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Transcript
00:00:03 Announcer
The Missouri State Journal, a weekly program keeping you in touch with Missouri State University.
00:00:09 Emily Letterman
This year marks the 100th anniversary of Black History Month in America. What began as a singular week of learning called Negro History Week in 1926 has grown into an overall cultural observance during the month of February.
This year also marks the 100th anniversary of Route 66, forging a path across America. Here in Springfield, we're the birthplace of Route 66, where the name was formalized all those years ago.
I'm Emily Letterman. My guest today is Dr. Lyle Foster, an associate professor of sociology at Missouri State University and a local heritage organizer.
Both these milestone events converge right here on the Missouri State campus at Kentwood Hall. Today, it's a residence hall, but back then, it was the Kentwood Arms Hotel, a very popular resting spot for Route 66 travelers. By 1960, it was the site of a little-known piece of American history.
00:01:00 Dr. Lyle Foster
It was a segregated property. And in our research, I've actually talked to people in Springfield who actually had family members who worked at the Kitwood Arms Hotel. And it was a pretty well-known hotel. Famous people such as President Harry S. Truman, Bob Hope, President Richard Nixon, Rodgers and Hammerstein, Hammerstein, Groucho Marx, they all spent some time here in Springfield.
When President Nixon was campaigning as vice president, he was pressured, the hotel was pressured to integrate after local NAACP, which is the National Association for the Advancement of Colored People, threatened to protest.
Apparently, in his press corps, there were two African Americans. And I guess the advance team was trying to find out would they all be able to stay in the same hotel. And that was pretty much a message that was sent that if they can't, Richard Nixon may in fact abandon stopping in Springfield. And as these folks from the NAACP found out, they threatened to have a protest.
And of course, since this would be a national figure coming to Springfield, this would not necessarily be a good public relations story.
So overnight, the local leaders, including the staff at the Kentwood Alms Hotel, decided we're going to integrate so that the press corps can all stay at the Kentwood Alms Hotel.
And that's what they did. And in the wake of that decision, additional businesses in Springfield also decided to integrate as well.
So it was a very nice step in the right direction. However, about a year, a year and a half later, they reversed that decision because of the economic realities that apparently it wasn't a very popular decision for some of their guests or people that came to eat, et cetera.
00:02:45 Emily Letterman
Today, local residents are remembering that historical moment through a new marker on the Springfield-Green County African-American Heritage Trail. What is the trail? Foster explains.
00:02:56 Dr. Lyle Foster
It really is an opportunity to teach, to share, and what I like to say, celebrate the history and contributions of African-American people to Green County, Springfield in particular, and really to this region. And what we're finding out is that there are just so many amazing stories and contributions that have been hidden. And obviously for many reasons that I think most of us understand, were maybe never told or never told in their fullness.
And I think as we hear these stories, as we learn about these stories, it gives us a more complete picture of how our community became the place that it is today. And I just love the opportunity to uncover these stories and help make those stories really visible to a much larger audience.
And I think as many people who come to Springfield, no matter what your background is, we often ask how come the underrepresented or the non-white population of Springfield, Missouri is so small compared to many comparable places, even in our state, versus Kansas City or St. Louis.
And are there reasons for that? And we wanted to explore that further.
So we began to do these oral interviews as well as going through archival records and the census, et cetera. And I just began to uncover, we began to uncover so many important stories of the experiences, the small businesses, the faith communities. Maybe that might be a way to mark some of these stories and to make these contributions much more publicized.
00:04:20 Emily Letterman
The Kentwood marker was already installed, but the group will officially unveil it later this month. Plans are already in the works for three more in 2026.
Foster says the markers not only serve as historical reminders of where we've come from, but can help us inform how we go forward.
00:04:35 Dr. Lyle Foster
The process or the experience of the Kentwood Arms Hotel mirrors the broader civil rights movement and helping people to realize that sometimes there was two steps forward and a step backward and perhaps even a step to the side.
And here in Springfield, along historic Route 66, we have a very strong example of that. Are there any things going on today that remind us of what took place then? Because history, you know, repeats itself. And I think there was one author that says it often even rhymes.
00:05:02 Emily Letterman
Donations for the Springfield-Greene County African-American Heritage Trail can be made through the Community Foundation of the Ozarks.
My guest today has been MO State professor and local heritage organizer, Dr. Lyle Foster.
I'm Emily Lederman for the Missouri State Journal.
00:05:17 Announcer
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