





From a Star on the Ball Diamond to a Star at the Minnesota State Capitol

Billy Williams
FRANK M. WHITE

t. Paulite Billy Williams loved to play base-

ball, and he was good at it—so good that he
might have had a chance at the “big” leagues—if
not for the color of his skin. Instead, a different
opportunity—right out of left field—would ul-
timately place Williams in an executive office at
the Minnesota State Capitol. There, he served as
the loyal aide to fourteen consecutive governors
from 1905 to 1957. He was and is the longest-serv-
ing, fulltime employee at the capitol to this day.!

Young Billy
William Frank Williams—or Billy—was born
to George B. S. and Barbara Schmitt Williams
on October 24, 1877. His father was African
American; his mother white. Billy was the fifth
of six children including Ida Louise (1867), Ella
Marie (1869), Charles Ralph (1872), George Cler-
mont (1875), and Annie Belle (1883). The family
lived at 160 West Ninth Street near the newly
constructed Church of the Assumption.?

Making a living was challenging. Mrs. Wil-
liams took in laundry. Mr. Williams was a jani-
tor and, it is said, sporadically found work on a
steamboat line that ran between St. Louis and
St. Paul, further complicating family life when
away.?

Biographer Maurice W. Britts summarized a
story Billy once shared:

...one day [Billy] accompanied his father
to the river front where he saw him board
a steamboat. At the gangplank, the elder
Williams patted his son on the head, took
his small hand in his, and said goodbye.
Wide-eyed Billy watched the big boat
gather steam and sail down the Mississippi,
its paddle-wheel shooting sprays of water
on the figure of his father standing waving
at him. ... After a while [Billy] shrugged his
small shoulders, ‘Oh, well, he’ll be back,’
and trotted off for home.*
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Eventually, the children realized their father
wasn’t returning. The financial and emotional
impact of the patriarch’s decision was difficult
for the struggling family, but it made Billy de-
termined to help his mother—most of the time.
For he loved to play ball—anytime, anywhere.
This often left his mother hollering from her
porch for Billy to get on home.®

The youngest Williams’ son attended Me-
chanic Arts High School, where he excelled in
football, basketball, and track. His favorite sport
was baseball. In fact, in 1897, he led his school
in hitting. He also joined a city baseball team—
the Spaldings—in the mid-1890s. He and others
then played for Hamm'’s Exports baseball club.
Billy became one of the top amateur players in
St. Paul.®

Loss, Baseball, and a Big Decision

As a child, Billy lost both his sister, Annie Belle,
and his disappeared father. In 1897, his twenty-
two-year-old brother, George, died of tuberculo-
sis. Under a year later, his mother fell ill. Before
passing, she implored her son “to promise her
that he would not leave his sister Ella alone but
would always care for her as long as she was
single.””

Billy stayed by his sister’s side. Ella kept the
house on Ninth Street in good shape until 1901,
when the siblings moved to 264 W. Central
at the corner of Jay Street to be closer to their
sister, Ida; her husband, William Gardner; and
what would become a family of eleven children.
The Gardner’s lived at 369 Jay.®

During this time, Billy landed (and some-
times lost) part-time jobs, including one as a
waiter at the Minnesota Club and a brief stint at
the capitol in 1900 when John Lind was gover-
nor. After that, Williams worked as an attendant
and coach at the St. Paul YMCA through 1904.
Of course, there were the baseball gigs, but to
Billy, baseball didn’t seem like a job, despite the
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fact that the sport helped provide much
needed additional income—part of
the year.’

Billy signed on with several

regional teams: Chippewa Falls,
Austin Western, Red Wing, the

Prairie Leaguers, Litchfield, and

others. In 1901 while playing with

Litchfield, the ballplayer gave it

his all at St. Paul’s new Lexing-
ton Park in front of 9,270 fans in
a rivalry game against the Waseca
EACOS. Waseca prevailed. Still, the
more Billy played, the more he was in
demand. He was even hired by teams to
play against the Minneapolis Millers and

the St. Paul Saints.®

Teams, managers, fans, and sports writers
took notice. In a 1904 article about the newly
formed St. Paul Amateur Baseball Association,
one journalist noted, “It is a fitting recogni-
tion of his ability for ‘Billy’ Williams, the only
Afro-American in the association, to be chosen
captain.”!

Over time, the regionally acclaimed slugger
received offers from Minnesota, Wisconsin,
North and South Dakota, and Iowa to play ball.
Some interest came from East Coast teams, with
one invite a little later in life to coach amateur
athletes at Waseda University in Tokyo, Japan.!2

Billy played across the Midwest, bringing
in enough money to support himself and Ella.
Then came an interesting offer—in fact, two
offers. One was an invitation to play for what
was at that time a minor league Baltimore team
called the Orioles. The other came from John A.
Johnson—the newly elected governor of the
State of Minnesota. Johnson was an avid base-
ball fan. He’d seen Billy play for several teams
and was impressed with his determination and
professionalism. He’d introduced himself to the
ballplayer a few years earlier, and they’d become
friends.!3

Billy fully understood, because of experi-
ences on and off the ballfield, what it meant to
be a Negro in a country where people worked
diligently to maintain a segregated society. He
also knew a job at the capitol was quite some-
thing for a Black man at the turn of the twen-
tieth century. Billy trusted his gut, kept the
promise to his sister, and accepted Johnson’s

Despite the loss of
family members, or,
perhaps, because of it,
Billy Williams graduated
from Mechanic Arts High
School in 1897 at the
insistence of his sister,
Ella. He was twenty.
From the Gardner Family
Collection.
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offer to serve as his messenger. Surely, it would
work out fine. After all, the governor reminded
his new hire that he could still play ball on week-
ends and vacations.'*

Into the Governor’s Reception Room

John A. Johnson

As the governor’s inauguration approached,
Billy doubted himself.

The thought of my becoming a part of the
working force of the governor’s executive
family with so little experience along these
lines especially state and office work and
my fear of the lack of higher educational
training . . . overwhelmed me somewhat.!®

But, when Johnson, a Democrat, became the
state’s sixteenth executive leader on January 4,
1905, twenty-seven-year-old Billy fell in step
beside his new boss. He set up the office, kept
the governor on schedule, and remained in the
background, listening to understand what was
needed before Johnson even asked for it. Ac-
cording to one oft-told story, Billy heard his boss
complaining about the unorganized filing units
in the vault. The resourceful aide put the drafting
skills he had learned in school to work and, in six
short hours, presented drawings of an improved
filing system. The governor was so impressed
that he spoke about Billy’s efforts at a meeting of
the State Educational Society. The press jumped
on the story. A hyped headline in The Appeal
even read, “Williams An Architect. Governor’s
Messenger Designs Vault Fixtures. . .."1¢

Billy—always dignified and always busy—
was the first person most visitors met when
they entered the stately reception room. In his
papers, he noted:

I had charge of all personal mail . . . charge
of executing all notarial commissions. . .
charge of filing executive documents.. . .

I had charge of making the appointments
of committees and individuals who

had executive business with the chief
executive . . .17

When Billy wasn’t working for the govern-
ment, he was on the ballfield. The papers made
note:
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Governor Johnson’s affable, efficient and
popular messenger is taking his vacation.
And just to keep his hand in, is playing
first base with the Chaska ball team. He
left Wednesday for Long Prairie to join the
club. On Tuesday, August 6, the Chaska
club will play the St. Paul Gophers for a
purse of $150.00. .. .18

While Billy tried to keep his athletics separate
from work, sometimes, that proved difficult,

Billy Williams in 1907 as part of the Chaska team, which lost to the
St. Paul Colored Gophers that summer. The Gophers were pro-
claimed the National Black Champions two years later. Courtesy of
Frank M. White and Minnesota Historical Society.

Volume 58 - Number 1. Spring 2023

including in 1907, when boxer Jack Johnson
came to town. The governor invited the “fellow
Johnson” to the theatre as his guest and boasted
about the athleticism of his aide. The next day,
the soon-to-be heavyweight world champion
met Billy, who was taller by a few inches at 6'3".
The boxer conceded, “No doubt, Gov. Johnson,
you are right, for the young man is big enough
and he certainly looks the part.”*®

Billy’s job was never dull, but less than four
years into his service, the work nearly ended
when the governor, who had long battled health
issues, died on September 21, 1909, following
surgery.2® Lt. Gov. Adolph Eberhart, a Republi-
can, stepped in for the remaining term.

Select Remembrances of
Reappointments®

Adolph O. Eberhart

Billy would miss the man who first recognized
his administrative potential, but he learned
that Eberhart also appreciated Billy’s character
and work ethic. The new governor kept him
on. Still, when Eberhart ran for and won his
own term, some didn’t think a former aide to a
Democrat should be the right-hand man to the
elected Republican. Letters of support for a past
Republican aide (also African American) came
from government officials, lawyers, and others.
Eberhart retained Billy. Not only that, he gave
him a raise.22

The present legislature has done many
things that THE APPEAL is not pleased
with, but there is one thing they did that

While working, Billy
Williams tried never to
show favoritism toward
his bosses. He admitted,
years later, that he was
especially fond of Gov.
John Johnson, who first
offered him the job. Billy
worked in a beautiful re-
ception room with plush
chairs, heavy curtains,
and elegant chandeliers.
The governor’s private
office is behind the door
at the far back right.
Billy sat at a small desk
in front of the door.

Both photos courtesy of
Ramsey County Historical
Society.
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There’s More to
the Story:

«To learn more
about Billy
Williams' baseball
career and later
honors, see our on-
line supplements
at rchs.com/
publishing/
catalog/ramsey
-county-history
-spring-2023
-billywilliams.

To learn more
about the
governors Billy Wil-
liams served, see
an additonal
supplement at
the address above
or visit our March
of the Governors
podcast at htps://
rchs.com/
publishing/march
-of-the-governors
-podcasts/.

Billy Williams
Tribute Day at the
St. Paul Saints

June 10, 6 pm
pre-game program

More info at
https://www.milb
.com/st-paul/
schedule/2023-06.

is quite pleasing, viz: the raising of the
salary of the very efficient and gentle-
manly messenger of Governor Eberhart,
Mr. “Billy” Williams from $920 to $1,200
per year.23

Most of Billy’s duties were routine, but when
issues of race arose, the messenger took special
notice, including in 1913, when the Minnesota
Legislature considered a bill outlawing mixed-
race marriages. The year prior, Jack Johnson was
backinthe news—accused of violating the Mann
Act—crossing state lines with a white girlfriend,
whom he later married. In response to this and
other events, State Representative Frank E.
Nimocks introduced a bill to ban marriage be-
tween the races. According to Britts, while Billy
felt that anyone who committed a crime should
be held responsible for that crime, he thought
this bill unfair. He’d dealt with similar attitudes
as a ballplayer and in the community, and now
the legislature was considering banning inter-
racial marriage. The bill was defeated.?*

Of course, occasionally, there were out-of-
the-ordinary challenges. For example, once, a
man armed with a Bible appeared in the recep-
tion room demanding to see the governor. Frank
Peterson wanted “to gain an appropriation of
$2,000,000 for a monument to ‘long suffering
humanity.” Besides the odd request, Billy no-
ticed an odd bulge in the man’s hip pocket—a
gun. Billy and other aides were able to remove
Peterson from the building.?®

Winfield S. Hammond

When Winfield Hammond took office in 1915,
Williams continued as the governor’s gate-
keeper—to the dismay of some. One paper
complained:

The governor keeps to the sanctity of his
chamber. No one is allowed to enter the
sacred precincts without being certified by
“Billy Williams,” executive messenger. It’s
like going to see the king. The governor is
retired. He fails to enthuse.?¢

Such criticism didn’t bother Billy. It meant he
was doing his job. Still, his time with Hammond
didn’t last, as the governor died of apoplexy at
year’s end while in Louisiana.?”
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Joseph A. A. Burnquist
No one could have predicted all Joseph Burn-
quist would face as governor from 1915 to 1921.
It was the beginning of the Great Migration,
as African Americans left the South, seeking
livelihoods, peace, and prosperity in the North.
That was wishful thinking—for all Americans,
for it wasn’t long before the US joined World
War 1. In response, Burnquist created what
would become a controversial Commission of
Public Safety and an affiliated Home Guard to
maintain patriotism and control. But war, poli-
tics, social unrest (strikes), and public opinion
are difficult to control. Add to that an influenza
pandemic that decimated thousands of Minne-
sotans and fires in Cloquet, Duluth, and Moose
Lake that scorched 1,500 square miles and killed
450 people. Then, on June 16, 1920, Billy deliv-
ered a message to his boss that left them both
stunned: a white mob had lynched three Black
men in Duluth the night prior.28

A circus—the Jack Robinson Show—
performed in the northern city on June 14. Early
the following morning, a group of Negroes em-
ployed by the circus was thrown in jail, accused
of rape. That night, a massive mob forced the
men from their confines, conducted a mock
trial, and declared three—Elias Clayton, Elmer
Jackson, and Isaac McGhie—guilty. The men
were lynched to riotous approval. Burnquist,
who, incidentally, was president of the St. Paul
Chapter of the NAACP (white membership and
leadership were common then), ordered the Na-
tional Guard to the city.?®

Before the trials of the other accused men
began in late November, Billy wrote to an African
American friend—Attorney Charles Scrutchin—
expressing his concerns and those of St. Paul’s
Black community. The NAACP hired three attor-
neys to represent the defendants—F. L. Barnett
of Chicago, R. C. McCullough of Duluth, and
Scrutchin from Bemidji. Barnett served as the
lead attorney for Max Mason. Mason was tried,
convicted, and sentenced to up to thirty years
in prison. William Miller’s trial came next. This
time, Scrutchin led the defense and ripped apart
the accusations, revisiting the doctor’s confirma-
tion that there was no evidence of rape. Miller’s
case was dismissed, as were the remaining cases,
thanks to the legal team and vocal protests of
Black Americans and others throughout the state
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and nation. In less than a year, members of the St.
Paul and Minneapolis chapters of the NAACP had
helped Duluth secure its own chapter, and the
state adopted an anti-lynching bill that was signed
into law on April 21, 1921. Years later, Billy remem-
bered that this was “the greatest leap forward in
the Negro’s coming of age in Minnesota.”3°

Jacob A. O. Preus

As Billy approached nearly twenty years as mes-
senger to the governors, newspapers continued
to make note of his reappointments, although
by this time, they were expected.?!

Now in his late forties, Billy’s days of play-
ing ball were over, but he enjoyed his half-mile
walks to and from work, especially when he
could watch the neighborhood boys enjoying
the sport. Billy shared pointers about hitting
and throwing. Of course, he attended local
games when he could, but baseball wasn’t his
only love. Now, when he vacationed, he’d head
north to the lakes and woods to fish and hunt.
When home, gardening with his family helped
him forget stressful days at work.3?

And there was stress. Despite the adoption
of the anti-lynching bill, the Klan remained
ever present. During Preus’s term, the Ku Klux
Klan was finally addressed. Many states were
adopting anti-Klan legislation. Minnesota was
no different. In 1923, a bill made it a misde-
meanor to wear masks and regalia in public
view. Still, this did little to stop member recruit-
ment and the addition of new chapter charters
(including in St. Paul) through most of the re-
maining decade.??

During this time, reports in Black-owned pa-
pers and even in the Minneapolis Star Tribune
suggested Billy and the other longtime messen-
ger, George Hoage, were asked their opinions by
the governors on issues concerning race. They
likely were. Likewise, members of the commu-
nity, including newspaper editors, made it clear
they expected the messengers to share their
concerns with the governors. Both men had to
walk a fine line.3*

Theodore Christianson

Over his years in office, Republican Gov. Theo-
dore Christianson restructured state govern-
ment, reduced expenditures, and controlled
taxes. This was important given that Minnesota

Volume 58 - Number 1. Spring 2023

found itself in the midst of a Great Depression,
which led to the Wall Street Crash in October
1929.

Pressure from community and work must
have been a tremendous burden to Billy. In fact,
on April 21, nearly six months after the crash, he
had had it. Billy returned from the capitol and
told Ella he wanted to be left alone—no com-
pany, no phone calls, no messages. She followed
his instructions, unwittingly turning away a
dear friend—Helmer Engstrom from Minne-
apolis—who paid a visit to the house. Upon
learning that Engstrom had been dismissed,
Billy penned an apology:

I am heartbroken to-day my “Pal” and here
is the reason.

After 12 oclock yesterday I had one caller
after another and each one of them with
one exception was up against it, and without
work and wanted me to do something for
them and Helmer I cannot help con-
fess to you that they got on my
nerve and after the last one

After the move to Central
Avenue, Billy Williams
and his sister, Ella, shared
a large garden with their
sister Ida’s family—the
Gardner’s. Here, (L-R)

Ida Lucia Gardner (Ida’s
daughter), Ida Gardner,
Ella Williams, and Billy
Williams harvested
vegetables for a family
gathering. From the
Gardner Family Collection.

Under pressure at his job
and in his community in
the throes of the Great
Depression, Billy Williams
sent a special delivery
apology to friend Helmer
Engstrom, who had paid
a visit and had been

sent away. Courtesy of
Minnesota Historical
Society.

-1
&
‘3{,,4 b

A
left I said to my sister ... :‘.,,,m.w 30 S
I am not going to be P~
home even if my boss

calls...Icertainly

did not mean this for

youmy Pal.. . Please R '

Helmer do not feel e v -
badly or unkindly T Db s B

toward me—only feel
sorry for me—for a
situation I am not in
the least to blame for.3°

o 7. \
wa

,W

0 Xe, %

e, i

RAMSEY COUNTY HISTORY - 5




One of Billy Williams’
tasks was to schedule
interviews between
family members and
the Minnesota Board of
Pardon. Board members
in 1932 included (L-R):
Chief Justice of the

Supreme Court Samuel B.

Wilson, Gov. Floyd B.
Olson, and Attorney
General Henry Benson,
along with an uniden-
tified secretary. Billy

stands behind the group.

The board met multiple
times a year to hear
from family members
whose loved ones were
incarcerated. Courtesy
of Minnesota Historical
Society.

Floyd B. Olson, Hjalmar Petersen,

and Elmer A. Benson

In the early 1920s, a newly formed political party
in Minnesota—Farmer-Labor—gained interest
and traction, especially from farmers, laborers,
and union members. Theirs was a rocky start.
Occasionally, members were elected to local,
state, and even national office. And then, in 1936,
Minnesota celebrated the first of three Farmer-
Labor governors, starting with Floyd B. Olson,
who had his hands full as the Great Depression
barreled on. It was an era of desperation, local
kidnappings by gangsters, and hope—with the
election of Franklin Delano Roosevelt. Olson, for
his part, improved employment benefits, helped
settle a number of strikes, and established public
relief programs. He was fairly popular—Iliked by
the state’s citizens (for the most part)}—and his
right-hand man Billy Williams. He died in office
in 1936 after battling cancer.3¢

Lt. Gov. Hjalmar Petersen completed Olson’s
term, but the Farmer-Labor Party did not en-
dorse him for his own term. Instead, another
Farmer-Labor politician, Elmer Benson, took
control at the capitol.?”

Benson and Billy got along—two gentlemen
who loved baseball and bonded over sports.
Benson had played for a time in his hometown
of Appleton, Minnesota. Both were thrilled
when, in 1937, boxer Joe Louis visited the capitol
and the legislature, but an editorial in The Min-
neapolis Journal accused lawmakers of “wasting
half an hour of good time on a sports figure.”3®
The St. Paul Recorder hit back:

... The Minneapolis Journal’s editorial
criticism of the legislature recessing for the
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Louis visit . . . comes with poor grace. We. ..
believe that the Journal would not have
criticized the legislature had the color of the
boxer honored been of different hue.?®

Billy, like most African Americans, kept a
watchful eye on race relations in the US, includ-
ing when it was revealed that President Roose-
velt had been unaware that his US Supreme
Court nominee—Hugo L. Black—had been a
member of the KKK years earlier.*® Back in Min-
nesota, according to a diary entry, Billy felt the
new governor was paying closer attention.

Some 20 colored pastors called on the
governor today re: more employment for
colored people in state work. Governor
Benson encouraged them by saying that he
would gladly look into this matter and see
what could be done.*!

Harold E. Stassen

In 1939, Harold E. Stassen became the state’s
youngest governor at thirty-one. He cleaned
house, retaining just two members of the previ-
ous administration—RBilly Williams and George
Hoage.*?

Stassen was a hard-working, energetic, down-
to-business leader, but he would meet visitors
in the reception room when he could. Stassen
signed the Minnesota Labor Relations Act; cre-
ated a mediation structure to reduce strikes;
and promoted tourism. After the US Congress
declared war on Japan in 1941, President Roose-
velt desegregated war production plants and
began to focus on fair employment practices. In
Minnesota, Cecil E. Newman, the outspoken edi-
tor of the Minneapolis Spokesman and St. Paul
Recorder, who often had plenty to say about the
state’s governors, was named director of Negro
personnel at the Twin Cities Ordnance Plant.
He and Ethel Maxwell Williams helped inte-
grate nearly 1,000 Black workers at the facility.
As war continued and Minnesotans stepped up
to do their part, Stassen felt called to do his. He
resigned as governor on April 27, 1943, and soon
joined the US Navy. 43

As if all that came with politics and war was
not enough, Billy lost his two dear sisters. Ida
passed in 1937, and Ella, with whom he’d lived
all his life, died five years later. Billy said that,
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at times, it was a toss-up as to who was taking
care of whom. Ella’s absence left a void in his
life. Soon, Billy accepted an invitation from
his niece, Ida Hanna, to share her house at 520
Western Avenue.*4

Edward J. Thye
Upon resignation, Governor Stassen passed the
reins to Lt. Gov. Edward J. Thye, who retained all
staff. Billy continued to assist the State Parole
Board when it met. During one meeting, Billy
informed the governor of a soldier waiting in
the reception room. He had no appointment but
had shared his grievance with Billy, who felt it
pertinent to inform the board. The soldier met
the board and left with “a pardon extra-ordinary
for a juvenile crime conviction.” The pardon
made all the difference, and according to a let-
ter Gov. Thye wrote to Britts, the soldier later
earned a “distinguished military record with
decorations.”*®

Early on, the governor met with Black and
Jewish Minnesotans and others to better un-
derstand employment, housing, civil rights, and
education concerns. History demonstrated that
racial tensions escalated following World War I,
and even before the end of the second war, issues
and incidents continued to simmer, or, in some
places, explode—including in Detroit in summer
1943. By December, Thye established an Interra-
cial Commission tasked with strengthening the
work of agencies across the state, supporting
soldiers and their families returning from war,
focusing on economic and business discrimi-
nation, and fighting against racial injustice by
opening lines of communication between news-
papers, organizations, and everyday citizens.*®

In 1945, the committee presented the gover-
nor with The Negro Worker in Minnesota, a sixty-
two page report that documented the history
of African Americans in the state, the current
population, and the urgent need to continue to
address housing, civil rights, and employment.
It identified roadblocks among employers, citi-
zens, press, and government entities, and sug-
gested solutions.*”

The Later Years

Luther Youngdahl

As Thye predicted, war ended in 1945. Minne-
sota’s twenty-sixth governor moved on to the

Volume 58 - Number 1. Spring 2023

US Senate in 1947. Luther Youngdahl took his
place. Shortly thereafter, George Hoage retired
at seventy-one. He, with Billy, had served twelve
governors.*®

As 1947 continued, Jackie Robinson made
sports history, becoming the first African
American in the twentieth century to play
Major League Baseball-—nearly forty-five years
after Billy had once dreamed of doing the same.
Of course, Robinson’s journey—along with the
journey of all African Americans would not be
easy. The national fight for civil rights and jus-
tice marched on.

The Interracial Commission, which began
under Gov. Thye, continued its work under
Gov. Youngdahl and presented two additional
reports—The Negro and His Home in Minnesota
(1947) and The Negro Worker’s Progress in Min-
nesota (1949).

In 1948, Youngdahl appealed to President
Harry S. Truman, seeking permission to integrate
the Minnesota National Guard. Youngdahl’s was
a long political fight with both state and federal
government entities, and he often grew frus-
trated. Billy encouraged the governor to keep
fighting. Finally, in November 1949, Youngdahl
announced that the Minnesota National Guard
would no longer be segregated.*®

Other successes during his term included in-
creasing funding for public education and sanc-
tioning a mental health act. In 1950, Minnesota
voters returned Youngdahl to office for a third
term. He continued to fight for fair employment
practices and against racial bigotry. Youngdahl’s
term ended early, however, with his resignation
after President Truman appointed him to the
United States District Court for the District of
Columbia.>®

Youngdahl Signs Historic Order Banaing National Guard Jim Crow

Gov. Luther Youngdahl
finalized his executive
order opening the
Minnesota National
Guard to all. He was
joined by (L-R): Major
Samuel L. Ransom, who
served on the governor’s
Interracial Commission;
Brig. Gen. J. E. Nelson;
Billy Williams; and
Clifford Rucker. In

the St. Paul Recorder,
November 25,1949, 1.
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C. ElImer Anderson and Orville Freeman
Between 1951 and 1957, Billy served two more
governors, beginning with C. Elmer Ander-
son, who worked to reform mental health, law
enforcement, and the penal system. In 1953,
Dwight Eisenhower became president. That
same year, US Senator from Wisconsin Joseph
McCarthy exacerbated the nation by amping
up more “Red Scare” subversion and espionage
charges. On a happier note, in 1954, the US Su-
preme Court ruled segregation in public schools
unconstitutional. Also, Billy marked fifty years
as executive aide. Of course, Minnesotans knew
of Billy’s devoted work, but the milestone brought
national recognition, including a mention in
Ebony magazine. That fall, prior to elections,
Billy learned from Secretary of State Virginia Paul
Holm that the upcoming Minnesota Legislative
Manual would be co-dedicated to Billy.>!

In January 1955, Orville Freeman took charge.
The twenty-ninth governor—the state’s first
Democratic-Farmer-Labor leader—signed the
Minnesota Fair Employment Practices Law,
something that Gov. Youngdahl had pushed for
but couldn’t make happen. Billy was pleased.
He was even more pleased when the legislature
passed a bill that gave him a $300 monthly pen-
sion for life.>?

Still, some believed Billy deserved more. In
fact, the St. Paul Recorder noted as much as early
as 1945 when people applauded the efforts of
Billy and his colleague, George Hoage:

We smile and agree with the merited
praise. . .. Their outstanding records as
confidential and receptionist messengers
and later as executive clerks have won
them state-wide reputations for efficiency,
tact, and good sense. Had the two men
been white, we believe they would long ago
have been elevated to important posts in
the state government.>3

Years later, in reflecting specifically on Billy,
Gov. Benson agreed:

...if it were not for the prejudice and ig-
norance of too many of us toward colored
people, Mr. Williams would have been
able to make a much greater contribution
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to the state and the nation than he did.
He was a very remarkable and fine human
being.>*

Paying Tribute
When Billy finally resigned in 1957, Gov. Free-
man was not surprised. After all, Billy had
worked well into his retirement years—on the
job for over a half century. He’d backed four-
teen executives, knowing what they needed
and when. He’d handled routine office work,
watched for would-be instigators, and, proudly
served the citizens of Minnesota with small
kindnesses—Ilike when he sent a certified bot-
tle of Minnesota soil to a soldier overseas to
remember a home so far away. Over the years,
Billy invited delighted students to twirl in his
desk chair, brought capitol tours to life with ani-
mated stories, introduced dignitaries, including
Ethiopian Emperor Haile Selassie and actress
and North Minneapolis native Hilda Simms
during the Anderson administration, and, in
his quiet way, likely helped advance civil rights
in Minnesota when he was asked occasionally
for his perspective on difficult matters. Cer-
tainly, much had improved, although he knew
there was a long way to go.55

On Billy’s last day of work, Gov. Freeman and
his young son, Mike, presented Billy with a fish-
ing pole and a personal and official introduction
letter “To Whom It May Concern” that the new
retiree could use on an upcoming fishing trip to
Canada. In addition, the governor promised Billy
that if the Milwaukee Braves won the pennant,
“you and I are going to see the World Series.” That
they did. When the Braves played the Yankees at
Milwaukee County Stadium on October 6, the
governor and Billy were in the stands for Game 4.
Also that year, Billy was honored with speaking
engagements, a portrait ceremony, and recogni-
tion in the US Congressional Record.>

Several years later on October 23, 1963, Gov.
Karl Rolvaag, with Minneapolis Star journalists
in tow, visited Billy at his home on the occasion
of the local legend’s eighty-sixth birthday (the
following day). While a photographer snapped
photos of Billy surrounded by walls lined with
black-framed memories—images of Billy with
governors, US presidents, movie and sports
stars, and world leaders—Billy held tight to his
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In late 1957, Billy Williams' family members, friends, and colleagues gathered for
the unveiling of a portrait of Billy by Theodore Sohner, who also painted the official
portraits of Gov. Thye and Gov. Youngdahl. Family in attendance included (L-R):
William Hannah, Rosella Gardner Limon, William Gardner Jr., Ida Lucia Hannah,
Keyah Dorothy Davis, Marie Louise Gardner Rhodes, Billy Williams, Manly Rhodes,
Mildred Jones, Ralph Gardner, William Gardner lll, Manly Rhodes Sr., Agnes Bailey,
Evelyn Gardner Hill, and Marionne Williams. From the Gardner Family Collection.

Six Minnesota governors (L-R)—Edward J. Thye, Elmer L. Andersen (who served
after Billy Williams retired), C. Elmer Anderson, EImer A. Benson, Sitting Gov. Karl
Rolvaag, and Luther W. Youngdahl—celebrated the life of their colleague on a
chilly November day at Willwerscheid and Peters Mortuary. Former Gov. Hjalmar
Petersen also attended, although he is not pictured here. Photo by Dwight Miller,
Minneapolis Star Tribune, November 17, 1963, courtesy of Minnesota Historical
Society.

signature cigar and happily shared stories with
those who were there to celebrate with him.
Three weeks later on November 13, Billy died in
his sleep.5”

The tributes were many then and, remark-
ably, continue seventy years after Billy’s death.
This one by former Minnesota Attorney General
Miles Lords in 2005 sums up the aide’s work
well, “He was the most important person at the
state Capitol . . . the personification of state gov-
ernment. Gracious, welcom[ing], courteous, and
ebullient.”>®

William F. “Billy” Williams was a true star—
on the ballfield and at the Minnesota State Capi-
tol, and it seems he’ll never be forgotten.

Acknowledgments: Thanks to Billy Williams’
family members who helped with this story:
Rosella Limon, Evelyn Hill, and Dr. Joe Gothard.
Thanks, also, to Mary Britts.

Frank M. White is a Rondo neighborhood elder
and historian, a retired City of Richfield recrea-
tion manager, and a high school and college
sports official. He serves as the Reviving Base-
ball in Inner Cities (RBI) coordinator for the
Minnesota Twins. White is a former governor-
appointed board member of the Minnesota State
High School League and the author of They
Played for the Love of the Game: Untold Stories
of Black Baseball in Minnesota (2016).
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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.

www.rchs.com info@rchs.com (651) 222-0701









