
Evelyn Serena Smith Stafford 
Veteran, Educator & Advocate 
1921–2024  | American Legion Hill, C4  
Evelyn Stafford was 103 when she passed  
away June 19, 2024. Like her husband of 79  
years, James, she was a World War II veteran, 
earning the rank of 2nd Lieutenant in the  
Women’s Auxiliary Army Corps. She was an  
educator at the old Peoria State Hospital, Bradley 
University and Illinois Central College and a  
licensed real estate agent. Active in her church  
and civic life, the Central Illinois Agency on Aging’s 
most prestigious award is named in her honor. 

Dr. James B. Stafford Jr. 
Veteran, Civic Leader, Optometrist  
1921–2023  | American Legion Hill, C4  
A U.S. Army veteran of World War II and Korea, 
Stafford served as Adjutant to the 335th Station 
Hospital — one of the Army’s all-Black units —  
in the Burma theater. An optometrist by profession, 
he rose to become the first Black president of  
the Illinois American Optometric Association.  
In 1959, he made history as the first African  
American appointed to Peoria City Council,  
and went on to advance civil rights through  
the NAACP and expand employment  
opportunities for Black residents. A life of  
101 years, lived entirely in service to others.

Captain Roy Burrell Tisdell 
WWI Hero & “Black Devils” Officer 
1894–1930  | Division A  
A Captain in the U.S. Army, Tisdell served with the 
370th Infantry Regiment, the “Black Devils” of the 
93rd Division, the only U.S. combat unit commanded 
entirely of Black officers in World War I. Gassed 
and wounded in the head at the Meuse-Argonne 
Offensive, he was decorated with the Purple Heart, 
the French Croix de Guerre with Star, and the French 
Fourragere. He returned to Peoria as a letter carrier. 
American Legion Post 537 in Peoria was named in 
his honor.
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Amanda E. Costley Lewis  NO PHOTO AVAILABLE 
Living Link to Lincoln & Juneteenth 
1834–1900  |  Old Public Lots  
Amanda Costley Lewis carries one of the most 
extraordinary stories in American history. 
Her mother, Nance Legins-Costley, was the 
first African American slave freed by attorney 
Abraham Lincoln in 1841, more than 20 years 
before the Emancipation Proclamation, through 
the landmark Bailey v. Cromwell case. Amanda 
was freed alongside her mother as a child. Her 
brother William Henry Costley was a Union 
soldier present at Galveston, Texas on June 19, 
1865 on the very first Juneteenth.

Harry W. Sephus 
Civil Rights Leader & Businessman 
1899–1979  |  Mausoleum, Hall of Light 
Sephus played a key role in expanding 
employment opportunities for Black residents, 
revitalizing the Peoria NAACP and creating 
lasting opportunities for future generations in 
Peoria. In 1949, he became first Black member 
of the executive board of United Auto Workers 
Local 74, acting as its chairman of Fair Practices 
and Anti-Discrimination Committee for many 
years. He also served as the first president of 
the Carver Community Center, a vital hub for 
community programs, and served on Illinois 
Advisory Committee to the U.S. Commission  
on Civil Rights. 

Valeska Surrette Cravens Hinton   
Civil Rights & Community Leader 
1918–1991  |  Resurrection   
Known as Peoria’s “Godmother of Civil Rights,” 
Valeska Hinton began her career at the Carver 
Community Center in 1947, became the city’s 
first Human Relations Commission director,  
and helped found the Tri-County Urban League. 
She later served with the U.S. Commission on 
Civil Rights — a lifetime devoted to equality 
and community. 

Dr. Romeo Benjamin Garrett 
Bradley University’s First African  
American Professor 
1910–2000  |  Resurrection   
Garrett broke a profound barrier as the first 
African American faculty member hired by 
Bradley University, where he taught sociology 
for decades. He authored landmark works 
including The Negro in Peoria, Famous First 
Facts About Negroes, and The Presidents and  
the Negro. Bradley University’s Romeo B.  
Garrett Cultural Center is named in his honor,  
as well as a scholarship. His wife Naomi, sister 
of Dr. Maude Sanders, was a schoolteacher  
and lifelong partner in her husband’s work.

Sophia Jane Lindsay  NO PHOTO AVAILABLE 
Pioneer & Family Matriarch 
1838–1910  |  Bluff Division  
Born into slavery in Kentucky, Sophia was freed 
and built a life of dignity and purpose in Peoria. 
Despite the city’s segregated schools, she and 
her husband Thomas ensured their children 
were well educated. Daughter Julia Lindsay 
Gibson became Peoria’s first chiropodist; 
daughter Elizabeth Lindsay Davis became 
a renowned author, suffragist, prominent 
organizer and historian of National Association 
of Colored Women’s Clubs (NACW) and 
colleague of Ida B. Wells and W.E.B. Du Bois. 

Thomas Harris Lindsay  NO PHOTO AVAILABLE 
Civic Leader & Businessman 
1820–1891  |  Bluff Division  
Among Peoria’s most prominent 19th-century 
Black citizens, Lindsay served as one of 
the city’s first Market Masters, overseeing 
commerce at the downtown waterfront.  
Dr. Romeo Garrett called him the best-known 
Black man in Peoria — one who fought 
militantly for the freedom and rights of African 
Americans. He is believed to have earned the 
money to purchase his wife Sophia’s freedom 
from slavery. In 1872, he was involved in the 
earliest successful effort to integrate Peoria’s 
public schools. 

Julia Lindsay Gibson 
Entrepreneur & Civic Leader 
1858–1940  |  Bluff Division   
As Peoria’s first chiropodist (podiatrist), 
Julia blazed a new trail for Black female 
entrepreneurs. After the death of her first 
husband, Civil War veteran George Hall, she 
later married Henry C. Gibson. Julia was a 
charter member of the Peoria Colored Women’s 
Aid Club, which in 1922 founded the Negro 
Community Center—predecessor of the  
Carver Community Center that continues  
serving the community today. 

Henry Clay Gibson 
First African American Elected to  
Public Office in Peoria 
1855–1920  |  Bluff Division

In 1898, Gibson made Peoria history as the 
first African American elected to public office, 
serving as Constable. In 1904, he won the first 
successful civil rights lawsuit in Peoria against 
a theater’s segregated seating policy. He and 
wife Julia were co-owners of a downtown 
Peoria business. His election to public office 
represented a meaningful crack in the wall  
of racial exclusion from civic power in  
19th-century Peoria.

Jonathan Boyce  
“Steel Arm Johnny” Taylor 
Negro Leagues Baseball Pioneer 
1879–1956  |  Sunset Terrace, D8  
John Boyce Taylor pitched, coached, and  
managed in the Negro Leagues from 1903 to 
1920, and in 1920 managed the Peoria Black 
Devils as player-manager when the Negro 
National League was founded. His brother  
Ben was inducted into the National Baseball  
Hall of Fame. Taylor was buried in an unmarked  
grave at Springdale for decades before the 
community raised a proper marker in 2007, 
restoring his rightful legacy.

Mark Clark 
Activist & Community Organizer  
1947–1969  |  Sunset Terrace  
At 22, Clark founded the city’s Black Panther  
Party chapter, building a branch of 50 members. 
He established a free breakfast program for 
children, organized clothing and shoe giveaways, 
and was launching a free clinic and sickle 
cell foundation. He was killed alongside Fred 
Hampton, leader of the Illinois Black Panther 
chapter, on Dec. 4, 1969, in a raid on a Chicago 
apartment later found to be part of the FBI’s illegal 
COINTELPRO program. Illinois Central College’s 
“Seize the Time” scholarship honors his memory.

John Henry Gwynn Jr. 
NAACP President & Civil Rights Leader 
1929–1996  |  Gethsemane Division, E8   
Gwynn served as president of the Peoria  
NAACP from 1961 to 1993 and as Illinois NAACP 
President for more than 20 years. Alongside 
his wife Cozetter — a passionate advocate in 
her own right — he led peaceful protests that 
desegregated schools, workplaces, housing,  
and unions across Peoria, transforming the city’s 
civic landscape. Gwynn Park and the Gwynn 
Family Aquatic Center stand as lasting tributes  
to his legacy.

Joseph Johnson Sr. 
Civil War Veteran & Community Pillar 
1847–1935  |  North Division   
Born into slavery in Lexington, Missouri, Johnson 
ran away at 18 to join the Union Army, fighting 
with Company I, 60th Infantry through the entire 
Civil War. He moved to Peoria in 1874 and lived 
there for over 60 years at 209 Pine Street. He 
became the first Worshipful Master of Henry 
Brown Lodge No. 22, A.F. & A.M., a Prince  
Hall Masonic lodge, and was a devoted  
member of Mt. Zion Baptist Church.  
The Grand Army of the Republic honored  
him at his funeral at age 88.


