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Biographical Description for The
HistoryMakers® Video Oral History
with Ora Higgins

person

Higgins, Ora, 1910-2012
Alternative Names: Ora Higgins;

Life Dates: September 24, 1910-July 25, 2012

Place of Birth: Birmingham, Alabama, USA

Residence: Surprise, AZ

Occupations: Corporate Executive

Biographical Note

Civic leader Ora Higgins was born in Birmingham, Alabama, in 1910. After moving to
Chicago to earn her B.A. degree in personnel administration and her M.A. degree in
business law from Northwestern University, Higgins set out on a career that would
open doors for countless African Americans.

Higgins went to work for Spiegel, one of the largest mail order retail businesses
in the
world, after earning her degrees. In 1945, Spiegel began a comprehensive integration
of
its facilities, and Higgins was placed in charge of the program. In this position,
Higgins
became the first African American woman to engineer a major industrial integration
program. Higgins began her work by initiating an education program for executives
and
supervisors, helping to break down stereotypes and assuage any fears they might
have.
From there, she began to manage the personnel, numbering in the hundreds, covering
hiring, training, and any problems employees might experience. Spiegel's integration
program was complete in every way, paying the same wages to all employees,
regardless
of race, utilizing the same facilities; she would remain with the company for
thirty-one
years. In 1950, Higgins was brought in to consult and engineer an integration
program
for various department stores in the Chicago Loop, the financial and business
center
of the city. During President Lyndon Johnson's administration, Higgins spoke
before
the United States Department of Labor on race, poverty, and the need for peace.

In addition to her years of service to Spiegel and her work with integration programs,
Higgins was active on a number of organizations and committees. Higgins was a
member
of the Women's Division of the National Conference of Christians and Jews;
the National
Chairman of Women in Industry; and a member of the Executive Board of
the Metropolitan
YWCA. Higgins was also a member of the faculty of Dunbar
Vocational Evening School.
Clark Atlanta University named a scholarship on Higgins's
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behalf, and the state of
Illinois declared October 27, 2002, Ora Higgins's Youth
Foundation Day. In September
of 2009, Ora Higgins was honored upon the occasion of
her ninety-ninth birthday; at
that time she counted a daughter, eighteen grandchildren,
and one great-grandchild,
among her descendants.

Ora Higgins was interviewed by The HistoryMakers on August 29, 2003.

Ora Higgins passed away on July 25, 2012.

Related Entries

Benjamin W. Raymond Elementary School [studentOf]
[from ? to ?]

Herman Felsenthal Elementary School [studentOf]
[from ? to ?]

Wendell Phillips Academy High School [studentOf]
[from ? to ?]

diploma

Chicago State University [studentOf]
[from ? to ?]

Malcolm X College [studentOf]
[from ? to ?]

Northwestern University [studentOf]
[from ? to ?]

Urban League [employeeOf]
[from ? to ?]

Dunbar Vocational High School [employeeOf]
[from ? to ?]

Teacher

Spiegel, Inc. [employeeOf]
[from 1941 to 1977]
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