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Biographical Description for The
HistoryMakers® Video Oral History
with Irma Josephine Barber

person

Barber, Irma Josephine, 1904-2004
Alternative Names: Irma Josephine Barber;

Life Dates: March 13, 1904-February 17, 2004

Place of Birth: new orleans, Louisiana, UsA

Residence: Chicago, Illinois

Occupations: City Government employee

Biographical Note

Irma Josephine Barber was born Irma Josephine Mason on March 13, 1904, in new
orleans, Louisiana. raised Catholic by her parents, Barber enjoyed attending a private
Catholic school and planned to become a nun. When her father, who had supported the
family by working for the city of new orleans, died, she had to leave school to help her
mother, brother and three sisters. In 1918, the family moved to Chicago, seeking greater
opportunity. In the city, Barber and her sisters were able to earn money working as
seamstresses.

Barber was living in the Black Belt when the murder of a young black man at the 31st
street Beach triggered the infamous Chicago race riot of 1919. The riot went on for
days. she later married and stayed at home to raise her four children. When her husband
died in 1949, Barber took a job as a calculator in the Chicago Department of Forestry.
she worked for the Forestry Department for thirty-eight years before finally retiring at
age eighty-three.

Her four children rated as Barber's greatest successes. All four of her children went on
to earn advanced college degrees and worked as teachers. The oldest, shirley Dillard,
worked as a teacher and assistant principal before retiring. Daughter Barbara Bonner
was a teacher of special education before her death. Barber's only son, Vaughn Barber,
taught school before earning a law degree and starting his own firm, from which he
retired. The youngest of Barber's children, Beverly Martin, was a retired teacher who
taught at Truman College and Depaul University.

Barber and her family were members of the nAACp. she was an excellent seamstress
before her diminished vision forced her to give up sewing, and she also enjoyed
gardening and tending to her roses. A devoted Catholic, Irma Barber was a member of
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st. Thomas the Apostle Catholic Church.

Barber passed away on February 17, 2004 at age 99.
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