 

Celebrate A Joy Supreme with us at aarp.org/near you

Its beauty. Its brilliance. Its variety. Its tenacity. Its resilience. 

Its ability to thrive despite everything.


