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INTERVIEW WITH REVEREND TOM SLIGH 

July 24, 1975 

Interviewed by Musa Foster 

Foster: This is an oral interview with Reverend Tom Sligh, pastor of 

Sligh: 

Foster: 

Sligh: 

Foster: 

Sligh: 

Foster: 

Sligh: 

Camphor Memorial Methodist Church in St. Paul, Minnesota. It's 

part of the oral history component of the Black History Project 

affiliated with the Minnesota Historical Society. This interview 

is taking place on the 24th of July, 1975 at approximately twelve 

noon. Reverend Sligh was born the tenth of September, 1942, in 

Newbury, South Carolina in the county of Newbury. His parents were 

Reverend Robert Sligh who was born in 1915 in Prosperity, South 

Carolina. His mother is George Ann Lindsey, born in 1917 also in 

Prosperity County - Prosperity, rather - South Carolina in Newbury 

County. 

Reverend Sligh, when were you born? 

September 10, 1942. 

And where? 

Newbury, South Carolina. 

And can you give me the names of your parents? 

My parents are the Reverend and Mrs. Robert Sligh of Newbury, 

South Carolina. 

When was your father born? 

1915. 
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Foster: 

Sligh: 

Foster: 

Sligh: 

Foster: 

Sligh: 

Foster: 
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And where? 

In Prosperity, South Carolina. 

And your mother? 

1917. In Prosperity, South Carolina. 

All right. I'd like to ask you, how long have you been in 

Minnesota? 

Approximately now onto four years. 

How long have you been pastor of Camphor? 

Now about four years. 

Can you give me any insights into Camphor's history? 

Well, Camphor Church was established . . . I forget the year 

it was established, but I think you've got that in your records there. 

But the church was named after Bishop Camphor, who was a black bishop 

in the Methodist Church at that time. It wasn't United Methodist; 

it was Methodist at that time. But he wasn't a full bishop. The 

white Methodist church was trying to organize missionaries in Africa, 

so they sent Bishop Camphor over and made him what you call a 

missionary bishop, (to) go into Africa to establish the church in 

Africa. And he did so and he died in Africa. So this is how Camphor 

got it's name. Prior to that, getting into the basic history of 

Camphor Church, I don't know too much about it. I think you've got 

more data on your paper there than what I can give you. 

Can you tell me the changes that, if any, that the congregation 

has gone through under your pastorship? 
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Well, I would have to go back and tell you basically then some 

history of the people here in our community. The black people who 

came here in the Twenties and the teens, in the Thirties and the 

Forties, came here for economical purposes. And those that came 

here somehow became wrapped up in the Scandinavian culture that's 

here, the high Scandinavian culture norms that are here. And these 

people came for economical purposes. And the only kind of job they 

could get at this time was butlers, maids, chauffeurs, shoeshine 

boys, barbers, working on trains - train porters and cooks and the 

waiters on the trains. So these were the only kinds of jobs that 

were set aside for black people ... hotel hops. 

So working for these rich white people, and being around 

these rich environments, these people - the black people - became 

what you call bourgeois blacks, but were really poor blacks under

neath. And so what happened, Pilgrim Baptist Church, St. James 

and my church, and Father Potter's church, and St. Phillips all 

became class churches, high class churches for those former maids, 

butlers, porters and stuff. For these people, somehow they see 

themselves as upper, upper class. But really basically just down 

to earth poor black folk. 

Now with the churches becoming the symbol of these established 

norms, established norms of black bourgeois, a pretense. 

Camphor church itself . . . Pilgrim flourished because the 

blacks that came up from the South, professional blacks who wanted 

to be bourgeois joined Pilgrim Baptist Church. And Camphor church 

and St. James are the two that people came into up from the south 

with all this African culture in the late Fifties and Sixties during 

the Civil Rights Movement, when they came in here to get jobs at 

the packing houses and all this kind of stuff. Armours, and this 

kind of stuff. These people brought with them from Alabama, 

Mississippi, Texas, southern Kansas, Tennessee, South Carolina, 

North Carolina ... like that, people who came in here brought 

with them the African culture, their. own norms from home. So there 

was a clash between the St. Paulines already here and blacks just 

getting off the boat here. 
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All right. So what that did then that people would not 

Decent people would not join the Camphor church. They would go, you 

know, to Olivet Baptist church, Shiloh and New Hope. Well, these 

congregations flourished, you see. These were the churches they 

went to because these were the only churches in the area that somehow 

dealt with their own culture. So Camphor started to fold up. The 

Conference was starting to close down because it wasn't reaching 

out to the black people here and calling them in, see. So Camphor 

almost closed down behind it. 

So the conference, knowing that Camphor was the only black 

congregation, predominantly black congregation, that it had in the 

whole state of Minnesota, and it was the only one, realized then 

that it was something that they weren't doing right to attract people 

into the church. So Bishop Washburn and Paul Metzka got together 

from the conference and decided to build Camphor church and pulled 

me in to minister in here, to relate to this black culture thing. 

(unclear) in order to pull the people in, in order to build old 

Camphor church back. So this is what happened. 

Since I've been here the church has taken a turn, changed from 

the old white Methodist, Scandinavian ways of worship more into the 

black theological section of it, you see. And since we have been 

doing that, we have gone from a hundred and twenty three people to 

about three hundred. So this is a change - radical change - that took 

place, and one of the main changes that took place in Camphor 

Church, and also that the church is no longer the so-called 

traditional church. It's now a community church, reaching out into 

the community. 

Can you define that for me? 

Well the traditional church has been prayer meetings and church 

on Sunday morning. Everybody singing, shouting, having a good time 

till you go back to church. Here at Camphor church every day is a 

day of worship with us. Every day is a day of going out into the 

community. We are not just concerned about prayer meetings in church. 

We're concerned about people. We move out of these walls into the 

Minn
es

ota
 B

lac
k H

ist
ory

 P
roj

ec
t 

Minn
es

ota
 H

ist
ori

ca
l S

oc
iet

y



Foster: 

Sligh: 

Foster: 

Sligh: 

Foster: 

Sligh: 

Foster: 

Sligh: 

-5-

community. That's what we're concerned about. And not just, say, 

not just being concerned about this. Move out into . We are our 

own special congregation where nobody can say. well, we're only 

in that stage. We're in that stage. We're out of that. Now 

we're reaching out into the community, see? 

How long has the congregation been in this building? 

Well, now, about two years. 

So this new building was built while you were pastor? 

It was being built while I was pastoring. I came here when 

it was already in the plans, already laid out. I just came in 

waiting on this building to be completed. And I was here about six 

months before the building was completed. Then we came down and we 

moved in. 

What year did you come? 

1972. 

I'd like to ask you about how you are reaching out into the 

community, whether the community has responded. 

Well one way - several ways - we are reaching out into the 

community are programs and that is . . . We have a day care center 

that deals with emotionally disturbed kids, I offer my counselling 

experience to and everything dealing with the you know the 

exceptional kid. We have also a tutoring program that we go into 

homes and volunteer tutors to teaching people to read and write. 

We also have athletic programs that we're also involved with, girls 

and boys. And we also have a youth choir. Our church is also open 

up to anybody in the community that wants to use it, anytime. 

(unclear) We also open our doors to radical groups no matter who 

they are; revolutionary people, no matter who they are. We figure 
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that they are community people and they have a right to meet here 

in our church, OK? And then my involvement in the community, this 

type of work. 

What do you feel the role of the black church is in a community 

of Afro-American people of this size? 

Well I will be very frank about this. That the black church as 

a whole is a salvation for black people, because most of the black 

people hope and most of their hope and even most of their culture 

have somehow gone on through their church. And black people look 

to the black church for leadership because the Black preacher 

represents the chief image, as I said before. And each church is 

recognized as a tribe. (unclear) And black people are really tribal 

living type people. So the church that they belong to represents a 

tribe, you see. So the black preacher, he is the chief, see. This 

is why in the community everybody recognizes and respects the black 

preacher, even if they make fun of him and stuff, he is a preacher, 

you see. As I say, respect. (unclear) They recognize him as a form 

of power. You understand? And he does have power if he uses it. 

So the black church is not only a social agency - it is a 

social agency - it's any type of agency that you need in a community. 

You find that the black church relating to that . . . 

What do you feel the difference is between the church that has 

a program, such as Camphor's present program operating under your 

leadership, and other churches in 1975 in this community? 

Well, I see all the rest of the churches in the same relation. 

I see that when I came in for example, when I came here ••. We've 

got a dynamite youth department here. And I'm glad it happened in 

this way. When those churches found out what we were doing with our 

youth over here, then the other churches put something together for 

their youth, which is good. So I say that my ministry's working. 
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Foster: The spiritual content of the African-American culture in the 

Sligh: 

Foster: 

Sligh: 

black south has been studied and documented. How do you feel that 

transformation, or transplanting of that spiritual content of 

the African-American culture from the black belt south to the upper 

midwest Scandinavian culture 

Well, I don't think you can talk by virtue of the Scandinavian 

culture, if that's what you're saying. I think that the black thing 

in the south has been studied, but it's a long process in most cases. 

Most black writers write for white folks. They're young seminary 

scholars who are trying to make a dime a page. But black folk, even 

the black bourgeois folk here, they also have that Africanism in them. 

In other words, when these black folks, these black bourgeois who 

have been here such a long time, when they hear James Brown or 

Mahaliah Jackson sing, they clap their hands and stomp their feet 

too. Even with voodoo. In other words, anywhere you find black 

folk dwelling, no matter how other cultures have also invaded, you 

also find Africanism still there. So I don't think that the culture 

in the south ... the culture as diverse as the Scandinavian culture. 

When you set up the culture, here the bourgeois black might protest 

a little bit, but eventually everybody gets on board see? 

Can African-American culture survive in the upper Midwest? 

Sure it can. I'm quite sure it can. It's surviving now in 

the black churches. 

Foster: So you feel that the church is an instrument of black survival? 

Sligh: Right. It's surviving right now. I think one reason it's 

surviving is because white folk have nothing to do with the black 

church in a lot of cases, you see. And it's surviving right now 

in the church. It's also surviving behind closed doors, like the 

form of voodoo. Hoodoo, some people call it. They're not practicing 

it. We practice ..• See black folk practice voodoo (unclear) 

The practice of roots was taboo. It was wrong for black folks to 
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indulge in that stuff but the white slave master . . . But the black 

who did went to the slave huts and did this kind of stuff behind 

closed doors. They did it, see. 

So black folk are still hiding behind closed doors and still 

practicing Africanism you see, as a form of a (unclear) One thing 

about us black folk, one way to another, we have some kind of 

concepts, some kind of value to voodoo and everything else that's 

happening. 

I was at a woman's house one time. She was a highly bourgeois 

lady here in St. Paul. And we got to talking and she was talking 

about how this world. . obviously you are not polished enough, and 

this kind of stuff. And we got started talking. She started saying 

that when she was a little girl that the white people in Alabama ran 

a man out of town when he And he came back to town. He was 

a root man. And he'd put roots on the white people and drove all 

the white people crazy. That happened in my life time. (unclear) 

So there's a relationship see just for her to come off the 

bourgeois rack and talk. She knew what it was all about. But 

then afterwards she told me, "Now don't you tell that, you under

stand?" Which is a lot of phoniness among those bourgois there. 

There is a lot of phonyism. And when you put that phonyism down, 

you come up with a bunch of niggers. 

What do you feel has been the key to this new era of Camphor's 

growth? 

I think it's because it's a black theology, a Black religion 

pulling in more black religion over the white norms. I know that's 

what it is. In fact, take our youth choir sings gospel music. 

Gospel music has turned a lot of kids onto the church. That's 

Africanism. You turn . A lot of dope have joined people onto 

this church because of that type of music. It seems more real to 

'them, seems more together to them. It inspires a lot • . . 
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What do you feel is the spiritual content that holds a 

congregation together? 

Need. Black folk want help and need somebody to sit down and 

talk to them and listen. I open up my doors just to listen to 

people. There's a lot of lonely black women in this town. (unclear) 

People will start coming with their needs. They will reach out to 

you and come to you for help. And the church, the black church, 

becomes a healing process. And I see people knocking at my door 

just to get in for help, And this has been one of the keys. Does 

that answer your question? 

Foster: It does. Are you attracting young ministers? And if so, how 

Sligh: 

Foster: 

Sligh: 

Foster: 

Sligh: 

are they being trained? 

Yes. Well, we have a class of young ministers. We have a young 

minister here now. His name is Reverend Hill, James Hill. He's a 

student at United Seminary and he works for Northwest Airlines. 

United Seminary? 

In New Brighton. And he just helps me around. He preaches 

every now and then, and this kind of stuff and so he has started in 

the ministry. 

You mentioned that you have confirmation classes. Can you tell 

us some of their content? 

Well confirmation classes deal with telling the structure -

teaching the structure - of the Methodist church, the methods that 

we use spiritually and financially, you know. It also deals with 

the history of the Methodist church and also, because of myself, 

shoots over into the area of teaching these people of black people 

in the Methodist church, you know, and teaching them something of 

what black theology is all about. And I used to deal with a lot of 

young people about that, see? 
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Can you tell me what the impact of Camphor's new direction 

has been in the conference that you belong to? 

Yes. Camphor ... What was the question? What did you say now? 

Foster: What impact has Camphor's new direction had on the conference 

that you belong to? 

Sligh: Oh, we belong to the Minnesota Conference, which is predominantly 

Foster: 

Sligh: 

white. White people look to us for their salvation. Because they 

don't have the realness in their service that we have in ours. There's 

something missing in their services and they want to know what it is. 

So therefore then they come to us and looking for their own soul's 

salvation. See, I've had white ministers call me and ask me to come 

and counsel their kids on dope because they can't deal with it. So 

it's like reaching out. I don't waste my time trying to save white 

people either. But we are the salvation of the whole conference. 

What has been, in your four years of pastorship, what has been 

your perception of the direction of national leadership among the 

black clergy, among black preachers on the national scale? 

I think the black preachers • . . I think that Jesse Jackson is 

doing the right thing. But I disagree with Jesse in some areas, 

that to . After Martin Luther King the Civil Rights Movement took 

a swing and left the black church and went another direction, and 

once it went another direction and left the black church, it almost 

fell through under Rap Brown and Stokely Carmichael. 

And by leading the black church like that they lost their roots, 

the African leadership, the whole structure of the African family 

life style, everything, by leaving the black church and leaving the 

black ministers on the outside and then condemning black ministers. 

That was a terrible mistake. And when they did that, they found 

out that they couldn't survive. 

of them got shot down like dogs. 

Because they got up there and half 

And they got shot down and so like 

they haven't had the total impact that Martin Luther King had on the 

country. 
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Everybody wondered about King. Everybody was scared. They 

were saying, "Amen, King. Right on, Dr. King." Even old folks were 

saying that. Because Martin Luther King knew how to lead black 

folk, what they were all about. The black church, he knew that. 

Jesse Jackson knows . What Jessie Jackson knows with his push, 

Jesse trying to bring the civil rights movement back into the church, 

which is a dynamite thing. And it's working. He's got bishops 

and everybody else saying they would never do (unclear) So far as 

capitalism, there's one mistake that young blacks make and that 

is . . . You talk about leaving the black church and doing the 

revolutionary thing and the revolutionary thing is to come back 

into the black church. They turn off where their African heritage 

and leadership really is, because in terms of structure, it's in the 

black church. 

So you may be approaching the same type of analysis that 

Reverend Kleig in Detroit. I'd like to ask you this; if the 

direction of salvation, in terms of meeting human needs of the 

community, the broader community has far as black people are 

concerned, can be met by the church, is the church structure flexible 

enough in 1975 to incorporate the dynamic types of programs that 

you have indicated are necessary? 

Yes. I think that in 1975 ... we've been doing it since 1914. 

The black churches have always done that directly and indirectly. 

But they're still doing that in reality to meet the needs of black 

people. 

Do you feel that the type of young black minister who can 

recognize this is being trained? Can he receive that in any 

seminary? 

No. My God, no. Nothing like that. He has to realize ... 

This was called the new black theology now being taught in white 

seminaries. And ITC is one good seminary. You've got three black 

seminaries in the country who are really dealing with black concepts. 

Minn
es

ota
 B

lac
k H

ist
ory

 P
roj

ec
t 

Minn
es

ota
 H

ist
ori

ca
l S

oc
iet

y



Foster: 

Sligh: 

Foster: 

Sligh: 

-12-

You've got (unclear) Jesse Jackson seminary training guys who are 

coming out. The only thing the black seminaries are doing now, 

they are making the black ministry more of an effective thing. 

But the black ministry of hundred, fifty years ago was effective. 

It's just becoming more effective. You understand? When black 

churches have always been involved in leading black people, from 

the beginning until now. So you're not talking about any kind of 

new programs and all this kind of stuff in 1975. Because it's 

always . . . the black church is still dealing with people socially 

et cetera. 

What has been your plan for the economic thrust of your 

congregation and the surrounding community? 

Yes, this is what my plan is. I don't know of any other plans. 

I like to use white people in these slots. I call 3M. . I've 

got a big cat up there, James Rallis, head of the federal contracts 

for 3M. And he's United Methodist. I put a bug in his ear and say, 

"Look man, you look for me for some jobs." He calls me when there's 

some jobs open. I fill them with community folk from my congregation. 

Northwest Airlines (unclear) They've got a job right now. They need 

a machinist. I can't find a black man qualified for the job. It's 

just the idea . I've got a contact with Northwest Airlines, 

with 3M, Burlington Northern, packing houses and a whole lot of 

places where there are white United Methodist people working. This 

is how I get jobs for folks. We've gotten twenty-four people jobs 

between the church and the community. 

Can you tell me how the older members of Camphor have related 

to the transition since your pastorship? 

Oh, we've had problems and ups and downs. We had problems 

and ups and downs like when I first got here, they don't want to 

accept change. Then I had to pull back and get some strategy to 

get those old bourgeois folk together. And eventually time moves 

on and they got to the point where they accepted it. In other words, 
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they were changing, but they didn't know they were changing. 

Foster: Finally, I'd like to ask you to give me - give us - some 

indication of how you feel Camphor's future looks. And the future 

of the black church involvement in the St. Paul community? 

Sligh: Say that again. 

Foster: Can you give me some idea of how Camphor's future is shaping up 

Sligh: 

Foster: 

Sligh: 

now as it relates to the future of all black churches in the St. 

Paul black community. 

Camphor, from what I see, from my administration ... But I 

see Camphor as going the way it is now. It's going to be as one 

of the churches in the community that is going to be respected, 

loved and people wanting to join the church. People looking to it 

for leadership and help. This is happening now. Because Camphor 

is getting a very positive attitude, a very positive type of thing 

in the community. (unclear) ... through the ministry which I 

think is being done. And the congregations are made up of people 

who are very positive. 

doing the same thing. 

That's not saying other churches are not 

From Camphor's position . It's a very 

positive attitude from the community. We have our financial 

problems; we have all that kind of stuff you know. And you've 

(unclear) But I see a very positive, beautiful attitude coming 

from the community about our youth department, about the minister 

and his wife, about members of our congregations. Very positive 

and beautiful. 

What has been your reaction of the corporation people, 

politicians downtown, to your ministry and the changeover? 

Well, the politicians downtown I think (unclear) We don't have 

"yes" men and they respect me and my church very highly. They 

respect me enough to call me here to get on boards downtown, which 

I don't want to get on. They respect me enough to want to use my 
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church. They recognize that Camphor is a congregation and that we 

are moving in the community area. And once we move forward and 

they feel the effect of Camphor ... We're talking about City Hall 

and what else, (unclear) welfare department. Even on school 

integration, they know where we stand, because we raised pure hell 

in that area, because they know the Camphor church exists, see. 

Do you feel that a minister can pursue a successful bilateral 

career in the black churches, in politics full-time and the church? 

Sure, black preachers have been doing that for years. Adam 

Clayton Powell was a good example. Black preachers have been in 

politics and everything else for years. That's nothing new in this 

day and times, you know. Black preachers have always .. Some 

preachers in the south teach school and preach on Sunday. That's 

always been a part of the church. Black preachers . . . Sometimes 

they have to get into politics or another job to survive because 

the church can't pay them sometimes. So that's always (unclear) 

As a final question, what do you feel that the black youth 

can find in the black church that they cannot find elsewhere? 

Well, one thing about it, they can find their culture. Their 

roots are in this church. They can find themselves in this church. 

And I see now, for example the black church (unclear) the youth got 

to get in there and make that church what they want it to be. 

(unclear) youth have to get mad and bring about change and make 

sure these African roots are still there. Don't give this stuff 

about generation gap and old fogy mama. Talk to grandma and them 

before they die. Find out who they are; where their roots are. 

(End of side one) 

(Start of side two) 

Sligh: that the stuff they're in - revolutionary stuff 

The revolutionary talk is not what's happening. (unclear) They've 

got to come to the black church, man, and make the black church 
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what they want it to be, because they're the future of the church. 

And they're the ones going to carry the church on. Not grandma 

and grandpa. They got to talk to these old people and find out 

everything, find out everything about their slave parents and 

everything else before they die. See young people are not doing 

that. They don't take (unclear) due to grandma and grandpa. (unclear) 

due with that kind of stuff, which is wrong. 

And the young people have to come in and make that black church 

what they want it to be, and continue their African tribal living 

that stays in the church because I don't see anything wrong with it. 

I think it's beautiful, see. Because our ancestors started it, and 

the African tribal thing is in the church and I think that's 

beautiful. And I think black kids should also know that this is 

one institution that has always survived. Through slavery, through 

anything you mention. The black church has always survived, and is 

going to continue to survive. This has been one institution the 

white man hasn't been able to tear down, and that's because of 

this African tribal thing. 

Thank you very much. 

(End of Tape) 
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