
Interviewee: Ruth Barkley - Chester Avenue 

Can you tell me a little about yourself? You can start wherever you want. I 
was born in the Black Bottom in 1926 at Hanneman Hospital. I lived on 32"d 
Street. At the age of fourteen, my mother died and I helped to raise my brother 
and sister. I went to West Philadelphia High School and was determined to finish. 
At that time I wanted to be an artist and a nurse. Before I had a chance to college 
1 had three kids. I went to LPN School on Sansom Street, but it wasn't 
accredited, so I had to become a•Nurse's Assistant. I worked at Lancanore 
Hospital on City Line Avenue. My youngest child is 34 years old. I retired from 
there in 1988. With all of the extra time, I became bored so I went to Care 
Pavilion Nursing Home on 63rd and Walnut. They didn't take care of their 
patients very well, so after three months I left. I spent too much time there, and 
only made $4.35 an hour. After I got a check for $7 I resigned. I was only there 
two times a week anyway. After that, I went back to school to get a certificate to 
be a full nurse. There were only a few Blacks at Lanacore when I started. We 
were called all kinds of names. After I got my certificate, I worked in people's 
homes and took care of them. I started doing charity nursing also and going to 
Bible class at Beulah Baptist Church on 50th and Spruce and at the Southwest 
Community Center. 

I couldn't join the Center before that because you have to be 65 years or older, 
but I was able to go to the Bible class. When I did finally join, I started back into 
art. I had 36 exhibits at Moore College of Art, also in Georgia, and I have 
submitted to a lot of places here_ I also sell my work. I am self-taught. I've been 
working on my art for seven years now. I do whatever I think about, and that 
comes forth in my work. I was not able to go to art school because I had no one 
to sponsor me or to push me. My mother was dead, and we had no money. Now, 
I am just self-taught. I can do my art my way. Most of the time I do not use faces. 
My father's side is Cherokee and my mother's side is Blackfoot. Whatever is in 
me, I bring forth. I cannot explain my art, but it's in me. I have been given a gift of 
service through nursing and art. Soon I will be seventy-five. I go to Chestnut Hill 
College to talk to students about art. 

Can you tell me a little about your family? My grandparents are from Virginia. 
All of my children are here except for one son who is in DC_ I have two boys and 
two girls_ My son will be 50 on March l e, My daughter will be 47 in October, my 
other son will be 43 in September, and my baby daughter will be 34 on July 4"' 

I don't know anything other than Philadelphia. I've visited the country, but I am 
afraid of everything there. I am city-born. In the country I am always ready to 
come home. I am fine as long as I am in the city. 

How have things changed? 1 used to never be afraid here. Now I am a little 
more wary because they are hitting seniors now. But, I don't let that stand in my 
way because what's going to happen will happen. I will still hop on the bus. I 
won't let anything stop me. 



What do you remember of the old neighborhood? There used to be the Sun 
Raise American Store. I was born in the Depression, when food was short. At 
33"d and Lancaster was the Armor. I stood on a milk crate at 12 years old 
washing clothes. I made $16 a month. Rush Hospital was on Lancaster for 
people with Tuberculosis. That was before Philadelphia General was there. The 
banks have changed. Penn has taken care of everything. Everything that I used 
to know has been displaced. Things you remember are not there anymore. 

I used to live next to Fat Man's Bar at 32°¢ and Aspen. There was an Irish 
women who lived across the street. The neighborhood was very mixed. Most of 
the people who were there have died. It was a nice neighborhood there. It 
doesn't look the same anymore. I don't know anyone. Most people owned their 
homes back then and kept it clean. It was a nice neighborhood. The house 
across the street was, how do I say... a house of-ill repute." It was a speakeasy. 
But it was a nice area. Everyone knew one another. 

My father, Lucien Blackwell, had a grocery store at 40th Street. There were no 
condemned houses. Every house was occupied. I cleaned the marble steps 
everyday. People now don't seem to care and have no respect for anything. 


