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Sehon Williams has been around our town for all of his 89 years, except for World War II military duty, 

which took him through battles from Naples to Genoa and southern France. 

He has experienced it all — segregation, prejudice, integration and, for the most part, acceptance and 

equality. Sehon was born and raised at 3 W. Lyon St. and attended Douglass School for 12 years, where 

he was positively influenced by teachers he calls “educators who gave us a solid foundation for life.” 

Sehon summarized his formative years: “We grew up poor and didn't know it.” Then he added his thoughts 

of “the good ol' days.” 

“The past is gone forever, and the future is yet to come. We live in the present, but don't long for the past. 

There was a time when blacks in Columbia lived in a tight-knit community. It was a village atmosphere 

where everyone mostly agreed on how to raise our families and our children in a manner that challenged 

them to achieve, to get an education, so they could live a productive life. Teachers were a huge part of 

our lives. They often lived next door, and many taught us again in Sunday school.” 

Sehon listed several who made an impact in his life and in the lives of his six children — Eula Jones, Helen 

Breshears, Ethel Smith, Edith Williams, Ruth Wiggins, Emma May Turner, Amos Morris, Russell Boone and 

George Brooks. 

“Integration was necessary and had its place, but it brought a loss of community, which has not, and 

cannot, be replaced. For instance, always on Aug. 4, we celebrated Emancipation Day with a big party on 

old Sharp End — Walnut Street between Fifth and Sixth streets — where we set up concession stands, 

gambling tables and music. At night, we all went to Douglass Park and danced into the wee hours.” 

Emancipation Day has not been celebrated since Sharp End was closed in the late 1950s. 

Music was a huge part of life for Sehon and the black community. Each black church had its choirs and 

soloists. Sehon was a trumpet player for four years at Douglass High School, then was part of a band that 

headlined often at the Greetree Club on Sharp End. 

Sehon remembered the days before World War II at Moberly's Joyland Club and at the Municipal 

Auditorium, where he danced to the band of Jimmie Lunceford, Erskine Hawkins, Count Basie, Lionel 

Hampton, Earl “Fatha” Hines, Duke Ellington, Red Perkins and the International Sweethearts of Rhythm 

and thrilled to the vocals of Ella Fitzgerald, Dinah Washington, Sarah Vaughn, Arthur Prysock and Billy 

Eckstine. 

It was the night Sehon took Dora Coats on a date to hear Eckstine that led to a 59-year marriage. 

Sehon, who once lost a job at a local clothier when he didn't address the owner's young son as “Mister,” 

was one of the first blacks hired by the local post office. He spent 31 years there, retiring in 1988. He's a 

lifelong member of St. Paul AME Church and has held every position in the church — except minister. 

He recently retired as a driver for Meals on Wheels after 20 years and as a board member for 25. 



Lunch with Sehon is a journey back in time, when today's Providence Road was a cinder street that ended 

at Cherry Street; when Cemetery Hill homes had dirt floors, no sewers, electricity or roads; when blacks 

rode in the back of the bus, sat in the upper balconies of our theaters, were allowed at carry-out windows 

of restaurants but were not seated inside; when blacks had their own drinking fountains, if any 

Sehon has seen it change, for the good, but still laments the loss of community and family that has 

accompanied that change. 

 

 

Looking back at city's 'Sharp End'  
  
By Bill Clark 
   
Monday, March 5, 2012 at 1:25 pm   
 
Lunch with Sehon Williams, Part II, and a visit with Barbra Horrell took Ol' Clark on a trip through black 
Columbia in pre-integration times. 
  
We'll start with Third Street — a rutted, cinder connector between Old Highway 40 and Cherry Street that 
eventually became Providence Road, with side trips east on Park Avenue at Douglass School and through 
the block of Walnut between Fifth and Sixth streets, known as "Sharp End." 
 
As Sehon, 89, and Barbra, two decades his junior, grew up in the Douglass area, they lived in a self-
sufficient black community that had its own school, churches, cafes, doctors, lawyers, a dentist, barbers, 
cobblers, blacksmiths, dance halls, pool halls, a taxi, bars and lots of music. 
 
Jake's Market and Uncle B's Ice House were across Third Street from Douglass, along with Blue and White 
Café, Jenny Taylor's Tavern and Grill, Richardson's Shoe Repair and Tom McQuitty's Barber Shop, where 
Barbra received her first haircut. 
 
Third Street ended at Cherry; only a well-worn path went south through Flat Branch bottoms. 
 
Sharp End, the social center for more than 50 years before it fell to the wrecking ball in the late 1950s, is 
now the parking garage at Fifth and Walnut. 
 
Alvin Coleman's liquor store and taxi was located on the southeast corner of Fifth and Walnut, and working 
east on the south side of Walnut were Greentree Club, "Sug" Herndon's Tavern, Phillip and William's 
Barber Shop, Merle Slater's Place, Britt Pool Hall — which became Vic Brown's Bar — and Swanson's 
Plumbing on the corner. St. Luke Methodist Church was on the northeast corner of Fifth and Walnut next 
to Vi's Café and Dick Tibb's Pool Hall. Above the pool hall was Elk's Hall, the black community's center for 
dances, receptions and music. 
 
The post office now covers the whole north side of the block. 
 
 



On Park Avenue, Coleman's junkyard was just east of Douglass, and other Park Avenue businesses were 
L.M. Noble's coal yard and paper collection plant, Justin Lake's barbershop, Coleman's cleaning shop and 
Green's Funeral Home — first named Freeman's — at Seventh Street and Park. Stuart Parker Funeral 
Home was the old Blind Boone residence at 10 N. Fourth St. 
 
The best barbecue was found at Monta Ralph's Chicken and Rib Shack, 206 N. Fifth St. 
 
Monta, who was known as the "barbecue king," operated the restaurant for 30 years. He died in 1959. 
 
Coleman built the first black theater in Columbia on Fifth Street, and it became the Tiger Club. Later, it 
was an art theater, then the first home of the Olde Un Theatre. Today, Tribune Publishing Co. sits on the 
site. 
 
Other well-known businesses were Raymond Davis' coal business on Switzler Street and J.E. Williams 
barbershop on North Eighth. 
 
Williams, though black, cut the hair of only whites. The black horseshoer was Niancus Graves. 
 
Davis had two daughters who became local leaders. Beulah was Columbia Public Schools' director of 
home-school communicators for two decades, and Mary Jane was the longtime director of Nora Stewart 
Nursery School. 
 
Pre-integration Columbia had several black doctors: Otis Moore, L.S. Daigle, Harry Bouffman, a Dr. 
Reynolds, a chiropractor named Cassale and Roland Wiggins. Wiggins' wife, Ruth, a teacher at Douglass, 
later became the first black teacher at Hickman High School. 
 
The black dentist was LeRoy McAllister. He was known in the white world for opening his office at any 
hour in a time of need. A toothache at 3 a.m. knew no color. 
 
When integration occurred in the mid-1950s, the city underwent huge changes. 
 
Sharp End was gone by 1960. Land clearance opened the Douglass area for public housing known as "the 
projects." Many black businesses disappeared, Douglass closed, Cemetery Hill disappeared, Third Street's 
cinders became a four-lane highway across town and a century-old black culture slipped into history. Only 
the black churches remain. 
 
And the music. We'll take a look at the music next. 


