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This issue of Nuggets of History reminds us of the difference that individuals
can make, both in our community and in the larger world. Two early
Rockford leaders contributed to our current well-being in very different ways.
One was 19th century Rockford lawyer and politician, Anson S. Miller; the
other was early 20th century businesswoman and suffragette, Kate F.
O'Connor. Both spoke their minds and fought against injustice. The two short

a
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plays that students from Auburn High School wrote about these all but
forgotten personalities show us that Rockford has a tradition of social justice
Kate F. O'Connor, July 24, 1937

that goes back to its earliest days. These plays were written and performed as
a part of the History Fair competitions in the state of Illinois. Both plays were

Rockford Register
Republic

selected to go to the state competition in Springfield. Brandi Drolsum and
Nesha O'Mera graduated from Auburn several years ago. Brandi now lives in

Colorado helping the needy. Nesha works at Walmart on East State Street. Malachi Nichols
wants to be a preacher. He will graduate from Auburn this spring. Rommel! Haire is a first year
college student studying media design. Because the plays are short, readers may want a little
more background on our two luminaries. Some information is given here and more can be found
on the RHS website. In particular, Anson Miller's speech on the Black Laws given before the
State Legislature in 1845 has been transcribed for a RHS webpage. —Carol J. Fox, Editor

Kate F. O'Connor (1860-1945) was born in Rockford, the youngest of eight children. She
graduated in 1878 from the Old East High School, and started her career as a deputy in
the Winnebago County Clerk's office where she learned about probate law and real estate.
Kate O'Connor was a darling of the Rockford press (hardly a week
went by without something about Kate in the Rockford papers) and
impressed both her bosses and the public with her efficiency and
dedication. In1898 she opened her own real estate and insurance
business. O'Connor also was very active in social issues and
women's organizations in Rockford, in Illinois and nationally.
Although she was a life-long Democrat, she supported Teddy
Roosevelt for president and was a friend of Eleanor Roosevelt. She
knew everybody from presidents to prisoners. She received national
awards for her work in helping to pass the 19th Amendment and

1921 Rockford Register
Republic

ended her career in Chicago as head of the Children's Division, Wage and Hour Office,
United States Department of Labor, Northern District of Illinois.
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Anson S. Miller (1811-1891) was born in Oneida County, New York.
He came to Rockford in 1838. He had already graduated from
Hamilton College in New York state and passed the bar. He was an
anti-slavery Whig who early made the transition to the progressive
Republican Party and provided leadership for the party 's
poAso” S

IBso development in Rockford and in Illinois in the 1840s, '50s, `60s and
' 70s. Miller was opposed to slavery and was appalled by the "Black Laws" that
circa

many northern states enacted to continue "slavery" in free states through involuntary
servitude. The Northwest Territory Ordinance of 1787 stated, "There shall be no Slavery
nor involuntary servitude in the said Territory otherwise than in the
punishment of crimes. . . ." The Black Laws flouted the requirements of
the Northwest Ordinance and curbed the rights of free blacks.
Miller served Winnebago County as a representative and as a senator.
He became a friend of Abraham Lincoln. Several of his letters to the
president are available for view on the Library of Congress website.
Miller was elected Judge of Winnebago County in 1857. He was
appointed Rockford Postmaster by Abraham Lincoln in 1864. He was
active in Rockford civic affairs, an able lawyer, and an accomplished and popular
orator. In 1864 he carried the sixteen Illinois votes for Lincoln from the State Electors of
Illinois to Washington. His speech against the Black Laws, excerpts of which are cited in
the play, is available to read on the RHS Website. In 1875 he retired to Santa Cruz,
California where he died in 1891.
News FROM THE RHS EXECUTIVE BOARD
** MARCH 9/, 2015 — Mark you calendars for the RHS DINNER and SPEAKER,
Amanda Becker on "Rockford's Forgotten Driving Park" — Midway Village
Museum Center — 4:30 to 6:30 PM — $16.00 — Watch for our postcard in the
mail .
** Rockford Historical Society has a website: WWW.RHSIL.ORG Check us out.
** Thanks to all volunteer judges for the History Fair held at Veterans Memorial
Hall in Rockford on January 17, 2015.
** "The Rock That Marks the Ford " (RHS Nuggets of History, Vol. 51, No. 4, 2013)
—Update: We hear the rock is going to be a part of the make over of the railroad
bridge across the Rock River just below Fordham Dam south of Davis Park.
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Anson Miller and the Fight Against Illinois Black Laws
By
Rommel! Haire and Malachi Nichols
THE SCENE: A rehearsal stage in Rockford, IL
TIME: Now
The director is working with the lead actor to help him practice portraying his character.
The actor is having trouble with two specific speeches. Both director and actor enter
stage right. Director sits in a chair towards the actor who sits in a chair towards him.
Both chairs are facing the audience so that way the actors do not have their backs to
them and can be heard and seen clearly. The actor, once in awhile, glances at his script
to see what lines are to be said.
DIRECTOR: Thanks for agreeing to play the part of Anson Miller. Do you have any
questions about your character?
ACTOR: I appreciate having the chance. . . . And, yes, I do have some questions. What
groups was he involved in and was he successful?
DIRECTOR: Anson Miller was a lawyer, a white Whig Party member and an Illinois
state representative. in 1845 Miller gave a powerful speech against the Black Laws
in Illinois. He wanted the Black Laws to be repealed and was giving reasons why
they were so wrong. His reasons were that they were unjust, oppressive on the
black population, unconstitutional, unchristian, and inconsistent with the laws of a
free state. He spoke when new business was being asked for in the state legislature
at the end of the session. He had prepared during the entire legislative session to
explain why the Black Laws should be repealed. Despite the passion of his speech
in the state legislature, his efforts failed to sway fellow Illinois representatives. The
laws were not repealed until the end of the Civil War.
DIRECTOR: (Sternly) Begin.
ACTOR: (Nervously) Can you give me more motivation for my character?
DIRECTOR: Anson Miller was a lawyer who worked for justice on a daily basis. He
became a judge in 1857. He also grew up in central New York state—a place that
encouraged equality-type thinking—before he came to Illinois and Rockford. The
Black Laws forbade free African Americans from having the same rights as whites in
the state of Illinois.
Pate4
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ACTOR: So what were some of the Black Laws?
DIRECTOR: If a white person was punished in court by a fine, for the same crime a
black person could be whipped. Blacks could not marry whites. Blacks could not vote.
They couldn't even gather and have a party with music! Miller couldn't understand why
it was just to have one set of laws for one group of people, and another for another
group of people. The Constitution, and its basic principles were supposed to be colorblind. Illinois' Black Laws went against what he was trained to do—secure and
preserve justice for EVERYONE!
ACTOR: Thanks. That must have taken a lot of courage to speak out like that. Were there
others who supported Miller's crusade to fight against the Black Laws?
DIRECTOR: Miller was supported by Abolitionists in the state, but they were not
strong enough to make the changes needed. Whigs were considered anti-slavery,
but they were mostly concerned with other issues. This is another reason why Miller
stood out.
ACTOR: Did other states have Black Laws or were they only found in Illinois?
DIRECTOR: Illinois Black Laws were developed from other southern states like
Kentucky because most early Illinois state residents and thus their state
legislators came from the southern states. In this speech, the "Sir" Miller is
addressing is the Speaker of the House. The words are taken directly from his
actual speech and from the Illinois Constitution of 1818. Now begin again.
ACTOR: "Sir, comments are unnecessary, as the strongest argument against the
laws, is the declaration of the [Illinois] Constitution itself. How men can be said to
possess the right ' . . . of enjoying and defending life and liberty, and acquiring,
possessing and protecting property and reputation, and of pursuing their own
happiness,' when they can be deprived of all of these without redress in any
earthly tribunal, I am at a loss to determine. The mere statement of the case
proves the Statute a gross violation of the Constitution."
DIRECTOR: No, no, no! You did not miss a word, but you did not have the right
feel for it.
ACTOR: Oh . . . What did I do wrong?
DIRECTOR: Did you study the significance of this claim as I asked you to do?
ACTOR: No .

I...
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p !RECTOR:

Ugh ... Well, the significance of this claim is that he is using the Illinois
Constitution itself as his strongest evidence and support against the Black Laws in Illinois.
ACTOR: OK.
DIRECTOR: There is even more to it than that. How could Illinois claim to be a "free state"
when it "enslaved" its African-American population with laws that restricted their basic
freedoms? We think of Lincoln and how he was against slavery, yet these Black Laws were
restricting the freedom of African Americans in his adoptive state. We hear nothing in school
or in our state history about these laws! Is this a cover-up in order to make our state just
look good? I'm fired up about this and you should be, too. Do it over and right this time.
ACTOR: ( . but with more emotion and power) "Sir, comments are unnecessary, as
the strongest argument against the laws, is the declaration of the [Illinois]
Constitution itself. How men can be said to possess the right ' . . . of enjoying and
defending life and liberty, and acquiring, possessing and protecting property and
reputation, and of pursuing their own happiness,' when they can be deprived of all
of these without redress in any earthly tribunal, I am at a loss to determine. The
mere statement of the case proves the Statute a gross violation of the Constitution."

DIRECTOR: Great. You got it. Let me ask, did you study the significance of the
second speech I asked you to practice? Never mind. Just say the lines or do a dry
reading first and then we'll go over them more in depth.
ACTOR: "We are told that this repeal will permit fugitive slaves to prove themselves
free. This is not so. They cannot testify in their own cases. It is said it will allow their
friends to testify for them. This will but set off the testimony of our free people against
that of our neighbors' slaves for their masters. We are also told that not only great
rigor and severity but also cruelty to these people is absolutely necessary to protect
our citizens from an influx of this miserable population. I know the general aversion to
persons of the colored race and that their settlement among us is no blessing. Would
that they had never entered our State or landed on our Country's shores! Would to
heaven that white men had never torn them, bleeding and heart-broken, from their
native land, and established for them an accursed Slavery in our own! . . But they
are here, and have rights dearer than life, and every principle of justice and humanity
requires that we treat them kindly."
DIRECTOR: OK. That was great. You still need to know the main reason why I told you to
study and look for the significance of the speech with diligence.
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ACTOR: OK. Tell me then!
DIRECTOR: (His words begin flowing out of him.) Well, to begin with the Black Laws
wouldn't let a slave or a freed black be a witness or even defend himself in the court
systems because blacks were deemed (air quotation marks with fingers)
"untrustworthy." So this means that if slave catchers were to catch a freed black
person, his friend or even he himself, couldn't testify he was free. White fear of the growing
freed black population in America was increasing. Miller reminds the legislature that it was the
whites who ripped blacks from their native lands originally.
ACTOR: This policy was really the law in Illinois? The supposed "Land of Lincoln"? I never
knew. OK. . . I'll continue with another section.
DIRECTOR: Please do.
ACTOR: "Sir. If these people are to be thus excluded from the courts of justice, of what
avail to them is our law against kidnapping? This crime is usually committed by the
whites who seldom in this infernal work, furnish the injured with witnesses. Owing to our
nearness to slave states and facilities for navigation and other conveyances, these
people are in constant danger of being carried off and sold into slavery."
DIRECTOR: Great. Great. Great. You know this means that if a free man or woman of
color was found in a free state the white men "hunting" a "runaway" could just take the
free person and say that he or she was a "runaway" even though he or she was born
free in Illinois?
ACTOR: Well, even if the abolitionists were to take that situation to court the free black friends
of the formerly born-free black person couldn't testify that he was born free, all because of
those God-forsaken Black Laws!?
DIRECTOR: Correct. You cut me off. This actually affected all people that were falsely accused
and or convicted because only God knew who was right or wrong. This also is a foreshadowing
of the Fugitive Slave Act that came five years later. Do you understand?
ACTOR: So Anson Miller was ahead of his time. Kinda like Martin Luther King and how he was
the leader of the Civil Rights Movement of the 1960s. King was not afraid to speak out against
injustice either. I'm getting fired up thinking and working on this.
DIRECTOR: Well, I can't wait until we begin. You will do great. We are done today, and it's
great to be in Rockford.
Director and Actor both exit the stage having a continuing conversation.
THE END
(7
,•"77\,'
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Kate F. O'Connor: Rockford's Suffragette with an Attitude
By Brandi Drolsum and Nesha O'Mera
SCENE: Kate O'Connor's Chicago office, Department of Labor
TIME: 1939
Kate F. O'Connor is busy at her desk with pen in hand writing up paper work. On her office
walls are pictures of O'Connor's heroes and past achievements. O'Connor is only an hour
away before she has a meeting with lobbyists for new child labor laws. The machine on her
desk buzzes. O'Connor grumbles and then presses the button on the machine to hear the
voice of her secretary.
SECRETARY: Miss O'Connor.
KATE F. O'CONNOR: Yes?
SECRETARY: There is a reporter from the Rockford Register Republic wanting to know if you
have some time for a quick interview?
O'CONNOR: A quick interview? About what? It better be good because I have little time to
be in my office today and little time for people who think they are reporters.
SECRETARY: Well, she says that she wants to do a story on how women's lives have
changed since the adoption of the 19th Amendment to the Constitution. She wants your
opinion because you were part of the movement to make it so.
O'CONNOR: No, she wants to interview me on that because my name is recognizable in the
newspapers and she knows that she can get a good quote from me. A female reporter, you
say, from Rockford?
SECRETARY: Yes, ma'am.
O'CONNOR: Send her in. She has traveled quite a ways from Rockford to my Chicago office.

O'Connor presses a button on the machine. The reporter walks onto the stage, acts like she is
opening O'Connor's office door, and walks toward O'Connor's desk. The reporter reaches her
hand across O'Connor's desk to shake hands, but O'Connor does not look up from her work.

REPORTER: I'm so glad that I have this opportunity to interview you, Miss O'Connor. My
fellow reporters back at the Register Republic had a lot to say about you. (Hurriedly) All good
things, of course. . . I guess I'll take a seat right here.
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O'CONNOR: No one is sitting there right now so I guess you can. Look, I'm very busy
so I hope these questions are to the point. I don't have time for women reporters who are
unprofessional and in the end give women a bad name and end up undoing everything
that I, along with other hard-working women, tried to achieve for the .. . quote "weaker
sex.
REPORTER: Oh, no, Miss O'Connor, I'm prepared for this interview, I have all the
questions right here on my ..
O'CONNOR: Good. Then ask away.
REPORTER: (Trying not to act nervous) I'm sure that you're aware that . .
O'CONNOR: This year marks the 20th anniversary of the 19th Amendment — women's
suffrage — being adopted to the Constitution?
REPORTER: Right. What are .. . ?
O'CONNOR: . My thoughts about how effective it's been for women so far?
(O'Connor gets up from behind her desk to walk over to a filing cabinet with a file folder
in hand. The reporter is nervous and does not know whether to follow O'Connor across
the office or remain seated in her chair.)
O'CONNOR: Well . . Women can vote now, but does that mean women have
power? Somewhat. How many women are involved in today's government? Don't
answer that because I bet you couldn't. Why, back in my day, when I was your age, I
worked in the Winnebago County Clerk's office. I became the deputy clerk in 1885 and I
was the highest female public official in the area. Do you see any more of me in
positions of Rockford government today?

REPORTER: I can't say that
O'CONNOR: Well, of course you can't say that because there is none!! In the 1920s
I spoke at the Montague Branch Library once . . . I think it was in 1927 to be exact.
Anyway, I remember saying something like, "Illinois is a back number when it comes to
organizing women and Winnebago County is a joke among women of the state. Why, we
couldn't elect a woman dog catcher in this county."
REPORTER: Really? I doubt any women would want to be dog catcher anyway, I
mean ...
L
O'CONNOR: Oh, you know what I mean, . . . but that's what I like — spirit and spunk —
a will not to accept the environment around you. It reminds me of the time I was at the
Page 9
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convention to nominate Theodore Roosevelt. I couldn't see the stage or the speakers
because Roosevelt's ridiculous daughter, Alice had an equally ridiculous and monstrously
large hat on. I told a policeman to tell her to take it off and she did.
REPORTER: Well . . . you have to admit that the suffrage movement gave women the
opportunity to speak out against injustice in the world. Take what you are doing right now.
As the Chief of the Division of Women and Children in the Illinois Department of Labor, think
of how many lives you are making better on a daily basis. . . . Would you have been
appointed by Governor Horner in 1933 without the passage of the 19th Amendment?
O'CONNOR: Since I'm not Governor Horner, I cannot speak for him. But if I had been
Governor Horner, I would have appointed me, too. Who better to be advocate for women and
children who have yet to find their own voices or strengths? The days of speeches and talk
for women's right to vote are thankfully over. No. Women must act on their new right and
become more involved in politics. Voting is one thing, but women need to find their back
bones. They need to snatch their rights. They need to take the next step on the social ladder
and become part of the government itself. Why, I don't even care what political party they
would even be a part of. I backed Ruth Hannah McCormick, a staunch Republican, in
Rockford because she had the nerve to run, even though I'm a Democrat. All I care about is
having women in office.
REPORTER: So obviously the movement has yet to end. It's just taken a new direction. The
ballot box was the original goal. Now the goal, in your opinion, should be political office?

O'CONNOR: If women want to see change, the change won't come from male politicians.
Men like Theodore Roosevelt are a rare breed, indeed. Speeches on streets and corners
may inspire, but women leaders, those who work in either business or government, as I did
in the Clerk's Office and as I do now in the Women and Children Division here in the
Department of Labor, make women ASPIRE to become more than they are now or might
settle for being in the future. Lead by example, not from being on the side lines. (O'Connor
pounds her fist on her desk.) Don't let your sex get in the way of your dreams.
(Miss O'Connor forcefully ends her last sentence. She finally eases into her desk chair once again. A
silence falls on her office as both the reporter and she look downward as if looking at the floor for
their next sentence to be said.)
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REPORTER: I think I've got enough written down here to write a great column. I sure have
appreciated your time, Miss O'Connor.
O'CONNOR: You can see yourself out. You're wise enough to know that the way out of my
office is the way you came in.
(Smiling, the reporter shakes O'Connor's hand then walks off stage. O'Connor sinks into her
chair and takes a sip of tea from the cup on her desk.)
O'CONNOR: (Quietly to herself but loud enough so that the audience can hear) How have
my actions contributed to the greater good for women? (Irritated) What kind of question was
that? (Angry) Of course I have contributed to the greater good for women or she wouldn't
have come to my office in the first place! I was the Deputy Clerk of Winnebago County. I
helped women and children. Did I inspire other women to be in government? Did my
speeches, conversations, convention attendances, connections to the suffrage movement
help the adoption of the 19th Amendment? . . . Of course! . . . I was there on the front lines; I
spoke for women who lacked the strength to speak for themselves. (O'Connor presses the
machine's button on her desk.)
SECRETARY: Yes?
O'CONNOR: Could you make sure that I have a copy of the Rockford Register Republic
newspaper for the next full week on my desk in the mornings?
SECRETARY: Certainly. The reporter left me her business card. I'll make the phone call to
the paper tomorrow.
O'CONNOR: That reporter did not seem too bad. She at least seems to be covering news
other than what's happening in the home or garden. What time is it now? Uh . . I'm running
a little behind now. No matter. Those lobbyists can wait if I'm late. They should feel lucky
that they have jobs in the first place. Now, I have to make sure that others get jobs, too.
O'Connor takes her coat and hat off the wall and puts them on. She scoops up some of the
files on her desk and leaves the office. The house lights fade to black.

THE END
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