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By the Numbers...

In 1946, nine African American women
from Philadelphia, Pennsylvania, formed
a volunteer service organization to enrich
friendships and help their community,
with a focus on civic, educational, and
cultural solutions in the fight for civil
rights and against racial injustices.

The number of members of The Links,
Incorporated across 292 chapters:
16,700

The number of documented hours of
community service annually:
Over $1 million

Since its founding in 1979, the amount
The Links Foundation, Incorporated has
contributed to charitable causes:

Over $25 million

The amount donated to Historically
Black Colleges and University (HBCU)
scholarships and endowments between
2019 and 2021

$1.5 million

The number of scholarships awarded to
students attending HBCUs between 2019
and 2021:

Nearly 3,000

The Minneapolis-St. Paul (MN) Chapter
of The Links, Incorporated celebrates
its fiftieth anniversary this year. See
“Fifty Years of Friendship Connected in
Community Service: The Minneapolis-
St. Paul (MN) Chapter of The Links,
Incorporated” by Marion Jones Kennon
on page 1.

SOURCE: Mwika Kankwenda with The Links,

Incorporated, email correspondence with editor,
January 10, 2022.

ON THE COVER

Charter members of the Minneapolis-St. Paul (MN)
Chapter of The Links, Incorporated at their first
official meeting in 1973. Courtesy of Minneapolis-
St. Paul (MN) Chapter of The Links, Incorporated.

NOTE: To see the names of the women in this
photograph, go to endnote 1 on page 10.
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Message from the Editorial Board

At times, many of us have observed our chaotic world and asked, “How can I
make a difference?” But how many have acted on this question—fanning a spark
of hope and growing an idea into something bigger?

This issue of Ramsey County History features writings by someone who did fan
that spark: Marion Jones Kennon. Her desire to address the challenges facing local
African American families led her to invite fifteen like-minded women to join the
Minneapolis-St. Paul (MN) Chapter of The Links, Incorporated as charter mem-
bers. The community work by this group of leaders focuses on helping youth,
promoting the arts, and addressing national, international, and health concerns
all while celebrating the lives of women and nurturing the joy and strength found
through friendship. In a second, more personal, article, Mrs. Kennon shares her
memories of her upbringing in St. Paul’s Rondo neighborhood. The love and les-
sons her parents instilled in her and her siblings helped the young Jones children
become changemakers in their communities.

Another person who spent her formative days in Rondo was Scottie Primus
Davis, the first African American woman to graduate from the University of Min-
nesota. A century on, author Steve Trimble followed a few scant leads to fill in
details of the nearly forgotten life of this formidable scholar and educator.

The racial injustice faced by African Americans is undeniable. Here, we cele-
brate the progress and impact made against great odds and recognize how much
more work there is to do. We offer testament to how sparks of hope, family, friend-
ship, and service can build strong communities and make a difference.

Anne Field
Chair, Editorial Board

Corrections in the Fall 2021 Issue: In “Tikkun Olam: Jewish Women Serving Their St. Paul Community,” a quote associated
with endnote 61 on page 19 should be attributed to Rhoda Redleaf. In “Closing the Book: The James Jerome Hill Reference
Library, 1921-2021,” Samuel Pepys was misidentified. He was a seventeenth-century diarist during the English Restoration.

The Ramsey County Historical Society thanks former Board Member James A. Stolpestad and affiliate AHS Legacy Fund
for supporting the updated design of this magazine. Publication of Ramsey County History is also supported in part by a
gift from Clara M. Claussen and Frieda H. Claussen in memory of Henry H. Cowie Jr., and by a contribution from the late
Reuel D. Harmon.



Forgotten to Time?

The Search for Scottie Primus Davis

STEVE TRIMBLE

hen Scottie Primus Davis became the

first African American woman to gradu-
ate from the University of Minnesota in 1904,
her quiet accomplishment marked a milestone
for her St. Paul community. Her graduation was
featured in newspapers of the day. The Appeal,
a local Black-owned publication, called her “a
pioneer woman,” and the St. Paul Globe said her
achievements were talked about all around the
city.! It’s easy to understand how people were
excited about the event. But being first is only
a beginning.

While the papers lauded Davis, it appears the
University of Minnesota made no public note
of her efforts. The young graduate left the Twin
Cities shortly thereafter to work as an educator,
and her accomplishments faded into history
for nearly a century—until the university made
mention in 2002 in the Minnesota Alumni
magazine. In 2007, Davis was noted briefly in a
book, and six years later, the Minnesota Daily,
the campus newspaper, included Davis’s accom-
plishment as a bullet point in an historical lineup
during African American History Month. It read,
“1904 — Scottie Primus Davis becomes the first
Black woman to graduate from the University.”?

Those short mentions, with little more than a
name, date, and the highlighted “first,” ignited a
spark to learn more. Here was a long-forgotten,
mostly hidden story that needed to be researched
and shared.

Davis, who spent her formative years in St.
Paul, Minnesota, exceeded all expectations as a
bold, strong-willed woman of color during her
life. She was charged with an intense determi-
nation to learn, succeed, and make the world a
better place through education. That she did.

Growing Up Scottie

Scottie Primus Davis was born on November
20, 1882, in Lebanon, Kentucky, sixty-five miles
southeast of Louisville to Addison Davis and
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Hattie Smith Primus Davis. When she was five
years old, she relocated with her parents to Chi-
cago. She enrolled at St. James Catholic School
and later entered public school. The family
moved north to Minnesota around 1896.3

Over the dozen years the Davis family lived
in St. Paul, Mr. Davis worked as a waiter at vari-
ous hotels and clubs, including the Aberdeen
Hotel, The Minnesota Club, The Commercial
Club, and the Merchant’s Hotel. He managed
the laundry department at Valet Tailoring in
1906. The family lived the longest at 415 Charles
Avenue (three years) and at a couple of locations
on Aurora Avenue (four years).*

It is likely the Davis family was Catholic given
their daughter’s early education in the Windy
City. Also, various St. Paul news stories noted
their involvement with St. Peter Claver Church,
including serving on a picnic committee, at-
tending a parish bazaar, and holding a church
fundraiser at their home with music, “elegant
refreshments,” and raffles.>

The Davis’s daughter enrolled at St. Paul
Central High School, having completed some
secondary education in Chicago. She graduated
three years later with high honors. She was not
mentioned in school documents but for a short
article she wrote for the January 1900 issue of
The World, the school’s literary publication.
Titled “Thirty Years of Freedom,” she opined on
the progress of African Americans since the end
of slavery.®

The unprecedented leap, the Negro made,
when freed from bondage is more than
deserving of a high place in history. The
world needs . .. to understand the vast
possibility of a race so much despised and
so thoroughly able to prove without blair
[sic] and flourish of trumpets, its ability to
hold its own and compete, after only thirty
years....”
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Scottie P. Davis as a Central High
School graduate in 1900. Courtesy of

Central High School Archives.

Davis commented on the African American sol-

diers who fought in the Civil War, the successful

businesses residents developed since that time,

the taxes they paid, and the number of people

employed in communities as educators, lawyers,

doctors, inventors, and other professionals.®
Her essay ended with a flourish:

This is the colored man that is standing
today at the progressive door of American
civilization and asks for a man’s chance,
for an American citizens [sic] chance in the
race of life .. .°

Davis might have discussed these issues with
and been influenced by family friend Nellie
Francis. A decade older than Davis, Francis often
attended the same social events, and the two
women visited one another’s homes. They also
had much in common. For example, Francis
(known as Nellie Griswold prior to marriage)
was the only African American student in her
1891 class at Central High School, and she gave
a graduation speech titled, “The Race Problem.”
Like Davis, she refused to accept the idea of
white superiority and emphasized the unprece-
dented strides made by previously enslaved
people in “but a single quarter of a century.”1®
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Newspapers at the time applauded Griswold’s
graduation and achievements. Likewise, when
Davis graduated from Central in 1900, The Ap-
peal, reported:

...the charming daughter of Mr. and Mrs.
Addison Davis, enjoys the distinction of
being the only Afro-American graduate from
Central high school this year . . . She will
enter the State University next term. . ..!!

Mr. Davis was a good role model to his
daughter and active in the community. He was
inducted into the Business Men’s Club, a Twin
Cities philanthropic organization, at the same
time as T. H. Lyles, a barbershop owner and
funeral director, and Harry Shepherd, a noted
local photographer. He served as the second
vice president of the Roosevelt-Dunn Afro-
American Republican Club and was a member of
the T. S. T. C. Club along with Fredrick McGhee,
a prominent lawyer, and Dr. Valdo Turner, the
community’s first Black physician who, like
McGhee, was active in civil rights.'?

Mrs. Davis participated in community work,
as well. In 1898, local African Americans hosted
a first-of-its-kind Cuba Pageant—a theatrical
drama performed in support of Afro-Cuban
freedom struggles. The production featured al-
most three hundred players on stage in front of
a crowd of 2,000 people. Mrs. Addison Davis, as
she was named in the St. Paul Globe, was listed
with other women as “active patronesses” of
the event. In 1901, she was elected treasurer of
St. Paul’s Adelphi Club, which focused on social,
educational, and philanthropic projects.3

The family matriarch also hosted events.
One was a picnic in Como Park in 1898. McGhee,
Turner, and]. Q. Adams, the editor of The Appeal
newspaper, attended. Davis’s teenage daughter
was there alongside the local leaders.!*

Sometimes, the younger set gathered at the
family home. The Appeal reported that the Cos-
mos Club, a young men’s organization, enter-
tained lady friends at a theater party. After the
performance, “a sumptuous repast was served
by the ladies at the home of Miss Scottie Davis
on Aurora Avenue.” One attendee, S. E. Hall, was
the president of the Cosmos Club, a barber, and
a community activist. He later helped establish
the St. Paul Urban League.'®
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Life as a Coed
Davis lived at home while an undergraduate.
Calling her “comely,” The St. Paul Globe stated
that “few realized when they saw the young
woman in the modish street suit on the interur-
ban cars from day to day that she was a student
at the state university. . . .”1¢

There is little information about her life on
campus other than short articles in newspapers.
For example, in March 1903, The Appeal reported
that Davis, “the charming Co-ed of our State Uni-
versity,” spent Tuesday socializing with friends.*”

There is a bit more documentation of Davis’s
community activities. During her freshman year,
she and her father attended an elaborate lun-
cheon for visiting dignitaries from Washington,
DC. It was hosted, in part, by Mattie McGhee
and Nellie Francis. Later that week, Davis es-
corted the out-of-town guests to the spectacular
Minnehaha Falls in Minneapolis.'®

Davis’s community activities made the pa-
pers often, especially in 1902. Early that year, the
college student attended a farewell reception for
a friend with Amanda Lyles, a businesswoman
who owned and operated a hair salon and was
active in politics and temperance movements,
and Minnie Farr, who was the first African
American to graduate from Saint Paul High
School in 1881. Ms. Farr eventually became a
public school teacher, as did her younger sister,
Bessie. Davis may have shared the day with
these respected educators. Perhaps, Davis’s fu-
ture career decisions came from conversations
with the admirable Farr sisters.*®

The young woman also took part in the Im-
promptu Club’s summer kickoff event at Wild-
wood Amusement Park on Decoration Day. She
and other members of the social organization
enjoyed a two-hour boat ride on White Bear
Lake, followed by a meal at West Side Delicates-
sen Café and an evening of dancing. Of course,
back then, the young people were accompanied
by a chaperone, thanks to Mrs. Valdo Turner,
who graciously volunteered.?°

On another occasion, Davis attended and
worked on the fifth annual national conven-
tion of the Afro-American Conference that
came to St. Paul July 9 to 11. Even as a college
student, she was one of the officers and served
on multiple committees. She may have mingled
with prominent leaders, including Booker T.
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Washington, W.E.B. Du Bois, Ida B. Wells,
and other national figures.?!

When Davis graduated from the Uni-
versity of Minnesota in 1904, local pa-
pers picked up the story. The Appeal
lauded the scholar, who excelled in
mathematics, spoke German and
French, and was proficient in read-
ing Greek and Latin. “She is a prime
favorite in society and has a host of
friends among her classmates and
wherever she has been.”>?

The St. Paul Globe announced
that a “St. Paul colored girl...
[was] “the first of her sex of the
colored race to receive a degree. ..
at the state’s highest institution of
learning.”?2 She graduated well toward
the head of her class of 481 students.
The article surmised that “it is said to be
not improbable that she will take a professional
course in either law or medicine.”?4 That she did
not do. Rather, Davis became an educator and
accepted her first teaching assignment in Lou-
isville, Kentucky.

Scottie P. Davis’s official
graduation photo from
the University of
Minnesota. From the
University of Minnesota
Archives, courtesy of Saint
Paul Almanac.

. Miriam ¥, Carpenter, Registrar,
. Graduate Scheal of Education,
o Harvard University,
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The original Sumner
High School was built
in 1905 at the corner of
Ninth and Washington
in Kansas City, Kansas.
Courtesy of Sumner High
School Archives.

Leaving the Nest—A Job in Louisville
Davis said goodbye to friends and family and
moved from the North to the South. She landed
a job as an assistant teacher at the Louisville
Central Colored High School at the corner of
Sixth and Kentucky Streets beginning in the
1904-1905 school year. Her starting salary was
$80 a month. She boarded near the school, in-
cluding at 1431 W. Chestnut.?®

The Davis family stayed in contact. In Janu-
ary 1905, Davis’s mother visited Louisville for a
week. It may have been difficult for her parents
to be apart from their only child. Two years
later, they left St. Paul to reside in “Falls City.”2¢

Again, Rondo mourned. “The loss of Mr.
and Mrs. Davis to this community,” The Appeal
stated, “will be very much felt.” Farewell teas and
luncheons were held in their honor. The couple
moved to a home at 2009 Magazine Street, where
it appears their daughter boarded at times.?”

In 1908, Davis earned a promotion. “Assis-
tant” was dropped from her title, and she likely
earned a pay raise as a full-fledged instructor
of English. It is not surprising that even as a
busy, young teacher, the ambitious woman got
involved in her new community. For example,
when the National Negro Business League an-
nounced they would meet in Louisville in Au-
gust 1909, the local chapter began making plans
with help from the Young Men’s Business Club
and Women’s Auxiliary League, of which Davis
was a member.?®

Her tenure ended abruptly when she was dis-
missed in June 1913. She was considered an effi-
cient teacher, however, she “did not cooperate
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fully” with the school principal at that time.
Interestingly, her personnel file indicates that
“Miss Davis worked well previously with two
earlier principals.” Records show she submitted
applications to be rehired in Louisville, but she
was not returned.?’

Listen to the Teacher

Davis moved on to Sumner High School in Kan-
sas City, Kansas, another segregated institution.
She taught English there with a firm, effective
approach. One student wrote this in the 1919 edi-
tion of The Sumnarian, the school’s yearbook:

Many and varied were the experiences we
had under Miss Scottie Davis our main En-
glish teacher. Though Miss Davis thought
us an intolerable set . . . she certainly made
us learn English. We, too, appreciate her
efforts, for they were strenuous ones. I

am sure that before we left her control we
were . .. really civilized Sophomores, ready
for Sophomore English.3°

According to the Sumner Courier, the school
newspaper, Davis required her senior students to
read a book of no less than 300 pages and then
write a story similar to their book before sharing
with the class “how you were able to do it.”3!

Davis was a no-nonsense instructor who
once wrote “Hookworm Attitude in English,”
a stern, nearly full-page essay that appeared in
the school newspaper. In it, she observed that
students often felt they could speak any way
they chose, and she hoped for a time when they
would “feel the same pride in fine speech that
they have for fine clothes.” She proclaimed,
“Along with our Flag, our language is a portion
of our precious national heritage which it is our
duty to keep unimpaired ‘in vigor, in variety, in
freshness and in nobility.’”32

In conclusion, she shared with her students
a creed—a call to action—for better speech, en-
couraging young people to take notice:

I believe that my mother tongue is worthy
my admiration, respect and love.

I believe that slang is language in the mak-
ing and that until it is made, it is not proper
to use.
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Faculty at Sumner High School in 1919. Back Row (L-R): Scottie P. Davis (English), George H. Mowbray (manual training and auto mechan-
ics), Beulah E. Burke (domestic art), Garfield A. Curry (Latin), Erma Z. Pendleton (commercial subjects), Thomas H. Reynolds (music and
history), and Mary F. Clifford (English). Front Row (L-R): J. P. King (biological sciences), Henry S. Williams (physical sciences and physical
training), Kate T. Davis (domestic science), John A. Hodge, (principal), Frances Kealing (physical culture, mathematics, and French),

G. B. Buster (history and civics), and John Joseph Lewis (vice principal and mathematics). Courtesy of Sumner High School Archives.

I believe that the proper accompaniment
to pure, clearly enunciated language is a
musical voice.

I believe I'll try it.33

Sumner faculty knew there was a need for
extracurricular programs that could develop into
positive approaches for student character. The
school offered Girl Reserves and other clubs.
Davis oversaw the senior class, debate teams,
student council, and senior plays.3*

A Sumner Junior College was started inside
the high school building in 1924, and Davis was
its first English teacher. Sumner graduates could
attend at no cost, prospered through small
classes, and had the advantage of staying home
for two years to save money before continuing
on to a four-year school. Class credits were ac-
cepted by the University of Kansas and other
colleges. Eventually, the junior college moved
to another building on campus.®

When she wasn’t teaching, we can assume
that Davis was active in her community. In fact,
she was an early member of a local sorority.

In 1924, Alpha Kappa Alpha Sorority, Incor-
porated, a national organization for college-
educated African American women welcomed
the chartering of the Mu Omega graduate chapter
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in Kansas City, Kansas. It was organized, in part,
through the efforts of Beulah E. Burke, another
Sumner teacher, who also helped found the na-
tional organization. Burke invited Davis to join
the chapter in its first year. Early on, the Mu
Omega Chapter, which included Sumner teach-
ers, presented the national body’s Program of
Vocational Guidance at multiple Sumner High
School student assemblies. These programs in-
troduced students to job opportunities, profes-
sionals, and mentors.3¢

Dear Harvard...

Very Truly, (Miss) Scottie P. Davis

Davis kept busy taking additional university
classes to upgrade her professional credentials.
In 1911, when she was still teaching in Louis-
ville, she attended Columbia University during
the summer. When she arrived at Sumner High
Schoolin 1914, she enrolled in extension classes
from that year through 1920 at the nearby Uni-
versity of Kansas.3”

Her most adventurous educational journey
was the pursuit of a master’s degree in educa-
tion from Harvard University. It wasn’t an easy
go. She started the summer of 1927 and traveled
again to Cambridge, Massachusetts, in 1931. By
1933, the Great Depression had wreaked havoc
on people, businesses, and institutions. In fact,

To read Scottie
Primus Davis's
1920 article,
“Hookworm Atti-
tude in English,’
go to https://
publishing.rchs
.com/publishing/
magazine/ramsey
-county-history
-magazine
-volume-56-4
-winter-2022/.

To learn more
about Alpha
Kappa Alpha
Sorority, Incor-
porated and

its members

in Kansas and
Minnesota, go

to to https://
publishing.rchs
.com/publishing/
magazine/ramsey
-county-history
-magazine
-volume-56-4
-winter-2022/.
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Cover page of Scottie P.
Davis's master’s thesis
submitted to Harvard
University in 1935.
Courtesy of Harvard
University, Graduate
School of Education.

Davis wrote a letter to university officials ex-
plaining that the Sumner School “entered upon
a retrenchment program involving half a mil-
lion dollars. Certain departments ... have been
eliminated entirely while salaries have been cut
twenty-five percent. Returning to Harvard this
year for summer work is simply a financial im-
possibility.”28 A sympathetic registrar responded
that an extension to complete coursework
might be possible, but that Davis was still highly
encouraged to attend classes. And, so, she ulti-
mately did.

Davis completed her course work in the sum-
mer of 1934. A thesis was due at that time, but
she requested an extension, arguing that she
had traveled from her home to Cambridge most
years at great financial sacrifice, “and it would
truly be most unfortunate for me if I were to lose
credit toward the degree for the work which I
have done.”®® The school responded that she
had until January 1, 1935, to complete her work.
This would be the last possible date.*°

Davis planned to examine the “highly selec-
tive character of our segregated high school here
[and] how it ministers largely to the college pre-
paratory group with a curriculum that probably
needs readaptation to the actual life needs of
practically ninety-five per cent of the pupils.”4!

Davis made the January deadline and submit-
ted her thesis titled, “Implications Relative to
Curricular Offerings in Urban High Schools for
Negroes Drawn from a Distribution of Teachers’

TMPLICATIONS RELATIVE TO GURRICULAR OFFERINGS
IN URBAN HIGH SCHOOLS FOR NEGROES
DRAWN FROM A DISTRIBUTION OF TEACHERS' GRADES
IN SUMNER HIGH SCHOQL, KANSAS CITY,
KANSAS

by

Seottie Ps Davis

1935

A THESIS PRESENTED IN PARTIAL FULFILMENT OF THE

REQUIREMENTS FOR THE DEGREE OF MASTER OF
EDUCATION IN RARVARD UNIVERSITY
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Grades in Sumner High School, Kansas City,
Kansas.” In the introduction, the master’s stu-
dent explained that her work included a two-
year investigation into how curricula affected
urban students’ scholastic achievement based
on teachers’ grades.*?

She made it clear in her literature survey that
current studies refuted the long-held assump-
tion that differences between Black and white
achievement were based on innate racial abilities.
For example, one study argued that “... we have
never with all our searching found indisputable
evidence for belief in mental differences which
are essentially racial,”*® and another suggested
that differences in school training and social con-
ditions contributed to differences in testing.**

In her research, Davis tracked 27,408 grades
given by Sumner teachers over two years in in-
dustrial arts, mathematics, social and physical
sciences, drawing, modern language, English,
commercial, home economics, and music. In-
dustrial arts, drawing, and home economics had
the lowest number of failing grades. Science,
mathematics, and English presented the high-
est number of failing grades. This concerned
Davis because “[t]he concentration of the Negro
population in cities with their crowded condi-
tions renders biological knowledge necessary in
order to safeguard public health,” and “English
is the vehicle for all subjects... the most the
school can do for a pupil is teach him to read.
Retardation and low achievement condition the
achievement in all the other subjects of study.”4>
She noted that 40.05 percent of students failed
or nearly failed most of their classes, reducing
opportunities for success, if and when they
graduated. She argued grades at Sumner and
likely other schools reflected standards that
are only reached by 5 percent of high-achieving
students. She listed recommendations for con-
sideration, including:

Adapting lessons, encouraging vocational
arts and home economics, and giving more
attention to the 95 percent who end their
education after high school;

Focusing more on reading and language arts;

Adding educational and vocational guidance
through classes and counselors along with
specialists to teach students how to study;
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Working with gifted students separately to
encourage ‘competition and inspiration for
the fullest development.’4®

The first reader of Davis’ thesis was impressed
that she had “clearly conceived her problem and
collected her data” and had carefully analyzed
the material. Then, in a statement that says more
about his own perceptions, he added, “I have
been interested in the objective attitude which
she consistently maintains; the fact that she is
a Negro apparently does not blind her vision.”4”

Her advisor, Edward A. Lincoln, also followed
up with a recommendation for acceptance:

This thesis seems to me an [sic] high grade
piece of work. The review of the literature
is very well done, and indicates a substan-
tial understanding of the problem and its
ramifications. Miss Davis has apparently
collected her data carefully and used the
material intelligently . . . . There is valuable
material in the appendix, and the bibliog-
raphy is excellent.*®

A few years later, Davis wrote to Harvard
to solicit her transcripts. From the beginning,
Davis, in almost all of her university corre-
spondence, signed off as (Miss) Scottie P. Davis,
to make sure she was not mistaken for a man.
However, she did not employ this signature in
1939, and so transcripts were mailed to Mr. Scot-
tie P. Davis.*®

The Story of Sumner High School

With degree in hand, Davis was back to work
at Sumner. That same year, she and six of her
students completed a small booklet with photo-
graphs for the school’s thirtieth anniversary. It
was a history titled, The Story of Sumner High
School.

Scottie Primus Davis
wrote many letters to
professors, advisors, and
the registrar at Harvard
University while working
on her master’s thesis.
She made a point of
signing each with “(Miss)"
before her name to avoid
any confusion, as she did
here in this letter from
June 17,1934, to the reg-
istrar. Courtesy of Harvard
University, Graduate
School of Education.

Sumner High School: A Brief History

Sumner High School came into being in the early
twentieth century following a fatal shooting of a white
student at track practice. A twenty-year-old Black man
was convicted. This man was not a student, yet the inci-
dent provoked racial tensions across the city, and after
several meetings attended by angry white protestors, the
Kansas City (KS) School Board lobbied the state legisla-
ture to change the law that had previously prohibited
segregated schools. And so it did in 1905. As a result, the
school board built a new high school strictly for African
Americans.®

The board proposed calling the school Manual Train-
ing High School, but African American community lead-
ers argued for a name that would emphasize academics.
They eventually agreed upon Sumner High School in
recognition of the abolitionist and US Senator Charles
Sumner (1811-1874).°

The school opened at Ninth and Washington later that
same year with instructors trained in classic languages, al-
gebra, physics, botany, and other science courses. Its first
principal—J. E. Patterson—believed there was a great
potential in all Black youth and strived to develop the
highest intellectual, moral, and practical values.

By 1920, Principal J. A. Hodge, a respected educator
and community advocate, had established four educa-
tional tracks—college preparatory, general arts, com-
mercial arts, and a general track. An alumna of the school
once said of Hodge, “[He] believed in the capability of all
Black youth. He did not want them to think of themselves
as inadequate, and he did everything in his power to see
to it that his students were successful." The school of-
fered industrial classes such as typing and shop, as well as
classic education, public speaking, and literature. It also
emphasized African and Black history. Sumner attracted
highly regarded teachers who developed leadership
through these courses. English instructor Scottie P. Davis
was one such teacher.

A Sumner Junior College opened in 1924, developed
especially for students who wanted to become teachers.
Davis began teaching English in this setting that year and
remained in the role until 1951."

In 1978, Sumner closed as part of a “federally man-
dated plan for racial integration of schools in Kansas City,
KS!"9 Today, the building houses the Sumner Academy of
Arts & Science.
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Sumner High School
English Teacher Scottie P.
Davis shortly before
retiring in 1951. From

the private collection of
Chester C. Owens Jr.

One statement in the publication has been
quoted often. It reflects the fact that Sumner’s
founding emerged out of a racist context, but
the school soon developed into a respected
institution because of strong leadership in its
dedicated administration and staff and their
connectedness to the community.

Sumner is a child not of our own volition
but rather an offspring of the race antipa-
thy of a bygone period. It was a veritable
blessing in disguise—a flower of which
we may proudly say, ‘The bud had a bitter
taste, but sweet indeed is the flower.’>°

Unforgettable
A former student, Chester C. Owens Jr., who
still lives in Kansas City, Kansas, admits he and
other students were intimidated by Davis as
they began their first English classes with her at
Sumner High School, but he is grateful for the
introduction to classic writers, including Wil-
liam Shakespeare and Ralph Waldo Emerson.
The students memorized passages and recited
them in front of the class.

Owens, today a retired business owner, vet-
eran, and historian, got used to his strict teacher
by the time he had her again at Sumner Junior
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College between 1949 and 1951. He remembers
she always took her evening meals at the local
S. S. Kresge, although she, like other African
Americans, had to sit at the rear of the store.>!

Davis retired from teaching at Sumner Junior
College in 1951. The longtime English teacher
returned to Kentucky, the state of her birth, and
lived in Louisville for the rest of her life, although
little is known of her time there. Her death certifi-
cate indicates she suffered a fall on September 3,
1963, while in Anchorage, Kentucky. The imme-
diate causes of death were listed as a fractured
right hip followed by bronchial pneumonia after
an extended stay in the hospital. A brief obituary
noted that Davis passed away on December 9,
1963, at the age of eighty-one. The funeral was
held at St. Boniface Catholic Church, with burial
at Calvary Cemetery.>2

There is no evidence that Minnesota news-
papers published her obituary, but that does not
mean she was forgotten in the North Star state
or elsewhere by family, friends, and, most espe-
cially, her students. In an oral history interview
in 2011, John H. Adams, a Sumner High School
graduate and World War II veteran, reminisced:

My favorite teacher . .. was an English
teacher, Mrs. [sic] Scottie P. Davis. She. ..
was very particular, she wanted the best
of her students to perform in any way
possible. And she was very adamant about
making sure that you had prepared for
your class work when you came to class.>®

Cordell D. Meeks, the first African American
district court judge in Kansas, added:

She was the best English teacher I ever
had. Grammatical error was an abomina-
tion to her and she let everyone know it.
Miss Davis had the ability to instill in her
students a deep seated and burning desire
to excel in and master the spoken and
written English language.>*

Many people have fond memories of one
or two teachers who pushed students to “get it
right,” all because they wanted them to succeed
in the world. Miss Davis, as she was known to
her pupils, was one such educator who made a
profound difference in her students’ lives. Yet,
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while those she taught may have remembered
and appreciated her lessons and guidance, they
likely did not know her backstory.

Their teacher—this bold, determined
woman—spent her formative years in St. Paul,
Minnesota. It was a time that shaped her outlook
on life. She had been surrounded by supportive
and progressive African American community
members, includingJ. Q. Adams, the Farr sisters,
Nellie and William Francis, S. E. Hall, T. H. and
Amanda Lyles, Fredrick and Mattie McGhee,
Dr. and Mrs. Valdo Turner, and others, who
likely cheered her on as she later did her own
students. Her Rondo neighborhood was home
to successful businesses, churches, and social
and political clubs that certainly had an influ-
ence and helped her move upward step by step.
In the Twin Cities, she was a young community
leader and the first African American woman to
graduate from the University of Minnesota. She
gained a good education from her parents, men-
tors, and teachers and formed her lifelong sense
of social activism. From all these influencers, it
appears she purposely centered her personal
and professional life so she could share values
with generations of students and others in the
various communities in which she lived. There
is no doubt, the legacy of Scottie Primus Davis
cannot be forgotten.
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Preserving our past, informing our present, inspiring our future.

The Ramsey County Historical Society (RCHS) strives to innovate, lead, and partner in pre-
serving the knowledge of our community, deliver inspiring history programming, and incor-
porate local history in education.

The Society was established in 1949 to preserve the Jane and Heman Gibbs Farm in Falcon
Heights, which the family acquired in 1849. Listed on the National Register of Historic Places
in 1974, the original programs told the story of the Gibbs family. In 2000, with the assistance
of a Dakota Advisory Council, RCHS also began interpreting Dakota culture and lifeways, now
telling the stories of the remarkable relationship between Jane Gibbs and the Dakota people
of Heyata Othtinwe (Cloud Man’s Village).

In 1964, the Society began publishing its award-winning magazine Ramsey County History. In
1978, the organization moved to St. Paul’s Landmark Center, a restored Federal Courts build-
ing on the National Register of Historic Places. An expansion of the Research Center was
completed in 2010 and rededicated in 2016 as the Mary Livingston Griggs & Mary Griggs
Burke Research Center.

RCHS offers public programming for youth and adults. Visit www.rchs.com for details of up-
coming History Revealed programs, summer camps, courthouse and depot tours, and more.
The Society serves more than 15,000 students annually on field trips or through school out-
reach. Programs are made possible by donors, members, corporations, and foundations, all
of whom we appreciate deeply. If you are not a member of RCHS, please join today and help
bring history to life for more than 50,000 people every year.

Diversity, Equity, Accessibility, & Inclusion
RCHS is committed to ensuring it preserves and presents our county’s history. As we continue
our work to incorporate more culturally diverse histories, we have made a commitment to
diversity, equity, accessibility, and inclusion that is based on this core idea: RCHS exists to
serve ALL who call Ramsey County home. To learn more, please see www.rchs.com/about.

Acknowledging This Sacred Dakota Land
Mnis6ta Makhoche, the land where the waters are so clear they reflect the clouds, extends
beyond the modern borders of Minnesota and is the ancestral and contemporary homeland
of the Dakhota (Dakota) people. It is also home to the Anishinaabe and other Indigenous
peoples, all who make up a vibrant community in Mnis6ta Makhdoche. RCHS acknowledges
that its sites are located on and benefit from these sacred Dakota lands.

RCHS is committed to preserving our past, informing our present, and inspiring our future.
Part of doing so is acknowledging the painful history and current challenges facing the Dakota
people just as we celebrate the contributions of Dakota and other Indigenous peoples.

Find our full Land Acknowledgment Statement on our website, www.rchs.com. This includes
actionable ways in which RCHS pledges to honor the Dakota and other Indigenous peoples

of Mnis6ta Makhodche.
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Pathways to Dakota & Pioneer Life
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Gibbs Farm 2022 Summer Camps

Dates, descriptions, and additional information at www.rchs.com
Registration opens February 7

Ages 4-5
PeeWee Mini-Camps

Ages 6-9
Dakota Camp
Farm Kid Camp
Life of a Gibbs Girl
Nature Detectives

Ages 10-13
Farm Survivor
Minnesota Time Traveler

651-222-0701
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gibbs@rchs.com

RCHLS, .o

Puthuwwys b Dakute & Floweee Life

New Publication! RCHS Podcasts
- Mairs & Power at 90: March of the Governors
Mairs & ; :
Power at 90 A Rich History,

The “March of the Governors” podcast

TR A Bright Future series provides brief snapshots of
ASRIGHT FUTURE by Dave Beal Minnesota’s governors during their terms
in office. A new podcast is posted every
St. Paul’s Mairs & Power month.

is the oldest independent

; To hear the podcasts, go to:
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firm in Minnesota and one https://www.rchs.com/news/
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BAVE BeAL the Great Depression.
. ; x
Hardcover, with more than 150 photos and graphics, XIRY

fully indexed.
Member Pricing: $40.00

(tax included & free shipping in Minnesota for members)

Nonmember Pricing: $45.00
(plus $5 shipping & handling, tax included)

For more information and to order books:
https://publishing.rchs.com/publishing/books
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The Search for Scottie Primus Davis

STEVE TRIMBLE, PAGE 21

With degrees from the University of Minnesota and Harvard University, former St. Paulite
Scottie Primus Davis was a lifelong learner and strict and well-respected educator.
Courtesy of Jefferson County Public Schools, Louisville, Kentucky.
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