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By Joe Louis Mattox 

S tories about the glory days 

and successful bi-state efforts 

to save Union Station in Kansas 

City, MO, must include the histo-

ry and culture of shoe shining in 

this grand 100 year-old landmark, 

the third largest train station in 

the country.  

One recent story is about the 

magnificent building having been 

designed in the beaux-arts style. 

When Union Station was a bee-

hive of activity, hundreds of Afri-

can-Americans worked there per-

forming many types of jobs. Out 

front and up-front were Pullman 

porters and shoe shiners.  

Pullman porters were considered 

the “gentlemen” of the black 

community and the rail-

road industry. Family 

members and others 

talked about porters’ 

travels and the people 

they met.  

Not so for “the brothers” 

who shined shoes at train 

stations. They had little 

status in black communi-

ties because they were 

often stereotyped as 

“Uncle Toms” and al-

ways called “boys.” 

This article begins to 

shed light on the history 

and culture of shoe shin-

ing and focuses on the 

shoe shine artists at Un-

ion Station who cleaned, 

soaped, polished and 

buffed shoes in an artful 

stylish manner commen-

surate to a conductor di-

recting an orchestra.  

Years ago, shoe shine 

stands could be seen in 

most train stations. Back then ex-

pensive shoes with a scuff or lack 

of shine could cause a VIP to be 

taken for a country bumpkin.  

A soldier with unshined boots 

was considered a disgrace to his 

unit and could be reprimanded. 

Think of all the VIPs and soldiers 

who have traversed the corridors 

of Union Station since 1914.   

During the 1920s through the 

1960s, a man’s persona, and may-

be what he earned, was measured 

by the hat on his head, starch in 

his shirt, look of his tie, shoes on 

his feet, and the shine on his 

shoes. This was the way it was for 

businessmen and bureaucrats, 

farmers and gentlemen, politi-

cians and soldiers. 

When attractive shoes helped a 

man up the ladder of success, and 

good-looking boots could influ-

ence a soldier’s promotion, a 

number of people met the demand 

for polished shoes and they artful-

ly shined shoes for a living.  

The shoe stands at Union Station 

were manned by mostly black 

men who were called “Shoe Shine 

Boys,” no matter their age. Oral 

historians say the stands were 

open 24- hours-a-day, as were 

some restaurants and sandwich 

shops.  

F or boys and men from cotton-

picking country, shining 

shoes – was a step-up from work-

ing in fields earning $5 and $6 a 

day, or living off women, or pick-

ing up beer and soda-pop 

bottles for the deposit mon-

ey.  

Back in the day, shoe  
shining was often an inde-
pendent and ever-ready 

way for teenage youths to 

earn money.  

First, they were able to help 

out the family. Then, their 

earnings were for pocket 

change and school clothes, 

tickets to ballgames and 

movies, and for outfits for 

dances and parties.    

Many grown men turned 

shoe shining into profitable 

businesses with shine stands 

in bus and train stations, ho-

tels and nightclubs, and ball 

parks and country clubs.   In 

1937, a favorite song and a 

big hit for William “Count” 

Basie and The Kansas City 

7 was, “Shoe Shine Boy,” 

written by Saul Chaplin. 

Mirror Shines at Kansas City’s Union Station  

Interior view of the North Waiting Room at Union Station  

circa 1932. Photo Missouri Valley Special Collections,  

Kansas City Public Library. 
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As a profession, shoe shining had 

three levels: novices, boot-smiths 

and masters. Novices – beginners 

– were called “Could-Be’s, or 

CBs,” by their seniors. The CBs 

who were quick learners, had the 

right personality, showmanship, 

and good work habits got tips for 

jobs well-done and could advance 

to the level of apprentice in sever-

al months.  

W hen more than 100 trains a 

day passed through Union 

Station and crowds in the massive 

building numbered in the thou-

sands, the place was like a cotton 

field ready for picking for CBs 

who hustled. Their customers 

were mostly soldiers getting off 

trains for a stretch and a smoke, 

cops who walked a beat, G-Men 

and agents of the FBI, office su-

pervisors who walked floors, 

streetcar and city bus drivers and 

store-front preachers who were 

politely called Bishops.  

A quarter per shine, plus a quarter 

tip was good money, and CBs of-

ten earned $25 a day. This was 

one reason a “brother” of any age 

might become a CB shiner.  

Years ago, a man on his way to 

work, a meeting, church, dance, 

or a trip on the train wanted his 

shoes to have a deluxe shine. He 

was a ready customer for a boot-

smith. 

Boot-smiths had colorful names 

such as: “Cobra,” “Minute-Man,” 

“Mr. Shine,” “The Magician,” and 

“Swift.” Moreover, they were the 

“early birds” at their stands.   

The boot-smith who knew his 

trade had a host of repeat custom-

ers. They were ballplayers and 

show-people, Elks and Shriners, 

sergeants (and those above that 

rank in the police department), 

officers in the military, and CEOs 

and junior executives who worked 

in downtown Kansas City.  

A deluxe shine cost fifty cents, 

and another half-dollar was ex-

pected for a tip. Boot-smiths 

could earn $50 a day.  

The difference between a boot-

smith and a master shiner is like 

the difference between a Lincoln 

and a Cadillac, a coupe and a se-

dan.  

Master shiners often had business 

cards and colorful and promotion-

al names such as: “Mr. King,” 

“Mr. Vine,” “The “Duke,” “The 

Count,” and “The Wizard.” 

The master shiner did not need 

years of shining shoes. He had a 

reputation for mirror-shines. His 

peers would say he “just had a 

gift” and “a knack” for making 

shoes shine as if they were mir-

rors on the feet of a king.”  

A mirror-shine was as bright and 

glossy as Patent-leather. A wom-

an could see her face and put on 

makeup in a mirror shine. The 

sought-after shine cost $1, and 

another $1 was expected for a tip.  

M aster shiners had customers 

who knew the days and 

hours they worked, and had their 

telephone numbers. Shoes were 

left with master shiners and, when 

ready, were picked-up by butlers 

and chauffeurs. Master shiners 

also made home visits. 

The master shiner could rhythmi-

cally snap and pop a shine cloth 

until it almost sang. He was an 

artist who could make a finished 

shine look like a piece of art. His 

daily earnings could be $100 or 

$200.  

This picture shows a shoe shine stand at a bus station in Philadelphia. Photo from Li-

brary of Congress (8d32955r) 
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The master shiner had exceptional 

people skills. Each of his custom-

ers was special. Clients were 

greeted with a big smile, a tip of 

the hat or bill of a cap, and “Good 

morning or good afternoon, sir.”  

He was regarded as a “Go-To 

Man.”  

T he master shiner had an ear 

to the ground, knew the 

headlines of the day, who was 

making news, and who had come 

to town. He listened while cus-

tomers blew off steam. Many of 

his regulars were doctors and law-

yers, civic leaders and judges, 

pimps and sporting-men, gam-

blers and gangsters who could 

afford generous tips.  

The master shiners got good re-

ferrals from porters. New arrivals 

in the city sought them out and 

gave them big tips. They were the 

“Yellow-Page” men who knew 

friendly and reliable cab drivers, 

where the good times rolled up-

town and midtown, the best bars 

and clubs for this and that, the 

best barbeque in town, the places 

to go on Vine Street, and how to 

get tickets to sporting events.     

Often it seems that black Ameri-

cans are left out of promotional 

brochures, as well as books, 

newspaper articles, and magazine 

stories about the amazing history 

of people and historic places of 

this city. This may change very 

soon, especially if black citizens 

share stories and images they 

have saved in their family photo 

albums. 

 

The sources of information include 

what I have learned about black 

shoe shiners at Union Station in 

Kansas City, MO, come from con-

versations with oral historians at 

the Black Archives of Mid-

America; Lucile Bluford Library; 

Jones’ Barber Shop on Main 

Street; Palestine Senior Activity 

Center’s History Table; Southeast 

Library; and, my fellow election 

judges at Second Presbyterian 

Church.   

It also comes from conversations at 

meetings with members of St. John 

A.M.E. Church (145-years-old), 

NAACP Branch On The Vine (102 

years), American Legion Wayne 

Miner Post 149 (95 years), Phi Be-

ta Sigma Fraternity (75 years), 

Midwest Afro-American Genealogi-

cal Interest Coalition (M.A.G.I .C), 

Greater Kansas City African Amer-

ican Study Group; visitors to the 

Bruce R. Watkins Cultural Herit-

age Center; and, “A History of 

Jazz Music, Kansas City Big 

Bands,” by Piero Scaruffi. 

This picture shows a marble shoe shine stand similar to ones at Union Station in Kansas 

City. Photo from Library of Congress (106904pr) 

There is a proposal to place a plaque in 

Union Station near the last shoe shine 

stand with the following text. 

Remembering  
Shoe Shiners At Union Station  

 
When attractive shoes helped a 

man up the ladder of success and 
good-looking boots could influence 
a soldier’s promotion, a number of 

people shined shoes for a living. 
 

This shoe shine stand is here to 
remember those who shined shoes 
and boots and had colorful business 
names such as: 
 

“Cobra,” “Minute-Man,”“Mr. 
Shine,” “The Magician,” “Swift,” 

“Mr. King,” “Mr. Vine,” “The 
“Duke,” “The Count,” and   

“The Wizard” 


