
HIST 388-A: Practices in Public History: History and Memory in Chester 

Professor Jordan Smith (jbsmith3@widener.edu) 

Mondays 6-8:45pm on Zoom 

Office Hours: M 10-11; T 3-5; W 10-11; TH 9-10 

Class Zoom Link: https://widener.zoom.us/j/93743413564 

Office Hours Zoom Link: https://widener.zoom.us/j/8170458448 

Situated thirteen miles southwest of Philadelphia, Chester is the most impoverished city in 
Pennsylvania, nestled within its richest county. Residents often tout its historical prominence—as 
site of William Penn’s first landing in Pennsylvania, the home of Sun Shipyards, and the setting for 
Martin Luther King’s seminary school education. However, structural inequalities have prevented 
these and other histories from being consistently memorialized. That is changing, however. The 
Delaware County Historical Society has opened a headquarters in Chester with the purpose of 
preserving and teaching the county’s history. Other groups of community members are in the midst 
of grassroots efforts to convert two sites—the former YWCA building and an old Presbyterian 
church—into local history museums. And the Pennsylvania Humanities Council has channeled 
energy and resources into a humanities-based community initiative called “Chester Made.” Each 
group of stakeholders remains committed to preserving and interpreting the history of Chester, 
though their exact priorities, methods, and opinions sometimes vary. 
 The primary objective of this course is to use the community in which Widener University is 

located as a lens through which to view how various stakeholders understand and interpret local 

histories. The course will combine theoretical and experiential lessons. The former will provide 

students with a greater understanding of how public historians define “history” and “memory,” and 

the current best practices of archive management, historic preservation, story collecting, historical 

interpretation, and exhibit design. The experiential component of this course will then invite 

students to consider how these practices work in an underresourced city such as Chester. We will 

schedule meetings with various community partners to learn more about their missions, their 

greatest challenges, and their visions for the future. We will take these viewpoints into consideration 

as the class works toward a culminating experience: a traveling museum exhibit narrating the history 

of the mid-twentieth century Chester NAACP chapter, and its president, George Raymond. 

There are four primary learning outcomes for the class: 
 

1. Through classroom experiences and the completion of course readings, students will 
be exposed to many of the major themes central to the study of local history and the 
practice of public history.  
 
Particular attention will be paid to the ways in which Chester’s history of racial and 
economic segregation shapes the realities of local commemoration.  
 

2. Students will reflect on the twentieth-century history of Chester with a particular 
focus on the city’s reliance on socially and economically unsustainable policies.  
 

https://widener.zoom.us/j/93743413564
https://widener.zoom.us/j/8170458448


We will especially consider how law enforcement strategies, urban planning initiatives, and 
social welfare programs created durable schisms along racial and economic fault lines. 
Students will also conduct original archival research aimed at questioning how the local 
NAACP’s activism may have proposed more sustainable—and usually unrealized—visions 
for Chester’s future. Finally, by engaging with community partners and creating a tangible 
final project, students will participate in shaping a more sustainable future for the city of 
Chester.  
 

3. Students will gain new insights into leadership both in twentieth-century Chester and 
in the applied public humanities.  
 
Through their research, students will evaluate NAACP chapter President George Raymond’s 
success in identifying community priorities, building local support, and incorporating diverse 
perspectives. Students will put their own leadership skills to the test as they work 
collaboratively to research and design a segment of a travelling museum exhibit. This 
practicum will ultimately allow students to reflect on what leadership skills are most crucial 
for museum professionals. 
 

4. Students will refine their oral and written communication skills.  
 
Special attention will be paid to communicate using concise and publicly accessible writing 
and visual evidence. 

 
Grade Breakdown 
25% Class participation. Be in class, active in your learning, attentive, and respectful. 
35% Action Items. Complete weekly action items in a timely and professional manner.  
40% Capstone Project. Design and create a historically rigorous museum panel. Please note that 
while this assignment will be completed in groups, final grades may differ based on each person’s 
contributions to the group’s success. The grade will also depend on the quality of drafts and the level 
of revisions undertaken. 
 
Schedule of Class Meetings 
Please note that because of the project that we are working on, the number of guest speakers scheduled, and the state of 
the world, deadlines, reading assignments, and topics of discussion may change. I will communicate these changes to you 
through your Widener email, so please be sure to stay in touch. Alternatively, if you or a family member is diagnosed 
with Covid-19, please be in touch and we will find a way for you to still succeed in this course. 
 
August 24: Introductions 
Before Class: Read Charlie Savage, “When the Culture Wars Hit Fort Wayne,” Politico, July 31, 2020 
In Class: Go over Syllabus. Discuss the article with an emphasis on what could have been done to 
prevent what happened in Fort Wayne. 
 
August 31: Inequality in Twentieth-Century Chester 
Before Class: Read Christopher Mele, Race and the Politics of Deception (New York: NYU Press, 2017), 
xi-72 
In Class: Discussion of readings; Introduction to public history project; Meet with librarian Jill 
Borin. 
 

https://www.politico.com/news/magazine/2020/07/31/culture-wars-fort-wayne-373011


September 7: Labor Day 
 
September 14: Major topics in Chester History 
Before Class: Mele, Race and the Politics of Deception, 73-160 
Action Item: Create a list of five or six themes that you think could sustain a museum panel in an 
exhibit on twentieth-century Chester. Submit this list before class. 
In Class: Conversation with the author, Dr. Christopher Mele. After our guest departs, we will 
debrief and create a master list of themes that could be included in the museum exhibit. 
 
September 21: Parsing History and Memory 
Before Class: Read selections from Richard White, Remembering Ahanagran: Storytelling in a Family’s 
Past (New York: Hill & Wang, 1998) 
Action Item: Select your top three topic choices for which part of the exhibit you would like to 
work on. Why are you most interested in these topics?  
In Class: Conversation with Dr. Joel Hebert, Historian with the US Navy; Discussion of reading; 
Research groups will be finalized; Groups will meet briefly with Professor Smith. 
 
September 28: Meeting Some Stakeholders 
Before Class: John McLarnon, “’Old Scratchhead’ Reconsidered: George Raymond and Civil 
Rights in Chester, Pennsylvania,” Pennsylvania History 69:3 (2002), 297-341. 
Action Item: Spend some time finding an interesting letter or document included in the George 
Raymond Papers and related to your group’s topic. Write a page-long summary explaining why you 
find this primary source interesting and reflecting on other sources that could help you contextualize 
your findings 
In Class: Meeting with local journalist Stefan Roots; Debriefing of what we learned and alternate 
perspectives. 
After Class: Do the perspectives shared today complicate the narrative that you planned to tell with 
your source? 
 
October 5: Universities Leading the Way? 
Read: Read selected press coverage of Penn and Slavery Project and at least one student report 
here. 
Action Item: Locate and analyze at least one of the additional avenues for research that you 
identified last week. How does this add to your understanding of the event in question? 
In Class: Conversation with VanJessica Gladney; Discussion of why university students are well-
equipped to conduct meaningful research.  
 
October 12: Getting Our Hands Dirty 
Action Item: Each student will listen to and outline a 30-minute segment of oral interviews from 
the Chester Oral History Project. What can these interviews contribute to our museum exhibit? 
In Class: Students will each recount what was discussed in their oral history, with special attention 
to connecting classmates with what they think may be helpful; We will break into our research 
groups and students will discuss potential thesis statements for their part of the museum exhibit; We 
will also have a discussion of outstanding concerns. 
 
October 19: The Promise of African American History Museums 
Read: Selections from Lonnie Bunch, A Fool’s Errand 

https://journals.psu.edu/phj/article/view/25768/25537
https://journals.psu.edu/phj/article/view/25768/25537
http://digitalwolfgram.widener.edu/digital/collection/p270801coll18
http://digitalwolfgram.widener.edu/digital/collection/p270801coll18
http://pennandslaveryproject.org/exhibits/show/studentreports


Action Item: Choose an African-American History Museum and spend time familiarizing yourself 
with its collections and mission through its website. Find a critical review of the museum in a 
newspaper or academic journal. Write a 1-2 page summary of the museum and what you think we 
can learn from their experiences.   
In Class: Conversation with Jillian Patricia Pirtle, CEO of Marian Anderson National Historical 
Society; Discussion of Readings; Discussion of Museums that we researched. 
 
October 26: Fall Break 
 
November 2: Contextualizing Chester History 
Action Item: Schedule a group meeting during office hours before Fall Break. Come prepared to 
discuss what you are confused by. In response to your answer to this question, Professor Smith will 
help you locate a selection of academic articles and book chapters to read in order to alleviate your 
concern and more deeply contextualize your research. You must complete these readings before 
class and come prepared to share your findings. 
In Class: Meeting with representatives of the Chester NAACP; Group presentations; Discussion of 
overlap; Creation of a list of concerns. 
 
November 9: Telling Tough Stories 
Readings: Based on student input, Professor Smith will assign readings related to a controversy in 
public history. Possible topics could include the Widener Art Gallery, Civil War monuments, the 
historical memory of Christopher Columbus, or the memorialization of nuclear history. 
Action Item: Write a one-page reflection detailing what lessons you think that we can draw from 
the controversy that we read about. What about our project could be controversial? How might we 
limit controversy? 
In Class: Meeting with lifelong Chester resident, retired school teacher, and community activist 
Twyla Simpkins; Discussion of controversies in public history interpretation. Class activity will be 
determined by what controversy we focus on. 
 
November 16: The Creative Vision 
Action Item: You and your group should create lists of the items that you must cover, that you 
would like to cover, and that it would be nice to cover on your museum panel. What images (real or 
ideal) could you use? 
In Class: Discussion of panel coverage; Brainstorming ways to lend coherence to the museum 
exhibit; Settling any issues of overlap; Outlining the museum text 
 
November 23: Museums for the Twenty-first Century 
Read: Selection from Steven Lubar, Inside the Lost Museum: Curating, Past and Present 
Action Item: Draft the text for your museum panel, captions for images, and layout for the panels. 
In Class: Unveiling of draft displays, discussion of the order the panels should be displayed in, and 
peer editing of panel text. We will also ask Widener faculty to come and preview the exhibit panels. 
 
November 30: Focus Group Meeting 
Action Item: Create panels in Microsoft Powerpoint that are close enough to completion that they 
can be shared with the Widener community, museum professionals, and other Chester stakeholders. 
In Class: Guest speakers from the semester will be invited back to class to read and engage with the 
museum mock-ups. They will be asked to share their feelings on the exhibit and advice for revisions. 
We will debrief as a class after the public event. 



 
By the end of finals period (Friday, December 11), groups will submit their revised exhibit panels. 
Professor Smith will review the panels and if they are of high enough quality they will eventually be 
printed professionally. When combined with additional panels produced by students in the future, 
they will form a traveling museum exhibit that will be exhibited at different cultural institutions in 
and around Chester. 
COURSE POLICIES: 
Grades. All grades will be on a scale of 1-100. The conversion scale of those grades into letter 
grades can be seen in the table below. As a rule of thumb, “A” work is exceptional—it’s well-
conceived, accurate, free of errors, and original. “B” work meets some of these criteria and is 
otherwise sufficient. “C” work may include some errors (substantive or grammatical), lack a clear 
thesis, or it may have failed to follow directions. A “D” paper likely failed to adequately address the 
prompt or evidence from the course. An “F” paper probably included several egregious problems 
detailed above.  

 A = 93+ A- = 90-93 

B+ = 87-90 B = 83-87 B- = 80-83 

C+ = 77-80 C = 73-77 C- = 70-73 

D+ = 65-70 D = 60-65 F = below 60 

 
Attendance. There is no replacement for in-class learning. As a result, students should strive to 
attend every class meeting, especially since we only meet once per week. One absence be tolerated. 
Any further absences can be grounds for failing the course but will at the very least require a makeup 
assignment to be completed.  
 
Electronics. When we are in class, you need to be paying attention to class. This means that your 
phone needs to be away and your TV or video game system need to be off.   
 
Late Papers. Project-based learning requires careful attention to details and deadlines. It is easy to 
fall behind early in the semester, and very difficult to catch up. As a result, I will be strict with due 
dates. Acceptance of late work will be entirely at the discretion of the professor. 
 
Academic Honesty. Students should familiarize themselves with and carefully follow the school’s 
Academic Integrity Policy. Sources must be properly cited following the conventions of the Chicago 
Manual of Style. Plagiarism and other forms of cheating will not be tolerated and will be reported. 
You will also receive a failing grade for the course. This policy can be found on Canvas. 
 
Accommodation for Students with Disabilities. If you have a documented disability on record 
with the university, please speak with me during the first week of class to discuss accommodations.  
 
Sexual Misconduct and Harassment. I am committed to supporting survivors of sexual 
misconduct, harassment, or assault. Students should be aware that University policy requires me to 
report any disclosures about sexual misconduct to the Title IX Coordinator, whose role it is to 
coordinate the University’s response to sexual misconduct.  



This House a Home: The History of the McClure Machine and Chester's Housing

The history of Housing in post WWII Chester, PA is a fascinating demonstration of the effect in 

which one person, in cohorts with a group of people, can transform a fair market such as 

housing into a political tool, and in Chester’s case, that man was John J. McClure.

In his time, John J. McClure, a career machine politician from Chester, was often cited by critics 

and political allies alike as being an “American political dictator,” as commented by the Chester 

Times in 1949. 

McClure controlled nearly every aspect of Chester’s political sphere with an iron first. If a bill 

passed in the state senate, it was because he allowed it, and the city councilmen he controlled 

sponsored it.

Because of this, McClure also wielded control of the Delaware County Housing Board and the 

Chester City Housing Authority as both a political tool and social weapon. It was no secret that 

McClure, in securing his control over the city, often utilized racial and economic tensions to 

further solidify his control, and only allowed black republicans into the machine if it directly 

benefited him and his goals.

As Christopher Mele, author of Race and the Politics of Deception; The Making of an American 

City put it, John J. McClure’s “well-managed political machine provided the underlying 

institutional framework for the city’s entrenched segregation.” The McClure machine would utilize 

the power of the housing authority, the police, the electoral ward system fueled by patronage, 

and the overall atmosphere of racial tensions to further solidify his control over Chester’s 

housing, and with it the rest of the city.

While the McClure machine may be long since passed, and while national memory of John J. 

McClure’s legacy may have been forgotten, the effects of his machine and the patterns of 

segregation in housing policies that would be felt long after his passing in 1965.

John J. McClure 

as he appeared 

before the 

Pennsylvania 

State Senate, 

1886-1965. 

Image provided 

by the official 

Pennsylvania 

State Senate 

historical 

biographies.

c. 1960, Then-campaigning Richard 

Nixon stops his motorcade to shake 

hands with then senior John J. 

McClure (center wheelchair) on the 

porch of the McClure family mansion. 

Image provided by the Delaware 

County Historical Society.

The History of Housing in Chester, Pennsylvania from the Second World War to the 1970s

c. April 6, 1949 

Chester Times, 

Newspaper article 

describes the political 

character of John J. 

McClure, courtesy of 

the Chester Times 

Archives.

Speaking Out Against Unfair Housing: Voices From the Past

With all the radical policies in place, the black community of Chester was set up for revolving failure. 

Much of the black community were educated and skilled in a field that they could find employment in 

while living in Chester. The new housing policies allowed for the white community to improve their 

housing, while the black community was given no opportunity to move. Even while there were no 

chance to move, there was not even new housing that opened for the black community. They had to 

remain in their designated places. 

These polices led to a revolving cycle of poverty for Chester. Jobs were very available for the people of 

Chester, however the housing that was needed to home the workers was lacking. This led to an 

extreme rise in unemployment and poverty within the community. 

One example of this can be seen in a telephone call that was made by a Chester community advocate. 

He went to explain why a housing projected needed to be approved to house the many number of 

skilled employees located in Chester. These skilled works had the funds to provide themselves housing 

but due to over crowed communities and radical policies they were unable to provide themselves with a 

roof over their head. 

Another testimony is an interview with Mr. and Mrs. Wright. The Wrights were a black couple that lived 

in Chester in the 1950s. The interviewer asked the Wrights their background, education, and 

employment. Both were skilled and knowledgeable; however their skin color still determined their 

housing situation. Mrs. Wright goes to explain to the interviewer that she and her husband were smart 

both attended college yet were crammed into a one-bedroom apartment like the others in the black 

community. 

Lastly another testimony was Leo S. Holmes. He was interviewed in 1976 about his life in Chester. Mr. 

Holmes grew up in Chester and was a very interactive member of the community. He was asked about 

his words of advice to help improve the Chester community. Mr. Holmes went on to explain that jobs 

were the key to getting Chester back on its feet. Jobs allowed for money to be made and to be 

circulated throughout the community, however the housing was not there to support the job market. 

This situation is what has sent Chester into this revolving cycle of poverty. 

The radical polies and red lining of Chester, PA set the black community of Chester in an endless cycle 

of poverty. The unemployment rate skyrocketed in the black community, however there were vacant job 

positions available. The places that were hiring skilled blacks were not located in the areas where the 

housings was scare or unavailable for them based on the color of their skin.  

c. Lines from the telephone call made from the Chester housing advocates, 

explaining how the community of Chester is offering employment but no 

housing to provide for its employed workers.

There was only 1 little room in the 

black apartments. 
Interview with Mr. and Mrs. Wright . This is a quote form Mrs. Write explaining how even she a well-educated women of the 

black community lived in a tiny, run-down, one-bedroom apartment 

“Jobs. Jobs will improve housing. Not 

100% all the time but for the most part 

jobs and economics. Stay in school”
Interview with Leo S. Holmes, conducted c. September 2, 1976.

Race and Housing

It was evident in Chester that race was the determining factor on the place of residence in the 1940s-

1970s, and the McClure Machine determined what and where housing projects were developed.

Because of the waterfront’s industrial war machine “black and white residents crammed into a small 

city.” (Christopher Mele, Race and the Politics of Deception; The Making of an American City. 

2017) After WWII the industrial machine was no longer in high demand so therefore white residents 

fled to the suburbs and black residents were forced to reside in the city. Because the black population 

made up most of the inner city residencies Chester became a city with terrible housing conditions and 

the outskirts of Chester became wealthier, larger and white.

An example of the poor living conditions would be the Eighth and Ninth wards which housed 60% of the 

black population. Due to these conditions the Chester Housing Authority (CHA) opened 

the Lamokin Village in the Ninth ward which would ease the demand for black housing.

Black residents wanted to move into the suburbs to be given better opportunity and living conditions 

however the McClure machine and the elites wanted to stay segregated. An example of this being 

demonstrated was Joseph P. Day’s proposal for the construction of private market homes for Chester’s 

black residents, Day’s Village. Day’s Village was to be constructed next to Highland Gardens (all white 

residency) which led to the complaint the construction would decrease the property value of Highland 

Gardens by Connecticut Life Insurance. McClure then sold this property where Day wanted to create 

Black Housing to CHA. They created an all white community which remained an all white community 

until the 1970s, known as McCaffery Village.

Redlining in the 1960s has now determined the success of Chester to this day. Chester is still facing the 

affects of systemic racism to present day. Most of Philadelphia area near waterfronts due to 

industrialization received a low grade, due to most of the workers living in Chester near the waterfront. 

Chester continues to be perceived as a low grade city which makes the economy of the town decrease. 

c. 1940 picture of the 

construction of the 

McCaffery Village. 

Image provided by Old Chester 

PA.

c. November 10, 1941. Newly 

built Lamokin Village and Ruth 

Bennet Homes. Lamokin Village started the first 

of three low-rent housing projects which the 

Chester Housing Authority has planned in its 

current slum clearance campaign. This unit, in the 

Ninth Ward, will house 350 low-income families, 

and two more projects, accommodating 300 

and 350 homes, will follow.



The Fight for Desegregation and Equality in Education

Throughout our research, we were able to uncover the past of 

education in Chester, PA. We looked deeply into the Chester school 
protests which took place in November 1963 through April 1964 in 
Chester. These protests were taking place due to racial segregation in 
schools. The outcome of these protests was that the Pennsylvania 
State Human Relations Commission determined the Chester School 
Board had broken the law. The Chester School Board was ordered to 
desegregate Chester schools. This also resulted in the formation of 
the Greater Chester Movement (GCM) which became a conduit for 
distribution of funding for Lyndon B. Johnson's War on Poverty. The 
Committee for Freedom of Chester, PA, demanded that the Chester 
Board of Education end segregation in the public schools and that 
conditions at schools with predominantly African American students 
be improved. This took place from  November 4, 1963 to April 1, 1966. 
There was a school in Chester during this time it was called Franklin 
Elementary and the student body was 95% African american. Many 
issues came up with this particular school because of its very poor 
conditions. The library consisted of one single desk with a few piles of 
books, and there were only two toilets in the entire building.  The gym 
consisted of an unused coal bin.  During recess students played on a 
cement playground that had a four foot drop to the sidewalk below 
along one edge.  No railing protected this drop.  There were over 39 
students per class, as opposed to an average of 26 in the nearest 
white school.

George Raymond and the NAACP

Raymond found intitial envolvement 

with the CFFN as well as Stanley Branche, 
during the summer of 1962, when they got 

word of the poor conditions of the local 
Franklin Elementary School, which was in 
the heart of Chester. The student body of 
Franklin Elementary was predominantly 

black, Their poor conditions, such as 
overfilled classrooms, dangerous 

playgrounds, and run down building led 
parents to become irrate. Raymond was a 

huge figure in allowing these parents to 
have their voices heard. The city wide 

march was successful due to the peaceful 
nature it was established in 

Stanley Branche and the CFFN

A huge figure in the Committee for Freedom Now’s 

push to desegregate Chester public schools was Stanley 
Branche, who was a civil rights activist born and raised in 
Chester, Pennsylvania. He also fought for desegregation 
in Philadelphia. Branche teamed up with students at local 

Swarthmore College to found the Committee for 
Freedom Now. Their goal was to end de-facto 

segregation and to fight for better school conditions in 
predominantly black schools. Branche as well was a 

member of the Chester NAACP, where George Raymond 
assisted his movement for desegregation. It is important 
to highlight Branche, Swarthmore College, and Raymond 

while talking about Chester school’s desegregation.

The Impact of the CFFN & the Chester NAACP

Chester had been put on the map as a city fighting for equality, 
leading to many other cities such as Detroit and Chicago 
following their footsteps within the next decade. Even after 
Brown v. Board the fight for desegregation continued, multiple 
protests were held throughout 1963-1964 leading to the arrest of 
many protestors, but ultimately leading to many agreements 
between the NAACP and the Chester School Board leading to 
the betterment of African American citizens in Chester. Most 
importantly they agreed to reduce class sizes in black schools 
as well as repair facilities. Finally, after a very prolonged 
process, in the late summer of 1964 the Pennsylvania Human 
Relations Commission ruled for schools to be desegregated in 
the City of Chester. 

 

Pictured above is James Henry Gorbey, School Board Member and eventual 
Mayor of Chester. James Henry Gorbey was strongly against the integration of 
schools and put as many roadblocks as possible to halt its advance. Symbol for the NAACP, Established 1909

Stanley Branche (Left), and fellow protestors at a CFFN Protest, 1964

The Franklin School

George Raymond

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Chester,_Pennsylvania
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/President_Lyndon_Johnson
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/War_on_Poverty


Many of Chester’s current deeply rooted issues were first brought to light in 

the 1960s. Civil Rights groups, including the Chester Branch of the National 

Association for the Advancement of Colored People (NAACP), the Chester 

Committee for Freedom Now (CFFN), and the Philadelphia branch of the 

Congress of Racial Equality (CORE) began to conduct demonstrations 

concerning their complaints of deeply segregated racial issues that were 

hindering African American residents from flourishing in the city. Housing and 

education in Chester were two issues that plagued the people most 

damaged by segregation policies. Throughout its history, Chester has dealt 

with an intense racial divide that has caused unrest within its lines. Parents 

and community leaders alike fought hard against these injustices and rallied 

for equal treatment within the housing and education systems. 

Although demonstrations from civil rights activists officially began in 1963, they 

became more prominent in February of 1964 due to widespread Civil Rights 

Movements. The CFFN pushed for rapid protests to gain fast results. The protests 

that succeeded eventually changed from simple marches to protesters having to 

put their physical safety on the line for their cause. Instances like the beating of 

Timothy Tyler, a reporter for The Bulletin who suffered a broken nose by police 

while covering demonstrations, led to national media attention surrounding 

Chester. The night of April 24th ,1964 was the biggest night of demonstrations that 

Chester had seen thus far. The protests began at 11:00pm and 100-200 

demonstrators blocked the intersection of 3rd and Pennel Streets in Chester (Red 

Arrow on Map). Instances of police brutality like what occurred to Timothy Tyler, 

marked this night of protests and the eventual shut down of Chester Schools and 

state-wide aid brought in by Governor Scranton of Pennsylvania.

Protests

The Chester Youth played a significant role in the demonstrations that unfolded on 

behalf of the CFFN on April 24th, 1964. 

Wilbur Johnson, a CFFN youth leader, punched an officer after beat his mother. 

He was then beaten by multiple police officers while crouching in a seat. One 

police officer was reported to have continued beating Hobbs even after other 

officers stopped. There were multiple journalists and photographers who were 

beaten and dropped their cameras or had them taken and thrown; both scenarios 

resulted in broken cameras, and injury to the photographers and journalists.

Walter Bryant (Pictured Above), was a 21-year- old student attending the 
Pennsylvania Military College, now known as Widener University. He was arrested at 
7th and Edgemont avenue. Bryant was hospitalized with head injuries and was 
charged with assault and battery of a police officer.

Image of Walter Bryant from the Delaware County Daily Times on March 30th, 
1964

Pictured adjacent 
is a map where 
the important 
demonstrations 
occurred in the 
city of Chester. In 
the map, you can 
see in the legend, 
the protest 
specifically 
mentioned in this 
panel is number 5, 
on the corner of 
3rd and Pennel 
streets.

Aftermath 

After several nights of clashes between protestors and officers, the Governor of 

Pennsylvania, William Scranton, requested that the Pennsylvania Human Relations 

Commission take direct lead in investigating the Civil Rights claims against the 

Chester educational system. The commission was responsible for conducting eight 

days of hearings on the protested issues . The hearings began on May 4th, 1964. 

These hearings and the research the PHRC conducted on local community 

institutions led to an official charge against the Chester School Board. On November 

20th, 1964, months after these preliminary formal complaints, The PHRC completed 

an official final order to desegregate Chester schools. Their argument reflected their 

findings of the impact of de facto segregation on the students in all African American 

schools. Their research displayed clear evidence that pupils attending these schools 

did not have an equal chance of education compared to the white pupils attending 

separate schools and that this was at the fault of the Chester School Board, not just 

housing policy like the school board has previously claimed. The work of civil rights 

advocates in Chester ultimately led to the end of de facto segregation. Problems 

nevertheless persist in Chester surrounding the advancement of the community, but 

the hard work of the forgotten protesters made a lasting impression and uplifted tone 

still present today.

Pictured adjacent is an 

editorial 

excerpt published in 

“The Evening Bulletin”

of Philadelphia on April 

28th, 1964. 

It discussed the 

decision of Governor 

Scranton to involve the 

Pennsylvania Human 

Relations 

Commission's official 

investigation of the 

Civil Rights issues in 

Chester, 

Pennsylvania. The 

article demonstrates 

support on behalf of 

his decision to 

investigate civil rights 

claims to calm down 

protests.

In 1963, demonstrations began over the conditions of the Chester schools for 

African American children. Many of these conditions were at the face of the 

NAACP and CFFN’s arguments that De Facto Segregation (or the 

persistence of racial segregation without legislation actively permitting it) is 

harmful to students. Chester’s School Board argued that this segregation is 

the result of housing policies in Chester outside of their scope to fix. They 

argued that bussing students outside of their districts to fix this problem 

would be too costly. The CFFN planned to boycott nearly half of the Chester 

Schools on February 11, 1964. These demonstrations from the CFFN 

continued through April with the CFFN taking charge in planning sit ins on 

intersections, walk outs, vigils, and marches. All leading to the Chester 

School Board shutting down their schools on April 22nd, 1964 in their claim of 

protecting the safety of students and faculty. 

Photograph of the 

Franklin school, an 

elementary school 

previously located in 

the middle of old 

Chester, 

Pennsylvania. This 

was where the fight 

against de facto 

segregation, 

segregation that 

occurred without 

being written into 

laws, within Chester’s 

school system began. 

Parents and 

community leaders 

alike considered the 

conditions of the 

school to be 

“deplorable” and 

believed that the 

conditions were a 

direct result of the 

student body being 

predominantly African 

American. Their 

efforts began in late 

1963 and came to a 

head in 1964 during a 

series of protests in 

Chester.

Image From Alfonso 

Sanbe

The Chester School 

Board outright rejected 

the authority of the 

PHRC. They argued 

that this commission 

had no legal precedent 

to uproot the policies of 

the school board. This 

argument was brought 

to court in 

Pennsylvania. Initially, 

lower courts sided with 

the School Board, but 

eventually, the case 

reached the Supreme 

Court of Pennsylvania 

in 1967 in the case 

Pennsylvania Human 

Relations Commission, 

Appellant, v. Chester 

School District. After 

hearings argued on 

April 24th, 1967, the 

state court sided with 

the PHRC on 

September 26th, 1967. 

Therefore, the Chester 

School Board’s Position 

Paper pictured 

adjacent, was rendered 

false.

The Forgotten Protests 



1 - Are you taking this course to fulfill:

a General Education requirement?

Response Option Weight Frequency Percent Percent Responses Means

Yes (1) 4 100.00%

No (2) 0 0.00%

Unsure (3) 0 0.00%
1.00

 0           25           50           100  Question

Response Rate Mean STD Median
4/9 (44.44%) 1.00 0.00 1.00

1 - Are you taking this course to fulfill:

a requirement for your major?

Response Option Weight Frequency Percent Percent Responses Means

Yes (1) 1 25.00%

No (2) 2 50.00%

Unsure (3) 1 25.00%

2.00

 0           25           50           100  Question

Response Rate Mean STD Median
4/9 (44.44%) 2.00 0.82 2.00

1 - Are you taking this course to fulfill:

a requirement for your minor?

Response Option Weight Frequency Percent Percent Responses Means

Yes (1) 0 0.00%

No (2) 2 100.00%

Unsure (3) 0 0.00%

2.00

 0           25           50           100  Question

Response Rate Mean STD Median
2/9 (22.22%) 2.00 0.00 2.00

2 - Have you taken other courses in this department?

Response Option Weight Frequency Percent Percent Responses Means

Yes (1) 4 80.00%

No (2) 1 20.00%
1.20

 0           25           50           100  Question

Response Rate Mean STD Median
5/9 (55.56%) 1.20 0.45 1.00

3 - What is the most important thing you learned from this course in terms of content (e.g., ideas, information)?
Response Rate 5/9 (55.56%)

• The racial divide throughout history in Chester

• Information on Chester and why it is in the condition that it is.

• Perhaps the most important concept i took away from this course is that, when engaging in public history, it is important to retain the public element to it, that is to say that historical projects meant
for the public should keep in mind the audience it is meant for, and include as many voices from the public, both past and present.

• Why Chester is in the state that it is in.

• I learned a lot in this course. Professor Smith was amazing!!!!!!!!!

Instructor: Jordan Smith * 

PRACTICEINPUBLICHISTORY_A_20/FA: HIST-388-A_20/FACourse:

20/FA
Widener: Arts & Science, Humani es Division

5/9 (55.56 %)Response Rate:
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4 - Indicate how the instructor and/or specific elements of the course facilitated the learning described above.
Response Rate 5/9 (55.56%)

• Dr. Smith kept a very professional atmosphere in class, he used a number of different ways to teach us, giving us audio recordings as well as having multiple guest speakers almost every week.

• Providing readings that covered these subjects and assigning work that focused on Chester.

• I think specifically the element which taught me this lesson was the independent assigned readings and projects, even more specifically the lesson in which we had to learn about controversies
surrounding public history projects.

• He exposed us to the many different stories and sides of Chester through articles, oral histories, and impactful class discussions

• he was amazing one of the best professors

5 - What is the most important skill you acquired from this course (e.g., writing, oral communication, research)?
Response Rate 4/9 (44.44%)

• Definitely teamwork, our group projects that is the final made us collaborate with our partners to show a nice final project

• Doing a team research project.

• The most important skill i learned from this course was how to take advantage of as many forms of sources and information as possible when performing historical research.

• Research

6 - Indicate how the instructor and/or specific elements of the course assisted you in acquiring the skill described above.
Response Rate 4/9 (44.44%)

• Dr. Smith is very helpful. You can tell he truly cares that we learn and is really willing to assist us to have success

• Provided notes and valuable insights into both projects and subject matters.

• The way the course and the instructor assisted in I acquiring this skill was that, through the development of our museum panel, i was forced to do a great deal of research, both primary and
secondary, on a subject that was difficult to find robust sources on.

• We conducted numerous hours of research for our final project.

7 - Describe how this course is helpful to your major and career goals.
Response Rate 4/9 (44.44%)

• This course gave me a better understanding of local history, something that is not taught enough

• This course is not helpful to my major, but does help my volunteering goals since this class has allowed me to better understand the history of the Chester community.

• This course is very useful to my future career goals as i, being a prospective archivist and or public historian, the ability to handle and interpret varied sources from the past really helps develop my
skills for later, and more specifically, if i were to go into the public history field, such as museum curation, having the ability to understand the strengths and pitfalls of a public history project really
helps.

• Research is a large part of my major and will be a large part of my career. This is the most extensive research I have done thus far, this class pushed me, but in the right direction.

8 - Would you recommend this course and instructor to another student? Why or why not?
Response Rate 4/9 (44.44%)

• Yes and yes. Dr. Smith is an amazing teacher who really cares about his students

• I would because it is important to understand the city for which we live in while on Widener's campus.

• Yes, it is a wonderful course that has taught myself as a historian a great deal about public history, but perhaps the most inspiring aspect about this class is that, in the end, it is clear that even non-
history major students found interest and importance in their work, and demonstrated a level of historical analysis on par with the average history major, which is a sign that as a history class it is a
success.

• Yes, I think all widener students should take this class. The history of Chester is something that needs to be taught and researched by students.

9 - What suggestions do you have for the instructor the next time this course is taught?
Response Rate 4/9 (44.44%)

• N/A

• This is a difficult online class to have only one night a week. If we have to go online again, please have this be multiple days.

• My only suggestion is that, there were times where the course felt almost less like a course on public history and more a course on the history of Chester, which is not a bad thing as Chester is a
perfectly acceptable subject to develop a curriculum about, but i think in the earlier lessons it would go a long way to include public history examples/lessons from other places in the United States.

• Rubric given out at the beginning of the semester for the museum panels.

Mean of Means Calculations Mean

Majors and Minors 1.55

Instructor: Jordan Smith * 
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Reflection  
 
I was a part of the 1964 protests group. I feel like I may not be able to do proper justice to the project I 
worked on this year in a short reflection. Through out high school, I always wondered when I would be 
able to do something with my research skills that I felt like could actually mean something. It wasn’t 
until this year  that I’ve had the revelation that I am able to do such things now. I also had no previous 
knowledge at all on the Chester community, I’ve never been able to explore or meet people, but now I 
feel like I’ll eventually do that in a much more  meaningful way. I have a deep respect for the area and 
it’s inhabitants,  and I will enjoy fostering that into something to maybe one day give back to them 
through further research and story telling. I feel honored that I was able to tell such a momentous story 
of activists, and I never took the responsibility lightly. I appreciate my group tremendously. Both M’Nya 
and Cheyenne relayed that same inquisitive energy back to me and this allowed us to  go in depth in our 
discussions with ease. I was worried of the lack of constraints and rules put on us from the start with the 
project. I was doubtful of my own abilities in producing without clear steps to follow (initially) . 
However, this allowed for creative expression and I even surprised myself in my abilities to work in an 
advance manner with little constraints. I think this class prepared me immensely for my future upper 
level histories in my Widener career and I think what I’ll take from it in “philosophical” value was 
priceless.  



 

This project has shown me the struggles of Chester and why Chester receives such bad 

publicity. I remember telling people my school was located in Chester and the immediate 

response is “make sure you carry pepper spray”. I will not lie I did carry my pepper spray and 

never wanted to leave campus my freshman year. However after taking this course and 

researching the history of Chester I have come to the understanding that Chester used to be 

flourishing, but systemic racism and redlining set Chester up for failure. For this museum panel, 

our group as a whole focused on Housing in Chester. I specifically focused on Housing in 

Chester in regards to race. Through my research, Christopher Mele’s book about Chester in 

particular, I found Chester black residents were not able to leave the inner city and live in the 

outskirts suburban areas because of redlining. It was believed by Insurance companies, FHA, 

McClure Machine that if black residents would move to the wealthy, predominantly white 

suburbs it would cause the property value of these neighborhoods would decrease. Therefore 

black residents were housed in inner city neighborhoods which had very poor living conditions. 

There were attempts made to integrate Chesters black and white residents. However, Chester 

remained mostly segregated until the 1970s. I looked into Old Chester PA sources, 

Encyclopedia of Chester, Mele’s book, and a few others. One point in regards to research, it 

was tough finding quality and useful information on housing policies in Chester besides Mele’s 

book because there just has not been much research on Chester itself. Throughout this project 

one assignment I enjoyed was listening to interviews from George Raymond to get some insight 

on Chester through someone who experienced the systemic racism and corrupt politics with the 

McClure Machine. I really enjoyed getting to know Chester better and being able to contribute to 

a panel that will be seen by Chester residents. One component of the project which mostly 

every group struggled with was the design portion because it was very hard to create a nice 

design without drawing it out with our group. Because of covid we couldn’t go interview a 

Chester resident, but I thought that would have been a really nice addition to the project. 

Overall, our group had good communication for the most part and we all contributed equally to 

the final presentation. I am happy with the results and the classes presentations as a whole.  



 Throughout our public history class I was shocked to find out such detailed information 

on the history of Chester, Pennsylvania. Since the moment I was introduced to Widener 

University, I was warned about the danger and the significant poverty that has been a part of the 

cities roots. Rarely, did I hear of any positive portrayals of the history of Chester, until I joined 

this class. What our public history class has taught me is to not judge a city by what you initially 

see. For the last decade, Chester has been presented to our country in an unflattering light. This 

class has widened my perspective to search for the “why” behind cities, events and people. The 

critical analysis that I was taught to do in this class illustrated how Chester got to where it is 

today, while it was horrible how political regimes tormented the city, it is very interesting at the 

same time. The aspect I enjoyed the most about this class was the style it was taught in. There 

was a post-graduate professional style that I enjoyed. Our groups had to meet deadlines and 

collaborate with each other in an effort to turn in a very interesting final product. I also very 

much enjoyed how personal this class was, with the firsthand accounts the different guest 

speakers we had during the first hour of our class provided us with.  

 Overall, I had a very positive experience in public history, and I would recommend this 

class to anyone whom seeks an enriching historical experience. Thank you, Dr. Smith for all the 

help you provided me in the two classes that we have had together this semester. I believe you 

know I plan to be a high school history teacher post-graduation, your guidance has taught 

extensively about history but even more about being a thought-provoking educator. 


