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Sonie:  Hello my name is Sonie Toe.  It’s Thursday December 30, of 2010 and I’m at the WILL radio studio for Letters to the Future.  For the record, could you please tell me your name?

Ernie:  Ernest Westfield.
Sonie:  Fine. Mr. Westfield is a former league player of the Negro Baseball League and he was also part of the NAACP in Champaign-County. So Mr. Westfield, how long have you been living in Champaign?

Ernie:  Uh, I came here in 1961, so I’ll let your listeners do the math (laughs).
Sonie:  Why did you arrive?

Ernie:  Well you know it was a long distance for me to get here because I think I was, it was just designed for me to be here but I started out in Knoxville, Tennessee and right after high school the Chicago Cubs signed me and they sent me down to Carlsbad, New Mexico to play baseball I traveled all around the country playing and after a while the Cubs released me so I went back to Knoxville, Tennessee brokenhearted everything all my dreams had just like it was just falling apart and then one day I was at a  pool hall and I saw this sign that says that the Birmingham Black Barons were gonna be in Knoxville, Tennessee so the people who had sponsored to bring them there asked me to pitch against them and I pitched against them and I pitched a no-hitter against them and they asked me to go on the road with them and I didn’t know that a gentleman up here in Champaign by the name of Wardell Jackson had purchased the team so when the season ended, uh he called and said, “Would you come up to Champaign?” He said, “I’ll put you up in an apartment pay all your bills and everything but I want you to start for me pitching up here the next year.”  So that’s how I got here.
Sonie:  Wow.  So what was it like to live in Champaign?

Ernie:  Back in the day?

Sonie:  Yeah.

Ernie:  Uhm, it was pretty nice.  You have to understand I came from a small town down in Knoxville, Tennessee and when I came to Champaign there was so much activity here with the University of Illinois and all of the other things that were going on, I was caught off guard because they had the Chanute Air Force Base was open at the time so there was a lot of traffic here and there were a lot of problems here and I didn’t know I was going to be put into the situation to where I would help solve some of those problems.
Sonie:  So tell me more about those problems.

Ernie:  Well the problems when I came here, there were no black firemen; I think we had about one black police officer; there were very few blacks working in the bank, if there’s were any; the department stores didn’t have any, I mean it was, it was a bad situation but I need to fall back a little bit because I didn’t know anything about discrimination.  I was down in Birmingham, Alabama when all these marches were taking place and I just didn’t know anything about it.  So when I came here I got hooked up with some people like Stevie Jackson, Roy Williams, and they were telling me, “You know somebody needs to do something.”  So blindly, I jumped out there and things started to happen; and that was when I recruited the first black fireman for the city of Champaign, the city of Urbana; and then I opened up jobs and the plants for people.  It was just so many things and then the Federal Government, if I filed some complaints against a lot of the employers in this area had me to go down to Tuscola because they were having the same problems so, the plants down in Tuscola asked me to recruit blacks for them.
Sonie:  So how did you start recruiting people and helping people become employed, the African-Americans to get employed?  What were your steps?

Ernie:  Well two things were happening at the same time.  The state of Illinois wanted to hire someone at the Unemployment Office, or the Employment Office-that was considered to be a Community Organizer’s position and that’s what they hired me to do is to go out into community and recruit and encourage blacks to come to our office because they weren’t using our office they wanted me to go to the pool halls.  I would go to the pool halls nobody was there.  Then it dawned on me that blacks don’t come out until late that evening (chuckles).  So I told the office manager I said, “No this isn’t working.”  I said, “Why don’t you let me try to do something here in the office first, and then the rest will follow.”  And that’s what happened.  When I started to do things for those few that were coming in they started to tell other people about it and next thing I know I was flooded.  I had a standing line of people wanting to come see me.
Sonie:  So over our phone interview you said a good aspect of Champaign is the University, the University of Illinois.  Can you please explain?
Ernie:  Well it was good for me because we had no summer program at that time and I went to a meeting and they were talking about having summer programs in your area and so when I came back I went to the University of Illinois and talked to the chancellor and I said the University really had 3 communities here you had Champaign, you had Urbana, you had the University of Illinois, and the University they had everything that you had in the community they had their own  police department, their own fire department, but they offered something that the community did not have:  and that was training.  They had like for example, some of my kids that I had working here, they had wanted to be engineers.  So a lot of my kids were working in the Engineering Department; I had em scattered all over the University of Illinois and each year the University of Illinois would give me 50,000 dollars to put a lot of those young people to work and that’s how a lot of this stuff started you know.  Particularly, and I did use some from the private sector, but I told kids when they would come to see me, tell me what type of work are you looking for.  And most of them would put food service and I told them that this is unacceptable.  I said if you have a dream put it down.  They started putting down things…. I had two kids working here at WILL.  But when I retired something went wrong so the University pulled their money back.
Sonie:  Before I forget, tell me more about the Project 500 at the University of Illinois.  What do you believe brought forth the project?

Ernie:  Well what happened John Lee Johnson, Roy Williams, and some other people in the community was trying to encourage the University of Illinois to bring more black students on campus and the University of Illinois, they did.  They brought 500 of em here, but when they came here they had no place to put em and a lot of them had to sleep on the floor at the Illini Union and that’s when all this stuff broke out, and a lot of them were arrested.  And so at that particular time, I was over at NAACP and during that time, there was an election that was going to take place for State’s Attorney and I had already asked the State’s Attorney (his name was Larry Johnson) if he would speak to my group.  And when he came down I told him about the problem we were having, I said “We got young people that charges have been filed against them.”  I said, “Can you drop those charges?”  And (laughs) I think I kinda made a deal.  I told him if he dropped the charges that we would support him in the election.  Now see, to be with an organization like that; I was sort-of young, and I didn’t know what I could and couldn’t do, and so when he dropped the charges, I went on and endorsed him for the State’s Attorney again, ya know.  But now I know that I shouldn’t have done that, but it worked out fine anyway.
Sonie:  So do you believe… How do you think Project 500 benefitted the community; how it benefitted Champaign?

Ernie:  Well I think it benefitted not only well just the black community but the University of Illinois too because I think there was a lesson to be learned. That the next time you bring that many students here make sure you got a someplace to put em, ya know.  But it worked out fine after a while, but it was a lot of pain and a lot of things that was taking place because a lot of these kids were just in distress because of that.  But on the community as a whole I think it worked because the community pulled as a whole to solve this problem.  Nobody was really pushing for prosecution, ya know, and I think that was good because they realized that a mistake had been made.
Sonie:  What do you think Champaign offers to the community, to the people?

Ernie:  Well it offers a lot.  Again we have to look at it from the point that the University of Illinois is the number one employer here in this area and they bring a lot of entertainment here and so it gives people a chance to go places, to do things right here without being in Chicago, and the Chicago area.  The University of Illinois offers a lot, and they do a lot in the community as well.

Sonie:  Who is Clarence Davidson?

Ernie:  Clarence Davidson, what happened when I took over the NAACP, I didn’t know that they were about to lose their charter.  In order to have your charter you had to have at least 50 members. And I’ma tell you it was a struggle to try and get adults to sign up for the NAACP, so at that particular time I was on the radio, and I had been putting ads in the paper.  I think one of them said, ‘The NAACP gives a damn’, hoping that would attract people.  It attracted a few, you know, but it attracted someone who was very valuable to me and I think he had a lot to do with WILL; Virginia and Gene Gilmore.  I think they did something here at WILL and he was one of the people that was in my organization, and it worked out really really good to have them there.  But I had to start the youth chapter because when I was on the radio, I had a dance and at that time for a young person to join the NAACP it was only 50 cent.  So I had a dance down at the Douglass Center, and the price of admission was 50 cent, and when they came in they automatically got signed up for the youth chapter and I think we had about 150 kids signed up, but what that brought to my attention was what happened down in Birmingham.  When they were marching for the bus thing, and all that stuff that was going on there, most of the adults were getting arrested and then to the surprise of the city, the kids stayed out of school and they’re the ones who turned this thing around.  They showed up and they couldn’t arrest them, but it changed a lot of things, and that’s what changed a lot of things here in Champaign-Urbana was the young people.

Sonie:  And when did the youth start taking part in standing up for their own community and for this?

Ernie:  Well I think the first thing that I dealt with was a friend of mine played in a band, and the group that he played with, it was mixed and they were offered a job to play at a place called the Moose Club, and when they got ready to go in they wouldn’t let him come in so he called me and he said, “Can you do something about it?”, so I looked at it and everything but you know as President of the NAACP I used to follow the money and I found out that the University of Illinois had all their award ceremonies at the Moose Club.  And so I contacted the University of Illinois, and said, “Here it is, you know you got our players playing for you and hear this, and you’re spending state money to go you to a place that would not allow blacks to come in?”  And next thing I know, they closed the doors.  They sold the building and moved out in the country.
Sonie:  Could you tell me about how the school system has changed over the years?

Ernie:  It has changed pretty dramatically.  I know when I came here there was not that much help for those kids that needed additional help, ya know.  And it wasn’t me who did the pushing it was a guy by the name of John Lee Johnson.  Maybe I need to say this, is that uhm, I belong to another group called the Black Coalition, and we all got together but we all brought different things to the group.  I felt that since my expertise was in employment that they call me I should be able to give them figures that they needed.  John Lee Johnson’s expertise was in housing and education and so it was the things that he started to do that really started to change.  Matter fact, he was responsible for this… I can’t think of it with the City, with the school system in Champaign where a suit was filed against the Unit #4, and all this stuff started to take place.  It has a name but at this point I can’t put my finger on it (laughs).  But that’s what started to change a lot of things.  It made it difficult for the school system because they had to devote a lot of time, and money to fight the case cause it wounded up in court.
Sonie:  So are you familiar with the death of Edgar Hoults?  He had died in April 29, 1970-about 40 years ago.
Ernie:  I remember the name, but not…

Sonie: And his death also connects to Kiwane Carrington who died last year, and it was also because of police brutality in Champaign.  What are your thoughts of the times of police brutality?

Ernie:  Well you know what that’s a difficult question because my son is a police officer in Champaign, and I know my son. And in the situation with Kiwane Carrington, you know I just, I just can’t believe that any police officer would get up and decide that day he’s gonna shoot somebody.  You know I think if it happened, it happened on the spur of the moment, ya know.  I don’t know who was responsible for it or what provoked it.  You know I think that’s what we need to look at.  Edgar Hoults I heard a lot about that but at the time my memory is not fresh on that, but I think that’s something they’re starting to work on.  I mean the police chief is aware of the feelings of the community, and they’re doing everything that they can to make sure that things go right.  But you know again, there is a lesson to be learned because every officer on that police force knows that hey, this is a very sensitive area.  Now they might be looking to see how, how they could handle a situation if it should come up on them.  But the thing that bothers me is that the young people have to learn to respect the law; and that can come from home ya know because there are things that I hear that I don’t like.  You know I don’t like the term ‘Po-Po’, and I think that came from the guy that’s got the T.V. thing; you know what’s his name?  Tyler Perry?  ‘Po-Po’?  I don’t like that.  To me it’s disrespectful, you know, it’s disrespectful.  And the thing is that I notice is something happens in the black community, the police is the first person we call, the first people that we call.  So we don’t trust em why do we call em?  Ya know.  But I think it’s one thing that we have to start dealing with that hey, you do have some people out there that will create problems, you know, and how would you handle it? You know. So I think that’s what we need to look at, and they need to continue to talk and I think that’s what they’re doing because they had a big meeting at a restaurant here in town and they had all these people doing brainstorming, talking bout what they would do, ya know, and what they can do and I think that’s gonna help a lot.  But the main thing is that the families are gonna have to start telling their sons, their daughters you know, be respectful.  Be respectful.
Sonie:  Have you seen any type of police brutality happening in Champaign?

Ernie:  No I haven’t.  I read about it and I hear about it.  You know there have been times in my neighborhood where I’ve had to call the police but when they come out, a lot of young kids, I mean 10, 11, and 12 disrespect them.  They disrespect them, so sometimes I’ll talk for the police officer.  I said, “No.  No we don’t do bidness like that” ya know.  But that training has to come from home.  It’s just like uhm… Maybe someone in the family had a bad experience with a police officer and they pass it on from generation to just generation.  It’s like when I was growing up, my fear was math.  My brother had trouble with math, (laugh) and I know, and I had trouble with it too!  But it scared me before I got there you know, so I think it’s what people need to look at and say look, “We can do things better than this, no we can do things…”  No it’s best to be respectful and stay alive, ya know, and not become a threat you know to someone.
Sonie:  Do you know about the event that had happened later on after Kiwane Carrington’s death?

Ernie:  You mean all the demonstrations?

Sonie:  Yeah the demonstrations.

Ernie:  Well you know I got very close to that because when that happened, I was someplace and my wife called me and she said, “I think Jonathan is the one that shot this kid.”  I said, “Jonathan?  Jonathan, my son?”  I said, “No.  I know Jonathan. Jonathan is a talker; he’s not a shooter, okay?”  And so the kids where he is the resource officer, because he was not there that day, thought that they were hiding him out.  So they started to get on the internet; they said that he was a sellout, that they were gonna kill him, and all this other stuff.  I have 10 grandkids; and their last name, is Westfield.  And they’re in the school system here and it scared me.  I said because if they’re going this route without any proof and accusing my son of doing this, what will they do to my grandkids?  So at that point I decided to appear before the school board and I told them of my concerns, but the superintendent kinda, he said, “Mr. Westfield, I understand what you’re saying, we have a memo going to all the schools that say, ‘Mr. Westfield had nothing to do with this’, okay?”  But then the City, came forward with, you know, the name.  But I mean it was bad on my family for a while, you know because I thought my son, I couldn’t find him.  I said maybe he got scared and left town but he was in training that day, he was in training.  So that’s what you know I’m saying the people need to be a little bit careful and make sure that they wait for the facts before they start to draw conclusions, you know.  And I hope it doesn’t happen again, but my thing is this right here:  is that where were all these people who were complaining, where were they when this boy needed them?  But see there’s a whole bunch of kids like him, behind him, and what types of programs do we have for these kids?  You know we don’t have anything.  But I’m a poet (chuckles), and I say, “First there was many, and then after awhile there wasn’t any.”  You haven’t heard anything from those people who was standing in front of that mic, every week; ya know jumping on the City of Champaign and this… Where are they now?  And that’s what we have to look at.  We seem to rise to the occasion when there’s an issue, and then we fall back.  And if you look at my history, I had summer programs every year, I knew that this was something that I had to do, and I kept doing it, I stayed on it ya know.  And that’s what you have to do.  You have to continuously work with these young people to make sure to keep em out of trouble.  And matter fact, the summer program that I ran for the state, I made sure that I contacted people that were on the verge of dropping out of school, those were the ones that I had.  And I found that if I separated them out from other kids that I could deal with them better and you know out of operating that program, for the number of years, we only had one separation.  The kids didn’t quit, they didn’t quit.  And the separation that we had was what we called a positive separation, in other words the person wasn’t fired, they quit to relocate.  But when that program stopped, we’re not working with the kids like that anymore.

Sonie:  Oh could you tell about the time that the cities honored the former Negro-Leaguers?  The proclamation? 
Ernie:  In 2007, Congress passed a resolution, uhm making May the 20th Negro League Baseball Day all over the country.  My problem with that is that if it was announced, but people don’t know about it.  And matter fact, the League was really started on February the 13th of 1920, okay that’s considered to be the birth date of the Negro Leagues who got started by a guy by the name of Rue Foster.  But they couldn’t play their first game until May.  So the city of Champaign-Urbana did a proclamation, and we had a thing at the city of Champaign to honor two players here in Champaign-Urbana, that’s myself and a gentleman by the name of J.W. Pirtle, to honor and it was nice, it was nice.  I just wish they woulda had more things because people of all walks of life showed up.  Because that’s a history that we need to keep alive and what people don’t understand is that Champaign-Urbana had a lot to do with that history, but Wardell Jackson being the owner, he was a Negro-League owner, we came here, Satchel Page, one of the best known  Negro-League players came right here to Champaign-Urbana.  Played up in Royal-Buckley, Loda, and it’s a lot of history.  Matter fact, a lot of teams ended up staying here, it ended here.  The busses from the Birmingham Black Barons and the Philadelphia Stars stayed parked on a street called Popular Street, but since Urbana Renewal came through here it’s no longer Popular Street it’s called Phillips-and it’s a residential area now.  But a lot of those teams died right here in Champaign-Urbana.  And that’s why the history is so important.  And when they start to check it they said, “Well we didn’t know we had ties to a national thing like that” but the city of Champaign, and Urbana both have ties to that national history.
Sonie:  Did you play with the Champaign Eagles?
Ernie:  I sure did.  Matter fact, Wardell Jackson owned the Birmingham Black Barons, the Philadelphia Stars, and the Champaign Eagles.  And so the reason he brought the players here, is because they would play every Sunday, and what would happen is that we play up in Buckley and the farmers would bet a lotta money on those games.  So Wardell would bet 2000 dollars on a game and all this money you see changing hands up there that’s why he brought us here.
Sonie:  Oh I see… So you said it was Sundays?
Ernie:  On Sundays mhm hmm.

Sonie:  And at Eagle Park right?
Ernie:  Well we had an Eagle Park right here in Champaign-Urbana, it’s now houses up there cause the News-Gazette called me and they want to do a story on it; I couldn’t even tell her where the park was, I could not tell em where the park was (laughs) I was so embarrassed ya know.  But one thing about Wardell, he kept baseball alive in the black community.  Every Sunday people would show up for beer and barbeque at that park.  And now we don’t have a baseball park there, it’s gone.  Our kids are not playing baseball like they used to back in the day ya know, but they’re still playing up in Buckley, Loda, Gifford, Flatville, places like that.  You know matter fact we’ve had a lot of pros that made it to the Major Leagues that come out of there.  Tom Fletcher, Darren Fletcher that have come out of these areas to play professional baseball.
Sonie:  Tell me about Quaker House, you said that was the meeting place for the NAACP?
Ernie:  NAACP, back then yes it was, and that was something that the Gilmores had something to do with.  And they made things so easy for me, I mean if I needed someplace to meet they would just reserve the Quaker House and it was on Green Street.  I don’t know if it’s still there or not… But it’s Virginia and Gene Gilmore.  I think they had a lot to do with WILL, I don’t know if he was in charge of it or what?  Maybe someone can tell me about that history, but he was very beneficial to the NAACP.
Sonie:  What do you envision Champaign to be like in the year 2060, 50 years from now?
Ernie:  I’ll tell you what I would like for it to look like (laughs).  I would like first, for our kids to get things together.  I want them to pull their pants up.  And I think they need to do some thinking.  Nobody’s going to hire them, if they come into a place and their pants are sliding down their behinds.  I think that’s the biggest issue that I see ya know, and the thing is it’s passing on to younger kids and that’s what really bothers me ya know.  I have pictures that I show them when I was growing up, when people come to our baseball games, I have one big picture and it showed how well-dressed the black men and black women were dressed when they came to the games.  And I show this to the kids when I go to the schools I say, “See how they were dressed?”  Ya know.  But they don’t understand, is the first thing when you go to apply for a job before you even open your mouth is your appearance.  And you be surprised at what they say when you leave.  They might be cheerful when you come in there, “Here’s an application for you here, here this is for you”, but just as soon as you leave, “Did you see his pants?”  And that’s passed on the interviewer, so that means a lot.  I mean you can’t wear them working at places like Kohl’s and Bergner’s you got to come dressed.  That was one problem that I had when I had the summer program.  When I would have orientation I would have the kids come dressed as if they were going to an interview, so if I could see some problems beforehand… Do you know what?  I found out that the kids did not like owning their dress-pants?  Everything that they had was blue jeans?  Ya know everything they had was blue jeans, no dress-pants at all.  So at that point I felt that I could correct things.  But you know, they were dressed neatly.  The blue jeans were neat ya know, but they should at least own a pair of dress pants.  And I told them I said, “Look, if you want to apply for a job at ‘Such-n-Such-n-Place’, like at Kohl’s and Bergner’s or Sears, walk in there and see how the people are dressed.  And that way you will know how to dress”. And I said, “If the problem is bout getting you some clothes, will get you some clothes”.  And I’ma tell you I had another session after that and you’d be surprised how they came dressed.  They came dressed that way, but then when they got their first paycheck they could cash the check (chuckles) because they had no account but the President of Busey bank he was, I had met him when he was at school here, Ed Scholem and all I had to do was to get on the phone and he said, “Ernie, send em here.”  And I think he had em put a dollar in the savings account or something (laughing) but at least we were able to get things done.  That’s one thing I can say back in the day, there was some people who were willing to do something because when I recruited people for the fire department, I don’t know was it the City of Champaign…?  Or the City of Urbana? Or was it both?  They required a 3 dollar filing fee to make an application for the fire department.  And so there was a gentleman, his name was John Barr, who owns the Barr Real Estate; you see the signs that say Barr Real Estate?
Sonie:  Oh yeah…
Ernie:  Yeah you see it all over town.  He paid 30 dollars; I had ten people I had recruited and that took care of that.  After that I think the city got rid of the filing fee.  You know there was so many changes… And they were willing to do it, ya know.  So there’s been a lot of changes and I just wish that it would continue to take place and we continue to talk to each other because my thing is this:  a city without compassion is doomed for failure.

Sonie:  Something I wanted to ask you, it may come to me… What advice do you offer to future residents of Champaign?
Ernie:  To give back to the community.  There’s a lot of work that needs to be done; ya know give back.  And I tell kids I coached in Little League, “Return the favor.”  I’m back now coaching baseball because the black fathers won’t come out, for some reason I don’t know why.  So I’m back, coaching baseball.  All they have to do is to return the favor.  Someone did it for them, let’s do it for the other kids.
Sonie:  Could you tell me about the summer program?

Ernie:  It was called ‘Hire the Future’, it’s called ‘Hire the Future’.  A lot of our kids there to dream.  Remember when I told you I was saying that what kind of work were they looking for? And they all said food service?  I mean, because that’s what they see themselves gettin'.  You know uh restaurants…But you know what, there’s nothing wrong with that.  Even some of your millionaires, some of the first jobs they got was working in a kitchen doing food service-that was my first job, working in food service.  Well now the kids say, “Well I don’t want that, I don’t want to smell like fries.”  That’s what a little kid told me in a meeting, “I don’t want to smell like any fries.”  But it’s work with honor though, you’re getting paid, ya know.  But you know what I have a son, and he’s a police officer and he graduated from the U of I.  And my job was in employment, so I kinda blame myself a little bit for this, but he worked at a nursing home; washing pots and pans.  And I said, “Jonathan well wait a minute, now Jonathan.”  I said, “Wait a minute I can get you a better job.”  He said, “Well Daddy, I like what I’m doing.”  I kept telling him, you know what is wrong with my son?  You know.  I said I can do better for him and wants to stay there but you know what, when he graduated from the U of I he got a job up there in Ranslier, Indiana working for the school there as uh, it was a high position.  You know what got him the job?  The references from the nursing home.  You know the references from the nursing home.  So that’s when I tell kids, “It’s not what you do, it’s how well you do while you’re there” because most of the, I’ve heard some people that are millionaires and, “My first job was food service”, and that’s why they feel that if they can do it, then you can do it too.
Sonie:  I see.  Oh I have this sheet of historic landmarks, local landmarks in historic districts in Champaign and if you have any recollection or memory of any of these in town, in Champaign?
Ernie:  This Atkinson Monument… They’re the ones who did the headstones right?  Yeah I remember them.  Well you know, working for the Department of Labor I used to make referrals for them of people for work, so that’s why that rings a bell for me on that one.  Let’s see… anything else… Parkview, Frank’s house, Able house, Matt’s house, no.  Salem Baptist Church, okay.  Orpheum Theater.  Salem I had a lot of contact with them because Reverend Shelby uhm, let’s see… Famous buildings… Hmmm…  Our office was next door to the Postal Service on Randolph, we were right down the street from them.  No that’s about it on there.
Sonie:  Do you know why the Negro League existed?

Ernie:  Why it existed?

Sonie:  Yeah.
Ernie:  Well you know what?  Black ball players were playing baseball in the early 1800’s okay, and they were good baseball players.  And what happened is that the good black ball players who were playing when they played with the other white ball players never had a chance to finish a game.  They had one particular player who played second base and every time the white ball players would slide into second they would spike him so he had to either have to come off on crutches or be carried off on a stretcher.  And so all these things… And the hitters, they would throw at them, ya know, and so in 18… I’ll make sure I get things right here, eighteen-something, if I can get that right, all the white owners got together and said, “If you have a black on your team, kick him off, and don’t bring anymore.”   So we were playing long before that and it took 40 years before, no was it 60 years…?  Was it 1867 before the next black, and that is when Jackie Robinson showed up.  Yeah they kicked em all off the time before that.  One of the guys was Moses Fleetwood Walker, who they thought should’ve been the first black ball player, but they’re looking at Jackie Robinson as being the first black ball player.  He came in at 1947, and matter fact the owners were slow to integrate their teams so the last team to integrate in the Negro Leagues, I mean in the National, I mean in the American League, was the Boston Red Sox.  And that player was Pumpsey Green and that was in 1959.  But after that day the door was closed.  And now baseball is coming back to do it again; they got together and felt that they wanted to try and not totally correct the wrong, but do something that would probably make people feel better, but it didn’t make me feel better because they started to go back in history and gradually bring players into the Hall of Fame.  Now they’re not in, they’re not out there with all the rest of the players; they have a separate room for these players, okay?  Some of the players like Josh Gibson who had over a 900-something homeruns and they got him into the Hall of Fame, but he’s in a room with other Negro League players.  The only ones that are out there on the main floor is like Willie Mays because he made the Hall of Fame by being in the white league.  Ernie Banks made the Hall of Fame by being with the white league.  But those players, through no fault of their own, should have been there.  I mean they should gon’ and just to correct history, you know because it was something we had nothing to do with.  We had nothing to do with it.  We were barred from playing, and so that’s the reason they had it.  So on February the 14th from 1920, Rue Foster went on and said that he felt that the black ball players were just as good as their white counterparts.  And so that’s when he decided went on together with some other owners and he said, “We’re going to form the National and American Negro League” and that’s how it started.  But then, what happened is that they were out drawing the white teams and so I think they came after that league because of the money that was being made and they felt they can be making that money so what happened?  They decided to find a black person like Jackie Robinson, and when Jackie Robinson went to play for the Brooklyn Dodgers, half of the fans from the Negro League left to go to watch the white league with the black ball player.  Then what, 4 months after that the American League got a player by the name of Larry Dobe, and when he went there, he took all the other fans with him.  And that’s what led to the demise of the Negro League.
Sonie:  So baseball was a real important sport to the black community…

Ernie:  Mhm hmm, it was more important than basketball, more important than football.  Matter fact, coming up you know I knew about football, but football was not my love-baseball was my love, okay?  Knew a little bit bout basketball, but that was not my love, ya know.  And what happened is that it gradually changed, it gradually changed.  But I think it was in the fifties or somethin’, or close to the sixties when the University of Illinois got their first black ball player.  But all the other schools were ahead of the University of Illinois, and they had them on their team you know, and then pretty soon when they started to come down here and start to win games for the other team that’s when the University of Illinois got aggressive and started recruiting more black ball players.  I mean it’s a lot of history here, and I think people need to know about that history, and know about the Negro League and why it happened, ya know, they keep saying that… Well Babe Ruth was a good ball player, there’s no doubt about that, but I don’t think they liked Babe Ruth from when I read his history, his story.  And they didn’t like Babe Ruth because they thought he was black.  They said he had black lips.  I mean it’s a sad situation, but a lot of kids don’t know this, ya know, and said he had black lips, and a lot of people were saying he was black, ya know.  But he befriended blacks, he was very good friends to black ball players, and matter fact, some of the white ball players were saying if Satchel Page could be on our team, nobody could beat us.  Satchel Page made it to the Major Leagues at the age of forty-two.  That’s when he made it to the Major Leagues.  But one thing for sure, is back in the day they were playing here.  Black and white ball players were playing against each other in the rural areas up in Buckley, Loda, Gifford, and all over, and now people are looking at that history.  There’s a reporter for the News-Gazette and just wrote a book about the Eastern Illinois League, and I’m on the cover of the book (chuckles), and it’s really something.  But I do look for change, I do think things will change and they will change, and they have changed; and they’re getting better because people now realize that, “Hey we have to do something about some of the problems”, but I think it’s how we approach it, ya know.  I don’t believe in going in hollerin’ or screamin’ at anybody ya know, but that’s how with this Kiwane Carrington thing people were going in, hollerin’ and screamin’.  You can’t accomplish anything, I was always taught you’ll catch more flies with honey then you can with vinegar, ya know, and that’s the principle I like to operate on.
Sonie:  What position did you play, and which teams were you on?  When did you play those positions, which teams did you play those positions?

Ernie:  When I was on the Cubs organization, I played down in Carlsbad, New Mexico.  That’s a form system of the Cubs; most of your Major League teams had form systems.  But I played down in Carlsbad, New Mexico, and I played with Jesus Alu, Jimory Heart, Jose Sandiago… There was a reporter who did a story on me, he said I played with over 40 Major League players, and I was a pitcher but I was signed by the late Buck O’Neal.  Buck O’Neal was the one who signed Ernie Banks, Joe Carter, Curt Flood, and Lou Brock and the thing is, is that when he signed me I told em, “I’m not a pitcher, I’m a third-baseman”, and when he came to Knoxville, our regular pitcher didn’t show, so they asked me to pitch, and I threw a no-hitter.  And next thing I know I’m on a plane flying, going to Mesa, Arizona.  I’m not a pitcher (laughs) but you know, they didn’t give me that much money.  But I would’ve played for nothing and I still have my contract.  And I signed for 300 dollars, and 175 dollars a month.  Was that a lot of money back then?  I don’t know.  175 a month, back in the sixties… Was that a lot of money?  Ya know, I don’t know.  But I was just happy to be there, you know, to be in a structure like that.  But then once they released me, I joined up with the Birmingham Black Barons, and they signed me for 250 dollars a month and I don’t know if you’ve ever seen the T-shirt that says, ‘We played, but we never got paid’, we didn’t get paid.  We got mail money, when I was in the Cubs organization they would give us something like what, 10 dollars a day for meals and when I was with Birmingham they gives us something like 1.50 a day for meal.

Sonie:  (laughs).  Why do you like baseball so much?

Ernie:  It’s just a love that I have ya know, and all my relatives played baseball back then, on the weekends in the South there was always baseball at the park and they had plenty of food… And I love watermelon, they had watermelon in these great big tubs with great big things of ice in there and I couldn’t wait till the cut the watermelon, but the thing is is that I just have this love for the game, and my brother had the same love, for baseball.  And matter fact, I was watching on Michael Jordan the other day and when his father got killed, that’s why he came back to baseball.  He said baseball was his first love, and he wanted to do something in honor of his father.  And that was to come back and play baseball.  When Michael Jordan was playing Little League baseball he led the league in home runs, everything.  But baseball is a game you can’t walk away from and come back.  You can’t do it because of the timing you know, and all that.  But I still have this love for baseball, matter fact I write poetry about it- I write poetry about baseball.  That’s how much I love it, ya know, and I’m trying to get kids to catch onto that love of the game, it’s just a challenge that you get, you know, and I think a lot of our kids are kinda missing the boat a little bit because what I tell them when I went to the spring training with the Cubs, I thought I was gonna be the only one there!  I go there and there are a hundred other players there just as good and one thing that a lot of them had that I didn’t have, and it was a college degree.  I thought maybe I could jump and be rich just going to play you know, never thought about my dreams not going the way I thought they should come, and  so I tell kids right now, don’t narrow down your choices.  You know, think of baseball, think of football, think of basketball, because when you show up, they always bring the best there.  That’s who they bring.  I’ll never forget what Charles Barkley said.  They were over in Indianapolis, and he had never seen Michael Jordan before.  He said when he saw him he got on the phone and called his mother and said, “I’ve seen the best ball player I’ve ever seen in my life.”  They show up.  So I tell kids so if you can play basketball and football then you can play all of the other sports.  You can do it.

Sonie:  Why did you run for the President of the NAACP?

Ernie:  The reason I did that was because… I like Martin Luther King, and I mean tears started coming out of my eyes when he was assassinated, and I just said to myself I said, “God let me pick up the torch, let me do his work” and I didn’t know it was gonna happen like this.  I got honors for more placements, opening up more doors, and I had no experience in doing this, ya know.  But I had determination, and I had what Jackie Robinson had:  perseverance, ya know.  I didn’t think University of Illinois was going to give me 50,000 dollars for kids for summer programs, but I tried.  And it worked.  I didn’t know a lot of these employers were gonna come and say you know, “Ernie can we help you do some things”, you know and it worked.  So that’s why when Martin Luther King was assassinated… Well I went up to the poor peoples’ march, when he had it in Washington, D.C.  I just always had this; I don’t know what it is.  I guess because I had so many problems when I was growing up; I stuttered when I was a kid, really bad and I needed all kinds of help.  And I guess I sprung off of that and said, “I needed help, let me see if I can help someone.”  And I know a lot of times when I travelled a lot of friends would tell me say, “Look, they should be paying you to speak.”  And I said, “Well you know, they might not have it, they might not be able to afford it.”  But you know what, I spoke for the Lieutenant Governor, Pat Quinn up in there in Chicago, he said, “Ern I can’t pay you, but I might can give you travel expenses.”  I go up there and make a speech, I didn’t know all the people who were  in the crowd, but after I left there people started calling me saying, “Can you come speak at my school?, Can you come and do this right here?”  I guess I was sewing a seed.  And it’s been happening to me from here on out.  I speak in the prisons now, I’ll be speaking at Illinois State, Hartland College, South Suburban College up in Chicago, I’m all over.  Speaking for the military, I spoke for State Farm, you know and it’s something I don’t know.  People tell people about you.
Sonie:  I was gonna say something (laughs) why do these questions keep leaving me…

Ernie:  Well you know what, one of the biggest problems they’re having right now is there’s a lot of bullying going on and I hate that.

Sonie:  You know, we have a lot of talks about bullying in school.

Ernie:  Well you know what is that the thing is, I was teased, and maybe I was bullied because I stuttered.  I didn’t know any other black person who stuttered other than me.  I knew a guy by the name of Mel Tellis, he was a singer and he stuttered.  But he was white (chuckles), he was white you know, and it was uh, I had all this fear.  You know, to stand up in front of people to say anything, I would start to tremble, I would start to sweat and the kids they would just wait on me.  So they could start to laugh at me and everything and it just bothered me.  So now when I go to the schools I tell them about me first.  And I said to them, “If I had been your classmate you’d been laughing at me”, and a little girl looked at me and said, “I wouldn’t have laughed” but you know what?  Like I said I’m a poet and I tell the kids, “Be careful who you bully, and be careful who you tease, because the person that you bully could one day turn out to be the person that you need.”  I said, “How would you feel if you were in an accident, and were lying up in a hospital room and you looked up and said, ‘You look familiar’ and the guy said, ‘Yeah I’m the guy you used to bully when we were in sixth grade’, and you want him to save your life?”  You know, and so you have to be very careful.  When I signed with the Cubs, kids that used to tease me came by and said, “Will you sign this for me?”  You know, you have to be very careful because you can never tell.  So I read a lot of poetry about bullying as well so when I go into the classrooms I get kids to do this.  Mainly to tell kids to tell somebody, ya know because bullies don’t have friends.  That’s why they bully, you know.  And I talk about that a lot so that’s my mission right now.  I’m coaching baseball and trying to get kids to do some things but you know what, we have rules right now.  On the basketball team that I’m dealing with right now we tell kids that if you show up with your pants sliding down your behind, you’re going home.  You’re going home.  Okay somebody started; somebody said that the plumbers started it.  Remember you see the plumbers on T.V. they come in… There was a T.V. show, they had the plumber, he came in and he keeps his cigarettes rolled up in his arm (laughs), and he come in and you can see his pants sliding down?  They said the plumber started this you know, but no it’s like a disease now, you know… But I think the real problem right now, is that we are afraid to talk about certain things.  The certain type, there’s an unwritten code that as black people, we’re not supposed to say certain things.  And I think when Bill Cosby said what he said, they turned against him.  But he was right.  They’re saying, “Okay Bill, these things they might be true, but don’t tell them”, ya know, “Don’t tell them”, ya know.  We have to correct this problem, because they can’t get a job working for me.  You know they’re gonna get a job working for someone else, and they got to make sure their appearance is in order, ya know and be willing to work ya know.  You got to work ya know.  Like I tell kids, “To succeed you got to be willing, to work and study hard; to fail, you don’t have to do a thing.”  So that’s my mission right now is to talk to kids on how to do things better.

Sonie:  I have an article about a Mr. Woodrow Jackson the manager, and how he was in the hospital for a really long time and the assistant manager took over.  How did that affect the team?

Ernie:  Well the guy that took over, his son was a good friend of mine his name was Charles Hersey, and at times JW Pirtle was the manager, but this is sort-of a sad situation because it was my brother-in-law who shot em.  You know it was very close to home, you know, and you just never know.  But Wardo was a good man; you know he had his problems.  He had his gambling and his all this other stuff, but back in those days we had bidnesses; a lot of black bidnesses.  He owned most of First Street down here -but that’s where the police department is right now-, but all those buildings, that man owned almost all those buildings.  We had barbeque joints, restaurants, and everything and they were flourishing!  You know, and now they don’t have that many black bidnesses here in town.  And when they try to come back they’re not successful.  If you see that some of the buildings the City of Champaign built down there, the people got the buildings and couldn’t make it so the City had to take em over and they sold em.
Sonie:  Would you like to recite a poem about baseball?

Ernie:  (laughing) Oh yes, you know if I could remember it.  There is a poem that I wrote it’s called ‘The Strikeout’.  And when I write a poem, there’s always a reason when I wrote it, but I always try to throw some history in with it.  I was at a mall in Chicago, and this young kid comes up he says, “Mr. Westfield, I love baseball” and then some people came around so he stopped talking but then came back he says (whispers), “I can’t hit.”  He said, “I strike out and I don’t even swing at a pitch.”  He said, “I’ve been reading some of your poems and can you write a poem for a young man who strikes out?”  I said, “Walk around the mall and when you come back I hope I have something written for you” so I hope I can remember it.  And it says:
The first pitch, I really didn’t see

Because the ball was so fast, it scared the devil out of me.

Now the second pitch I saw a tiny little bit,

But I before I could swing, the ball was in the catcher’s mitt.

Now the third pitch came at me, so I moved outta the way,

I didn’t know it was a curve ball; otherwise I would’ve swung away.

I didn’t know who the pitcher was but they said Satchel was his first name

And I would’ve got a hit, had they taken Satchel out of the game.

Yes I struck out, and didn’t swing at a single pitch,

But I know what to do next time, if I get another chance to hit.

Ernie:  One of the biggest poems is the one I wrote about the Negro League players matter fact, Dave Winfield was here and they asked me to introduce him at Krannert Center bout a couple weeks ago and he wanted a poem it’s called the ‘Negro League Black Men’, but see there were three women that played in that league as well so when I write a poem I put something in it that will remind people of that history, and do it that way.  My mother was very important to me when I was growing up.  That’s when I tell kids ya know, “Respect your parents, respect em” because my, I lost my mother bout five years ago and it dawned on me that I had never told my mother that I loved her.  I never, I never; my brother and I used to beg all the time for stuff and my mother would buy it.  I don’t care what she had to do to, she would get it.  And she was in debt, but I didn’t know she was in debt.  She was in debt over me and my brother you know and even when, my father was not around and when we was practicing baseball my mother would go out and catch the balls but we got bigger and she could no longer catch the balls.  And so I tell kids I said, “I didn’t tell my mother that I loved her until she turned 83”, but I had to put her in a nursing home and my mother, I don’t know if she could understand what I was trying to say because she couldn’t feed herself, she couldn’t bathe herself, she couldn’t walk, she couldn’t talk but I looked at her eyes, and the eyes they just glanced you know.  So at the nursing home they put this poem that I had wrote for my mother up over her head and I tell kids I said, “Don’t be like me.”  I said, “Don’t wait until your parents get up in the age before you tell them that you love them.  Tell em while they’re young, while they have the energy to do something about it, ya know.”  And I’ma tell you I spoke to some kids at a school for kids with behavioral disorders, and I read that poem.  You know these little tough girls started crying?  They started crying, because you know the thing about it is you know, like I tell them, “Your mother will come and get you no matter where you are, no matter what you’ve done.”  I said, “The father, he gon’ hesitate, let him stay there let him stay there, he’s the bear ya know.”  And the thing is if she’s married to this person she’ll bring him along, he’s not gonna wanna come but she’ll bring em ya know.  And I said, “We have to help our parents because I got a job at the age of 12 just to help my mother cause I could see her strugglin’” ya know.  And I said, “My mother never had to come to school about me because I knew that she needed every dime that we could use” ya know.  And that’s what I tell kids and the people in the school system say, “Mr. Westfield it sounds better coming from you than it does us.”  Like you know I tell the kids, “I can’t put you in time-out, I can’t call your parents on you, I can’t give you a bad grade”, I said, “Just give me thirty minutes, that’s all I need” ya know.  But the poem I wrote for my mom, when I’m at the mall, people just buy it.  I was in Chicago, and all these guys came in and I mean they were loud; I said, “Oh my gosh, I hope you don’t stop by my table” (laughs), and sure enough they stopped right in front of my table and they started reading the poems and a guy said, “I got to have that one right there”, it was the mom’s poem.  I said, “Why are you buying that?”  He said, “I messed up”, and he said, “Can I get that?” and I gave it to him and he came back the next day by hisself.  He said, “It worked, my mother was so happy” ya know, and I’ma tell you that’s what I tell kids now.  You know, and getting in trouble, a lot of parents spend a lot of money to keep their kids out of jail or for going to jail.  I said, “We need to stop this.  They don’t have that kind of money, my mother didn’t have it, and I knew it ya know.  But uhm the poem that I wrote is called ‘Mom’.  And I said:
Mom, this poem to you is long overdue

And I don’t know why it took me so long to say thanks that God blessed me with you.

I guess that I just thought that you always knew, that I always loved you since the start

But as my mom, you will forever have a special place in my heart.

But now I know that when I love someone I have to show it,
And I have to tell them everyday because life is so uncertain I never know what fate might bring our way.

I’m really sorry Mom for not saying what I should’ve said long ago,

Is that when God made you, He broke the mold.

So thanks for being the best Mom for all these years, and when I think about all that you’ve done,

It’s hard to for me wipe away all the tears to a special Mom.

Happy Mothers’ Day.

Sonie:  Oh wow that’s beautiful.

Ernie:  This is what I do you know, and I write a lot of poems like that ya know and I got a gobs of em, books of em and I just sit down and write em it just comes to me.  And a lot of em… Matter fact, there’s a lady in Danville, in Decatur and she’s put em all in a book and I’m telling people why I wrote each poem you know.  Because I retired in ’99 and every year I took a physical, and I went to take my physical and next thing you know here is my doctor calling me at home at seven o’clock at night.  And he said, “Ernie your PSA has changed.”  (To Sonie):  You’re not familiar with PSA’s are you?  It has to do with your prostate, that’s why they’re encouraging black men to get, to take prostate exams.  He said, “We need to do a biopsy on you.”  And I said, “Oh my gosh, well I’m not feeling anything” you know.  And so what happened they did the biopsy and they called me.  He said, “Ernie we found a little bit of cancer on the left side of your prostate.”  I said, “Oh my gosh…”  But you know what, I had the names of people who should’ve had it rather than me, I had a list of people should’ve had it, you know.  And I guess that’s a thought that people have is ‘Why me?’  And then it dawned on me, ‘Why NOT me?’ ya know.  And so I had been writing poems for everybody else except myself (chuckles) and the poem that I wrote for myself… Well I have seeds, radiation seeds they put em in in 2000, and it says:
I know exactly where my miracle came from, and how it got to me

It came at the right time; like money falling from a tree.

The only thing is know is that things in my life had gotten rough

So I prayed, and I kept on praying, because I didn’t think one prayer was enough.

But I thought that God had forgotten all about me, because I was one of those who only prayed when something went wrong,

But I soon learned that God was ever present, even when I thought he was gone.

Ernie:  And do you know what happened?  I was at the mall in Chicago, and this lady and her husband was walking at the mall and she stopped to read my poems.  And she said, “I want that miracle poem for my husband.”  I said, “Ma’am, can I ask you why, why would you want that?”  And she said, “Well my husband just had prostate surgery,” and said, “I had to drag him to come out of the house.  He didn’t want to go anywhere.”  And I said, “Is that him?”  She said, “Yeah.” and I said, “Well bring em over here and let me talk...”  She said, “But he’s having all kinds of problems.”  I said, “We’ll bring him over, I’ll talk to him.”  He comes over and he tells me, I said, “Did they put you on all these types of medicine that you had?”  And he said, “No.”  I gave him the name of the medicine and he says, “Can I have your number?” and next thing I know he calls me all the way from Chicago.  He says, “Thank you so much, thank you thank you.  You know I didn’t want to come to that mall?  My wife drug me there?” (laughs).  You know, and just things like that you know… There’s always a reason, things happen like that way.  It always seems like I’m in the right place at the right time ya know and these things happen.  And this happened many times I was at the mall, I was at an autograph signing in Chicago, at the Rosemont and this kid came in in a wheelchair with all his family around him.  And I started talking to him and so the other ball players said, “Ernie, you’re losing money. You’re spending too much time talking to people” ya know.  But I just felt like I had to talk to this kid, ya know?  And so they left, and so the next day I guess the whole family came back and they spent over 800 dollar with me!  They sure did, they sure did.  That was not my intent.  My intent was this kid, you know, and uhm…

Sonie:  Could you recite the Negro League poem?

Ernie:  I hope I can remember it.  It’s called ‘Negro League Black Men’, and it says:
They played the game of baseball because they loved the game,

But never did they think that it would be harder to get into the Baseball Hall of Fame.

They were beautiful black men, who played the game with pride

But I just wish each of you could’ve seen James “Cool Papa” Bell when he ran at full stride.

He was so fast that daylight couldn’t keep up with his speed,

And when he was on the base path, all he needed was a small lead.

But then there was Josh Gibson, the best hitter of all time

Hit a 580-foot homerun out of Yankee Stadium,

And the ball, they still can’t find.

But then there was Satchel Page, who was on everybody’s all-star list

Who threw a pass so hard that batters just missed.

But there were so many Negro League players, who never lived their dreams,

And that was one day to play for an American, or National League team.

So let’s honor those black players, who played the game so well,

By keeping their history alive for the younger generations to tell.

But let’s never forget the struggles, and how hard they had to fight,

Because that was a time, when only the ball was white.

Ernie:  And that’s the poem.  And that’s the one that a lot of professional baseball players want; and a lot of them have em up in their, well one guy he’s with the White Sox now and he’s got a lot of my poems up in at the White Sox park, up in his office now.  So every year they honor me at the White Sox Park, a game in Chicago and I go up.  Matter fact, they gave me 75 tickets.  I took 75 kids from Champaign-Urbana to get into the game free.  Every year they do this for me, and this is what I do.

Sonie:  Well thank you SO much for this wonderful interview (chuckles).

Ernie:  Thank you (chuckles).
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