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The nineteenth century was a period of great change for African Americans, especially in the 
second half of the century. In 1863 President Abraham Lincoln issued the Emancipation 
Proclamation, legally freeing all slaves in captured territory.1 It was the 13th Amendment in 1865 that 
made slavery illegal in the United States and it marked a turning point in the lives of black 
Americans, even those who were already free.2 While it was a legal turning point, the new law did 
not necessarily change people’s attitudes toward African Americans, and many states passed acts 
segregating black citizens.3 In this regard, the state of Illinois was much more progressive; in 1865 
the state repealed a previous law that made it illegal for blacks to move to Illinois and continued 
passing anti-segregation acts well into the 20th century.4 In 1885 public accommodations were barred 
from discriminating against black customers and this included barbershops.5  
 Before the Civil War barbering was a service that was commonly provided by black men, 
both enslaved and free. This trend continued after the war, as it was a lucrative business option for 
many black Americans.6 Many barbers obtained at least some wealth and increased their social 
standing through their work; they gained connections to wealthy and influential white men and, in 
the antebellum period, there was no white competition. Black people were considered by many to be 
natural hairdressers, so their dominance in this field was not questioned.7 In the early days of 
Mattoon, Illinois, prior to the Civil War, there were twenty black people in the city. Of these twenty, 
ten were male and four of these men were barbers.8 While it is likely that most of these men did not 
own the barbershop in which they worked, the fact that 40% of the black men in Mattoon were 
barbers suggests that this was an attractive occupation that provided a living wage. While evidence 
of black barbers in Mattoon, Illinois, in the nineteenth century is difficult to attain, it is clear from 
the available material that barbering, while lucrative, was a fairly unstable position with high 
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turnover. It is also apparent that personal feelings regarding black barbers were highly mixed. The 
evidence provides insight about how the white population perceived their black neighbors and 
opened the door for the appearance of white run barbershops. 
The area that eventually became Mattoon Township was first settled in the early 1830s because the 
land was fertile.9 However, Mattoon was not mapped as a town until 1854, when it was determined 
that the Illinois Central and Terra Haute and Alton railroads would intersect at the site.10 The town 
was first platted by James T. Cunningham, an early resident, and his map was published in 1856.11 
Prior to the arrival of the railroads in 1855, Mattoon was a completely rural area. What is now the 
city of Mattoon was comprised of a house and several shanties built for railroad workers. Just two 
years after the tracks were laid, Mattoon consisted of over 100 buildings and became a village; by 
1861 Mattoon was a city.12 This rapid transformation reflects the impact the railroad had on the area, 
and indicates that it would have been an attractive place in Coles County to establish a barbershop.13 
Because Mattoon was located at a the crossing of two railroads, the barbers would have had access 
to both the people living in Mattoon and those passing through on the railroads.  

 
Barbers, Business Notice, Mattoon Gazette, October 7, 1863 
 
Mattoon was planned on all sides of the tracks from the outset. It was laid out as a grid and the 
original planning focuses the town to the east of the Illinois Central Railroad and to the south of the 
Terra Haute and Alton line.14 The town was concentrated around the rail crossing and the city hall 
was located just northeast of where the tracks intersect, indicating that this was an important place in 
the city. It also suggests that the intention was always to expand west, making this the center of 
town.15 This central downtown area would have been the ideal place to locate a shop, as it would see 
the most business and flow of traffic. It is situated on the railroad crossing and at the location where 
the railroad stopped, so a passenger could easily access any of the businesses on this street. This area 
is where the majority of the barbershops were located. In the 1890s, most of these shops were on 
Broadway Avenue, which began at the railroad, just south of the crossing, and ran east toward 
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Charleston.16 Unfortunately, the city directories available for this area only extend back to 1895, but 
it is evident that from the beginning the barbershops were situated on Broadway Avenue. A business 
notice, published in the Mattoon Gazette in 1863, states that Os. Perry (likely Austin Perry, the first 
barber in Mattoon) and John Powell operated their barbershops on Broadway Avenue.17  
In 1902 another newspaper article indicates that Austin Perry, the oldest black man in the city, had 
his barbershop in the same place on Broadway Avenue for over thirty years.18 Other reports reveal 
that Austin Perry’s shop was close to the railroad tracks, as an article in 1879 indicates that 
adulterated lemonade was being sold from a stand between his shop and the Illinois Central Railroad 
track.19 It can be inferred that Austin Perry was taking advantage of his proximity to the railroad and 
that his shop was well known enough to be used as a landmark. Although the 1903 article presented 
some facts incorrectly, including a statement that Austin Perry married Susan Powell, when he 
actually married Susan Finch in 1860, his shop’s location is likely accurate due to his high status in 
the community and the common knowledge of where his shop was located.20 Although Perry was 
highly regarded within the community, even serving as alderman of the town council for two terms 
in 1880, it is evident in the newspaper articles that the personal feelings among the townspeople 
about their black barbers was mixed.21 
 The barbers in Mattoon appear to have been well liked. One newspaper, in 1860, notes that 
“John Powell is the best barber in town” and another, from 1864, states that he was known in the 
west of the state as “Honest John,” implying that it is the reason an escaped murderer, from Paris, 
Illinois, assumed his identity.22 These early articles indicate that this Mattoon barber was well known 
outside the immediate area, probably due to the presence of the railroad. His reputation was 
considered so respectable that his identity was co-opted by a known murderer on the run. In 1881 
an article enthused that John Powell, likely the son of the John Powell mentioned above, was 
returning to Mattoon and entering into a partnership with another black barber, Flavius Brooks.23 It 
goes so far as to state, “[t]hese men are nice gentlemen and good businessmen and we predict for 
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them the success they deserve.”24 This language indicates that these men were well regarded within 
their communities and the people of Mattoon wanted them to succeed. This article is unusual in that 
it does not indicate the racial status of the two barbers, as was common practice in the newspaper. 
That information was obtained from the Directory of Coles County and the City of Mattoon.: 1895-96.25 
This is not because only black men were barbers at the time; in fact by 1881 there had been at least 
two white barbershops opened in Mattoon.26 Furthermore, in 1862, a year prior to the first white 
barbershop, these men were being referred to as “colored” barbers within the text of newspaper 
articles.27 

 
“[O]ur colored barber Powell” gets into a fight with a drunk Irishman, Mattoon Gazette,  April 17, 
1862. 
 
If the use of a color descriptor had been adopted due to the presence of white barbers, it would not 
have been used prior to the opening of a white barbershop. The use of a racial status indicates that 
although the black barbers in Mattoon were well regarded, they were still considered different.  This 
use of the term colored was quite common in Mattoon newspapers in the nineteenth century and it 
indicates that these men were looked at somewhat patronizingly rather than as direct equals. 
 This view is also evident in the manner in which white barbers are referred to in the 
newspapers. The first white barber in Mattoon was J.H. Conner, who opened his shop in 1863 and a 
notice was issued regarding his establishment.28  
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Special Notice regarding the opening of a white barbershop, Mattoon Gazette, February 28, 1863. 
 
At the end of the “Special Notice” the writer states, “he is not only white, but seems to be a 
gentleman, and shaves well.”29 The order of this list and the italicization of the word white indicates 
that the most important aspect was his whiteness, followed by his comportment, while the fact that 
he shaved well was his least important quality. While this should be the most important component 
of barbering, the fact that it is not considered so in this case indicates that the community may have 
preferred to be shaved by a white man, regardless of his skill. This, combined with the use of the 
term “darkey barber,” denotes a lack of respect and suggests a prejudiced view of black barbers.30 
 Beyond the preferential attitude toward white barbers, there were articles that questioned 
integrity of black barbers without proof. In 1878 the Mattoon Gazette ran a story from the Washington 
Post titled “An Honest Barber,” which featured a white customer who tested his black barber and 
was shocked when the man turned out to be honest.31 The article concludes with the remark that the 
customer “walked out more astonished than if he had just put his hand on a red-hot stove under the 
impression that it was his umbrella.”32  This language indicates a general belief that barbers were not 
honest, and as most barbers were black at this point in time it can be inferred that it is a belief in the 
dishonesty of black barbers specifically. Interestingly, this clashes with the language used to describe 
the Mattoon barbers, including the characterization of the first John Powell as “Honest John” and 
the second John Powell, along with Flavius Brooks, as “nice gentlemen and good businessmen.”33 
This indicates that there was a confused, and somewhat paradoxical, view of black barbers in 
Mattoon in the nineteenth century. This view was partially due to prejudice towards black 
Americans, which was somewhat tempered by the relative lack of white people in the barbering 
profession and thus a lack of interracial job competition.34 The black barbers of Mattoon that were 
successful earned the trust and business of their patrons by providing good services. The quality and 
level of service provided by the barbers of Mattoon may have been a factor in the apparent 
instability of Mattoon’s barbering business. 
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 Based on census reports and city directories barbering appears to have been an unstable 
business in Mattoon, Illinois. Between the years 1860 and 1900, there were only two barbers that 
remained the same throughout every census and city directory; they were Austin Perry and Milford 
Norton.35 Although the number of barbers increased consistently as the city grew in population, 
there was a high turnover rate. In fact, between 1895 and 1898 only fourteen out of the 25 barbers 
remained unchanged while eleven were replaced.36  That is a 44% turnover rate over three years. 
Furthermore, of the 11 barbershops in 1895, only four remained owned by the same person and 
entirely new establishments replaced the others. This represents a 64% turnover rate for the 
businesses alone. During this three-year period there was both high employee and business 
turnover.37 Between 1898 and 1900 the number of barbers increased from 24 to 38, a large increase 
over two years. However, only 26% of the entire community of barbers had been working in 
Mattoon for more than a year. 73% of barbers were completely new.38   
This high turnover rate was not confined to the 1890s.  Between 1860 and 1880 only two barbers 
remained the same, while the remaining seven opened their shops sometime between 1861 and 
1870.39 In 1880 only four barbers were the same as in 1870, and in 1895 only three remained from 
1880.40 Unfortunately, the 1890 census was mostly destroyed in fires, and the records for Mattoon 
did not survive. However, it is likely they would reveal a similar story. This indicates that while 
barbering was an attractive occupation for black men, due to the relative lack of competition with 
white workers and the possibility of gaining wealth, it was not a very stable occupation. It is not clear 
whether these men lost their positions and establishments due to a lack of profit, or if they merely 
moved elsewhere, but either way their shops were unable to survive for a long period of time in 
Mattoon. Because of the number of barbers in the city, it is likely there was a great deal of 
competition, which may have driven out some of the barbers. In spite of Mattoon’s rapidly 
increasing population and business from the railroad, Mattoon clearly could not sustain the number 
of barbers or barbershops it contained. It is also possible that increasing competition from white 
barbers negatively affected the ability of both black and white barbers to operate their businesses 
and make an adequate living. 
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The notice for the first white barbershop in Mattoon suggests that there were some people who did 
not want to visit a black barber.41 There is no evidence of how many people felt this way, nor how 
many people visited any of the barbershops. However, it is possible that with the advent of white 
barbershops, many barbers of both races were not able to attract enough customers due to the 
competition. There may have been enough people who preferred white barbers to negatively effect 
black barbers, but it may not have been enough to support a white barbershop.  
White barbers suffered from the same high turnover rate as black barbers. The first white 
barbershop in Mattoon opened in 1863, but J.H. Conner is not listed on the 1870 census.42 In 
addition, there are two articles in the Mattoon Gazette from 1879 and one from 1880 that mention a 
white barbershop, but there are no white barbers listed on the 1880 census, indicating that by the 
time the census was taken, the shop or shops had closed.43 City directories list when a person is 
colored, and in 1895 ten of the twenty-five barbers were not listed as such, while in 1898 twelve of 
the twenty-four were not listed as black.  

 
List of abbreviations, including col’d for colored,  
Directory of Coles County and the City of Mattoon.: 1895-96. 

 
Only five of these white barbers remained; half of them were no longer in the barbering business in 
Mattoon only three years later. In fact, the majority of the black barbers remained the same between 
1895 and 1898.44 However, it appears that white barbers were starting to push black barbers out of 
the market. In 1895 white men owned six of the eleven barbershops and by 1900 twenty-two of the 
thirty-six barbers were white compared to only sixteen black barbers. Black men no longer made up 
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the majority of the business, as they had just five years prior.45 This indicates that the market was 
shifting to favor white barbers over black barbers, suggesting a very different business climate than 
that forty-three years prior when Austin Perry first established his barbershop in Mattoon.46 
 Barbering in Mattoon began in 1857, only two years after the railroad crossing was 
established. The barbers of Mattoon took advantage of their proximity to a major stop on two 
railroads to establish profitable businesses. Most barbershops were located in the central downtown 
area on Broadway Avenue, near the intersection of the railroads. By doing so they were able to 
obtain both local and traveling customers, and some became known in more than just their locality, 
at least as far as Council Bluffs, Iowa.47 These early barbers were black men, although there were 
some early attempts at establishing white barbershops. These black barbers were subject to 
conflicting attitudes; the evidence shows that they were regarded in a positive manner, but also that 
they suffered from prejudice due to the color of their skin. Regardless of racial prejudice, these men 
were able to hold the market for nearly forty years before the majority of barbers became white men. 
However, the profession was far from stable. There was a high turnover rate among barbers, and by 
1900 only two of the original Mattoon barbers remained. These men were the first barber, Austin 
Perry, and another named Milford Norton, who would later work in the shop of his son Riley 
Norton.48 While these men were able to remain successful through to 1900, and even later, many of 
the barbers of Mattoon did not remain for more than two years. This turnover rate suggests that the 
growing city could not support the amount of barbers that wanted to work there. However, 
barbering was still a lucrative business where black men could achieve success, gain the trust and 
respect of their community, and potentially rise above the prejudice that pervaded the United States 
in the nineteenth century. 
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