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The Merit of Service

James and Frances Hughes and
the Architecture of Black Excellence

in Minnesota

JEREMIAH E. ELLIS

M y mother once told me about a day in her
childhood when a teacher offered to drive
her home from school. As they pulled out of the
parking lot, the teacher instinctively steered the
car toward the neighborhood near Hazelwood
Street and County Road B East—assuming in-
correctly that, because my mother was Black,
that was the only place she could possibly live.
This wasn’t merely a navigational error; it was
a manifestation of the “geography of assump-
tion,” a mental map of invisible boundaries that
dictated where Black excellence was permitted
to take root in 1960s Ramsey County.

However, long before these suburbs were
officially mapped by developers, generations of
Black Minnesotans were busy dismantling the
myth of inferiority with surgical precision. The
African American enclave that the teacher so
readily identified was not an accident of urban
sprawl, but the direct byproduct of—as well as a
response to—the overt discrimination faced by
James and Frances Hughes in their youths. Their
victory over segregated military structures and
university housing bans created a neighborhood
defined by the excellence and resistance they
had practiced for decades. This story of defiance
begins not in a suburban classroom, but in the
mud and merit of the 809th Pioneer Infantry
during World War I, where the architecture of a
new Minnesota legacy was first drafted.

The 809th Pioneer Infantry

and the Merit of Service

The entry of the United States into the Great
War in 1917 forced a national reckoning with
the “color line,” as the Wilson administration—
which had recently resegregated the federal
government—wrestled with how to mobilize
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nearly three million eligible Black men.! While
the military established a “Jim Crow Army” that
relegated ninety percent of Black servicemen
to labor battalions, the formation of the 809th
Pioneer Infantry in 1918 offered a unique, albeit
strenuous, middle ground. Pioneers were spe-
cialized units tasked with bridging the gap be-
tween manual labor and combat; they worked
under artillery fire to repair roads, clear wire,
and move ammunition to the front. Within
this high-pressure environment, Minnesota’s
African American soldiers forged what contem-
porary observers called a “Splendid Military
Record.”? Despite a system designed to highlight
their perceived “natural suitability” for humble
toil, the men of the North proved that their
merit was not defined by the tasks they were

The 1917 World War |
draft registration card
for James T. Hughes, a
twenty-three-year-old
record clerk then residing
at 387 North St. Albans
Street in St. Paul. The
missing lower-left corner
is a physical remnant of
the “Jim Crow Army” era:
Regulations required
registrars to tear off the
corner if the applicant
was of African descent
to facilitate segrega-
tion. Image courtesy of
Ancestry.com, provided in
association with National
Archives and Records
Administration.
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As featured in The Honor
Roll of Ramsey County,
Minnesota: A Record

of Ramsey County’s
Contribution to the
Winning of the Great
War, Battalion Sergeant
Major James T. Hughes,
a St. Paul record clerk
who rose to the highest
non-commissioned rank
within the 8ogth Pioneer
Infantry, American
Expeditionary Forces.
Returning from the Great
War with an “Excellent”
character rating and a
Bronze Victory Button,
Hughes translated his
military leadership into
a career as an industrial
superintendent and

a civic pioneer. Image
courtesy of the Minnesota
Digital Library, St. Cloud
State University Archives,
St. Cloud, MN.

assigned, but by the technical and psychological
excellence they brought to them.

The struggle for recognition was inherent
to the 809th’s structure. As a segregated unit,
it was often comprised of men from across the
Missouri, Indiana, and Oklahoma regions, yet
Minnesota men consistently rose to the top
of the hierarchy.®> Among these leaders was
James T. Hughes, a slender, twenty-three-year-
old receiving clerk at Lowertown’s Strong and
Warner Company.? Despite the military’s prac-
tice of marking draft cards with torn corners
to identify “African descent,” Hughes’s per-
formance could not be marginalized.® Serving
as Sergeant Major of the 1st Battalion, Hughes
was part of a cohort of Minnesotans who
dominated the regiment’s non-commissioned
officer (NCO) positions.® This advancement
was no accident of geography; it was the direct
result of psychological examinations held at
Camp Dodge, where the Minnesota contingent
outperformed their peers from across the coun-
try, securing the most critical leadership roles
within the unit.”

The dominance of these local heroes was cap-
tured vividly in the primary source material of
the era. In a letter dated November 30, 1918, sent
from Savonay, France, Sergeant Norman Brad-
shaw wrote to Charles Sumner Smith, editor of
the Twin City Star, to trumpet the achievements
of the “boys from home.”® Bradshaw noted with
pride that Minnesota came out ahead in testing,
resulting in the state’s men being given “nearly
all of the non-commissioned positions of the
regiment.” He provided a roster that read like a
“Who’s Who” of Black Twin Cities leadership,
featuring names like James K. Hilyard, Jasper
Gibbs, and James Hughes. For Bradshaw, sharing
this record—*“humble though it may be”—was a
way to assert the intellectual and organizational
capability of Black Minnesotans to a domestic
audience that often viewed them through the
lens of Jim Crow stereotypes.

Ultimately, the era of the Great War served as
a crucible for James Hughes’s identity. Though
he returned to a “Red Summer” of racial vio-
lence and had to navigate complex bureaucracy
to secure his $180 Minnesota State Soldier’s
Bonus, his service record remained “Excellent.”
The 809th Pioneer Infantry provided a platform
where Hughes could thrive as a leader within a
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system specifically engineered to keep him in
a secondary role. His transition from a St. Paul
record clerk to a Battalion Sergeant Major in
the American Expeditionary Forces established
a legacy of leadership that informed his post-
war life.® Like many of his contemporaries,
Hughes’s refusal to be limited by the “laborer”
label helped lay the groundwork for the modern
civil rights movement, proving that the merit of
service was measured in character, not just in
the rank on one’s sleeve.

Frances Bouyer and the U:
Scholarship as Survival
The experience of African American students at
the University of Minnesota during the interwar
years was a paradox of intellectual proximity
and social distance. While the U opened its ac-
ademic doors, it firmly shuttered its residential
ones. Under the administration of President
Lotus Coffman, the university enforced a rigid
policy of housing segregation, denying “Negro”
students access to campus dormitories. This
systemic exclusion created a landscape of social
isolation, forcing students to endure grueling
commutes from St. Paul or North Minneapolis.
Charlotte Crump’s seminal essay, “This Free
North,” captured this atmosphere, exposing the
myth of Northern racial exceptionalism as stu-
dents navigated a campus that welcomed their
tuition but rejected their presence. For Black
women, the isolation was particularly acute; the
simple act of living on campus was deemed “ri-
diculous” by the prevailing white social order,
leaving them to freeze on long trolley rides home
after a day of classes.!°

In the face of such institutional hostility, re-
sistance took the form of sisterhood. The Alpha
Kappa Alpha (AKA) Sorority, founded on the
principles of culture and merit, arrived at the
University of Minnesota in 1922.1 Initially or-
ganized as the Ivy Leaf Club under leaders like
Bella Taylor and Katheryn Tandy, the group was
formally installed as the Eta Chapter in Decem-
ber 1922 by National Basileus Lorraine Greene.!2
These women did not merely seek social outlet;
they built a safe haven to counter the demean-
ing stereotypes of the era. By 1923, Bella Taylor
became the first Black woman to graduate from
the university in four years, setting a precedent
that academic excellence was the ultimate tool
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for social improvement and survival in an envi-
ronment designed to marginalize them.*?

This commitment to scholarship reached a
historic zenith in 1926, a year now remembered
for the “Hats Off to the Sorors” moment.!* In a
stunning reversal of fortune, the Eta Chapter
rose from twenty-first place—the very bottom
of the campus scholarship rankings—to first
place among all women'’s Greek organizations.*®
With a grade point average of 1.512, the AKAs
surpassed every all-white sorority on campus,
including their nearest competitor, Delta Delta
Delta. Dean of Student Affairs E. E. Nicholson
characterized the feat as one of the most remark-
able achievements of the year. It was a powerful,
data-driven rebuke to “white psychologists” of
the day who posited theories of racial inferior-
ity; as the St. Paul Echo triumphantly noted, the
AKAs had “fairly run away with the scholastic
laurels,” proving that their intellect was not just
equal, but superior.1®

Centering this narrative of resilience was
Frances Bouyer. A Chicago native who moved
to the Twin Cities, Bouyer embodied the AKA
spirit of leadership and tenacity.!” Throughout
the late 1930s and early 1940s, she was a fixture
of the U social and academic scene, serving as a
general chairwoman for community initiatives
like the “Big Baby Contest”'® and later as the
general conference chairman for the Eighth
Annual Central Regional Conference in 1941.1°
Despite the social isolation of a campus where
Black students were still excluded from the core
of university life, Bouyer thrived. She balanced
the demands of AKA leadership with rigorous
study, culminating in her 1941 graduation with
adegree in Library Science—a field dedicated to
the preservation of knowledge she had fought
so0 hard to access.?°

The social fabric woven by Bouyer and her
sorors was both elegant and strategic.?* Because
they were barred from campus housing, these
women relied on a sophisticated network of
private residences and community hubs like the
Hallie Q. Brown House to maintain their orga-
nized social structure.? The home of Ms. Alice
Franklin at 486 St. Anthony Avenue emerged as
a vital node in this network. A prominent com-
munity figure and fraternal organizer who had
lived in St. Paul since 1888, Ms. Franklin pro-
vided more than just a roof; her home served
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as a sanctuary and a domestic headquarters for
scholars like her niece, Frances Bouyer.?® This
graduate network transformed private parlor
rooms into sites of academic rigor and sororal
bonding, ensuring that the lack of a dormitory
bed would never result in the loss of a degree.
Within these homes, the pink and green of AKA
teas—meticulously appointed affairs featuring
candlelight, twining ivy, and classical music—
were more than just parties; they were rehears-
als for the leadership and sophisticated social
structures the sorority would eventually bring
to the national stage.?* Whether hosting cock-
tail parties for stars like Etta Moten?® or formal
dances at the new Coffman Memorial Union,2°
these women used the glory and honor of Alpha
Kappa Alpha to transform scholarship into a
means of survival and a blueprint for future
community power.

“Making a Little Job a Big One”

The struggle for economic parity in St. Paul
during the late 1930s was often defined by a
persistence that transformed modest entries
into significant professional milestones. In
March 1939, the Education Committee of the
St. Paul Urban League convened a pivotal panel
discussion at the Hallie Q. Brown House titled
“How unusual jobs can be gotten and held.”?”
Designed to open the Vocational Opportunity
Campaign, the session featured pioneers like ar-
chitect Clarence Wigington and James Hughes,
then a foreman at the Quality Park Envelope
Company.?® The forum aimed to dismantle the

Members of the Alpha
Kappa Alpha Sorority
gather on the steps

of the University of
Minnesota during the
8th Annual Central
Regional Conference,
May 30-June 1,1941.
Hosted by Eta Chapter
and with Frances Bouyer
serving as General
Conference Chairman,
the conference brought
together delegates from
St. Louis and Chicago to
navigate a residentially
segregated campus.
Image courtesy of Tiffany
Scott-Knox personal
collection.

RAMSEY COUNTY HISTORY - 3




A dedicated civic leader
and professional,
Frances Bouyer Hughes
(standing, third from

left) was a cornerstone
of the St. Paul commu-
nity for decades. As

a charter member of
Delta Phi Omega, the
Twin Cities' graduate
chapter of Alpha Kappa
Alpha Sorority, Inc.,

she provided steady
leadership as Basileus
(President), Grammateus
(Secretary), and as a
guiding Undergraduate
Advisor to the Eta
Chapter at the University
of Minnesota. Image
reprinted with permission
from the Minnesota
Spokesman-Recorder.

myth of the closed door, providing a practical
demonstration of how African Americans could
secure and maintain employment in sectors
traditionally shielded by institutional gatekeep-
ing.?° By emphasizing ability over race and the
necessity of specialized training, the Urban
League sought to inspire a generation of youth
to view local industry not as a dead end, but as a
landscape where one could, in the words of the
era, make a “little job a big one.”2°

No individual better embodied this phi-
losophy than James Hughes himself. Over a
distinguished twenty-five-year tenure at the
Consolidated Printing Ink Company, Hughes
navigated the complexities of the industrial
workspace to rise from a general laborer to the
superintendent of the roller department.3! His
ascent was not merely a personal victory but
a civic benchmark; by 1941, his expertise led
to an appointment on the advisory committee
for national defense training in St. Paul, where

On Sunday, April 16, 1950, the St. Paul Urban League hosted a historic ceremony at the Sterling
Club to present National Urban League Certificates of Recognition to eight local citizens.
Featured among the honorees is Mrs. Frances Hughes: recognized for her “outstanding job per-
formance” as a librarian and her tireless work promoting interracial goodwill. Standing with her
are fellow trailblazers who dismantled professional “color lines” across the Twin Cities: from left to
right, Chester Oden Jr., Rev. B. N. Moore, Hector P. Vassar, C. H. Roper, Martin Brookins, James Lee,
Frances Hughes, James Griffin, and presenter S. Vincent Owens. Image reprinted with permission
from the Minnesota Spokesman-Recorder.
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he represented the interests of Black workers
in the burgeoning war economy.3? His leader-
ship extended into the social fabric of the city
as president of the Sterling Club32 and a board
member of the Urban League,3* proving that
professional excellence was the bedrock upon
which community influence was built.

The broader significance of Hughes’s trajec-
tory was codified in the 1945 Governor’s Report,
“The Negro Worker in Minnesota.”3> The report
utilized James as a primary case study of success
achieved in spite of the barriers that character-
ized the pre-war labor market. It highlighted his
promotion to foreman at Brown & Bigelow—the
world’s largest remembrance advertising firm—
as a definitive example of how “skilled and semi-
skilled Negro workers” could be integrated into
technical roles when given the opportunity.3®
This document served as both a testament to
individual grit and a subtle indictment of the
systemic hurdles that required such exceptional
effort for standard professional advancement.

Parallel to these professional battles was a
personal union that reflected the same spirit of
endurance. In June 1942, James Hughes married
Frances Bouyer at St. Mark’s A.M.E. Church in
Milwaukee.3” The marriage was a meeting of
two formidable intellects; Frances, a niece of the
legendary Hallie Q. Brown?®8 and a former edu-
cator in the Chicago system, brought a wealth of
experience in navigating institutional gatekeep-
ing herself. Together, the couple became a cor-
nerstone of St. Paul’s cultural and civic life, with
Frances leading the Eta Chapter of Alpha Kappa
Alpha3® and managing library initiatives at the
Hallie Q. Brown House.*° Their partnership un-
derscored a vital truth of the Rondo community:
that the heights of professional achievement
were often reached through quiet resilience and
a home built on shared principles of excellence
and service.

The Ten-Acre Gamble in Maplewood

The story of the Maplewood enclave began not
with a corporate developer, but with the quiet,
strategic “night dealing” of James and Frances
Hughes in 1946.%! She a civic-minded librarian
recognized for dedicated leadership through
Alpha Kappa Alpha beyond the university; he
a skilled superintendent at the Consolidated
Printing Ink Company and prominent St. Paul
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Urban League board member. They purchased
ten acres of land in what was then known as
a “restricted district” from a retired farmer.*>
This transaction was born of necessity and grit:
Originally intended as a joint investment among
four Black families, the others withdrew at the
closing, leaving James and Frances to face the
financial and social risk alone.** The farmer,
reportedly feeling isolated and seeking to slight
exclusionary neighbors, rejected a higher white
offer to finalize the sale to the Hugheses.** This
bold acquisition stood in stark contrast to the
“lily-white” suburban reality later detailed in a
1961 Minneapolis Star report, which described
the difficulty for Black families to secure subur-
ban housing as being “almost harder . . . than
it is for a camel to pass through the eye of a
needle.”*® At a time when federal mortgage in-
surance was often reserved for whites only, the
Hugheses’ purchase represented a rare breach
in the wall of Twin Cities segregation.

James and Frances displayed remarkable
patience, waiting thirteen years for the land to
be cleared and the debt settled before officially
platting the tract into twenty lots in 1959. Un-
derstanding that their community would be
scrutinized by a skeptical public, James insisted
on a rigorous aesthetic and economic standard
to ensure the neighborhood remained beyond
reproach. He established a minimum home value
of $17,500—a significant sum for the era—and
although he did not strictly require double ga-
rages, nearly all residents built them to match the
high standards of the development. The gamble
paid off with historic speed: Within a year of plat-
ting, every lot was sold to Black families. By 1967,
the community had blossomed into the most
populous Black suburban area in the Twin Cities,
with Maplewood’s Black population growing to
205 residents, up from seventy-five in 1960. The
enclave stood as a testament to the Hugheses’ vi-
sion of a self-determined, prosperous suburban
life, proving that Black excellence could thrive
even in the most restricted landscapes of subur-
ban Ramsey County.*6

The Social Fabric of Sandhurst

and County Road B

By the mid-1960s, the ten-acre tract envisioned
by James and Frances Hughes had transformed
from a strategic land acquisition into a vibrant
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1961 architectural vision for Mr. and Mrs. John E. Armstrong’s
future home (1576 Sandhurst Avenue East), designed by
John F. Glanton, represents a significant milestone in the
Sandhurst-Hazelwood enclave. As a ranch-style structure,
the house was purposefully engineered to accommodate

a wheelchair user. Image reprinted with permission from the
Minnesota Spokesman-Recorder.

theater of Black middle-income life.#” The archi-
tectural landscape of this enclave was defined
by the custom-built ranch and split-level home,
structures that signaled both modern taste
and suburban permanency. These homes were
often the result of long-held dreams and word-
of-mouth networks; for Uzziel and Ann Marie

James T. Hughes in 1959, the year he and
his wife, Frances, formally platted their ten-
acre Maplewood enclave. At this time, he
was a board member of the St. Paul Urban
League, a member of the city’s advisory
committee on national defense training,
and later that year he would be elected
president of the prestigious Sterling Club.
Image reprinted with permission from the
Minnesota Spokesman-Recorder.

To learn how
another family
found their way
to Maplewood,
see “A Tale of Two
Lots: The Smith
Family’s Path

to Frank Street”
online.

Frances Hughes served on the Board of
Directors for the Crispus Attucks Home for the
Aged from 1953 through the 1960s, sustaining
support for the city’s only residential facility
for Black seniors. Professionally, Hughes

was an accomplished librarian for Gillette
Children’s Hospital, where she managed their
residential facility before continuing her
career with the State of Minnesota, ensuring
literary access for rural communities across the

state. Image reprinted with permission from the
Minnesota Spokesman-Recorder.
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This map (above)
accompanied a 1961
Minneapolis Star report
detailing the stark
residential segregation of
the era. While the article
described the suburbs
as “lily-white” and noted
that a Black family’s
chance of buying a sub-
urban home was harder
than a camel passing
through the eye of a
needle, the map visual-
ized the “well-defined
areas” to which Black
residents were largely
restricted: the Rondo
and Selby-Dale neigh-
borhoods in St. Paul,
and the North Side and
South Central areas of
Minneapolis. Image
reprinted with permission
from the Minnesota
Spokesman-Recorder.

Aerial view of the
neighborhood prior to
development, 1945. The
ten-acre farm property
purchased by James and
Frances Hughes at the
northeastern corner of
Hazelwood and County
Road B is located at

the top center of the
image. Held at the John
R. Borchert Map Library,
University of Minnesota.

Rogers, who moved to Sandhurst Avenue in the
1960s, the neighborhood was a “treasury” for
her children, offering a rural-leaning charm
where “there were patches of wild asparagus”
and woods where “kids could grow up and be
able to go . . . and play for hours.”*® In 1965,
real estate listings in the St. Paul Recorder high-
lighted properties like the four-bedroom ranch-
style house at 1557 County Road B East, featuring
recreation rooms, multiple fireplaces, and at-
tached garages.* These homes, often marketed
by prominent Black realtors like William M. Cas-
sius and J. Nathaniel Smith,*° were offered with
Federal Housing Administration and GI Bill fi-
nancing, providing a gateway for Black veterans
like Mr. Don Colbert to secure a foothold in the
“exclusive Maplewood district.”>! Mr. Colbert,
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a twenty-year Air Force veteran, recalls that
entrepreneur Ira Rawls “saved the last lot” for
him while he was stationed in Texas because
Colbert “wanted to bring [his] kids up in a nice
school system.”>2 The presence of builders like
Edgar Steel and Ira Rawls—who constructed
his own home at 1622 Sandhurst Avenue East
in 1961—ensured that the neighborhood was
not merely a residential development, but a
project of community self-determination.>3
Even in the face of racial intimidation, such as
a1962 cross-burning at the Rawls residence, the
neighborhood remained resilient, buoyed by
the support of white neighbors and a collective
commitment to maintaining an immaculate sub-
urban standard.®*

Life in the enclave was characterized by a
sophisticated “social courtesies” network that
mirrored the elegance of the Rondo era while
embracing the spaciousness of the suburbs.
Mrs. Rogers noted that moving from the East
Coast to a then-rural community was an ad-
justment, but the presence of neighbors like
Marie Rawls—who shared news through the
“community gathering place” of the beauty
shop—created a tight-knit environment.>® This
closeness provided a “built-in security system”
during the social upheavals of the 1960s, as
residents felt “surrounded by our own.”*¢ The
homes of residents like John and Elizabeth Arm-
strong (1576 Sandhurst), Phillip and Alma Free-
man (1581 Sandhurst), and Archie and Coopie
Anderson (1593 County Road B East) became
centers for a continuous cycle of bridal, birth-
day, and holiday celebrations.5” The St. Paul Sun
and Recorder meticulously documented these
gatherings, from the 1962 bridal dinner for Mar-
cia Stewart Gordon decorated with silver cande-
labras, to a surprise birthday dinner, hosted that
same year for Alma Stewart, where guests dined
on shrimp creole, to the 1967 twin birthday cele-
bration for eighty-two-year-old sisters Anna
Banks and Emma Williams.>® These domestic
spaces also served as temporary havens for vis-
iting intellectuals and students.>®

By the turn of the decade, this private hos-
pitality had coalesced into the Maplewood
Neighborhood Club, a formal social organization
that turned the Sandhurst cul-de-sac into a site
of public celebration. The Hugheses, Stanleys,
Freemans, and Armstrongs were core members
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of this community built by choice, not by force.°
Beginning in 1967, the club’s annual July Fourth
Block Party became a regional landmark, draw-
ing upwards of two hundred people®! for an
afternoon of “stereo taped music,” yard games,
and communal dining.%? These festivities, led by
officers like James Hughes Jr. and Alfred Stewart,
were more than mere picnics; they were a visible
assertion of Black joy and belonging in a histori-
cally “lily-white” county. They served as a living
rebuttal to theracial intimidation seen elsewhere,
proving that a diverse neighborhood could thrive
through shared joy and mutual respect.

As the 1970s progressed, the neighborhood’s
influence expanded into the broader civic and
political sphere.®® Residents like Amos Haynes
(1625 County Road B East) served on the selection
committee for St. Paul City Council candidates
and co-led ambitious NAACP membership drives,
while others, like attorney James N. Bradford,
served as Special Assistant Attorney General.®*
Through a blend of “pinochle club” intimacy®®
and high-stakes institutional leadership,® the
families of Sandhurst and County Road B suc-
cessfully wove their private quest for excellence
into the permanent civic life of Ramsey County—
proving Mrs. Rogers’s reflection that “being more
inclusive and diverse is good” and that “if you
persevere . .. all’s been well.”¢?

Institutional Leadership

and Civic Legacy

The transition of the Hughes family from the
residential enclaves of St. Paul to the budding
suburb of Maplewood was not merely a change
in geography, but a migration of profound civic
influence.®® By 1968, the family’s commitment
to equity moved beyond the backyard of their
Sandhurst Avenue home and into the formal halls
of government. James and Frances Hughes were

Members of

the Maplewood
Neighborhood Club and
their guests gather for
the annual July Fourth
block party on the
Sandhurst Avenue cul-
de-sacin 1968. This 1968
gathering served as a
powerful public rebuttal
to regional housing dis-
crimination and a visible
assertion of Black ex-
cellence in a historically
“lily-white” suburban
Ramsey County. Image
reprinted with permission
from the Minnesota
Spokesman-Recorder.

To learn more
about an
international
student exchange
program hosted
in the neigh-
borhood, see
“Bridging Conti-
nents: The 1964
African Women'’s
Institute” online.
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instrumental in the formation of the Maplewood
Human Rights Commission, an entity established
to advise the Village Council on anti-discrim-
ination laws and to foster a “cultural mosaic” in
a suburb that was, at the time, navigating the
complexities of integration.®® Their leadership
ensured that the commission didn’t just exist on
paper but acted as a sentinel for progress, focus-
ing on housing equity and educational reform.”

Frances Hughes’s trajectory into this role
was a natural evolution of a lifetime spent in
the service of community organizations.”* In
the 1940s and 50s, she was a mainstay of the
Alpha Kappa Alpha Sorority, often serving as
secretary, where she meticulously documented
the social and philanthropic pulse of the Afri-
can American community.”? By the late 1960s,
these organizational skills were channeled into
formal governance; as the newly appointed
Corresponding Secretary for the Human Rights
Commission, Frances transitioned from a com-
munity chronicler to a civic leader advising the
Village Council. Her work helped bridge the gap
between grassroots advocacy and legislative
action, ensuring that the voices of minority resi-
dents were represented in the village’s official
growth strategies.

As for James T. Hughes, his lifetime of ser-
vice was formally recognized in 1974. On the
occasion of his eightieth birthday, the City of
Maplewood passed a formal resolution honor-
ing him. The City Council cited his “uncommon
dedication” and “civic leadership,” noting that
his efforts as a private citizen had significantly
benefited the entire community.”® This reso-
lution stood as a testament to a man who had
once had to purchase land through “night deal-
ing” to bypass restrictive covenants, yet ended
his years as a celebrated architect of the city’s
social and moral landscape.

A Map Redrawn

The Hazelwood enclave was never merely a
cluster of homes or a geographic accident of
sprawl; it was the physical manifestation of a
lifetime spent navigating—and ultimately de-
feating—the architecture of segregation. For
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James and Frances Hughes, the ten-acre gamble
in Maplewood served as the final blueprint in a
long career of dismantling the myth of inferior-
ity. From the mud of the 809th Pioneer Infantry
to the scholarship laurels of the University of
Minnesota and the superintendent’s office at a
major industrial firm, the Hugheses practiced
a philosophy of excellence that refused to be
contained by the geography of assumption. By
the time they established the Sandhurst cul-de-
sac, they had transformed their private quest for
dignity into a public standard of suburban be-
longing. Their legacy did not just provide a roof
for Black families; it created a self-determined
community that forced Ramsey County to re-
think its invisible boundaries and acknowledge
anew map of excellence.

Returning to the memory of the teacher’s “in-
stinctive” turn toward Hazelwood, we see that
her error was a tribute, albeit an accidental one,
to the strength of the world the Hughes family
built. She steered the car toward that neighbor-
hood because, in her mind, “Black excellence”
and “Hazelwood” had become synonymous—a
testament to the fact that James and Frances
had successfully anchored their identity to
the land itself. They didn’t just find a home
in the suburbs; they anchored a standard of
civic leadership and sophisticated social grace
that continues to resonate in the permanent
tapestry of Ramsey County. Their story serves
as a reminder that maps are not just drawn by
developers and surveyors, but by the courage of
those who refuse to stay within the lines.

Jeremiah E. Ellis is a public history researcher
and St. Paul Heritage Preservation Commissioner
dedicated to uncovering and uplifting African
American narratives within the local landscape.
He holds a Master of Public Administration and
serves on the board of the Ramsey County Histori-
cal Society, fostering inclusive learning spaces
that connect past to present. His commitment to
archival research and local history preservation
is profoundly inspired by his cherished roles as a
husband and father.
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