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Janet Alexander 

 

Q: Can you please state your name and your age? 

JANET ALEXANDER: Janet L. Alexander, age 54. 

Q: OK.  Now, you grew up in Evanston, why did your parents 

come to Evanston? 

JA: I believe my father was born in Chicago but really spent 

all of his time in Evanston from birth on and went through 

Evanston schools, including graduation from Evanston 

Township High School.  My mother was born in Virginia, 

moved to Wisconsin at the age of two, moved to Evanston 

around age 15 or 16.  And they moved here because they 

wanted a better life, and my grandmother -- my mother had a 

sister who was ill, and they came to take care of her. 

Q: OK.  Who was your sister -- the sister? 

JA: I got to think -- I have to think of her name because I 

mean, she -- I never knew her.  She died at 21.   

Q: Oh, I see. 

JA: Yeah.   

Q: OK. 

JA: I’ll come back to that. 

Q: No problem.  What did your father do in Evanston?  What -- 

when he lived in Evanston, what did he work as? 
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JA: He went away to college to Wilberforce, didn’t finish, came 

back, went to the service like everybody else, and 

eventually worked for the post office and was a license 

electrician.  And so he became a supervisor, moved up to 

that rank, which was really hard at that time. 

Q: What year was that about?  Do you know or remember? 

JA: That he became supervisor?  Probably in the late ’50s. 

Q: OK.  How about your mother? 

JA: My mother worked in a restaurant, in kitchens always.  She 

was a very good cook and worked -- culminated her working 

life at Indian Trails in Winnetka, which was a tea house 

that a lot of people went to and knew about.  And so she 

always worked in kitchens and, you know, helped to prepare 

the food.    

Q: What church or churches were your parents involved in? 

JA: My father was a member of Ebenezer Church, however he 

didn’t attend, but he did send his tithes.  And my mother 

was Baptist and went to Second Baptist when she went to 

church.   

Q: As you were growing up in Evanston what was your, I guess, 

early childhood like?  Was it fun?  Was it traumatic?  Did 

you encounter problems that you -- that really made you 

think, or were you kind of (inaudible) to see what was 
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really going on in the social life of Evanston, just grown 

up? 

JA: I work in a building right now which was next door to where 

I used to live until I was four years old.  And my mother -

- my mother was pregnant, and my father was in the service, 

and she walked next door, and she had me at the old 

community hospital, Evanston -- whatever they called it at 

the time.  And then we moved when I was four to South 

Evanston, and I don’t really remember living on Brown much, 

but I do remember South Evanston.  And we lived at 702 

Greenleaf, and at the time there were very few blacks in 

South Evanston at all.  And so there was a few closely knit 

people that were around the Sherman and Greenleaf area.  I 

remember childhood being fun.  I didn’t really know I was 

black until I was 12 or so, 11 or 12 years old.  It just 

never came up.  And so obviously those whites that were 

around were accepting.  I played in their homes, and they 

played in my homes, but once we got to junior high school 

time, that’s when you knew.  And I had a specific thing 

that happened where a girl that -- young lady and I were 

real good friends, and we went over to her house to have 

lunch, and her mother came to the porch and said you can’t 

come in.  Now, this is, as I remember it, I can’t imagine 

it happening that abruptly, but maybe it did.  And she said 
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you can’t come in.  I went, “Why?”  And that was because I 

was black.  I was a negro.  And it hurt a lot.  So what did 

any other red blood African American child?  We caught her 

in the ally, the daughter, and beat her up.  That was my 

only response to it, I was so hurt, that I was different.  

I felt ugly and tainted and dirty.  And so all I could do 

was just lash out.  And so we beat her up, and the girl 

didn’t feel that way.  You know, she was upset.  So that 

was my first [00:05:00] that I can remember really feeling 

funny, except that going to the Y.  We used to -- we could 

never go to the YMCA.  There was an Emerson -- Y on Emerson 

Street, and you could go there, but you could never go to 

the YMCA, but we went to a party once, and I just remember 

a lot of problems at the door trying to go in.  And that’s 

all I really remember about it.   

Q: Since you’re talking about the Emerson YMCA, were you 

involved in any of the programs or clubs there growing up? 

JA: Well, I went there as a young child to the daycare.  There 

was a daycare there.  And I can’t think of the lady’s name.  

She moved to Florida.  She was wonderful, and you’ll 

probably find that information.  In fact, she’s listed in 

one of your pictures.  I saw her.  And you didn’t have her 

name, and I can’t think of the name.  And then I took 

ballet there.  And ballet classes were offered, and I 
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vaguely remember, you know, the Y, not a lot, playing 

there.  Because this was really young.  And then so I don’t 

know about being involved in programs, but I remember 

taking dance there.  And I remember everybody being like 

me.  You know, it was safe.  It was OK.  It felt warm.   

Q: What elementary school did you go to? 

JA: Central, which was located on Main Street, which is where 

Parks School is now. 

Q: OK.  And what was the experience there like? 

JA: Basically OK, did OK in school.  I mean, I struggled like a 

lot of kids, but back then you just -- you may have had 

struggles, but you just better just deal with it, you know.  

And I didn’t have the special classes and help for you.  I 

remember, you know, getting along with other children very 

well.  I mean, mostly -- of course it was all white really.  

I had one friend who was usually in my class Peggy Dye, who 

was an exceptional student.  So I kind of felt funny 

compared to her because she was really bright.  You know, 

it was really uneventful.  We played.  We played in the 

summer, and we just were kids, you know.  One -- at the age 

of about seven, eight, or nine, more blacks started moving 

into the neighborhood, and they came in with a lot of 

abilities in terms of sports, and I wasn’t good at sports.  

So I remember lots of feelings about that.  Not, you know, 
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being the last one to be chosen or it was only to -- even 

off the sides, and, you know, as kids will do.  So I 

remember that becoming more stressful when that occurred, 

to be honest.   

Q: OK, and then junior high school? 

JA: Went to Haven, which is in South Evanston too.  I mean, not 

Haven.  I went to Nichols. 

Q: Nichols. 

JA: I like Nichols a lot.  I had a good time.  That was only 

two years then.  You went to seventh and eighth grade 

there.  Involved in, you know, just after school activities 

and nothing in sports though.  And girls clubs and, you 

know, just that kind of thing. 

Q: OK.  Were there any theater groups or anything or? 

JA: Yeah. 

Q: Black (inaudible) -- 

JA: I used to like -- and we used to do that, I forgot that, in 

elementary school too.  I used to love to act and 

participated in plays.  And I did some of that in junior 

high school too.  You know, wasn’t as good as I was when I 

was younger, I thin, but I liked it.  I liked it a lot.  

And I used to play -- I took guitar, and I took flute, and 

I took accordion for 10 years.  So I always used to think 

that my parents tried make me this white kid, you know.  
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And nothing worse in the neighborhood was for a black kid 

to be taking accordion.  I mean, nobody even knew about an 

accordion.  But that was my father’s answer to the piano, 

because I wanted to take piano, and he said that we lived 

in a two-unit building, and that he didn’t want that kind 

of noise over someone’s head.  But I mean, I just hated it.   

Q: What was your experience at Evanston Township like? 

JA: Hated it.  Lost too many people, used to have 5- or 6,000 

people went there.  It was pretty tough, because, you know, 

we were held to the same standards that everybody else was 

held to.  I just felt -- my only thoughts really about high 

school was just lost, and I just, you know, I did my work, 

and I participated in, you know, things after school, but I 

began to just kind of lose interest in school because it 

was kind of tough for me [00:10:00] when I got into high 

school. 

Q: Was it because of the course work, or was it because of the 

teachers or a combination of both or? 

JA: I think a combination of both.  And then my parents were 

having problems.  And they were talking about divorcing, 

and so my focus, I don’t think, was really in school as 

much.  And then I fell in love also at 14.  So and I ended 

up marrying that person, so. 
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Q: Did your counselor try and discourage you from doing 

anything in school? 

JA: The counselors weren’t that -- I remember them being pushed 

as the person that you should talk to a lot at that time.  

Not really, and I know that other people were discouraged 

from doing things that they may want to do, and I’m not 

sure how motivated I was, to be honest.  But I don’t 

remember the counselor being a focal point in my life at 

all.  I remember in seventh and eighth grade teachers 

caring deeply for you, spending time with you whether they 

were -- you know, we had -- we really didn’t have any black 

teachers, maybe one or two, but the teachers were a lot 

more intent on helping you than I felt at the high school.  

And I -- you know, I blamed it on the fact there were so 

many more people.  And it was so big, but I think a lot of 

us felt the same way, just totally lost.  It was a huge 

school, and the system of moving kids around was larger 

than they ended up doing it where they made it into 

individual schools, which contained it a little bit.  That 

helped.  But when you’re talking about a whole school, I 

think a lot of us felt the same way, real lost.  But no, I 

don’t remember the counselor being a big help to me. 

Q: You had mentioned you were involved in after school 

activities.  What were some of those activities? 
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JA: Well, mostly as I remember it just some girls clubs, some 

clubs that would volunteer and help other people.  I 

worked, you know, at church.  I went to Ebenezer Church, 

and I used to, you know, involve myself with some after 

school activities there.  I don’t remember specifically 

what we did.  We just did stuff.  And I was always busy.  I 

don’t ever remember really being bored. 

Q: Was it largely segregated? 

JA: Pardon me? 

Q: Was it largely segregated? 

JA: Oh, yeah. 

Q: So all the courses were -- all the clubs that you were 

involved in --  

JA: Well, it wasn’t that it was a black -- no, I’m sorry.  It 

was not.  It was -- at church it was, OK.  At school no, it 

was always mixed.  But you didn’t have -- I don’t remember 

a whole lot of blacks, like, participating after school a 

lot, you know, in sports maybe.  But not just some of the 

clubs that they used to have there, not really.  And we 

just did, you know, just some nice things for the school, 

nice things in the community, that kind of thing.  So it 

wasn’t a biggie. 

Q: So when you’re going with Ebenezer, can you elaborate on 

that?  (inaudible) Sunday school (inaudible)? 
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JA: Yeah, I went to Sunday school and belong to a social club 

too that was about 12 girls, and I think what we learned 

there was just how to interact with each other.  It was a 

social clubs, and, you know, we used to have something 

called personal problems.  It was so hilarious.  And if you 

didn’t’ like another person, then that was the time you got 

to tell them why you didn’t like them.  But, you know, 

pretty much it was just us trying to figure out who we were 

and stretch our wings and state our case and be women 

together.  You know, how do you do this?  I don’t think I 

knew that then, but that’s pretty much what it was.  That 

was a era where there used to be a lot of little social 

clubs.  You know, blacks in Evanston used to have lots of 

little clubs and getting together, and especially when we 

didn’t try integration, prior integration.  And so there 

was -- and I think more of a time to develop our own, but I 

think it got melted down when we began to try to mix.  I’m 

not saying we shouldn’t have.  I think we should have tried 

it.  But I could see where we didn’t then spend enough time 

on things that would develop each other because we were 

diluted.  And other beliefs and systems of belief came in, 

and I think diluted what we had been brought up to believe.  

And that I’m sorry that we couldn’t have done both some 

kind of way.   
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W: What were some of the social club’s names?  Do you 

remember? 

JA: Oh God, you really asking for it now.  You have to get them 

from other people.  You know, it’s never been a -- wow, 

it’s not a biggie for me.  I guess it just -- I don’t 

remember.  Let’s see.  I was in a singing group, you know, 

in high school.  We were called the Darnelles, we even made 

a record.  Didn’t go anywhere, but that was a high point, I 

think, in high school.  It was five girls from the high 

school, and we performed a lot there.  And then we got a 

contract with B.J. Abner.  And [00:15:00] the (inaudible) 

Dane’s sister, in fact, was our manager.  So if you 

interview her ever, yeah. 

Q: What was your first job in Evanston? 

JA: Outside of babysitting? 

Q: Yeah. 

JA: Yeah, wow.  I worked -- I did house work for -- I was 

married, and didn’t have any -- hadn’t finished high school 

because I got married after my junior year of high school, 

and I worked for somebody in a home.  And then, let’s see, 

my first actual job job.  I think I worked at Pembridge 

House, which was a nursing home on -- it’s on Chicago 

Avenue.  It’s still there, some form of it.  So that was my 
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first job, and again, I didn’t have skills, so I was, you 

know, I just helped out.   

Q: Did that last long?  Did you stay -- 

JA: No.  

Q: No? 

JA: Mm-mm, hated it because it was nights too, and I had a 

young child, and then I had a second child the next year, 

so that did it.  And then I went back to high school 

though.  I think I was one of the first married students to 

go back, like 1962. 

Q: OK.  You had mentioned to me one time before you worked at 

Community Hospital.  Can you talk about that? 

JA: I was involved with kind of a junior league, let’s say, at 

community hospital, and they would put on teas and loved 

having teas at the front of this building.  I can still see 

some of that.  Again, I came over, and I was a candy 

striper.  And we just did whatever needed to be done.  You 

know, we cleaned needles.  There was a time when you didn’t 

have to worry about blood.  And we cleaned needles, and, 

you know, helped out with some of the patients and worked 

in the office, and just anything.  I pretty much worked on 

a floor, and I liked that a lot.  And it was -- you had a 

mixture of older and younger women, black women, that all 

worked together.  Everyone was black that I remember, you 
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know, during that era, and that’s, you know, the early 

’50s, so. 

Q: How long did you work there as a candy striper? 

JA: Probably a year that I remember.  I was 16, I remember 

that, and I got married at 17, and then my whole life 

changed, so I’d say a year, year and a half.  And a lot of 

us did that. 

Q: Guess I want to go back to when you were a kid.  What did 

you do that -- for fun?  What kind of games did you play, 

or what kind of hang out things did you do, or? 

JA: Well, we played baseball, you know.  We walked to the lake 

because we lived right near the lake.  We were like seven 

blocks from the lake.  So we’d walk to the lake without 

shoes on.  That was always fun, couldn’t wait for summer 

time and feel free and take our clothes off and just, you 

know, go and jump in the lake.  And so we did a lot of 

that.  Central school had after school program and summer 

programs that you could sign up for, as they do now, and so 

I used to participate in that.  So then we would go every 

place there was to go in the Chicago land area you went.  

And my parents both worked, and so I was by myself a lot.  

Excuse me.  I was one of those early latch key kids, and I 

was always home by themselves.  So pretty much my parents 

were pretty restrictive in terms of allowing me to go out.  
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So I sat in the house a lot, you know, and watched TV, some 

of the early TVs.  We had a TV pretty early in life, so.  

But we did the normal things, swimming and, you know, 

boating, and my father and I, we used to go fishing and 

camping, and did a lot of that.  I have to say that in the 

summer we always did something.  We always went some place.  

Q: Who was your major influence in your life? 

JA: I think Dr. Hill was a major -- Dr. Elizabeth Hill who 

helped found Community Hospital.  I think she was a mentor 

and a role model way before we ever labeled it that.  I 

looked up to her a lot.  She had a lot of common sense.  

She was very, very bright, but she also had a lot of common 

sense and could just relate to people.  So I think she 

[00:20:00] was a person that I admired a lot.  I admire my 

father a lot.  He was very bright.  He was self-taught.  He 

read ferociously.  And he seemed to always know what to do 

next, you know. 

Q: As you got older and you got more active in society and in 

Evanston’s culture and Evanston’s community, were you 

involved in -- or actually should I say were you -- what 

were some of your concerns growing up as a young adult, 

let’s say? 

JA: I think once I finally understand that -- excuse me -- that 

I really -- that white people really didn’t accept me, then 
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I had a lot of the issues in the early ’60s that we all 

had.  I was mad at myself because I didn’t see that people 

didn’t really accept you.  I mean, when we grew up young, 

for some reason, I don’t remember this stuff coming up 

until, as I explain later, and so I got some anger and some 

resentments in the early ’60s about it.  And maybe it was 

because it was OK to feel that.  You know, someone gave us 

permission, which was each other, that we had been wronged, 

and I hadn’t read enough history, I guess, to understand 

that.  And I remember reading though in the ’50s, though, 

people being hanged down South.  Because that was still 

going on.  I was alive when that stuff was really, really 

going on.  But it didn’t really put it together.  I was too 

young to really understand it.  And when I finally fully 

realized that people were really dying and people could 

really vote and all this, you know, I was angry for a long 

time.  But I think that because I have a friend who calls 

it, you know, we live in the vanilla suburbs, that a lot 

has been diluted, and a lot of my attitudes are diluted 

because of my upbringing.  I was brought up around white 

people, and I’m not always sure that’s good.  Because I 

wasn’t old enough to stand on my own and understand and get 

my own opinions about things.  You know, it got diluted 

young.  Had I been brought up on the South Side it’d be 
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totally different.  I work with a man here who’s from the 

South Side.  He’s a totally different kind of person, black 

person, than a lot of us here, including me.  He just has a 

richness and a respect for himself that I’m not sure I have 

yet, you know.  And I love to hear -- I love to watch him 

in his blackness. 

Q: When you became a widow, your surroundings (inaudible) 

about race relations and things, did you join any 

organizations or start following things to try and make a 

difference? 

JA: Well, early on, ’60s, ’70s my ex-husband ran for office and 

was an alderman, and so this was an era too where people 

were out there.  You know, black [hour?] black power, and a 

lot of us were talking about what blacks should have.  I 

have a real problem though with a lot of us that are the 

leaders and what we say is for each other when we haven’t 

even learned how to respect and be OK with each other just 

on a very, very basic level.  So I was real confused by it.  

I wasn’t one of the leaders.  I was just kind of one of the 

people that came along and would help out.  But I wasn’t 

one of those that they called up and said I want your 

opinion about anything.  I remember being 28 and thinking, 

you know what, I don’t have an opinion about anything.  And 

I’ve gone on to be very opinionated, but that was an 
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interesting period because there were -- there was a period 

of the Indians and the chiefs kind of mixed together, and 

that’s when Jewish people and people were trying to come 

together.  That’s when I saw white people shopping on the 

west side.  I saw a book of black business develop so that 

they knew where to go shop.  I saw blacks taking some 

control of our lives in Evanston and not shopping in the 

white stores and trying to find a black store to purchase 

that same product from if you could.  And that was 

exciting.  I liked that.  I like that.  That was good, a 

good period of time.  So I’m not sure if I answered the 

question as such, but that’s what was going on then.  So 

yeah, I was involved, but I was kind of just the person 

that would push the paper or do the errands or walk door to 

door.  I like doing that.  I like just hands on.  I don’t 

have to be in front, you know. 

Q: While growing up did you try and (inaudible) -- were you 

able to go into downtown stores like Marshall Fields or any 

of the, like, restaurants downtown [00:25:00] Evanston, 

were you -- did you want to go, or did you decide to go 

there, or? 

JA: I must have known you just don’t go there because I don’t 

remember my parents taking me there either.  We went -- I 

mean, she shopped at Marshall Fields and all of that.  I 
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mean, everybody did.  It was the department store in 

Evanston.  But in terms of restaurants, no.  I don’t even 

remember before I got to, say, junior high and high school, 

high school even eating in a restaurant outside of the 

home.  There was a place called Cooley’s Cupboard, and 

others may talk about Cooley’s Cupboard, and the perception 

of that place was that you were not wanted and that they 

would even spit in your food.  So that’s where a lot of us 

get this idea too that, you know, you never know what 

they’re doing to your food.  It behind, you know, in the 

kitchen.  So Cooley’s was someplace that you just didn’t 

go.  And then The Hut was a biggie, a place to go, I guess, 

in the ’60s, and I would go in there a little bit, but a 

lot of the Northwestern students hung out there and people 

that were in interracial relationships, a lot of them, and 

a lot of our guys liked white girls, it seemed to us, at 

least in high school.  And so they would go there.  So we 

would go there too trying to see what they’re -- you know, 

just trying to get into too, and, you know, we weren’t 

really accepted.  They really wanted the white girls, so.  

But no, I was discouraged, in my mind as I remember it, I 

was discouraged from, say, going to restaurants in Evanston 

basically.  The only place was the hot dog stand on Asbury, 

which is still there, and you were welcome at Bill’s. 
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Q: OK.  What changes in Evanston would you still like to see 

now? 

JA: I think the housing.  I wish it was more affordable so that 

you could buy anyplace you want to.  You can’t.  No black 

person can.  I shouldn’t say no, but most of us can’t buy 

in North Evanston.  On Central Park, you know, we just 

can’t.  So I think I would like to see that just to have 

the right to -- I mean, just to be able to really afford to 

do that would say that a lot of us were doing a lot better 

financially.  So I’d like to see that change.  You and I 

have discussed the business end and real concern, saw 

another store front today that I hadn’t even noticed, you 

know, and it’s just very, very -- I’m really concerned.  I 

don’t know what I, what one person can do about it, but I’m 

really concerned what’s going on here now.  I like this 

community though.  I think it’s a place to raise kids.  I’m 

real concerned about what’s happening with gangs and the 

violence in our community, and I know it’s happening all 

over the country.  And I am not sure what the answer is, no 

more than one-on-one again, families staying close, 

extended families again.  I got to care about what’s going 

on with you and not because I’m trying to be nosy, any of 

that.  If you need help I need to try to help you, period.  

And if your children need help I need to try to help you.  
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I need to call you up and not be nosy but just say, 

“Something I can do for you, Morris?  Anything I can do for 

your children?  You want me to take them with ne?”  Back to 

the way it used to be, because it used to be that way here. 

Q: Have other families helping other families? 

JA: I think so.  And I remember when we would leave our doors 

open.  We’d gone to work and come back home.  Nobody went 

in your house, you know.  So I’m’ real concerned with the 

violence that’s around, and I’m real concerned that I just 

see blacks at each other’s throats.  I’m so sick of it.  I 

don’t see the end use of it.  You can’t disagree to agree.  

You can’t have an opinion different than someone else 

without it, I think, taking it a little too far.  And I 

hope that I can make a change.  If I can just do that on a 

one-on-one basis, make you understand that you can disagree 

with me, but I don’t hate you, and I don’t -- I wish the 

best for you, you know. 

Q: What are the things you do like about Evanston? 

JA: Love the lake, love it.  Love that we have some decent 

schools, that I don’t have to pay extra money to a 

parochial school or private school.  I like the diversity, 

and I know we talk about that a lot.  It’s a big word, and 

I don’t really know if we all know what it means, but I 

think I do like seeing all kinds of different people.  This 
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restaurant on Davis Street, the barbecue, the oriental 

barbecue place, I’m just -- I’ve never seen that many 

oriental people in my life.  Went there for dinner a couple 

of times.  My God, I didn’t even know they were around.  

Isn’t that something?  Because a store opened up [00:30:00] 

of their own ethnic background.  They’re coming out to 

support it, and I’ve never seen that many in my whole life.  

I’ve been here 54 years.  So I find that amazing.  I like 

Main Street and Central Street and shopping centers.  I 

like these little, tiny little unique different little 

shopping areas, little boutique stores, can’t afford them, 

but I like them, interesting place that you can just spend 

a Saturday just kind of walking up and Dempster going in 

every store.  I like that we have a lot of activity that 

goes on in this town every summer.  I love that.  I like 

the fact that we have several college represented here.  

I’m glad that we have young people and old people and green 

people and white people and purples people.  I don’t care. 

What else do I like?  That’s what I like. 

Q: What do you consider your accomplishments here in Evanston? 

JA: I was a person who dropped -- I don’t know if I want to 

answer.  I was a person who dropped out of school, went 

back to school, don’t have a degree, but, you know, have 

some college, and I’ve been able to turn some things around 
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with the help of a lot from this community, services that 

were provided that helped a lot.  And I think I’m proof 

that you can make some changes in your life and accomplish 

things without a degree, and so I hope that I give back in 

some small way, if it’s just help my next door neighbor.  

Hope I’m not a negative influence.  I hope that I’m one 

that likes to try to negotiate it out.   

Q: OK.  (inaudible) I want to go back a little bit.  You had 

mentioned for a little while your parents lived on Brown 

Street right next to the hospital.  So you were born at 

Community Hospital? 

JA: I was born at whatever the old hospital was called.  

Q: (inaudible) 

JA: The old house, mm-hmm. 

Q: OK.  And your parents lived right next door to it? 

JA: Mm-hmm, there’s a single family brick structure that was 

built, I don’t know, within the last 20 years, but the 

building next to it, which is like a gray and blue 

building, that was it.  And we lived on the second floor.  

That was nice.  In labor?  Fine, go next door, have a baby.  

No problem.  Yeah, so but I don’t -- I remember being a 

young child, maybe two years old, in my baby bed and 

listening to the Victrola, you know.  That’s all I remember 

there.  And maybe some pictures that were taken of me in 
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the backyard.  Mr. Dent still lives there.  Al Dent still 

lives there, and he had a gorgeous backyard, and I still 

have pictures of that, and that’s all I remember of living 

on Brown.  I remember everything else really living in 

South Evanston.  And I lived there until I was 12, and then 

we moved back out west.  And out west seemed to be 

different than South Evanston.  It was like it was a whole 

different world. 

Q: Meaning it was, like, landscape or just -- 

JA: No, just -- 

Q: -- environment. 

JA: -- environment, was just a whole different world.  Again, 

in South Evanston you had way more -- I mean, just very few 

blacks.  You just kind of have to melt in, I guess.  And 

out here it had its own culture and its own way of doing 

things.  And I remember coming out to some parties when we 

first moved out west because I didn’t know a lot of people.  

The only way I knew people was through church because I 

went to a school in South Evanston, and most of the other 

blacks then went to, I guess, Haven and Foster, and I 

didn’t go to Foster.  So there were a lot of people that I 

had to get to know, and I did that, you know, as a 

teenager, once I got to the high school.  What I felt 

different then because -- just because I didn’t know 
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anybody, and some of us -- you know, I didn’t double-Dutch.  

Didn’t know how to -- I didn’t know how to do things that 

were -- a lot of blacks knew how to do. 

Q: When you moved back out west, where did you live? 

JA: Oh, Leland.   

Q: Leland? 

JA: Mm-hmm. 

Q: So where -- and you’re still there today? 

JA: Mm-hmm. 

Q: What did you -- when Community Hospital closed and, I guess 

it was [00:35:00] ’70s -- 

JA: In the middle ’70s, mm-hmm. 

Q: -- and Evanston Hospital took over (inaudible) for a while, 

and during this transition to Over the Rainbow were you at 

all involved in that process or (inaudible)? 

JA: Well, somewhat, yeah, in the Evanston Review.  There -- it 

was a drug treatment program for a while, I think.  I mean, 

I don’t know if Invictus was here.  Something was here.  So 

I remember it having other uses.  I had feelings.  I mean, 

we knew that that hospital, the old hospital, was really 

important to a lot of us, and I was one of them.  That’s 

where I had my tonsils out.  That’s where I was born, you 

know, however, it had been abandoned for many years.  The 

roof, I think, had caved in.  Water was -- you know, 
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elements were all in the building, and so, I mean, it 

looked bad.  I remember going past and the property looking 

bad.  And then I had heard that Evanston got its hands on 

it, and then I didn’t think very much about it.  You know, 

again, but when the hospital was self-closed and it was 

having all these problems with, I guess, ambulance chasers 

and all that kind of business going on, it made me feel 

sad.  I really -- it was nothing that I thought I could do 

about it, but it made me feel sad that it had fallen on 

such hard times like that.  I had been here myself a few 

times as a patient, OK, but so I didn’t like that.  So no, 

I don’t remember a whole lot in between that, just hearing 

it bits and pieces, and no, I didn’t do anything about it, 

and I wasn’t involved in it.  But then once Over the 

Rainbow was one of several entities that wanted to use the 

property, and once they got their hands on it, then I felt 

it was an OK situation because at least it had -- the 

building had life again.  It was alive.  It was alive with 

people, and people’s lives are changing as a result of this 

facility, and they have a chance that they never had 

before, and it’s inspiring to see what’s happened with 

individual people here.  If people only knew the stories.  

Oh boy, they’d make you cry. 

Q: When did you start (inaudible)? 
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JA: Five years ago, 1992. 

Q: So it’s interesting.  You were born in (inaudible)-- 

JA: Isn’t that something? 

Q: (inaudible) 

JA: It is very interesting.  When I was called to interview for 

this job and I came over here, I was like, oh, that’s 

right.  God, all the history that was here.  And then I 

took the job as the property manager and began to walk 

through these halls again.  And although it’s been 

rehabbed, and it’s not totally like it was when it was the 

hospital here, it was just so unbelievable, and the other 

thing is to walk here and see people in wheelchairs, my mom 

had been in a nursing home 21 years when she died.  And I 

had been in and out of the nursing home for 21 years, and I 

saw young people in wheelchairs, but I never ever made the 

connection until I walked in these doors and saw a young 

man living here who went to school with my songs.  I have 

songs 36 and 35 years old.  This young man was in an 

automobile accident, one of three people in a car.  He 

goes, you know, they have the crash.  He goes up and hits 

the top of the roof.  He’s the only one hurt.  He’s a quad.  

He’s in a wheelchair.  He will never walk again, and it 

could have been my son.  And when I made that connection 

and with what I had been seeing in the nursing home it 
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just, it overwhelmed me in that I could be visiting here my 

kid that would never walk again.  So I feel real blessed to 

be here, to have this job, to have this vantage point of 

watching lives change.  Thirty-three people live here, and 

there’s thirty-three stories in this building.  You know, 

and all of those that have left, I mean, there are a few 

people that have moved out, but we think that most people 

living here will be here for life.  This is an alternative 

that they never had.  They would be in a nursing home.  I 

would not want to try to live young in a nursing home.  Can 

you imagine being 35 in a nursing home?  That’s about 

dying.  It’s not about living.  So the feelings are, as I 

said, I feel blessed, and don’t know how long it’ll last, 

but this is wonderful, yeah. 

Q: Let’s see if we can switch gears a little bit if you don’t 

mind talking about your ex-husband? 

JA: Mm-hmm. 

Q: What did he do?  Did he grow up in Evanston? 

JA: Yes. 

Q: He did.  

JA: Mm-hmm. 

Q: What was his full name? 

JA: Roosevelt Maurice Alexander.   

Q: You said he ran for alderman at one point. 



 28 

JA: He was alderman for about 12 years, mm-hmm. 

Q: Twelve years, and the fifth ward alderman? 

JA: In the fifth ward alderman. 

Q: When did he run? 

JA: Oh God, in the ’70s.  Most of the ’70s, so he came in on 

the coattails of all the civil rights changes and marching 

[00:40:00] and the possibility of change.  I think the 

possibility of hope that things could change for us as 

black people, and I think that he was a person, one of the 

first people that, for a long time, that white America sat 

up and starting listening to.  He was called a renegade, 

and, I mean, he had all the criticisms made of him, as 

anybody else does.  He was needed at the time.  I think he 

went into it caring and tried very hard to affect and make 

a change.  He had his own personal issues and problems that 

eventually overtook him, and we have to continue to pray 

that those things will pray.  I have a lot respect for him 

in that I took for granted how he went to Northwestern full 

time and worked full time and pulled grades, and he was at 

Northwestern not for scholarship.  He was there for 

academics.  And how he did it I’ll never know, and it’s 

just in the last few years that I’m getting in touch with 

that.  My God, we have to -- I need to hold up that black 

man.  My God, what you go through.  Another thing that’s 
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not -- it has nothing to do with this as much as I have a 

boyfriend of a long time, 10 years we’ve been dating, and 

he’s from here too.  He was raised here.  And something I 

saw recently, we were at 7-Eleven, and I was sitting in the 

car, and he went into the 7-Eleven to get the newspaper.  

This is our -- every Saturday night we do this.  And there 

were two young white girls, maybe 14, 13, 14, 15 years old.  

They were walking along the concrete walk going towards the 

7-Eleven like he was, and the fear in their eyes, they 

looked up in his face, and the fear in their eyes was -- 

I’ve never seen anything like that, Morris.  I didn’t know 

that’s what some of you go through, and they stepped down 

to go avoid him.  Now, here’s a clean cut, a very 

conservative person.  And so I bring it up because what 

Alexander had to go through too.  I just, I can’t imagine 

it unless you tell me, but I’ve gotten one little minute of 

insight into what that is.  Whoa.  And they don’t treat 

black women the very same way.  We have issues, but they 

don’t treat us the very same way.  So. 

Q: [break in audio] 

JA: There was a special on Channel 11, I think, that spotlights 

the record companies that were in Chicago, and they were 

one of them.  I mean, that was a wonderful piece they did 

on that, but yeah, B. J. Abner.  Now, Rain Drops was the 
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name of the record that we cut.  And a lot of person things 

were going on.  I was married.  Another young lady, whole 

family moved to California right at the same time.  And so 

it was difficult, and supposedly the record was played in 

and around different record -- radio stations like in 

California, and supposedly didn’t do well.  We always 

wondered if we’d ever hear it again, you know.  It’s like 

somebody stole it and took it from us, you know.  But that 

was a real experience just for five young girls to go to a 

studio and practice, and in fact, at the time, what’s this 

jazz artist Williams?  Can’t think of his first name.  He 

was one of the record artists for this company too, and he 

-- his jam session was just before us.  I mean, that was 

just amazing, you know. 

Q: Get a lot of singers here in Evanston, a lot of musicians? 

JA: Well, a lot the -- yeah, a lot of people.  That was, you 

know, the doo-wop time and lot of people like to sing.  

Patty is another young lady from Evanston that ended up 

with singing contracts and stuff.  I used to hear her on 

radio.  So it was an era when you could at least do that 

just like you could now pick up a basketball if you had 

one, and if you practice you might get good.  Singing was 

something that you could do and maybe you’d make something 
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of yourself.  And I had dreams that we would be the best.  

That didn’t happen, but. 

Q: It’s an idea to find those records.   

JA: Oh, listen, I know it.  Patty, you ever heard of her, Patty 

-- “Summertime” or what was her number, “Summertime” Patty, 

God.  I have to think.  I can’t remember her name.  

Memory’s so bad, ugh.  OK. [00:45:00] 

Q: I want you again to tell me your full name, age, and what 

you do now for your work. 

JA: OK.  Janet L. Alexander, age 54, and I’m director of 

operations for Over the Rainbow Association. 

Q: Great. 

JA: OK.  
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