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that delved deep 
into the history 
of Minneapolis.

A mystery about 
my house became 
a fi ve-year project

A  N A R R AT I V E  P O D C A S T
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et me tell you about 
my friends, the Rob-
insons.

At least I like to 
think of the Robin-
sons as friends — in 
some cosmic way. We 
do share a bathtub.

Harry and Clemen-
tine Robinson lived in 
my southwest Minne-
apolis home a century 
ago. They were Black, 
and their presence in 
what is now the whit-

est part of the city was controversial. I learned these 
facts when my husband and I — who are both white 
— moved into the house in March 2020.

The pandemic locked us in our 113-year-old home, 
and I kept thinking about the Robinsons. Who were 
they? Where did they come from? Where did they 
end up?

I have been obsessively sleuthing for nearly fi ve 
years. And I can now fi nally tell the Robinsons’ 
remarkable story, with audio producer Melissa 
Townsend, in the Minnesota Star Tribune’s fi rst nar-

rative podcast, “Ghost of a Chance.” The investiga-
tion began as a little mystery about my house, but 
it ultimately revealed an important history of race 
in Minneapolis.

Recently digitized Black newspapers allowed me 
to fi nd granular details about social gatherings and 
other major events in the Robinsons’ lives. These 
and other digitized records — like city directories — 
surfaced information that would have been diffi  cult 
or impossible to fi nd in the past.

I probed census data and other historical informa-
tion on Ancestry.com. The Robinsons did not have 
children, but I connected with several of their dis-
tant relatives.

To learn about the Robinsons’ origin stories, I 
drove across the Midwest to the small towns in Mis-
souri and Indiana where Clementine and Harry grew 
up. Local historians were excited to help with the 
project. The unoffi  cial historian of Clementine’s rural 
hometown shared memories with me for hours at a 
nursing home, just three months before his death.

I pored over records at the Minnesota History 
Center, Minneapolis City Hall, Hennepin County 
Library, the Hennepin County courthouse and even 
an obscure warehouse of city records  in an indus-
trial business park. My fi ngertips got dirty as I leafed 

I will never meet 
Clementine and Harry 
Robinson, but an old 
house has connected 
us across generations.   

Essay by ERIC ROPER
Illustration by BROCK KAPLAN
The Minnesota Star Tribune

L
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through giant ledger books, and I struggled to remain 
focused as I scrolled through reels of microfi lm.

Many days I found nothing.
Other days brought moments of discovery that 

gave me a jolt of energy. One fi nd caused me to rise 
from my chair and exclaim, “Yes!” amid the quiet of 
the Gale Family Library. My editor and I high-fi ved 
when I located a photo of Clementine after three 
years of searching. 

I did not expect that the most signifi cant under-
taking of my career would be about race. The topic 
hadn’t been a focus of mine as a journalist.

A little bit about me: I grew up on the Upper East 
Side of New York City. I have worked for the Star Tri-
bune since I graduated from college in 2009 — and 
have become a devotee of Minnesota and Minneapo-
lis. My passion for writing about history is how I came 
to lead our Curious Minnesota project.

I had not spent much time talking or thinking 
about race, perhaps because my social circle is 
largely white. I actually bristle at elements of today’s 
culture that reduce people’s identity to their race, 
gender or sexual orientation.

In the wake of George Floyd’s murder, I remained 
quiet as the world scrutinized Minneapolis. The mes-
sage seemed to be that something was rotten here 

that had left Black people behind. Police brutality, 
racial covenants, destructive freeways — a lot had hap-
pened in the city. But it also felt like I was being asked 
to accept an oversimplifi ed narrative about the past.

My curiosity about the Robinsons provided a path 
for me to investigate the history on my own terms 
and really dig into the details.

As I pieced together their stories, it became clear 
that there is a compelling history here. The Robin-
sons’ lives were a window into the injustices that 
Black people faced in Minnesota, injustices that have 
been easier to ignore because the state did not have 
Jim Crow laws. And though we are more enlightened 
today, this history is still having ripple eff ects.

Over time, my work grew into a full-blown news-
room endeavor. Melissa Townsend joined the project 
and spent more than a year transforming my research 
into a gripping audio series.

We held listening sessions and attended commu-
nity events to incorporate memories and the feed-
back of south Minneapolis’ Black residents. I left 
those discussions encouraged by people’s openness 
and generosity.

This journey has also forced me to confront some 
tough facts about a neighborhood I truly love.

The southwest community of Minneapolis around 

Lake Harriet is more than 80% white. It came as a 
surprise to me how intentional the eff ort was to make 
it that way. Most notably for the Robinsons, 200 of 
their neighbors gathered in 1920 to rid that corner 
of the city of about nine Black families. The meeting 
was fi ve blocks from the Robinsons’ home.

This all happened a long time ago, of course. But 
the early 20th century was also a key moment when 
the fi rst generation of Black people born free from 
slavery could have built wealth and passed it on to 
future generations. Instead they were held back and 
hemmed into segregated neighborhoods.

When I presented this project two years ago to 
then-Star Tribune editor Suki Dardarian, she said she 
wanted to start a community conversation.

So please give  the podcast a listen, and let us know 
what you think at ghostofachance@startribune.com.

I will never meet the Robinsons, but an old house 
has connected us across generations. I have peered 
through the same wavy-glass windows, lain awake at 
night in the same bedroom, and relaxed in the same 
claw-foot bathtub.

I won’t forget about the challenges they endured. 
I hope you won’t, either.

eric.roper@startribune.com

D I G G I N G  D E E P
Eric Roper’s quest to find out more about the 
Robinsons, who lived in his house in south 
Minneapolis a century ago, led him to newspaper 
archives, libraries, interviews, cemeteries, 
government offices and here at a warehouse holding 
city records. Below, Eric found the Robinsons’ names 
in the abstract of title for his home.  

Photos by LEILA NAVIDI, ANGELINA KATSANIS and 
AYRTON BRECKENRIDGE • The Minnesota Star Tribune
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A skilled masseuse, 
Clementine put down 
roots in Minnesota 
and made her home 
a hub for the Black 
community. 

By ERIC ROPER  
The Minnesota Star Tribune

Clementine 
Robinson
1881 – 1965

National Advocate via Minnesota Historical Society
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he worked wonders with 
her hands.

Massaging deep into 
muscle tissue, Clementine 
Robinson knew how to 
alleviate the knots brought 
on by the stresses of the 
world. Her talents as a mas-
seuse earned her a sizable 
clientele.

They were largely white. 
She was Black.

That was an important 
distinction in 1920s Minne-
apolis, when Clementine 

and her husband, Harry, were putting down roots in a 
part of the city that did not want them living there. The 
woman known for her massages likely felt her own shoul-
ders tense as she navigated that unfair environment.

But Clementine did more than stay put in southwest 
Minneapolis. She made her home there a social hub for 
the city’s Black elite, showing her white neighbors an 
image of respectability. Beneath the veneer of dinner 
parties and club meetings was a serious — if subtle — 
civil rights message.

Why take the risk? Perhaps it was instilled in her 
at a young age back in rural Mecca, Mo. Clementine 
Brown and her 17 siblings were among the fi rst in their 
family born free from slavery in America. They could 
get an education and seek out opportunities in a way 
their parents could not, a freedom that may have come 
with a nudge to reach as far as possible.

This wasn’t just any family, either.
The Northwestern Bulletin-Appeal newspaper 

would later write that it was “one of the oldest and 
most respected families in Missouri” — likely because 
Clementine’s grandfather was a pre-emancipation set-
tler of the community. Clementine’s father, William, 
was a minister of the Black Baptist church.

Despite receiving post-secondary education, Cle-
mentine had limited employment options in Kansas 
City. She began her adult life as a domestic servant 
in a city where racial tensions were on the rise. Her 
brother Gideon got a medical degree and became a 
leader of the city’s Black hospitals. But Clementine — 
or “Clemma,” as she was sometimes known — sought 
a better life in the North.

In her mid-20s, she hatched a plan with a young 
man named Harry Robinson to start anew in Minne-
sota. Soon, she had learned the fi ner points of beauty 
work and found clients among the wealthy wives of 
industrialists living on the east end of Duluth. She 
arranged their hair, gave them manicures, and mas-
saged their hands and faces.

She had a knack for massage. After moving to Min-
neapolis, Clementine used her skills as a masseuse to 
land a job at St. Barnabas Hospital with a prominent 
and eccentric doctor, Robert Emmett Farr. “Does this 
hurt?” she may have asked in the hospital rooms as she 
gently worked the wounds of Farr’s surgery patients 
to promote healing.

Approaching 40 years old, Clementine was her-
alded in the Black press for having “charge of a special 
work” at the hospital and “making a record for herself 
and race among the wealthy residents, who have never 
before employed colored women.”

She and Harry soon had their eyes on a modest, 
decade-old house in southwest Minneapolis, sur-
rounded by white neighbors — save for the Bryant 
family a block away. They bought it, and the large 
gatherings began almost immediately (as when 16 peo-
ple crammed into the house for dinner on Christmas 
Day, 1917).

“Mr. and Mrs. Robinson have one of the most beau-
tiful homes in Minneapolis,” the National Advocate 
newspaper reported in 1920, the same year the Robin-
sons’ white neighbors began mobilizing to oust Black 
people from the area. “We wish this happy couple 
success in life.”

By 1927, the Pittsburgh Courier called Clementine 
“one of the best known masseuse[s] in the Mill City.” 
But behind the scenes, fi nances were growing shakier. 
Then the Depression yanked it all away, leaving the 
Robinsons back at square one.

They made a new life as renters in a community 
taking shape nearby, one of the few neighborhoods 
not off -limits to Black people. There was plenty of joy 
still, and social activity. Clementine helped organize 
a new chapter of the Order of the Eastern Star, and 
became involved in a local chapter of the Council of 
Negro Women.

But now Harry was ill, and he couldn’t shake the 
ailment. It took nearly two decades for them to take 
a chance on buying another house. This one was a bit 
closer to St. Peter’s AME Church, where Clementine 
grew active in the Helpers Club.

A young neighbor recalled decades later that, as an 
elderly woman, Clementine meticulously arranged 
items in her outdoor gardens to show that this was her 
home. And when she sat down to plan for her death, 
she requested a headstone to commemorate her life.

She didn’t get one. There was no money to pay for it.
Clementine Robinson died on June 22, 1965, at age 

84. She had no children. But Clementine had grown 
close to a neighbor girl who ran errands for her. That 
girl admired Clementine’s diamond ring.

In one of her fi nal acts, Clementine bequeathed her 
ring to the girl next door. 

A  L O N G  L I F E
Clementine Robinson moved to Minnesota in her 
mid-20s and lived to be 84. Her obituary ran in the 
Minneapolis Spokesman on July 1, 1965. It noted her 
affiliation with St. Peter’s AME church in Minneapolis 
and the Order of the Eastern Star. 

S
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1881   – 1959

Lauded by the Black 
press as a “pioneer 
resident,” Harry found 
setbacks and success 
in his adopted city 
of Minneapolis.

By ERIC ROPER  
The Minnesota Star Tribune

Harry 
Robinson

Mitchell Commercial via Indiana University
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he Little Dixie Sand-
wich Shop was fes-
tooned with fl owers 
as Harry Robinson 
prepared for his 
guests to arrive. This 
was his moment.

After years toiling 
as a waiter and a chef 
in restaurants — some 
of the only jobs avail-
able to a Black man 
in 1920s Minneapolis 
— Harry had opened 
a chicken restaurant 

on Lake Street. And on that Sunday evening in 1925, 
a network of Black leaders in the city was gathering 
for a meal there to celebrate the achievement of this 
“race man,” as one newspaper described Harry.

It probably wasn’t an accident that the prominent 
group met fi rst at the Robinson home — the one in 
a white neighborhood where neighbors were trying 
to oust Black residents. Harry and his wife, Clemen-
tine, were bold, and their community was cheering 
them on.

At 44, Harry was fi nally making a life for himself 
amid the prejudices of Minnesota. But it probably 
wasn’t the life he’d envisioned as a teenager back in 
Indiana, after his years of hard work in high school 
earned him a scholarship to law school.

That graduation day in June 1900 was a triumph 
for a young man who had witnessed his father’s tragic 
death just a decade earlier. Harry’s mother — a for-
mer slave — watched him receive the honors after the 
town band greeted the class with the upbeat “New 
Century March.” What would this new century hold 
for Harry?

The law school revoked the scholarship because 
he was Black. Perhaps Harry realized then that the 
American dream would come at a higher price for 
Black citizens — if at all.

He hopped around the Midwest looking for a place 
to settle down. No matter where he went, he was 
waiting tables. Then he met a woman in Kansas City, 
Clementine Brown, who was also looking for some-
thing better.

Maybe they would fi nd it in Minnesota.
They made their way north and tied the knot. In 

the boomtown of Duluth, Harry found work as a cook. 
But the Black community there was tiny, white people 
were hostile, and they had friends in Minneapolis. So 

Harry and Clementine settled down in the Twin Cities.
He found work in 1915 waiting on the city’s power-

ful businessmen in the cafe of the Minneapolis Ath-
letic Club, an impressive new building where ornate 
Native American motifs graced the dining room and 
palm trees lined an indoor swimming pool. The job 
paid $80 a month. Waiters “anxiously awaited” the 
opportunity to work there, according to the Twin 
City Star, a Black newspaper. The article noted that 
white people would occupy the head waiter and cap-
tain positions.

It wasn’t a fair arrangement, but Harry gradually 
found his footing. He got work as a cook. Clementine 
got a good job at a local hospital. They bought a nice 
little house.

When his country went to war, Harry jumped at 
the chance to work in a factory making ammunition 
shells — a job that only opened to him because of 
a labor shortage. It was grueling toiling in the heat 
and grime of the plant, operating furnaces to apply a 
heat treatment to the metal. But at least it was a new 
opportunity.

Racial tensions boiled over after the war, and Harry 
had joined up in 1918 with the local NAACP chapter. 
He would need their help, because soon his neighbor-
hood was in full revolt against Black residents. He and 
Clementine responded by staying put in the 1920s and 
making their home a social hub for the Black elite.

He seemed to have glimpses of optimism, even in 
the dark times. When the Little Dixie Sandwich Shop 
was barely hanging on during the Depression, Harry 
placed an ad in the Minneapolis Journal: “Prosperity 
and Happiness in 1931.”

The business closed. They lost the house they had 
fought to keep. Then he contracted a long-term illness, 
and 54-year-old Harry started to slow down.

The city was changing. Its 4,000 Black residents 
— 1% of the population — were fi rmly hemmed in to 
increasingly segregated neighborhoods.

May 2 was his and Clementine’s special day. Each 
year they celebrated their shared birthday as well as 
their wedding anniversary. Harry was in and out of 
the hospital as he and Clementine celebrated 50 years 
together in 1958. They had come a long way from the 
boardinghouse in Kansas City.

Harry died of rectal cancer just short of their 51st 
anniversary on April 25, 1959. He was heralded by 
the Black press as a “pioneer” citizen of Minneapolis.

His last wish was to have his ashes scattered over 
the Mississippi River. Clementine likely watched as the 
current carried his remains far away from Minnesota. 

T
I N D I A N A  T O  M I N N E S O T A
Harry Robinson died in 1959 at the age of 76. His 
obituary in the St. Paul Recorder dubbed him a “pioneer 
resident,” which seems to have been a nod to his arrival 
in the city before many other Black migrants. His ashes 
were scattered over the Mississippi River.
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Clementine Brown was born on May 2, 1881, in a 
small community just north of Kansas City, Mo., 
known as Shady Grove or Mecca. In the 1970s, 
the  Army Corps of Engineers fl ooded the area to 
make Smithville Lake. All that’s left of Mecca is 
the Black cemetery. Death certifi cates indicate 
that Clementine’s parents are buried there, but 
there are no markers for them. By 1900, Clem-
entine was living in Kansas City and working as 
a domestic servant. In 1907, she was living in a 
boardinghouse, where one of the other occu-
pants was Harry Robinson.

A Missouri family
strives for a future 
after slavery

‘ I  W I L L  T O  B E  F R E E ’
Clementine’s father, a farmer and Baptist minister, was born in Kentucky and 
most likely enslaved there. By 1870, he was living in Mecca. Clementine’s 
mother was probably born into slavery. But she soon became free because 
her father — Clementine’s grandfather — was freed in 1854, before 
emancipation. Eric Roper found the will of slave owner Thomas Estes, 
freeing Washington Estes.

L E A R N I N G  T H E  B E A U T Y  T R A D E
A news article in May 1908 announced that Clementine 
had graduated from the Moler School of Dermatology 
in Chicago, where she learned skills in hair care, facial 
massage and other beauty work. She was listed as 
living in St. Paul at that time. She and Harry married the 
following month. This 1905 textbook from the Moler 
School  shows some of the techniques that Clementine 
would have learned there.
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S U C C E S S F U L  S I B L I N G S 
Clementine’s brother Gideon Brown was a well-known physician in Kansas 
City, Mo., and a leader in the city’s Black hospitals. Clementine’s sister Laura 
Washington was a prominent nurse. This undated photo of Laura and Gideon, 
likely taken outside Wheatley-Provident Hospital, appeared in the book 
“Reaching for a Dream.”

C L E M E N T I N E ’ S  E M P L O Y M E N T 
Clementine advertised her dermatology services in the Duluth Evening 
Herald in 1909. In 1916, an article announced Clementine had been 
appointed as “body masseur” at St. Barnabas Hospital in downtown 
Minneapolis. She worked for Dr. Robert Emmett Farr, a surgeon who was 
considered very innovative . Another article the following year in the Twin 
City Star applauded Clementine for “making a record for herself and race 
among the wealthy residents, who have never before employed colored 
women.” The address has been redacted. 
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S U S A N  R O B I N S O N
Harry’s mother, Susan Robinson, was “a widely known church worker,” accord-
ing to her 1935 obituary in the Indianapolis Recorder. She was “one of [Bloom-
ington, Indiana’s] most highly respected citizens.” This undated photograph of 
her appeared in the Indianapolis Recorder on the 10th anniversary of her death.

Indianapolis Recorder

Harry Robinson was born on May 2, 1881, and 
grew up in the small railroad town of Mitchell, 
Ind. Harry’s parents were enslaved in Kentucky 
and moved to Indiana following the Civil War. 
Mitchell was the fi rst place north of Louisville 
where a Black person could get off  the train 
and feel welcome, according to Jeff  Routh, who 
works at the Lawrence County Museum of His-
tory. Harry’s father, Washington Robinson, was 
described in a newspaper article as “tall and 
well-built, a white-washer by trade, a Baptist 
by religion.”

Plenty of barriers 
for a student 
full of promise
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S C H O L A R S H I P  R E V O K E D 
‘ O N  A C C O U N T  O F  H I S  C O L O R ’ 
The Mitchell newspapers frequently mentioned 
Harry’s achievements at the integrated Mitchell High 
School. He gave speeches on Otto Von Bismarck 
and “American Hero-worship.” At one debate, he 
defended the argument that “Abraham Lincoln has 
done more for his country than George Washington.” 
He ultimately took  top honors in the class, which 
entitled him to a law school scholarship. The notice 
at left appeared atop the front page of the Mitchell 
Commercial  after Harry graduated from high school 
in 1900. His scholarship to a Nashville law school had 
been revoked because he was Black. The short-lived 
law school was later exposed for swindling students. 

A  T R A G I C  D E A T H
Harry’s father died in February 
1890 from accidentally ingesting 
rat poison. The entire family was 
sickened after the poison sifted 
from a shelf onto their dinner. 
Harry was nearly 9 years old when 
this occurred. Poisonings like this 
were somewhat common during 
this era because rat poison was 
made from arsenic, which has 
no taste or odor.
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A  H O U S E  W I T H  H I S T O R Y
The modest house features arched passageways and a stained-glass window 
on the main floor. Bay windows in the main bedroom offer a wide view of the 
street below. And many inhabitants have used the claw-foot tub in the upstairs 
bathroom. Eric Roper discovered a “bankruptcy sale” flyer beneath the porch 
from 1929, when the Robinsons lived in the house. It is now framed 
at the top of the stairs.

A B S T R A C T  O F  T I T L E 
Harry and Clementine Robinson are listed in an abstract of title that came 
with the house. The document shows financial transactions related to 
the house, including a number of loans that the Robinsons took out .

After years of renting, Harry and Clementine 
bought their fi rst house in 1917 in southwest Min-
neapolis. It was advertised as a “nice little six 
room house with three bedrooms near Nicollet 
and Second car lines.” At the time, they were 
one of about nine Black families who owned 
homes in that corner of the city. Several years 
later, a Black newspaper described it as “one of 
the most beautiful homes in Minneapolis.” More 
than a century later, Minnesota Star Tribune 
reporter Eric Roper bought the same house and 
learned about the Robinsons.

‘One of the most 
beautiful homes 
in Minneapolis’
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M I N N E S OTA M E S S E N G E R ,  1 9 2 2

M I N N E A P O L I S  M E S S E N G E R ,  1 9 2 1

N O R T H W E S T E R N B U L L E T I N -A P P E A L ,  1 9 2 5

N O R T H W E S T E R N B U L L E T I N -A P P E A L ,  1 9 2 5

The Robinsons almost immediately began hosting 
gatherings in their new home (address redacted 
here), which were documented in the pages of 
Black newspapers. The articles describe dinners, 
card games and club meetings — as well as table 
settings and decorations. Some of the gatherings 
were crowded aff airs, featuring up to 20 guests. 
 Clementine Robinson also attended many similar 
gatherings at other people’s homes. In 1927, a Black 
newspaper in Kansas City described Clementine 
as “one of the leading society ladies of her city.”

The social media 
of the day for the 
Black community
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C H I C AG O D E F E N D E R ,  1 9 2 5

N AT I O N A L  A DVO C AT E ,  1 9 2 0

N O R T H W E S T E R N B U L L E T I N -A P P E A L ,  1 9 2 4

N O R T H W E S T E R N B U L L E T I N -A P P E A L ,  1 9 2 4

T W I N C I T Y  S TA R ,  1 9 1 7 T W I N  C I T Y  S TA R ,  1 9 1 7
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A  N E W 
B E G I N N I N G
This announcement 
about Harry’s new 
business appeared 
in May 1925 in the 
Northwestern 
Bulletin-Appeal. It 
noted that he is a 
“race man and has 
given freely of his 
work to the race.”

 

T A L K  O F 
T H E  T O W N
A prominent 
crowd gathered to 
celebrate Harry’s 
new business in 
1925, according 
to this article in 
the Northwestern 
Bulletin-Appeal. 
Guests included 
famous dancer 
Dora Dean Johnson, 
Phyllis Wheatley 
Settlement House 
leader W. Gertrude 
Brown, Minneapolis 
Urban League 
leader Abram 
Harris, and former 
NAACP chapter 
president George 
DeVaughn, among 
other luminaries 
in the city’s Black 
community.

H A R R Y  A R R E S T E D 
The Minneapolis Tribune and the Minneapolis Star (predecessors to the
 Minnesota Star Tribune) wrote very similar articles about a shooting at the 
Little Dixie Sandwich Shop. Eric Roper spent years researching this mysteri-
ous event. Listen to episodes 3 and 4 to hear what he found. 

After years as a waiter, chef and caterer, Harry 
Robinson opened the Little Dixie Sandwich Shop 
in 1925. The restaurant was located in a building 
that no longer exists at 608 W. Lake St. — near
Lyndale Avenue. He advertised its “Little Dixie 
Fried Chicken Sandwich” in an ad that ran in 
the Minneapolis Tribune, which also described 
the restaurant as being open from “dusk to 
dawn.” Harry operated this business from 1925 
until 1931.

Harry’s small 
business makes 
a splash on Lake
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The title of the podcast comes from this 1925 
speech by W. Gertrude Brown, a prominent 
advocate for the Black community, head of the 
Phyllis Wheatley Settlement House and a friend 
of the Robinsons. Delivered to a social work-
ers conference, the speech highlights the dif-
ferent ways that discrimination in Minneapolis 
was taking a toll on the city’s Black community. 
Here are some excerpts:

• • •

“I wish it were possible for me to tell you the many disadvantages under which 
the Negro labors in an urban community. Since that is impossible I want to 
call your attention to a few of the most serious handicaps.”

• • •

“In most communities gymnasium, swimming and camping facilities are 
denied our group. … The Negro boy or girl is refused membership in the 
Y.M.C.A. and the Y.W.C.A. unless it is a branch. He is also refused member-
ship in a Scout troop.”

• • •

“Negro high school girls and boys are coming out each year with no oppor-
tunity to get employment other than domestic work. Because of this alarm-
ing situation they are becoming discouraged and it is very hard to induce 
them to continue, even through high school.”

• • •

“It makes no diff erence how educated, honest and courteous your Negro 
bank messenger is, he is not in line for promotion. … The Negro who washes 
the taxi cabs can drive them wherever the boss wishes, but cannot expect 
to become one of the drivers. Regardless of how learned and capable a 
Negro postal clerk may be, he can never hope to become a postmaster.”

• • •

“I am confi dent that our good friends  would save us this embarrassment if 
they only knew how it hurt. So often things are said and done of which we 
do not approve, but we hear, see, and say nothing. It isn’t because we have 
not noticed or that we do not object, but our silence is only kept because 
we are hoping and praying that our good friends will catch the spirit and 
come to our rescue.”

• • •

“I feel that all the problems in the Negro group in an urban community can 
be summed up in lack of opportunity to work and play. The Negro is not 
understood and few are willing to take a little time and learn about him.”

‘The question may be 
asked, why hasn’t the 
Negro accumulated more?
Has it ever occurred 
to you that he hasn’t 
a ghost of a chance?
Have you ever stopped 
to think that every real 
money-making avenue 
is closed to him?’

Coming up: A bonus episode featuring the whole speech, voiced by local 
actor Regina Marie Williams, will be available Feb. 17.
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‘ T H E  A I M  I S  T O  P R E V E N T  O T H E R S 
F R O M  B U Y I N G  P R O P E R T Y  T H E R E ’
Members of the protest group estimated that there were fewer than a dozen 
Black families living in Ward 13, which appears to refer only to families living 
west of Nicollet Avenue. The chair  of the meeting, real estate agent James 
MacMullan, said the presence of Black residents was lowering property 
values. After calling off future meetings, the group forwarded their concerns 
to the Minneapolis Real Estate Board and the Minneapolis Civic & Commerce 
Association, which are now known as the Minneapolis Area Realtors and 
the Minneapolis Regional Chamber. The Civic & Commerce Association was 
described by a local civil rights leader several years later as “the strongest 
and most powerful organization in the entire city.”

A  C O M P L E X  L E G A C Y
Pierce Atwater  devoted much 
of his life to social work in Min-
nesota and elsewhere in the 
Midwest. His letter (facing page) 
illustrates how even supporters 
of civil rights were not neces-
sarily champions of neighbor-
hood integration. Years after his 
death, his name was among those 
read at a 1955 NAACP tribute to 
people who had “contributed to 
the advancement of the Negro 
and race relations in Minne-
sota,” according to the St. Paul 
Recorder.

Minnesota Historical Society photo

Three years after the Robinsons moved into 
their house, a group of 200 white neighbors met 
fi ve blocks away in 1920 to rid southwest Minne-
apolis of Black residents. The meeting was held 
at the club rooms of the South Central Commu-
nity Club, an infl uential but short-lived neigh-
borhood group. The protest spurred the forma-
tion of a committee to investigate the issue. The 
public meetings ultimately stopped, however, 
because “too much publicity was attracted to 
the district.” Behind the scenes, the discussion 
continued through a series of letters.

Southwest Mpls. 
attempts to oust 
Black neighbors
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‘ V I G O R O U S LY 
O P P O S E D ’
Atwater, a member of the 
NAACP working at the influential 
Minneapolis Civic & Commerce 
Association, wrote this response 
on Dec. 28, 1920, downplaying 
the controversy and justifying the 
actions of the protesters. “I think 
there is no question that sentiment 
of property holders throughout the 
Thirteenth Ward would be vigorously 
opposed to any influx of colored 
people in the district,” he wrote. He 
added, however, that this would be a 
problem for the white people selling 
the homes — not the Black people.

R E Q U E S T  T O  T H E  N A A C P
In December 1920, local NAACP 
leader Charles Sumner Smith 
requested that national NAACP 
Chair James Weldon Johnson write 
a letter to Pierce Atwater, a “friend 
at court” at the Civic & Commerce 
Association. Johnson wrote to 
Atwater at left “in reference to a 
reported attempt to enforce illegal 
segregation of colored people 
in Minneapolis.” 

J O H N S O N  R E M I N D S 
A T W A T E R  O F  T H E 
N A A C P ’ S  P O S I T I O N 
In this letter from January 1921, 
Johnson carefully reminded Atwater 
what it means to be an ally of the 
organization. “It is the opinion of 
the Association that attempts to 
prevent such purchasing of property 
is not only illegal, but will lead to 
disturbances from which the city of 
Minneapolis has happily been free.”

Library of Congress documents
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“The Dreamland Cafe, which sold 3.2 beer and served short order dinners, 
was owned by Anthony Brutus Cassius. Everyone liked this barrel-chested, 
pockmarked, light-brown-skinned bull of a man, cheerful and honest. He 
always conducted himself as if he were responsible to and for the people of 
our neighborhood. Sam Pantel owned the grocery. He overcharged everyone 
to make up for what he lost, giving credit to his destitute customers. Chris 
Christensen’s shoe shop always hired a black kid as an apprentice shoemaker. 
Brownie, the brown skinned lady barber, sold policy slips and her shop was 
the gossip center of the community. She charged 25 cents for a haircut.”

Photo: Hennepin County Library and the children of John Glanton

A  B A R R I E R  B E T W E E N  N E I G H B O R H O O D S
The  composite image at right showing 1956 (top) and 1967 (bottom) aerials of the area around Clementine Robinson’s home depicts how the freeway created a dividing line between 
the Old Southside and the southwest neighborhoods. Martin Luther King Jr. Park, then called Nicollet Field, is at left in both images. Before the freeway was built, this area was racially 
integrated and was an important connection point between southwest Minneapolis and the Old Southside. Planners chose this route for the freeway in part because property values 
there were lower — a sign that it was a border between neighborhoods. But this was due to decades of racist real estate practices that devalued homes near Black residents.

A  T H R I V I N G  D I S T R I C T 
People who grew up in the Old Southside still have a deep connection and fond memories of 
the thriving Black community that was once there.  Nelson Peery, who was a teenager  there in 
the 1930s, wrote about the neighborhood in his book “Black Fire: The Making of an American 
Revolutionary.” In the passage below, he talked about one of the most prominent members of 
the community, Anthony Brutus Cassius, pictured in the 1940s, and some of the other 
business owners at “the corner.”

After losing their southwest Minneapolis home 
to foreclosure, Harry and Clementine Robin-
son moved east to an integrated neighborhood 
now referred to as the Old Southside. This area 
became home to an emerging Black middle 
class. The center of that neighborhood — at 38th 
Street and 4th Avenue — was often called “the 
corner” because of its thriving businesses. After 
renting in the area for a few years, the Robin-
sons bought a house there in 1952. From her 
front stoop, Clementine would have been able 
to watch the demolition that took place in the 
1960s to build Interstate 35W. Despite claims by 
planners that they did not intend to harm neigh-
borhoods, the interstate caused further segre-
gation and lasting damage to the Old Southside.

Freeway takes 
a toll on the 
 Old Southside 

22 • THE MINNESOTA STAR TRIBUNE SUNDAY, FEBRUARY 16,  2025

John R. Borchert Map Library at the University of Minnesota
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E P.  1 :  FA L L I N G  D O W N 
T H E  R A B B I T  H O L E
Reporter Eric Roper moves into his 
113-year-old house and finds an irre-
sistible piece of history that sends him 
down a rabbit hole like no other.

E P.  4 :  W H Y  D I D  H E  D O  I T ?
There is sometimes a steep price to pay 
for being bold. Eric investigates a mys-
terious shooting involving Harry, and an 
accusation that threatens his livelihood 
on the eve of a global catastrophe.

E P.  2 :  N I C E  L I T T L E  H O U S E
Clippings from Black newspapers back 
in the 1910s help Eric piece together the 
lives of Harry and Clementine Robinson 
as they settle in a place as far north as 
they could get.

E P.  5 :  T H E  C O R N E R
Eric turns to the people who lived along-
side Harry and Clementine Robinson to 
show him what it was like to start over in 
the new reality of the 1930s.

E P.  3 :  ‘ I T  WA S  U G LY ’
It’s one thing to become successful. It’s 
another to hold onto it. Eric finds that in 
the 1920s, people were coming for the 
Robinsons and their Black neighbors. 

E P.  6 :  T H E  D I V I D I N G  L I N E
To find out what happened to the Robin-
sons in the 1960s, Eric doesn’t need old 
records anymore. People alive today tell 
him the story of the moment when the 
jack hammers and bulldozers arrived.

A N D  S T I L L  M O R E  T O  C O M E
The main narrative may be finished, 
but the story isn’t done. Bonus episodes 
will be released starting Feb. 17. 

Complete series available on Apple Podcasts, Spotify, 
Amazon Music or wherever you get your podcasts. You 
can also use your phone to scan the QR code now to listen.

Listen now to the 
‘Ghost of a Chance’ 
limited series

The Minnesota Star Tribune part-
nered with Ebony Aya, recent Ph.D. 
graduate from the University of Min-
nesota’s Curriculum and Instruction 
program and founder of Aya Collec-
tive Publishing, to develop a discus-
sion guide that anyone can use to 
facilitate group conversations based 
on “Ghost of a Chance.” 

1. Harry endured traumatic childhood 
experiences that shaped his adult life. How 
does early childhood trauma infl uence peo-
ple later in life? Have you observed this in 
your own experiences or those of others?

2. When nine Black families moved to 
southwest Minneapolis, their neighbors 
organized protests. An  article from the 
time described Black families as “unde-
sirable” neighbors. Why do you think this 
sentiment existed? Does it persist today?

3. Refl ect on your own life — where do you 
see similarities or diff erences between 
your experiences and those of Harry and 
Clementine? What factors contribute to the 
diff erences?

Find the full discussion guide at 
startribune.com/ghostofachance

Keep the 
conversation 
going with 
questions

C O M M U N I T Y  E V E N T S
The Minnesota Star Tribune will host  events 
to continue a conversation about the 
historical context that helps us understand 
why Minnesota looks the way it does today. 

Sign up for email alerts at 
startribune.com/ghostofachanceupdates 
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