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T H E  L I F E  O F  H E L E N  B U M B R Y

This book tells the life story of Helen Bumbry, in her own words. Helen is, and has always been,
a strong community leader. In telling her life story, Helen does not boast of her

accomplishments, or claim to be the leader that she is. The matriarch of her family and
community, she has left a strong imprint of change and empowerment through her tireless
work on the Lincoln-Jackson Pool, in founding and managing The Young Achievers Club, as a
much loved and respected bus driver for Quincy Public Schools for 27 years, as a mother,
wife, grandmother, friend, church member, and leader in countless community projects.

Helen's 85th birthday celebration, top left to right, Ben Bumbry III and Tyrone Bumbry, sitting left to
right, Helen and Cynthia M. Bumbry



H E L EN ' S
CH I L DHOOD
As told by Helen

I was born April 5, 1937, in rural
Palmyra, Missouri. We moved to
the city of Palmyra when I was
six years old. At the age of 12 my
family moved to Quincy, Illinois
because my father thought he
would be working on the railroad
in West Quincy. However, he
never worked in West Quincy, so
he ended up driving from Quincy
to Palmyra!

My mom was a housewife until
we were old enough to stay
home by ourselves. She then
worked at a factory in Hannibal
and did housework for a nice
family in Quincy. Later, she
retired and became a housewife
again.

My mom was from Palmyra and
my dad was from the small
country town of Salt River,
Missouri. I remember going to
the country to visit my
grandparents. While there, my
grandfather always wanted
someone to comb his hair and he
would say, "Come here kid!".

Helen and her mother in the late 1930's



P E T  C H I C K E N

One year I got a pet chicken for Easter, and I loved
that chicken. However, when we moved to Palmyra,
even though we had hogs, I couldn't bring my
chicken. The chicken was taken to my grandparents
in Salt River. I never really named my chicken; I just
called it "Chicken." I put a hat on my chicken, and it
walked on the floor and followed me around the
house. My grandparents lived near the highway and
the chicken wandered onto the highway and was
killed. I was truly sad when my chicken died.

B A B Y  O F  T H E  F A M I L Y

My sister is three years older than me, and my
brother is one year, one month, and one day older
than me. We were all close. As we got older my
sister was a little jealous of me. When parents say
someone is the baby of the family and they hate it, I
say, "I am the baby and look how old I am!" 

G O I N G  T O  T H E  G A R D E N

Our cousins had a big lot that they weren't using,
and they let us use it for our garden. While I was at
work my parents took the kids to the garden and
taught them how to plant. 

When Bennie was really little, my dad taught him
how to plant two seeds and how far apart to put
them. If Bennie dropped three seeds, he'd stop and
pick them up. My dad told him, "You don't have to
pick up the extra seed." But Bennie wanted to be
sure that he only got two seeds in each hole. 

All my kids really loved gardening. My sister, who had
lived in Des Moines, Iowa, moved to Quincy with her
kids. Her son was new to gardening and sometimes
he would walk on the plants. My dad would yell at
him, "Get out of the garden!"  

Childhood Memories

“
YOU ONLY WENT TO THE GROCERY

STORE TO BUY MEAT; YOU GOT YOUR

VEGETABLES FROM THE GARDEN.



Helen as a child, at about 9 years old



W E E K E N D  T R I P S  T O
T O W N

When we were little, we lived in the country and
would go to town on the weekends. A white couple,
their kids, my parents, and my siblings and I, would
pile into the car and drive all the way to Monroe
City, Missouri. Can't you see us all piled in that car!

After they'd finished grocery shopping, we'd all go to
the tavern. My parents would drink and then we'd all
go home. I don't know where they put all the
groceries with all of the adults and kids in the car. I
guess they put them in the trunk.

S U M M E R  D A N C E S

When I would visit my aunts and uncles during the
summer, they would have dances that were held
outdoors. They'd make a platform, have a live band,
and you'd dance. One day I was with my aunt and
her three kids, and I thought I was going with her to
the dance. My aunt said, "You stay in the car and
watch the kids."

As a kid, I remember we didn't have much money As
a result, we had to make our own fun. When our
skates broke, we made a skateboard. The
skateboard had handles with a cross at the top of
it. There was a hill that we would go up and pump up
as fast as we could and then just ride down the hill. 

We had a big round oil tin. We discovered that if you
got on top of it you could walk on it and make it roll.
We'd start out walking on it and eventually learned
to run on it. Sometimes two of us would get on it to
see who could stay on it the longest. Having a big
yard allowed us to have a lot of fun.

M O V I N G  T O  Q U I N C Y

We moved to Quincy when I was 12 years old. I
started sixth grade at Lincoln Elementary School
and then went to Quincy Junior High School. When I
first went to junior high, I got lost in the building.
Somehow, I got turned around and ended up getting
lost on the back side of the building. Eventually, I
learned my way around the building. I really liked
junior high school.

I played softball, 
volleyball, and 
basketball. Back 
then, girls were 
only allowed to 
play three on 
three, half-court, 
basketball. I was 
glad when they
changed it to five 
on five, full-court,
basketball like
the boys.

Helen as a child, at about 13 years old



Ben was a student at Quincy College. A good friend
of mine by the name of Ronnie Washington,
introduced me to Ben. Ben asked me if I would go to
a "sock hop" with him. To ensure that I had nice socks
for the dance, I went out and purchased a new pair
of socks. At the time, I lived at 1422 Lind Street.
Because neither of us had a car, we walked the six
blocks to Quincy College. As we walked to the
college, Ben asked, "Do your socks have any holes in
them?" We had a really good time at the dance.

Ben was a nice person. When I met his family, they
were really nice as well. His family treated me like I
truly belonged in their family. We went together for
a year and a half before we got married. 

C O L L E G E  B A S K E T B A L L

Ben was a good basketball player at Drake
University. While at Drake, a man approached Ben
and attempted to bribe him to "shave points." Ben
informed the coach and other officials at Drake of
the incident. Ben was leery about returning to
Drake. In 1955, two players from the Quincy College
basketball team talked Ben into transferring from
Drake to Quincy College.

 

Meeting Ben

April 19, 1954 article in the Quincy Herald-Whig



Coach Forrester, you know, didn’t usually play that
many blacks on the floor back then. He played either
four or five blacks on the team, who got to play, to
win. Back then, I don’t care how good you were, they
were not going to play that many blacks on the
floor. But he did. 

Excerpt of article from the Quincy Herald-Whig, written
by Steve Eighinger, October 3, 2012:



Life with Ben 

Helen and Ben cutting the cake at their wedding reception

Ben started taking a wide variety of courses
and eventually decided to be a Physical
Education Teacher. While attending Quincy
College, he worked part-time for the Pepsi
company. 

Ben's mother was a housewife and never
worked. After we got married, he wanted me
to be one as well. Ben was going to college
and working part-time, and I told him, "No, I
think I'll be working. 

I went to all of Ben's basketball games except
for one. I was working for a family's party,
and they told me, "You are going to miss the
game, turn on the radio." As it turned out,
they were all listening to the basketball game
on the radio.

It used to be a big deal to go to all the high
school and college games. There was a
period of time when they weren't winning,
and you could look across the gym and sit
anywhere you wanted. Now it's a big deal
again since they're winning.



Standing, left to right, Smithy Robbins (Helen's father) and Helen, seated, left to right, Grandpa George Robbins, 
Grandma Recia Robbins, holding Tryrone Bumbry



B A C K  T O  C O L L E G E

In order to support our growing family, Ben took a
break from college and got a job at Firestone. He
eventually went back to college and got a job
working the night shift at Moorman's and drove a
mail truck during the day.  On the weekends, I would
give him a break and I would drive the mail truck. In
order to drive the truck, I had to get fingerprinted
and get a license. I would usually take one or two of
the kids with me on the truck.

We would go to LaGrange, Canton, Wayland, and
Hannibal in the big truck. All the kids learned the
route and the specifics of the job. One snowy day,
when we got to Canton, we realized that we'd
forgotten to leave a first-class bag in LaGrange
and despite the roads being terrible we had to go to
take the mail back to LaGrange. It had to go back
because it was first class and had to be delivered
the next day. 

Ben graduated from Quincy College with a BS
Degree in Physical Education. After graduation, he
got a job as a physical education teacher at Irving
Elementary School.  The kids at Irving School loved
him. 

While at Irving School, he started a class for kids
that needed extra help. He set up stations for all the
things that they were struggling with. At one of the
PTA meetings, he had a program for the parents to
see what the kids had learned. He really loved his job
and loved the kids.

B E N  N A M I N G  T H E  K I D S

Ben named all four of our kids: Tyrone, Robbin,
Cynthia, and Ben III. People can't believe I had nothing
to do with it. I just said, "Okay." 

Tyrone is Charles Tyrone; he's named after Ben's
brother Charles. Robbin Andreas is named for my
maiden name of Robbins and after Grace's husband,
who is named Andreas. Cynthia is Cynthia Marie;
Marie is my mother's middle name. 

Then Ben decided to name one after him! Benjamin
III. He would have been Bejamin IV, but the name Ben
was dropped with Ben's great grandfather. There
are no Ben's after that. 

H E L E N ' S  C A R E E R

While I was in high school, one of my aunts was
diagnosed with terminal cancer. I don't remember if
she asked me, or if I volunteered, to help. There was
no one else that could take care of her family. She
didn't want her kids to be put into the foster system
and be spilt up. I dropped out of high school to help
care for her six kids. It was a two-bedroom
apartment on Lind Street. There were eight people
living there and I was given the couch to sleep on.

After I married Ben, I started working and decided
that I would go back to finish high school. However, I
got pregnant and had to quit school again. I was
eventually able to get my GED. I chose driving a
school bus for the flexibility that it allowed me. 



Driving a bus didn't pay as well as some other jobs
but it allowed me to be home when our kids were
home. I always felt that I needed to be home with
them.

When I first started driving the bus, your kids could
ride the bus with you. As a result of liability and
insurance issues, kids could no longer ride the bus
with their parents. 

One bus driver also ruined it because she'd let her
daughter do whatever she wanted on the bus and
wouldn't correct her. Her daughter would put her
feet up so the other kids couldn't get on the bus.
Eventually, the complaints got back to the
supervisor, and they implemented the rule of not
allowing your kids to ride with you. 

I took kids on trips to Chicago, St. Louis, and
Springfield. Although the kids were usually good, it
often depended on the teacher's ability to manage
their students. 

On one trip, the kids were noisy and all over the
place. I looked in the mirror and yelled, "I don't know
what your teachers think, but I don't need no noise,
I've got to drive and keep you safe, so you need to
sit down and be quiet!". The teachers didn't say a
word. But the kids listened and sat down.

Another time, I thought I had enough gas to get
back to Quincy, but I didn't. Whenever you gas up
the bus everyone has to get off the bus. The
teacher was upset because they had to get off the 

bus because she wanted to go straight through.
When she got back on the bus, she let the kids do
whatever they wanted to do. She tries to be nice to
me now, but I never forgot how she acted!

S P O R T S  F A M I L Y

When the kids started playing sports, I went
wherever they went. I was their personal chauffeur.
I even borrowed a friend's camper to drive the
family to Dallas, Texas, for a National Softball
Tournament that Cynthia was participating in.  
Tyrone, Robbin and Cynthia all attended college on
an athletic scholarship.

Tyrone, Robbin, and Bennie also played baseball and
Cynthia played softball. Robbin played football until
he broke his arm. We never knew until much later
that Bennie's girlfriend didn't want him to play
basketball. He told us that he purposely did bad
during tryouts so that he wouldn't make the team.
It's a decision that he regrets to this day. 

All four kids took swim lessons at the YMCA.
Because of their ages they were all in different
classes. Luckily, their lessons were all the same day. I
would sit in the car and read during their lessons. 

“
I DROVE A SCHOOL BUS FOR 27 YEARS. 

I LOVED IT.



Standing, left to right, Tyrone Bumbry, Linda Bumbry (Tyrone's former wife), Cynthia M. Bumbry, Robbin Bumbry, Helen Bumbry,
Ben Bumbry Jr., Myrtle, Charles Bumbry (Ben's brother), Seated from left to right, Bejamin Bumbry Sr., Melzia Bumbry (Ben's
parents)



R O B B I N

Robbin had a massive stroke while he was living in
Dallas, Texas. I had just retired from work and was
able to stay with him in Dallas for a month while he
did physical therapy. Initially, he was like a baby lying
in bed as he couldn't talk or even feed himself. When
he first started talking, he had aphasia and was
primarily speaking in Spanish. Which was
problematic as the rest of the family didn't speak
Spanish. He gradually started speaking in English
(when Ben's sister Grace had a stroke, she had a
similar experience, as she was primarily speaking in
German and Italian). 

Robbin and I moved to Chicago and stayed with
Cynthia so that Robbin could continue his
rehabilitation and physical therapy at the rehab
center in Chicago. I was able to go home on the
weekends and be with Ben and take care of other
business. After approximately six months, Robbin
moved back home with Ben and I.

G R A N D K I D S

Our son Tyrone and his former wife, Linda, had two
children: Jared and Jacob. We'd visit them at their
school in St. Louis on grandparents day every year.
We'd also have them stay with us during their
summer vacations. 

Our son Bennie and his former wife, Sharon, have a
daughter named Monica. Monica was in dance club  

and played volleyball through college. We'd go to her 
dance recitals, home games, and travel to some of
her away games. 

A POOL FOR THE COMMUNITY

Mr. Black came up with the idea for Jackson-Lincoln
Community Pool. Mr. Black saw kids jumping into the
river and thought it was dangerous as kids could get
hurt or drown. Mr. Black decided that he was going
to build a pool on the north side of town so that kids
wouldn't have to travel to the south side of town to
swim. Mr. Black's family donated money to the pool
every year. 

My friend Earlene Mosby and I worked the
concessions at the pool when it first opened.
Earlene and I hired all of the staff that worked at
the pool the first year that it opened.  For the first
three years we had volunteers that worked at the
pool. I worked ten years as a volunteer for the pool.
After ten years I said, "If other people are getting
paid, I should get paid." 



Ben took my request to the board, and came back
and said, "You're hired." I didn't just do concessions, I
did it all. I went to various stores to find the best
sales so that I could save money for the pool. 

The kids were usually good. If the kids misbehaved,
Ben or I would speak with them and if necessary, 

ban them from the pool for a few days. My niece
has run the pool the past few years. When she 
applied for the job, she didn't tell them that she was
related to me. she wanted to get the job without
them knowing she was my niece. We celebrated 25
years of the pool being open last year. 

Kids at the Jackson-Lincoln pool in July of 2022, celebrating 25 years, since the pool opened in 1997.



Excerpt of article from the Quincy Herald-Whig, written
by Doug Wilson, Friday, August 29, 1997



I met Earlene Mosby through our various women's
clubs. Earlene was a member of the Martha King
Majors Club, and I was a member of the Ladies
Standard Review Club. There was a total of four
clubs in Quincy at that time. We really got to know
each other through our club affiliations. 

When we went to a meeting at the state level, they
had girls' clubs. They asked, "Why don't you start a
girls club?" We thought about it and invited girls that
we knew - start with what and who you know. 

In 1981, Earlene and I started the Young Achievers
Girls Club. We had four girls that stayed with the
club until they graduated from high school.

The club had a president, and they conducted and
led their meetings and attended district meetings.
We were only there to supervise. One year, we had
an induction service and the girls all had to wear
white for service. Their dad, grandfather, or a friend
walked them down to be introduced. 

They went from a local club to the state, where
they had to demonstrate skills in the areas of
fashion, talent, and oratorial. They had to memorize
their entire speech. 

If they won at the state level they'd advance to the
regionals; and if they won at the regional level, they
would advance to nationals, held every other year.
Mr. John Johnson, who was the owner of Ebony and
Jet magazines would give the winners $5,000.

At one time, a car dealer loaned us a van to take the
girls to competitions. Sometimes there were so
many girls that we would have to rent a van. Ten to
twelve girls was the ideal number to have in the club.
If you get too many girls, it's more challenging and
difficult to make it work. 

During the national graduation ceremony, the girls
had to wear long white gowns. The boys who took
part had to wear a tuxedo or dark suit. They all had
to tell where they were going to college or what
they planned to do after graduation. 

The club traveled to East St. Louis, Missouri, and
Alton, Decatur, and Springfield, Illinois. At the
national level we traveled to Denver, Michigan,
Philadelphia, Detroit, Wisconsin, and Ohio. 

After Ben got sick and was in the hospital for
extended periods of time, I had to give up
supervising the club. 

The Girls Club



Article in the Quincy Herald-Whig, Sunday, March 7, 1999

From left to right, Melzia Bumbry (Helen's mother-in-law), Helen
Bumbry, and Marie Robbins (Helen's mother)



Article written by Deborah Husar, Quincy Herald-Whig, Sunday,
Tuesday, September 4, 2007



T H E  S P O O N F U L  R U L E

When my kids were growing up, they had to eat a
spoonful of whatever was cooked. If they didn't like
it after that, they didn't have to eat it. They liked
almost everything. Robbin was like the kid from the
commercial about Mikey; he ate everything. He
ended up being 6'7" and weighed 225 pounds. 

They tease me because I'm the shortest person in
the family at 5'5". Ben was 6'2" and he always wanted
to be 6'5". There are tall people throughout both
sides of our families. My grandson is 6'10" and didn't
play a sport. My great-grandson is two years old
and is the same height as his sister that's five years
old. He is going to be tall like his parents. 

W H A T  E V E R Y  K I D
S H O U L D  L E A R N

My adult kids never lived at home for free. After
they graduated high school or college and were
working, they had to pay rent. I told them, "When
you live in an apartment you have to pay rent; you
might as well learn now." 

When they were small, we had them start a savings
account at the bank. I told them, like my parents told
me, "You keep a job and a roof over your head." That
is always what I always instilled in the kids. 

M E M O R A B L E  Q U O T E
F R O M  M O M

My mom never cursed, but when she told us to do
something and we weren't doing it, she would say,
"Time's a' passin', why you assin'".

Big Picture

“
ALWAYS HAVE ENOUGH MONEY THAT

WHEREVER YOU GO, YOU HAVE ENOUGH

MONEY TO GET BACK HOME.



Four generations of Helen's family, standing, left to right, Smithy Robbins, Ben Bumbry Jr., Helen Bumbry, Tyrone Bumbry, Ben
Bumbry III, Sharon Bumbry (former wife of Ben III), seated left to right, Cynthia M. Bumbry, Jared Bumbry (grandson), Linda
Bumbry (Tyrone's former wife)



M O S T  G R A T E F U L  F O R

In life, I am most grateful for my kids and my
husband.

B E I N G  H A P P Y  W I T H
Y O U R S E L F  I S  K E Y

I believe that you have to be happy to have a good
life. You have to be happy with yourself as well as
with the people around you. I also think that you
have to be kind to people. I learned to be happy with
what I have and who I'm around.

Ben said, "When I met you, you didn't talk at all, and
now you talk too damn much." I will go somewhere
and see somebody, and we'll stand there and talk.

When I'd be in public with my grandkids they would
say, "Okay, we're going to count how many people
she sees that she knows." 

Most of all I am happy with my kids. I don’t think I
could have better kids. And everybody talks about
that, what good kids they are.

A D V I C E  F O R  A
S U C C E S S F U L
M A R R I A G E

Throughout the years we had our spats. We
raised two of my cousins, Carl and Althia. When I
talked to Altheia, she said that she never saw us
argue. She said, "I never saw you arguing in all the
time you guys have been married." When Ben and I
really got upset, we got in the car and there was
a certain spot we would go, sit, and talk it out.

We didn't always agree, but most of the time we
did agree. If I bought some clothing and he didn't
like it, I wasn't going to wear it. 

Ben's side of the family are the nicest people you
would ever want to meet. I feel like family, not like
an in-law. His family has always accepted me, and
my family has always accepted him. He used to
say that his mom stood up for me and I always
said that my mom and dad stuck up for him, as
they always said he was right and I was wrong!
Both sides of the family always got along. 

I think that's one of the reasons why we had such
a long marriage, because the families got along so
well. When the kids got older, for Christmas, we 

“
HAPPINESS IS BEING HAPPY WITH WHO

YOU ARE. I AM HAPPY WITH WHO I AM. 

I REALLY AM. 



would load the gifts and
clothing in the car and spend
Christmas with Ben's family
in St. Louis. The next year, we
would spend Christmas with
my parents in Quincy. We
alternated both Thanksgiving
and Christmas between the
grandparents in Quincy and
St. Louis.

The first five years of our
marriage were hard. I told
Ben that I was going to leave
him! I told him, "We are going
to get a lawyer. We are
getting a divorce!" The
lawyer said, "Go to a
counselor." We have had little
petty issues over the years.
We went to the counselor
and we were married for a
total of 61 years. 

Helen and Ben

“
I GUESS IF YOU LOVE

SOMEONE, YOU ARE

GOING TO STAY WITH

THEM. I ALWAYS

LOVED HIM.



“
IN LIFE, I AM MOST GRATEFUL FOR MY

KIDS AND MY HUSBAND.     -HELEN

Helen's 85th birthday celebration, pictured with her family


