
Tape 7 

Transcription of a Rondo Oral History Interview with 

Anisah Hanifah Dawan 

(adopted and raised in the Rondo Neighborhood as Elizabeth Payne) 

March 13, 2003 
at 

Sister Dawan's home 
Saint Paul, Minnesota 

Interviewed by 
Kateleen Hope Cavett 

as part of 

HAND in HAND's 
Rondo Oral History Project. 

Saint Paul, Minnesota 

82-year-old Anisah Dawan, who grew up as Elizabeth Payne, shares memories 
of living in an orphanage in Owatonna, Minnesota, after her biological mother died. At 
age two or three, she was adopted by Martha and Albert Payne and came to live on 
Carroll Avenue in the Rondo Corridor. She describes the Rondo landscape of her 
childhood and talks of the integrated neighborhood she grew up in. She shares her 
pain when the Depression significantly disrupted her family's lifestyle. She remembers 
community events and sewing her formal dresses for dances at Hallie Q. Brown 
Community Center and Welcome Hall. She enjoyed visiting the library and looking at 
the downtown shop windows on Sunday afternoons. 

Her childhood friends were Black, White and Jewish, but became 
predominantly Black when clothes became important in high school. She talks about 
going to Iowa to get married and setting up her first horne, then finding her first full 
time job at Butwin Sportswear as a seamstress. Sister Anisah speaks of her conversion 
to Islam and making pilgrimage to Mecca. 

This is a verbatim transcript of a taped interview, edited slightly for clarity. A 
signed release is on file from Sister Dawan. 
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KC: Kate Cavett 
AD: Anisah Dawan 

KC: It is Thursday, March 13, 2003, and I am Kate Cavett. We're doing an 

interview in Saint Paul, Minnesota. Can you introduce yourself to me? 

AD: I'm Anisah Hanifah Dawan,l and I live on North Milton, and I've lived 

in Saint Paul since 1922. 

KC: Where were you born? 

AD: I was born in North Dakota. I was transferred to a home for orphan 

children because my mother had died. That was in Owatonna, 

Minnesota. And I was brought here to be adopted by a family that lived 

on Carroll, 403 Carroll- Martha and Albert Payne. He was a railroad 

man. I believe it was Northwestern Railroad that he worked for. He was 

a waiter. And I remember being in an orphanage or hospital, where there 

were cribs in the room, and there was another little boy. He was a Black 

boy. He had a big, red truck in his crib, and I think that's when I fell in 

love with the color red, because I wanted that so bad. And there were 

two White nurses, and they were laughing and making fun of me. They 

called me a little pickaninny.2 I remember it so plain, and I wonder why 

we were there. But anyway, the next thing I remember is being on 

Rondo, at 250 Rondo in a flat. We were upstairs, and the lady' s name 

was Mrs. Holiday. She was showing me off to my adopted mother.3 She 

had come down from 403 Carroll to see me. She was going to adopt me, 

but I had to be at this home first. I don't really know why. 

1 Elizabeth Payne / Anisah Hanifah Dawan was born December 23, 1920. 
2 Racial slur used in reference to black children. 
3 Mother Martha Payne McGregor 
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KC: How old were you then? 

AD: I must've been two, because I was in a crib. I was in a crib down there on 

Rondo, because I remember the little dog would jump up and look at 

me, and 1'd look at him. And people were standing around looking at me 

like, "Here she is./I So that was the day that Momma, I called her, 

brought me home to 403 Carroll. I must've been two or three, something 

like that, because I can remember it so plain. 

We lived between Western and Arundel. It was an 

integrated 

neighborhood, and all the children would play together. 

There were 

Italians, Irish, and Pollock. [Laughs] Catholics lived next 

door to us on 

one side. There was another family, a Black family, who 

lived on the 

right side of us, and their last name was Green. The 

mother was Anna 
Mother Martha Payne 

McGregor Green, and the son was Douglas Green. She seemed to be 

sickly all the time, because when we would play outside 

on the lawn, we'd be making a lot of noise, and she would get someone 

to tell us to cut it down a little. [Chuckles] 

Then I remember different businesses and things on Rondo. There was a 

restaurant at Farrington and Rondo. On the lower east corner there was 
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something like a Salvation Army or second-hand store across the street 

from him. [Sound of opening of a map of the Rondo Corridor that was 

created by Dr. David Taylor.] 

KC: Was the restaurant Pott's? 

AD: Pott'S.4 Yes, yes. That map really is going to help me quite a bit. I can't 

remember the woman's name. 

KC: And then there was a secondhand store next door to it? 

A W Across the street from the restaurant. And I think there was a stores 

across from the restaurant on the north side. I can't remember the name 

of those people. I think they were Jewish, though. And I skipped from 

the 1920' s to probably the 30' s. I'll stay in the childhood. There was a 

store on the corner of Mackubin and Rondo. That was the Miller Store.6 

Gladys Miller, and I forget Mr. Miller's first name. Let's see now. We're 

corning up Rondo. 

KC: Was she in the store with her brothers, the Clemens? 

AD: Yes, yes. Chief Finney's mother had a beauty parlor. I used to get my 

hair done there. 

KC: [Mrs. Finney' s Hair Salon7 was] on Rondo 

AD: That was Arundel and Rondo. And across the street from her was a 

barbecue place [Ed Warren's Restaurants]. They had the best barbeque. 

4 Pott's Restaurant was located at 314/316 Rondo. 
S Drucker's Grocery Store was located at 313/315 Rondo. 
6 Lincoln Food Market, at 499 Rondo at Mackubin, was owned by Gladys and Jesse Miller and Gladys' brothers, 
Thomas and Julius Clemons. 
7 Finney Hair Salon was located at 437 Rondo. 
S Ed Warren's Restaurant was located at 483 Rondo. 
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Let' s see now, going way back, there was Rondo Police Station9 at 

Western and Rondo. [Later Neal's Funeral Home between Mackubin and 

Kent.] There was a big playground there, between Virginia and Saint 

Anthony, and Rondo and Western. They had swings there. And we 

crossed the playground to go to the Welcome Hall.lD There's the [Zion] 

Presbyterian Churchll that I went to. And Reverend [George W.] Camp, 

his family lived on Saint Anthony. He was the brother of the Camp, and 

he was the minister of the Presbyterian Church there. The Welcome Hall 

was right next door, like a community center. 

KC: And the Presbyterian Church started [Welcome Hall], didn't they? 

AD: Yes. I use to play down there. 

KC: When you talk about the police station, it was an active police station 

that you remember? 

AD: At the time, I remember it was not. We used to go there and look 

through the keyhole [Laughs]. When I was younger, maybe five 

probably, it was working, but when I got to be around ten it wasn't 

there. It was there, but it wasn't working. 

KC: Do you remember police being in the neighborhood at any time? 

AD: I never saw them. 

KC: They didn't come up around Rondo? 

AD: They didn' t come up around Carroll. Never saw any. 

9 Rondo Avenue Police Station was located at 334 Rondo. It opened in 1888 when all four city police sub-stations 
opened. They all closed in 1934 when the headquarters building opened at 100 East Eleventh Street downtown. 
10 Welcome Hall Community Center was located at 321 Saint Anthony at Farrington. It was founded in 1916 next to 
Zion Presbyterian Church, a Black mission congregation, by several White Presbyterian congregations and under the 
leadership of Rev. and Mrs. George Camp. The center offered recreational activities, Bible classes, a girls club, and 
the first daycare facility in the Black community. 
11 Zion Presbyterian Church was located at Saint Anthony and Farrington as a Black mission congregation 
sponsored by several White Presbyterian congregations. 
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KC: Was there much crime in the neighborhood? 

AD: Not like it is now [Laughs] . We could leave our doors open, we could go 

around town, go anywhere, go shopping, and corne horne, and nothing 

would be moved. Can you imagine that? I got two locks on that door 

now. [Chuckles] But it was just a beautiful-I think now how well we 

got along in the neighborhood. All the kids played together, all would 

roller skate together in the street, and parents would be mingling and 

talking. And the kids would be out there having a ball. It was just 

wonderful, all these different families, different hues of people. We all 

got along. 

KC: So you're saying the Jews and the Italians and the Blacks and the Swedes 

and .. . 

AD: Yes! The kids all played together out in the street. The boys mostly 

played ball. There were some twins that lived up the street, and they 

were the whitest White people I'd ever seen. They didn't have any rose 

complexion like you have. They were just pale. They were blond. But 

they were cute [Laughs]. Oh my gosh, and there was a real pretty-I 

don't know what nationality she was, but she was a brunette, and she 

would always corne over, and we would play because Momma had fixed 

up the back shed or whatever. It was like a little playhouse for us, and I 

had my dolls out there and everything. She'd corne over and play in my 

backyard, too. 

KC: Did you go down to the playground to play? 
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AD: We didn't do that until we were older. From ten down, we stayed in our 

own neighborhood, in that block, until we were old enough to go down 

there. [Laughs] But later on we did . They had the big swing, then they 

had the little swing. And we'd go down and just play . . . 

KC: You were ten, so this would've been about 1932? 

AD: Well, it was before I got married. 

KC: So, in about 1930, was it still just a whole hue of colors down at the 

playground? 

AD: It was mostly Colored at that time. 

KC: So by the time you were ten, most of the people were Black? 

AD: I would say so. Later, I went to McKinley School,12 and it was still mixed. 

It was just an integrated neighborhood. 

KC: How did growing up in an integrated neighborhood affect you? 

AD: I think it made it nice because we were all friendly . We got along. I 

mean, there wasn't nothing to it. They weren't prejudiced, that's for sure. 

And we weren't prejudiced, so we all got along good. Everybody just 

looked out for the kids, and it didn't make any difference what color 

they were. Their mothers would look out for me. I don't remember all 

the kids' names, but I could remember their faces, and we used to have 

so much fun. My dad, he brought me a little car, a little roadster-and, 

oh, was I popular! [Laughs] The kids would ride on it. I was looking at 

some old pictures - they used to come around and photograph kids, you 

know. And I was in my car, and they took a photograph of me in my 

12 McKinley School was located at 481 Carroll Avenue, between Mackubin, Arundel and Rondo from 1903 -1966. 
Fire destroyed the building in 1977. 
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little car. When I would take it out on the sidewalk, all the kids would 

get on that could get on. Momma didn't like that too much, because they 

can't be all on the car. [Shared Laughter] 

That was so much fun. Well, the Depression13 came, and Daddy lost his 

job. He had a brother out in Seattle, and his mother lived out there, too. 

The next thing I know, he was packing up to go out there, maybe to a 

better life or whatever. And that was one day that I cried so hard, 

because he was trying to explain to me that he was going. I didn't 

understand what was going on. But I knew that my Daddy was leaving. 

KC: How old were you? 

AD: I think I had to be-let's see, I was standing in front of him like that .. . 

KC: Seven or eight? 

13 The Great Depression began around 1929 with the Stock Market crash, and ended in 1941 with America's 
involvement in World War II. 
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AD: Yes. 

KC: Had your Momma been working before? 

AD: No, she didn't have to work until then. My mother-in-law came here to 

live for a while, and then things got rough and she had to go to Seattle, 

and I didn't understand what was going on. When the Depression came 

[Sigh] ... I remember we had a six-room house with hardwood floors, a 

furnace, a stove. I'll never forget that. A gas stove. It was really nice. Our 

furniture was all leather, and we had an old console radio, and Momma 

had a piano because she liked to play. And our house was really nice. In 

fact, I would say that we lived like middle-class people. My father14 was 

making good money, and he'd always come home and teach you how to 

count, with silver dollars and all that stuff. 

KC: Did your father have a degree? 

AD: No, I don't think so. I think he only went through the fourth grade. But 

he got hired onto the train. You know, if you could do the work, there 

was no problem. And he would go up to Seattle and Winnipeg. I've 

never been up there. 

KC: When he left, was this a separation in the marriage, or just for him to 

find a place where there was more work? 

AD: I don't think it was a separation. I'm not sure. People don't like to tell 

little kids what's going on. But that's what happens. 

KC: How long was he gone? 

14 Father Albert Payne 
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Father Albert Payne 

AD: Well, he stayed out there, and he came 

back to visit us. 

KC: So he never moved back? 

AD: No. 

KC: And you never moved out there? 

AD: No. In fact, when he passed, we didn't 

even have money to go out there to the 

funeral, and that hurt pretty bad. 

KC: How old were you? 

AD: When Daddy died, I must've been 

about seventeen. The Depression 

lasted a long time, and about that time, 

the WP A 15 had come in, and my mom 

was working for the WP A. I used to 

come home from school and 

either clean out the stove and tart a fire, or start something to eat. I was 

in high school then. I went to Mechanic Arts.16 So the Depression had to 

still be on. And when I was sixteen, I went down to the Public Safety 

15 WPA: Works Progress (later Project) Administration was a relief measure established in 1935. The WPA provided 
work through programs in highway construction , building construction , slum clearance, reforestation , rural 
rehabilitation, the Federal Writers' Project, the Federal Arts Project, and the Federal Theatre Project. Its average 
employment was 2,300,000. The WPA had employed more than 8,500,000 different persons on 1,410,000 individual 
projects until it was officially terminated June 30, 1943. 
16 Mechanics Arts High School was located between Central, Robert, and Aurora streets from 1911 - 1976. It was 
sold to the state and torn down in 1978. 
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Building,17 in the basement. They had a tailor shop down there, and I 

worked for this lady tailoring. I can't remember her name, but I worked 

for $2 a week. Forty hours. Walked to work, and walked back. And you 

talk about proud! I'm thinking, "I'm makin' money!" [Laugh, Hand Slap] 

Two dollars a week! Oh my goodness! So that was about 1935. 

Liz Payne is seen in the middle of this art class picture from the 1938 M 
- a Mechanic Arts High School student published student activities book 

KC: Now, if you were sixteen and doing that, does that mean that you left 

high school to work? 

AD: No, I did that in the summertime. Yeah, I bought my fall shoes. I never 

will forget. A pair of black suedes. [Laughs] I used to work in the 

summer. But I thought, "Oh boy, this is my first job," and I used to go 

down and get chow mein somewhere down on Robert Street or 

17 The Public Safety Building was located 100 East Eleventh Street on the edge of downtown. 
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something.18 The young women that worked there, they'd bring their 

skirts and jackets down for me to press. 

KC: Where was the Public Safety building then? 

AD: Where it is now. 

KC: The police department? 

AD: Yes. So I was in the basement, working there. 

KC: Was the tailor working for the police department, or she just happened 

to have a shop there? 

AD: I don't know the details, but I know she worked there. Isn't that 

something? That was my first job. 

KC: When your dad left, did your mother get another job? 

AD: She took in wash. I don't know how she knew these people, but their 

name was Love. That was the first time I found out about, uh ... 

women's corning into [Unclear] ... 

KC: Do you want to share that story? 

AD: [Laughs] Well, Morn had to wash the clothes. We were pretty broke. 

Anyway, evidently we were buying the horne, but we lost it. So then, 

some neighbors that lived on Fuller, well his wife had died, and their 

name was McGregor. Her name was Miss Arvilla. I never will forget her. 

She used to visit. They'd visit, back and forth. Well, she died, and we 

lived in that house one winter. I don't think we made it through the 

winter, but Momma would get bricks from the basement or out in the 

backyard. She'd put them on the gas stove to heat them up, so we 

wouldn't freeze. She'd wrap them up in blankets and put them up in 

18 New Han-Kow Cafe was located at 385 Robert Street. 
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bed, during the depression. I remember when we moved, she pulled me 

in a sled, took me over to his house on Fuller. Boy, that was the first time 

I'd ever seen a stove. And it was a big thing! It was way up like that, and 

it was silver, and it had islinglass or something all around, like it was 

plastic. But it wasn't plastic. [Laughs] It was the prettiest thing I'd ever 

seen. You would put the coal in up at the top, and it would come down 

and burn. It was pretty, you know. It'd go all around the stove. And they 

had a thing underneath it. 

We were homeless, you might say, until Mr. McGregor let us live at his 

house. And he was a redcap,19 worked on the depot.20 I remember they 

used to give tips down there, and we ate off of the tips. We bought his 

furniture, paid for the house and whatnot, with his salary. They bought 

that house for about $4,000. It was a nice house ... 

KC: So, his wife had died? 

AD: Yes. 

KC: Did he have children? 

AD: No. He had had two sons, but they died when they were young. So he 

started renting the upstairs out. And we had the upstairs. 

KC: Where was your mother working then? 

AD: Well, she wasn't taking in washing then. That's when the WPA came in. 

That was when I was nineteen. And I remember ironing and starching 

19 Redcap Porters worked at the Saint Paul Union Depot. The uniform included a red cap, so as to be easily 
identifiable by passengers. Redcaps' salaries were minimal and they supported their families mostly through tips. 
Responsibilities included carrying baggage for travelers, mopping floors, polishing brass, parking cars, and cleaning 
offices. 
20 Saint Paul Union Depot is located at 214 East Fourth Street on the southeast side of downtown. 

19 

Ron
do

 O
ral

 H
ist

ory
 P

roj
ec

t 

Minn
es

ota
 H

ist
ori

ca
l S

oc
iet

y



their uniforms. They were green. She was a matron, because she didn't 

know how to sew. She cleaned toilets. 

KC: Where did the WP A work out of? 

AD: I don't know where their offices were or anything. She may have told 

me, but I didn't remember that. All I knew is she worked for the WPA. 

KC: So when you lost the house during the Depression ... 

AD: Yes, I'm going back to that. So, then we rented a house out to some 

poorer White people. They had gotten off the farm. They couldn't make 

it out there, and they sent their boys to the CCC Camp,21 whatever that 

was. Do you know? We rented the house out for $9 a month! And they 

would come over to 494 Fuller and pay it in pennies! I mean, it must've 

been a pretty hard Depression. Yes, it was! And because I was adopted, 

or because I was dependent, the welfare started giving us surplus food. 

KC: So you didn't lose the house on Carroll, since you rented it out? 

AD: Well, we couldn't pay for it. But we rented, because I guess you had a 

certain length of time before they really took it away from you or 

something. Isn't that something? Boy oh boy, for $9 a month. 

KC: Did you ever move back into the house? 

AD: No. We could've moved back, if we'd have had $200, but we didn't have 

it. 

KC: Did the White folks buy the house? 

AD: I don't know what happened. I really don't. 

KC: What was the address on Carroll, of the house you rented out? 

21 Civilian Conservation Corps Camps were created in 1933 to provide work for young men who could not find work 
during the Depression. The goal of this program was to solve two serious problems, unemployment and natural 
resource degradation. 
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AD: 403. 

KC: What was the address on Fuller, where you moved? 

AD: 494. 

KC: Did you continue to stay there until you grew up? 

AD: Yes. The Mount Olivet Baptist Church was right there on the corner of 

Central. That's where I met my husband. [Giggles] We had to court for 

two years, because I wasn't old enough to be going around. 

KC: How old were you when you met your husband? 

AD: Oh, about sixteen. I was going to the Hallie Q. Brown22 like it was my 

second horne, which it was. The group that I belonged to over there 

would have carnivals. After the carnival, we'd have a party with the 

money we made. All the young men had to wear white coats, and I made 

my dress, because I was always tall, and store-bought dresses were too 

short for me. So morn started buying material, and she brought material 

horne and patterns. She said, "You're on your own." And I started 

sewing by hand. 

KC: Wow! 

AD: Yeah! I made my first formal. Oh, it was pretty - purple flowers on a 

white background. It was flared out. And then a jacket, too. It was pretty. 

22 Hallie Q. Brown Community Center was opened in 1929 as a community center specifically to serve the Black 
community when the Black YWCA closed in 1928. Hallie Q, as it is affectionately known, has served all ages through 
child care, youth and senior clubs, athletics, music and social events. The original location was in the Union Hall at 
Aurora and Kent Streets. In1972, Hallie relocated in the Martin Luther King Building at 270 Kent Street at Iglehart in 
Saint Paul. The center's namesake was an educator who pioneered the movement of Black women's clubs in the 
late 1800's. 
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KC: Did you figure this out all by yourself, or did somebody teach you to 

sew? 

AD: I took some sewing at school, but I also taught myself. We had those 

little houses around McKinley School where we would go to sew. And 

the first thing we made was an apron, a white apron. Everybody had to 

make this apron, and that was the first time I'd used a machine. The first 

thing I did was make the needle go right through my finger. 

KC: Oh, ouch! 

AD: So they had to corne and lift it out. 

KC: You didn't have a sewing machine at horne? 

AD: No, we didn't have a sewing machine. I had to sew by hand. I couldn't 

use a thimble at that time. My finger was black. [Laughs] But I'd stay up 

all night and make a formal. You could get material for about ten cents a 

yard. Five yards would do it. We made formals all the time, because we 

had parties from our club. 

KC: What was the name of the club you were in? 

AD: It was a girls' group. It wasn't Girl Scouts, it was something else. We 

were all teenagers, and Finney's mother used to corne in and teach us 

about cosmetology. She was working out of that business. She had to go 

to Chicago and get some studying and whatnot. She was really good. 

KC: How old was she? 

AD: I don't know. I think she was pretty young, because she took in her 

seventeen-year-old sister [Barbara Vassar], the baby of the family. And 

she kind of raised her after her mother died. There were seven girls in 

that family, the Vassar girls. Well, Kitty [Eula Vassar Taylor Murphy] 
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and her sister, I went to school with them. And her mother could sew. 

She sewed and made a coat for me at one time. She was David Taylor's 

grandmother. 

KC: So, Lola Finney was Lola Vassar Finney. 

AD: Yes. 

KC: Was she that much older than you? 

AD: Yes. Kitty and I should be about the same age, though. Maybe she's a 

year older. And her next sister was Josephine. She was in my class. She 

was very smart. In fact, she was-what do you call it, where you 

graduate from elementary school at the top of a class? She and a White 

boy were the two smartest kids in the school. Myrtle. Myrtle Vassar. 

KC: So, were there weekly dances, and then occasionally very formal dances? 

AD: Yes, they were formal. No, they weren't weekly, but we would be selling 

cookies and different things like that. Whenever we made money, well 

eventually we wanted to have a dance. And we could, so we did. I can't 

remember now, what our music was about. But it was good, because we 

danced. At Hallie Q. Brown, when it used to be over on Aurora and 

Kent. 

KC: Was it records, or was it live music? 

AD: I can't remember. We used to have music down at the Welcome Hall. But 

it would be somebody playing the piano or something like that. 

KC: Did you dance to that, too? 

AD: Yes we did. Miss Camp would say, "Now, children, you have to dance 

because you're going horne at eight or ten o'clock," whatever it was. And 
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she'd make us dance. [Jointed Laughter] Oh, dear, it was fun. They had a 

lot of projects over there. I used to draw ... 

KC: At the Welcome Home? 

AD: At Hallie Q. Brown. I drew a picture one time. It was a woman, and it 

was a real pretty picture. I put it in a contest, and I never saw that picture 

again. So I dropped out of all contests. I felt hurt because they'd taken it 

away from me. I thought I was going to get it back, you know? Maybe I 

didn't understand what the program was about. 

KC: So you're a good artist? 

AD: Yes. It runs in the family. I have a niece who draws people, and she gets 

two or three hundred dollars for a portrait. 

KC: Oh, how wonderful. 

AD: I could do that, because we had it at Mechanic Arts. We had to draw 

everybody in the class. Everybody had their turn to be a model. And, 

what was his name? Russell? Oh, he was a good artist. The teacher who 

taught us, I can't remember her name, but her head used to shake. She 

was an artist always. And Miss [Katherine A.] Tschida used to be the 

counselor down there at Mechanic Arts. I loved art. But then, I loved 

economics, too. I got triple A in home economics because I could darn 

real good. You know, like, if a sock needed mending, I could mend that 

real good. 

KC: And obviously you did well in making all of these formals that you 

made. 

AD: Ohyes. 

KC: Do you remember what the music was, or artists that you used to like? 
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AD: I can't remember ... I'll have to ask Janabelle Taylor. She could probably 

tell you. 

KC: I'm going to meet with her next week. 

AD: Are you really? That's going to be interesting. We're the same age. We 

had something here, down to the Sterling Club,23 not too long ago. It was 

a birthday party for Betty Cooper. She was ninety-three. Jane and I got a 

prize for being eighty-two years old. [Joined Laughter] 

KC: What other things did you do at Hallie Q. Brown, besides the Girls' Club 

and the dances? 

AD: Oh, well the boys had basketball and all that stuff. And they'd always 

have someone come in and talk to us about different things. We made 

candy and, as I said, we would sell cookies and candy. There was always 

something to do over there. 

KC: Would you make the cookies and candy there and sell them, or would 

you make them at home? 

AD: No, I think the cookies were bought. I don't think we made the cookies. I 

think we got them from a company. What were they? Might've been Girl 

Scout cookies or something. There was a certain name. And we'd take 

orders for them. Whoever had the most customers-I was never good at 

selling. [Laughs] I started out with some perfume years and years ago, 

when I was around ten or eleven or twelve, but to me, at that time, it 

looked like water-colored water, or something. I didn't like that. 

[Laughs] 

23 The Sterling Club, founded in 1919, was located at 315 North Dale Street until 1978 when it moved to 300 North 
Saint Albans. 
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KC: How many days a week would you be at Hallie Q. Brown? 

AD: I went there every day after school. You'd just choose what you wanted 

to do, and do it. Then they had classes, you know, because we were 

growing up. You'd have to think of different things that you might want 

to do in life, and research it. I'd go to the library quite a bit. 

KC: Which library would you go to? 

AD: Downtown Library.24 I liked that. It was so quiet. 

KC: You liked to go research and study there? 

AD: Yes. 

KC: What other things would you go downtown to do? 

AD: I didn' t do too much downtown. Just look in the windows. At that time, 

they were beautiful. All the stores had windows. We'd go down there for 

recreation on Sundays, just to look at the windows. 

KC: Now when you were downtown, did you see very many other Black 

faces? 

AD: Yes, because we were a group of Black people going down. [Laughs] 

KC: But besides your group of Black people going down there, would you 

run into any problems downtown Saint Paul? 

AD: No. Isn't that something? When you compare-this is a different world 

we're living in now. There was no fear, and we didn't think about 

throwing rocks or anything like that. No, we'd just go around town and 

look at the pretty clothes and everything in the windows. 

KC: The clothes stores were all downtown, but did you do most of your other 

shopping on Rondo? 

24 Central Library, opened in 1917, is located at 90 West Fourth Street in downtown Saint Paul. 
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AD: We did a lot of it there, yes. 

KC: You went to the grocery store? 

AD: Yes. 

KC: Do you remember the grocery store you went to? 

AD: We went to Miller's. 

KC: Gladys Miller's, right? 

AD: Yes. 

KC: And you went to the beauty shop on Rondo, at Mrs. Finney's. 

AD: Yes. And the shoe shop-Anderson's shoe shop.25 And Zweig's Grocery 

Store.26 He was a Jew on Arundel and Rondo. 

KC: Were they open into the evening like our stores are, or did you have to 

get there during ... 

AD: I think they were open in the evening. [Pause] Not too late, but a 

reasonable time. 

KC: Maybe like six 0' clock? 

AD: It was a little later than that, I think. Because people who did work, 

they'd stop to get groceries on the way horne. 

[Map Shuffling] 

AD: It looked like we had stores on every corner. There was Newman's27 on 

Central and Rondo. There was another store down on Western. 

KC: What kind of store was Newman's? 

AD: Newman's was a grocery store. And Doroshow28 was across from Mount 

25 Anderson's Shoe Shop, owned by Robert Anderson, was located on 460 Rondo between Mackubin and Kent. 
26 Zweig Grocery was owned by Abraham Nissenzweig, and located at 441 Rondo Avenue. 
27 Newman's Grocery Store was located at 319 West Central Avenue at Rondo, and was owned by Michael 
Newman. 
28 Doroshow Grocery, located at 500 West Central Avenue, was owned by Jacob Doroshow. 
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Olivet Baptist Church.29 They were Jewish; they had a store there. But 

she'd get so mad at me because I went down to the other store on the 

other corner. I thought, "I can go to any store I want to go to!" [Joined 

laughter] 

KC: So it sounds like you shopped at a lot of different grocery stores. 

AD: Oh yes. There was one with a funny name, over on University. And we 

were close to that. They had a butcher shop, and I would go over there. 

KC: Did you go to University very much? 

AD: Yes. To Faust Theater.3o And we used to go to Beaux Arts31 up on Selby. 

When I was younger, they'd let Momma corne into the theater and get 

me out, because 1'd sit and watch over and over and over! [Laughter] 

I think it cost me five or ten cents to go there, but 1'd watch it over and 

over. Morn would corne up to the thing, and he'd say, "Oh, yeah, you go 

in and get her." [Laughter] Oh, gosh. We'd even take fudge. They used 

to have a grocery night or something like that, and you could win a bag 

of groceries or something. This is still in the Depression, you know. And 

I think one time we won a bag of groceries. They'd call you up to the 

stage. 

KC: Now, were these talkie movies when you were real young? 

AD: I don't think they were. I think there were letters up there. 

KC: And then a pianist playing music? 

AD: I think so. Boy, which was awhile ago. 

29 Mount Olivet Baptist Church was originally Saint Paul Baptist Church . It is located at 505 Central Avenue . 
30 Faust Theater, built in 1911 as a family movie theater, was located at 626 West University Avenue near Dale 
Street. The theater closed in the late 1960's when the building became an evangelical church. In 1970 it reopened as 
a sex oriented movie theater until the city purchased it and closed in March 1989. The building was razed in 1995. 
31 Beaux Arts Theater was located at 391 Selby Avenue. 
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KC: My adopted grandmother was a pianist and played music at theaters. 

AD: Did she? 

KC: Yes, during the Depression. She lived on Laurel and Mackubin. 

AD: Really? Oh, gosh. 

[Tape Interruption] 

AD: It was 1938 and we wanted to get married. And at that time, jobs were 

limited. He tried to get a job over here on Grand A venue, I think, 

washing cars. They said he was too short. He went where his father was, 

in Omaha, to try to get a job. I wrote him a letter, and I told him to come 

back and try harder here, because I didn't want him down there. 

[Laughs] Anyhow, he finally landed a job. He would walk from here, the 

ten-hundred block on Carroll, to Armour Company32 every day, looking 

for a job. And you've got 2,500 men out there. One day, they came out 

and called for a sheep butcher. And he was a sheep butcher, like his 

father and uncle. It ran in the family. They taught him how to skin a 

sheep. He got hired that day, and then we started planning our wedding. 

[Laughs] Oh dear. I had a cedar chest. I've still got the whole cedar 

chest. And I embroidered quite a bit. That embroidery thing right there, 

that's probably fifty, sixty years old. 

KC: Wow ... 

AD: You can't see it so good, but it's there. 

KC: On the table? 

AD: Right. [Laugh] 

32 Armour Packing Plant was located on Armour Avenue, 2+ blocks east of Concord Avenue in South Saint Paul. 
The plant was open from 1919 to 1979, covering about 40 acres. Because this was one of the few industries that 
hired blacks, many from Rondo took the streetcar to South Saint Paul. 

29 

Ron
do

 O
ral

 H
ist

ory
 P

roj
ec

t 

Minn
es

ota
 H

ist
ori

ca
l S

oc
iet

y



KC: Oh, that's beautiful! So you were about eighteen when you were going to 

get married? 

AD: Right! 

KC: What was your wedding like? 

AD: Well, I'll tell you, my husband had sinned. He had married another lady 

first. She had tricked him, and told him that she was pregnant. So 

naturally, he married her. And she wasn't pregnant, so he had to get a 

divorce before we could marry. That took about six months or so. But we 

didn't want to wait that long, so we drove our old car to Iowa and got 

married. That car was a Willis. Did you ever hear of any? 

KC: No. 

AD: And we painted it. [Laughs] It was his car. He didn't pay but about 

seven dollars for it. Can you imagine that? And it ran! [Laughs] Anyhow, 

that's the way we moved from separate homes. He had stuff to move, 

and we got a house. We rented a house over here, and we both lived in 

the same house. I went one direction, he went in another, but we wound 

up both wanting the same house. It was eighteen dollars and fifty cents 

for the upstairs. For four rooms and an alcove. 

KC: Where was it? 

AD: Saint Anthony and Arundel. 

KC: So, how did your family take it? Did you tell your family you were going 

to Iowa to get married? 

AD: Yes, to be legit. 

KC: So, he didn't need a divorce in Iowa? 

AD: He got a divorce. 
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KC: So why didn't you get married in Minnesota? 

AD: I don't know. 

KC: If he was already divorced ... 

AD: I don't know why we didn't get married in Minnesota. Maybe that's 

because we didn't have enough gas to get too far. I don't know. That's a 

good question. There must've been a reason. 

KC: How long did you live in this house that you found? 

AD: I think we lived there about a year. We found a cheaper house over on 

Carroll, right next door to my mother-in-Iaw33, for thirteen fifty. And 

Mrs. Ewing was her name, [she was the landlord]. She rented it to us for 

thirteen fifty upstairs. The whole house was painted gray, all the way 

through-all the woodwork, everything. So naturally, we painted it. We 

painted the kitchen bright, like this, and then green trim. We painted all 

the rooms. And we fixed it up so pretty, that people thought we'd been 

there for twenty years when they'd come by. We'd go to the old dump. 

You could go there, then. You could find old [Unclear], pictures, and old 

tables. Or maybe you'd find a basket or something. And we'd bring 

them home and paint them up. People thought we were rich. 

KC: Where was the old dump, then? 

AD: I don't remember where it was, but I know we went! It might've been on 

the west side. It was so big! We'd just wander around. But then it got to 

the points where they didn't even want you to come to the dump. Well, 

they wouldn't let women get out of the car. That hurt my feelings so bad. 

Because [Laugh] I could find some real cute things, you know. You'd 

33 Mother-in-law was Pearl Dawan. 
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find - maybe they were antiques, I don't know what they were. But we'd 

bring them home and clean them up, and shine them up, and paint the 

frames of pictures, and put them out. People thought we were buying a 

whole lot of stuff, but we weren't. [Laugh] But we went downtown and 

bought three rooms of furniture. I forget how much they let us have-we 

paid two and a half a month on it. 

KC: Two dollars and fifty cents? 

AD: Yes! [Laughs] And we did that about a year before we got the house. We 

wanted to live independent. We had our pantry full, and we bought a 

ton of coal. [Laughs] I'll never forget! So when we came back from Iowa, 

we had our own place. 

KC: How long did you have to pay on the furniture, two dollars and fifty 

cents a month, before you owned it. 

AD: I don't know. We started either six months or a year before. It wasn't too 

bad. We had a maroon couch and a chair to match, and end tables. We 

had a stove that was only fifty dollars, but it flashed on, and when 

people came to visit, they hadn't seen gas come on like that, and they'd 

want to play with it. [Laughter] Oh! I tell you. We were toughs, you 

know. 

KC: Did you have children? 

AD: No. That was the only thing that was a sad thing. But my other adopted 

sister34 - she was adopted by another family - she's got eight, so I've got 

nieces and nephews galore. 

KC: So you've made contact with your biological family, your adopted sister? 

34 Sister was Margaret Bennett of Saint Paul. 
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AD: My sister who was adopted by another family. 

KC: Your biological sister? 

AD: Yes. We look just alike. She's two years younger than I am. And she had 

eight children, so she made up for it. [Laughs] 

KC: How did you happen to find her? 

AD: Well, we weren't lost from each other. My mother knew their mother, 

and they corresponded, and then we started visiting when we were little 

kids. 

KC: So your mom helped keep that connection going. 

AD: Yes. 

KC: That's wonderful. 

AD: Yes, it is. Otherwise, I wouldn't have known my sister. I'll show you a 

picture of her. She ... 

KC: This is a picture of the two of you? And one of her children? 

AD: One of her grandchildren. 

KC: Oh, that's great. Now, were you working then, when you had the house, 

and were paying two-fifty a month to get your furniture? 

AD: No. I wasn't working. I didn't start working until 1946. My mother-in

law worked; she was a single parent. I got tired of being at home, and 

not having too much to do. I used to mop my floor on my hands and 

knees. Uoined Laughter] Don't do it anymore! Anyway, so in 1946, I 

went down to Butwin Sportswear.35 My mother-in-law was telling me, 

"Liz, the way you love to sew, you ought to sew for money." And I went 

35 Butwin Sportswear Co. was located on the sixth floor of 366 Wacouta. Its slogan was "Originators of STYLE in 
Sportswear" and it was owned by Jacob G. Butwin . 
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to the factory, Butwin Sportswear. Mr. Butwin, he was a great man. I 

looked through the office, to see what the women were doing. Ooh! 

Those women - I have to demonstrate this to you. They were throwing 

coats! Zoop, zoop, zoop, zoop! Doing that. They could sew! Scared me to 

death! [Laughs] I had never seen the power of machine before. 

Meanwhile, in the office, the man had me do something, to see how 

dexterous I was. And they hired me. They didn't just hire me to start. I 

worked on the floor for a while, turning coats for the seamstresses. Then, 

they put me in the pocket-maker corner, with the rest of the pocket 

makers. And I was going to learn how to make pockets. Well, I didn't 

know what was going on behind my back, but there were about fourteen 

pocket makers who went up to the union, because they didn't want to 

work with a Black person. The union told them, "Well, no, you don't 

have to work with her. You can work somewhere else." I didn't know 

that, at the time. And I was the only Black pocket maker at Butwin 

Sportswear. 

KC: So, did they ask you to leave, or did they leave? 

AD: They didn't leave. I didn't leave. I made up my mind. I was going to be 

the best pocket maker I could be, and they just carne around. [Laughs] 

KC: 1948. Wow! How long did you work for Butwin's? 

AD: I worked about sixteen years. 

KC: Did you do things besides making pockets? 

AD: Yes, I finished . And if they had anything else, I could do it, too. We made 

gloves one year, because things were kind of slow, and I could do that, 

too. I could do anything that was sewing. 

34 

Ron
do

 O
ral

 H
ist

ory
 P

roj
ec

t 

Minn
es

ota
 H

ist
ori

ca
l S

oc
iet

y



KC: Now you were making all of your own clothes, I assume, during this 

time. 

AD: No I wasn't. My husband liked to buy me clothes, and he bought me a 

dress every week. 

KC: Wow! 

AD: Yes, he spoiled me, too, to aT. 

KC: How long did he work for Armour? 

AD: Over thirty years. And he had an accident in 1969. His mom and I were 

glad that he did, because usually when men come out of Armour, or a 

place like that, they' re so full of arthritis that they can hardly walk. But 

he was still doing good. He fell on his right knee. And he crushed the 

bone, there. He came home-a friend brought him home from 

Armour's. They should have taken him to the hospital, but they didn't. 

Joe Webb brought him home. He had worked nine hours that day. I'll 

never forget it. December 22, the day before my birthday. And, you 

know, my husband could take a lot of pain. I knew it hurt, but I didn't 

know it was that bad. At midnight, he just couldn't take it anymore. So 

we went down to Ancker36-Regions [Hospital]-whatever you call it. 

They called four doctors in there. Took x-rays of him. They kept looking 

at these x-rays, and looking at my husband, because he wasn't moaning 

or crying or anything. And to think that he crushed that, and was like 

that, [standing] on cement, and then not give in to the pain. They could 

36 Ancker Hospital opened in 1872 as the City and County Hospital. In 1923 it was renamed in honor of its late 
superintendent Arthur B. Ancker. Over the years it encompassed 12 buildings over several acres with a mailing 
address at 495 Jefferson. In 1965 it moved to 640 Jackson Street and was renamed Saint Paul Ramsey Hospital. It 
was renamed Saint Paul-Ramsey Medical Center in 1977, and since 1997 it has been called Regions Hospital. 

35 

Ron
do

 O
ral

 H
ist

ory
 P

roj
ec

t 

Minn
es

ota
 H

ist
ori

ca
l S

oc
iet

y



hardly believe it. And they were mad at Armour' s, for sending him 

home like that. It was 1969, then, when he broke his knee. We were 

down there at 494 Fuller. That's when we had Reverend Gardner looking 

for houses for us. He was building houses at that time. So he took us out 

to Wheelock Parkway and showed us some houses he built, and we liked 

them. But we said, "We don't want to live out there. We want to live in 

town." So we gave him the money to buy 

these lots, next door to this one here. It was 

a house on the back of this lot. A big 

old green something. He bought the 

lots, and he started building the houses. 

We said for him to build Mom's first, 

because she was older. And he started 

on hers in February or something like 

that. Then they started on ours. Ours 

Mother-in-law Pearl Dawan 
with Anisha 

was finished in November. We moved in November 3, 1973. 

KC: So you decided to live at Milton and Portland. Now, if we look back to 

when you were a child, would you mostly use public transportation, or 

did you have a car when your dad was around? 

AD: No, we didn't have a car. We used public transportation. 

KC: You'd take the streetcar? 

AD: The Rondo streetcar. 

KC: What about when you were in high school? 

AD: Well, we mostly walked in high school. Oh, we walked everywhere. But 

it wasn't like a chore. It was fun, because we were socializing. It tickled 
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me, when we first went to Marshall High.37 There was Frances 

Goodman. She was a Jewish girl. She used to walk with us. We'd all go 

to school together. But when we started in high school, we did not know 

Frances Goodman. She was dressed to a T. I'm just telling you this 

because before then, she dressed like we did, poor. [Laughs] But when 

she got to be a teenager and went to Marshall High, those Jews dressed 

her up fabulously. And she knew she was fabulous and she kind of 

moved away from us. [Laugh] Clothes can make the difference. 

KC: Now, you went to Mechanic Arts38 and Marshall High? 

AD: Yes. 

KC: Which years did you go to Marshall High? 

AD: First. 

KC: And then you went to Mechanic Arts when you were a junior and a 

senior? 

AD: Yes. 

KC: So were most of your friends Jewish, or Black, or White, or ... 

AD: When we were kids, they were all that. But when you get older, and it 

makes a difference with the clothes, and . .. [Laughs]. It' s something, . 
but, I figure like this, "Well, they weren' t friends anyway, you know?" 

Because if you can't go thick and thin, well, you're not friends. That's all 

there is to that. But mostly, [Black] kids stuck with the Black group. We 

37 Marshall School was built in 1925 at Grotto - Holly - Ashland - St. Albans. It was Marshall Junior High from 1926 
- 1937. In 1937, 10th grade was added, in 1938, 11 th grade, and in 1939, 12th grade was added, making it a Junior 
and Senior High School with graduating classes from 1940 to 1952. It returned to junior high only in 1952. Webster 
Elementary School was built on the same site in 1926. The two buildings were connected in 1975 and become 
Webster Magnet Elementary School. 
38 Mechanic Arts High School was located between Central, Robert, and Aurora, from 1911 - 1976. It was sold to 
the state and torn down in 1978. 
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were all in the hood, and we all went to school together. Pick up one, 

and go to the next house and pick up the other one. We'd all take a route 

to come that way, to go to school together. 

KC: When you got married in 1938, what was your life like? What was your 

name when you got married? 

AD: Payne. But I didn't go by McGregor. [George McGregor was my 

stepfather.] 

KC: What was your husband's name? 

AD: Clifford Combs. We were Combs 

until we came into Islam. 

KC: And when did you come into Islam? 

AD: In 1967. When it was the old regime, 

with Elijah Muhammed in Chicago. 

You know his doctrine. I don't suppose 

you've heard of it. 

KC: I think I have. 

AD: So we came in 1967, and the first thing 

I did was order a Koran. It came from 

Palestine and I read it. We read it. It said 

Clifford Dawan 

in there that Islam was a world religion. All people, one God. So that was 

when we made the change. A lot of people didn't. There are still some 

people who think that [Chuckle] the Black man is God and the White 

man is the devil. But that's not the real religion. And I've been on Hajj39. 

KC: Now you'll have to educate me. What is Hajj? 

39 Hajj is a pilgrimage to Mecca in Saudi Arabia that every adult who follows Islamic traditions makes once a lifetime. 
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AD: Hajj. You have to go once in a lifetime. Every Muslim does, if you can 

afford it-to Saudi Arabia, where the Kabah40 is. Remember when 

Malcolm X went to the Hajj? He came back and he was different, because 

he knew what the truth was. 

KC: Right. 

AD: So the conversion came in 1967, and I lost all my Christian friends. They 

said, "Oh, you have to wear all that regalia? And don't eat pork 

anymore, and" -oh, you know. But we stayed in it, truly. 

KC: What year did you do your Hajj? 

AD: 1994. I was trying to go in 1993, but I didn't realize that the World Trade 

Center was blown up. And they wouldn't let us come to New York, 

because the Kennedy airport was closed. Everything. Everything was 

shut down. So a couple that I worked for had Ramadan Meat and 

Seafood41 restaurants and butcher shop over in North Minneapolis. They 

were going. I was happy for them and everything, but I knew I couldn't 

go. And they told the Saudi Embassy that there was an elderly sister 

who'd like to go. They paid my airfare. 

KC: How wonderful! 

AD: Yes. All I had was four hundred dollars. I took my four hundred dollars 

when I got over there, and went to the bank, and it's three times as 

much. So I was rich. [Chuckle] I bought the prettiest prayer rug, and a 

dress. I paid two hundred dollars for that. It was really something. 

KC: Have your Christian friends come back around and reconnected? 

40 Kabah is the site of the first house was built by Prophet Abraham. Followers of Islam pray facing it. 
41 Ramadan Meat and Seafood was located at Broadway and Penn in Minneapolis. 
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AD: Not really. They don't understand. When I came back from Hajj, I think I 

spoke with them down at the Hallie Q. Brown. I told them some things. 

It was kind of funny, I said, but women can't drive over there. I said, "If 

you think you're going to jump in the car, you're wrong. The man has to 

be with you. /I I told them a lot of the funny parts. And I told them some 

of the bad parts, too. You see a lot of poverty, even in a rich country. We 

were sleeping in a depot. We should've gone with a group. We just went 

man, wife, and friend, by ourselves. You don't travel like that. It's not 

good. So we had to sleep on the floor in the depot. [Laughs] We bought 

some little mats, and one of us would stay awake and watch the other 

two. But if we'd have been in a group, we'd have all been together, and 

we would all have been, you know-protected like that. Anyway, we 

made Hajj . We did everything we were supposed to do. And meanwhile, 

we got questioned about our God. Because if you believe like [Louis 

Farrakhan], you do not get into Mecca. I don't know how he did that. 

KC: They won't let . .. 

AD: Non-Muslims in. 

KC: And they won't let Farrakhan into Mecca? 

AD: He went to Mecca, but he evidently lied at the time, because he was 

spouting this other religion. But they take you at your word. And 

another thing, we had a warning slip, and it said on there, " If anybody 

brings drugs in, or liquor in there, you get killed!" They killed three 

people over there while we were over there. 

KC: What interested you? Why did you come into Islam? 
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AD: We had been to every church in Saint Paul. And the people in church 

were doing the same things that people on the street were doing. You 

know-preachers, deacons, and everyone. My mother-in-law got fed up 

with it. We all got fed up. So we just started going to different churches. 

Meanwhile, her grandson knew some people who were Muslim. Black 

people. But outwardly you wouldn't know it, because everybody was 

down on Muslims. They took us over to the Masjid-An-Nur Mosque42 in 

Minneapolis. He told us, "Muslims don't eat people./I So we went over, 

and we heard the sermon. We joined the first time we heard it, all three 

of us. One God of all people. There were certain rules and regulations 

that you had to follow. You don't eat pork, women have to be covered 

when they go out, and things like that. So we joined. We liked it. As I 

said, we lost our Christian friends [Chuckle], but I don't care. 

KC: Have you made a lot of new Muslim friends? 

AD: Oh, sure. Oh, yes. Every Friday, we go to prayer. Right now I'm 

preparing for the convention in September. That's if we don't have war 

over here by then. 

KC: Where's the convention? 

AD: In Chicago. The activities are going to be at the Hyatt Regency for the 

Muslims this year. 

KC: Is it always in Chicago? 

AD: Yes, it's always in Chicago. 

KC: And you said that you go to services on Friday? 

42 Masjid-An-Nur Mosque was located at 4th Avenue and 38th Street in Minneapolis until 1996 when it moved to 
Lyndale and 18th Avenue North in Minneapolis. 
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AD: Yes. We go over north, to the Masjid AI-Nur Mosque. But they've got 

plenty all over. We were going to Minneapolis all the time anyway, for 

the last thirty-five years. So we might as well keep on going to 

Minneapolis. [Laughs] They've got one over here on University, but it's 

too crowded. If anything were to happen, we would never get out of 

there. I think it's on A von and University. 

KC: Do the men and women pray together? 

AD: They pray in the same room, but the men are up front, and the women 

are in the back. 

KC: What time are services? 

AD: One o'clock on Fridays. 

KC: So tomorrow is your prayer day. 

AD: That's why I don't work on Friday. I told them I wanted to be off on 

Friday. That's why I work five hours instead of four. 

KC: There's five times a day that you pray? 

AD: Yes. 

KC: Are we getting close? 

AD: Yes, we are close. 

KC: Is there anything else that you want to share with me? This has been 

wonderful. 

AD: Probably so, but we are out of time. 

[Laughs] 

KC: Thank you. 

Anisha Dawan 

in front of the home she and Cliff built - July 1983 
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