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Taylor: 

Transcript of an Oral History Interview 

with Margaret Wilkins 

by David Taylor July 9, 1975 

Other interviewers, Musa Foster and Malik Simba 

This is an oral interview taken with Mrs. Margery J. Wilkins. 

She resides at 2023 Lakeview Drive, Duluth, Minnesota. This inter

view was taken in the home of Mrs. Wilkins at approximately 8:45 

in the evening of July 9, 1975. Mrs. Wilkins is a longtime resident 

of Duluth. She was born here on May 3, 1923. Her parents were 

George B. Kelly, born April 12, 1876 in Gallipolis, Ohio, and her 

mother, Leona Burrows Kelly, was born September 15, 1882 in 

Gallipolis, Ohio. 

Mrs. Wilkins, when and where were you born? 

Wilkins: I was born May 3, 1923 in Duluth, Minnesota. 

Interviewer: Do you recall your parents and the date and place of birth 

of your parents? 

Wilkins: Yes. My father, George B. Kelly, was born April 12, 1876 in 

Gallipolis, Ohio. 

Interviewer: And your mother? 

Wilkins: My mother, Leona Burrows Kelly, was born September 15,1882 in 

Gallipolis, Ohio. 

Interviewer: Did your parents ever discuss your grandparents? What do you 

know of your grandparents? 

Wilkins: I visited my maternal grandparents in their home in Ohio, and 

I saw my paternal grandparents on a couple of occasions here in 

Duluth. 
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Interviewer: And they were of Ohio origins as well? 

Wilkins: My paternal grandmother was from New York. 

Interviewer: You were born here in Duluth and spent your childhood and adult 

life, I believe. What was the nature of the black community when 

you were a young girl growing up? 

Wilkins: Well as I recall, the numbers did not seem to be much different 

than they are now. Much activity was centered around the church, 

and the only other organizations that I was aware of was the 

Eastern Star and the Masonic Lodge. 

Interviewer: Which church were you affiliated with? 

Wilkins: As a child I was affiliated with Calvary Baptist Church, but 

I was not ever a member of that church. 

Interviewer: Did you switch churches later then? 

Wilkins: Later I was baptized in the Catholic church. 

Interviewer: And you stated that the black community did not seem overly 

Wilkins: 

large. What types of activities were available for youth at that time? 

Well, we had young people groups in the church like BYP. That 

was Baptist youth organization. And at one time during my childhood 

they had a Phyllis Wheatley organization here for girls. Other than 

that, anything that you might belong to such as Girl Scouts, the Y 

(YWCA) or something like that was strictly on a integrated basis. 
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Interviewer: (Unclear) Was Phyllis Wheatley Club within the church? 

Wilkins: That was a separate entity from the church. But I would say 

that it was approximately around the time of about 1935, 1933. 

Interviewer: Was this organized by the parents for both boys and girls? 

Wilkins: No, this was a girls' club. 

Interviewer: What type of activities took place in this organization? 

Wilkins: Well, it was just a little social group, and it was the kind 

of organization that was trying to bring the girls together to 

help them to interact socially with each other; give them a little 

background on the namesake. 

Interviewer: Were there a number of young ladies that made up this club? 

Wilkins: I wouldn't say that there was more than a dozen. 

Interviewer: You made mention of the Eastern Star and the Masonic Order as 

being an integral part of the church activity. What do you recall 

of these activities? 

Wilkins: Well, I don't have too much recollection of them, only that I 

knew that my parents were involved in the groups. My mother was 

in Eastern Star and my father was a Mason. 

Interviewer: Of the other ten, twelve members in the Phyllis Wheatley Club 

(unclear) how many of them (unclear) Did they stay here, as you did, 

Wilkins: 

or ... 

I'm almost certain that there are probably no more than 

maybe one still in the area. And I think that what happened was 
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when these young women grew up and finished high school that they 

- at least when they reached the age of majority - they left 

Duluth because there wasn't much opportunity in the area of 

employment or even social activities here for them. 

Interviewer: What are your recollections about the type of education you 

received? 

Wilkins: Well of course, at the time I didn't realize too much about 

the education. I felt that, in retrospect, I got fairly good 

stimulation at home. I do think that, in many instances, that while 

I was able to matriculate well in elementary school, that at no 

time did I get any particular encouragement or stimulation in 

school. And I felt that in thinking about it now, I feel that 

the same thing was going on then that is going on now, that we 

were just members of the class and more or less ignored. 

Interviewer: Were there any racial incidences that you can'. recall in school; 

calling of names, singling out, or certain types of discrimination? 

Wilkins: I think that when I went to elementary school here in Duluth 

there was a constant type of thing that in the classroom of being 

subjected to embarrassment of the old stereotype attitude about 

blacks. Specifically, I would say that maybe mention was made to 

the fact that we have rhythm or that we could dance, or about 

singing spirituals or some kind of reference to slaves or other 

demeaning aspects of our heritage. 

Interviewer: As 'you were growing up in Duluth, how did you view your future? 

Wilkins: 

Did you want to grow up and leave; make your way in larger areas of the 

state? 

Well as a child, I only thought I wanted to be a nurse. My 

father was an invalid and I used to do little things for him. When 

I got .old enough to really take an active part in assisting with 
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-5-

his care, I would do some personal things like massaging his 

hands or writing letters for him or taking him for a walk; just 

walk with him and help support him. I generally waited on him 

quite a bit. I can remember as a child that he wanted my sister to 

be a nurse, and he was making very elaborate plans for her to pursue 

this, and she wasn't going to have any part of it. She didn't like 

it and she wasn't going to do it. 

He was farsighted enough to know that he had to do something. 

And there were five children in our family and he got or was 

making arrangements for two of my brothers to go into the service: 

one to the Navy and one to the Army as it materialized. My sister 

and one brother were sent out east to boarding-type schools. One 

sister trained in home economics and my brother that was sent to 

school was trained in automobile mechanics. Another brother was 

sent into the Army. One brother went to live with my grandmother. 

And I was quite a bit younger than the other four children, 

and so when time came to think about any plans for me, my father 

was no longer living. So my mother didn't make any kind of arrange

ment~although I wanted to be a nurse. It seemed very remote to 

me and I had mentioned it to perhaps one of my teachers that I 

could communicate with, but nobody even suggested that it could 

have been remotely possible. And I just sort of kept the dream 

to myself. I didn't know what was going to happen. I didn't know 

how it was going to happen or anything about it. 

And as it has happened, it did materialize. And I was able to 

take my training here in Duluth. And it happened that I was the 

first black student at that school. They didn't have another for 

many, many years. 

Interviewer: Now this was UMD? 

Wilkins: No, this was St. Scholastica. 

Interviewer: Did you leave high school and go directly into St. Scholastica? 
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No. When I finished high school, it was the year of Pearl 

Harbor. It may have been unfortunate for an awful lot of people, 

but I think it probably was fortunate for some of us too, because 

it opened up areas that never would have been opened otherwise. 

I first took some training with the government because they 

were opening up some defense plants, and I went from here out to Seattle 

and I worked in the Boeing Aircraft. And I stayed there for two 

and a half years. 

And then it began to occur to me that at that time there wasn't 

going to be a future for a female in that type of work. I was doing 

mechanic work. And I figured that when the men came back they 

would bump the women out of those jobs. 

So I thought that I again should be thinking about something 

in the area of my interest and I inquired about attending the 

school of nursing in Minnesota on the recommendation of the positions 

out there. At that time, as now, Minnesota had quite a reputation 

for their medical education. 

There's a lot of things that happened by just circumstances. 

I had met some friends out there and they wanted to go into the 

service and we were making plans to do that. However, they hap~ 

pened to be Caucasian, and at that time the service was segregated, 

so I couldn't go and be with them. Otherwise I never would have 

pursued'my first love. 

I wrote to the University of Minnesota and asked for brochures 

on schools of nursing and specifically asked for schools that 

admitted negro students. And at that time I think that the Univer

sity was the only one listed. And there wasn't a UMD at the time. 

And so I came back home, and without inquiring at the University, 

I just inquired at St. Mary's Hospital. And of course they taught 

their theoretical work at the college. And I went down and I 

asked, and I told them I realized that they were not listed as 

a school accepting negro students, but I felt that I would just 

ask them, and they had to take it up with all the powers that be. 

And I was to come back and get my answer in a few weeks. 

And I went back and they told me that they were sorry, but 
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they could not. And the reason was they didn't think that I could 

adjust to the white students. And my application stated that I 

was born in Duluth and I went to the Duluth schools, but somehow 

these students would be something else for me to adjust to. 

And I asked them to reconsider, and it just so happened that there 

was one person who was a doctor on their board, who I later found 

had been speaking in my behalf and asked that I be given a chance. 

So I went to school, and it was an eventful three years as far as 

school was concerned. 

Interviewer: That's an unusual story. I noticed that in talking with 

people here there seems to have been historically, a dearth 

Wilkins: 

of professionals either coming from the outside migrating to the 

Duluth area, or being produced within the Duluth area and staying. 

What do you attribute that to? 

Well I suppose in talking about years ago, they didn't have 

too much market for their services. I suppose too that they 

didn't expect that they would be able to compete with their white 

counterpart. So I'm sure that would be discouraging to some 

professionals. At the time that I was getting out of high school, 

it was shortly after a depression era. I don't think that scholar

ships were available, you know, like they are now. I don't think 

that most black families were able to subsidize their children's 

education in halls of higher learning. And those that did go to 

school here, there's a few that attended two-year colleges, you 

know, and normal school, teachers' college and so forth. But even so, 

I think that if they had tried to get into the school system 

or something like that here they would meet with a lot of opposition. 

Interviewer: If there wasn't an indigenous professional class, or one 

being trained, what then did the people do for a living as you 

were coming along? 

Wilkins: Well for the most part they. had to rely on jobs as janitors 
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and domestics. There was a couple of people that were employed 

as valets, chaffeurs. I suppose the biggest employer was the 

U. S. Steel plant. 

Interviewer: What about railroading? That's a traditional stronghold 

of work for blacks. Was there employment on the railroads? 

Wilkins: That's true. But I think that probably the reason we didn't 

see people who were residents here in large numbers on the rail

road was because this was not a major city, you know, like the 

Twin Cities would be, and the people who were employed on the 

railroad here were employed on private cars. Otherwise I think 

that they would have been working out of the Twin Cities. They 

were going to Chicago and to the west coast, mainly Seattle, and 

those runs originated in St. Paul and many of them didn't even 

come to Duluth. 

Interviewer: As a young girl, what do you recall of the Depression here in 

Duluth? Did it hit the black community any more severely than the 

whites, or was it something that people adjusted to? 

Wilkins: Well ironically, I think that for us the Depression was always 

there. And so that maybe with that we were able to make out a 

little bit better than Charlie. 

Interviewer: Did you notice any influx of blacks into this area as a result 

of the war industry boom? Did the population here swell at all? 

Or were you gone during those years? 

Wilkins: I was gone for a few of the years,but the war industry here 

was limited mostly to the shipbuilding. And the jobs that were 

available there were not in that great a number, and it required 

some training too. I think that for the most part that people 

went to areas where there were airplanes being built or where 

some kind of munitions were being manufactured, or it might have 
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been in areas where there were big military installations. 

Interviewer: Do you know anything about the background and origins of 

Gary, a little suburb which had a high concentration of blacks 

living there? 

Wilkins: Well, they had a high concentration only by virtue of fact 

that in proportion to the total number there were quite a few 

of them. Well, as I say, the steel plant was one of the biggest 

employers of the blacks and that was just getting people closer 

to their jobs. 

Interviewer: (unclear) Is there anything you can remember about the 

Fifties in Duluth? Any of the high points? Was it a period of lull? 

Wilkins: I'm trying to think of what went on in the Fifties. I don't 

think that there really was much of a high point at that time 

because by that time, you know, the war effort was over and the 

heyday of Roosevelt was over. And I think that was probably in some 

respects a little bit of a strain. 

Interviewer: Was there a need, for instance, for an Urban League or a NAACP? 

Wilkins: 

It seems that you had kind of (unclear) base here. Racial 

discrimination was tolerable. It wasn't bad. Did people support 

these organizations during the Fifties and early Sixties? 

Yes, I think that P,geple did support the NAACP. I think they had 

always supported it in Duluth. As you probably have heard, there 

was a lynching here. And while I haven't spoken of real tough times, 

when I was growing up as a young person and you think about the 

things that young people do, going to the theater and to maybe go 

to some nice place to eat or something like that, that just wasn't 

heard of. Mainly because of places like the Hotel Spaulding and the 

Hotel Duluth, and eating places like The Flame did not in any way 

invite black customers. In fact, they discouraged it. And many 

times they didn't outwardly refuse you service - some places did -
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but they would ask you not to come there and they would not serve you 

if you went. 

Interviewer: Now I understand that for a number of years you have been or 

still are the president of the local chapter of the NAACP. When did 

you assume that position and what has been done, as it were, under 

your administration? 

Wilkins: Well, 1968. Mainly I tried to establish some kind of liaison 

with people at the colleges and in the city administration and 

with the school, and hopefully to cooperate and encourage others 

to cooperate in the efforts to bring about any kind of activity 

that would stimulate employment, equal opportunity in employment 

and housing and education. We worked along with other groups to 

get people in the school system to act as a human relations program 

coordinator. And we worked in cooperation with other groups. It 

might have been the Chamber of Commerce. It might have been churches; 

it might have been the Indian groups. It might have been other 

interested citizens who had clout, who would go in and ask the 

school administartion to hire black teachers, to hire black para

professionals. And we had people representing our interests on the 

Head Start advisory board, working as teacher aides in the schools, 

and we had at various times things that came about such as the 

Community Action Board and we would get representatives on there; 

both on the Community Action Board and then on the advisory boards 

of other things that came out of the Community Action Board, such 

as the community center and this sort of thing. 

And then we would at times have somebody that would go into 

the schools and speak to the sociology classes and talk to them 

about some of the things that have gone on over the years and the 

kind of blatant discrimination and things that go on that young 

people are just not aware of. You tell them about the NAACP and why 

it has happened and how it is different from other groups and what 

it has accomplished. 

Interviewer: For the most part, has this been successful? Do you feel that this 
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program has been successful? 

Well, I think that it is successful to the extent that I think 

that our white community is much more aware of the black community 

today than it ever was. They will actively call on us to help with 

screening of employees and also to maybe suggest names of possible 

people for employment or to help with the recruitment of people 

for the schools. We have had in the past ten years ••. We have had 

more people in the schools, although we haven't had a good record 

or sustaining these poep1e. They are discouraged by the town and what 

it offers. As young people, they don't want to stay here. That's 

true also of the white community, that they don't want to stay here 

either. 

Interviewer: What was the impact of the civil rights movement on Duluth? 

Wilkins: Well ••• 

Interviewer: On both the black and white communities. 

Wilkins: Well, I guess that maybe some of the black community takes 

on the attitudes of the total community. And many of them I suppose 

don't feel that they have a problem unless they are hit full in the 

face with it here. And then they are, you know, up in arms and 

gung-ho and ready to join the NAACP and let's get something done 

right now. 

Interviewer: So this was one of the things. The civil rights movement made 

the Duluth community aware that there is a problem in Duluth? 

Wilkins: I think it has, yes. I think they are more aware than they 

would have been otherwise. 

Interviewer: Does the community have the same reverence for Martin Luther 

King that other communities have? 

Wilkins: I don't think so, sadly. I really don't think so. 
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Interviewer: Did you have any major demonstrations of unrest as was 

indicative of other cities across the nation? I mean the rioting 

of '68, '69 and early '70. Did you have any of those conditions 

here in Duluth? 

Wilkins: Not really. They have had some public demonstrations. But 

they haven't been with the same kind of fervor that you have seen 

in other places. 

Interviewer: Such as ••. 

Wilkins: Well, I mean there hasn't been any open confron~tations or 

any thing like that. It's just when I say demonstrations or something 

like that, they just marched quietly down the street on certain occasions 

or something like that. I think that the city fathers have known how to 

keep them quiet by appeasement, you know, and a few tokens. 

Interviewer: What about the racial friction that occurred in Central High School 

in central Duluth between black girls and white girls? 

Wilkins: Well, those things break out periodically, and it seems as though now 

we had some of that in the spring. I think this spring it was at 

Washington. But it was for the same type of thing. And it's a kind 

of unique situation there. It seems that they have pinpointed 

it to be a kind of thing that Central High School is kind of a 

melting pot school. They bus kids from the country past a lot of 

other schools to this melting pot school. OK. Now they have two 

groups there that are fighting for some kind of recognition. That's 

the country kids and the black kids. And both of them are being 

put down by the majority of the white kids. And so they're just 

kind of fighting for a different pecking order. Neither one of them 

want to be the lowest man on the totem pole. And that's what they're 

fighting about really. 

Interviewer: Some of the other interviews we've had, some of the poeple said 

that the younger blacks in Duluth are more militant than ever before. 

Can you comment on that? 
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Well, to my way of thinking, when I look at somebody who is 

militant, I also want to hear what they are saying. And if they're 

even knowledgeable about their reasons for being militant; if they're 

just verbalizing or mouthing some things that sound good but can't 

substantiate it with some real facts, then I don't consider that 

they're militant. I just consider that they're loud. 

While this is a pretty conservative community, truly there are 

a lot of things that young ve~ple might feel that they should have and 

don't have. I think that it's still a problem of - well, I don't 

know how you want to put it, but anyhow, they want it all handed to them. 

It's a lack of direction; that's what I think. They don't have the 

models because we don't have some of the professional people 

around, so they don't really have something to look to. They don't 

have, like I say, (they have) a lack of direction too. They don't 

have somebody say, in between my age and their age that they can 

really feel is relevant to them. 

Interviewer: If the youth of the community are it's lifeline; and as you and 

other informants have told us, black youngsters in Duluth are 

perhaps more dissatisfied in a less marginal way, and frustrated, 

how would you describe the growth and development of the black 

community here? Say starting in '75, what can you project? 

Wilkins: Well, I'd have to think about it in relation to the total 

community. And even the total community is losing ground. In fact, 

it will be a question whether it will still be a first class city 

by the time of the next census. They have to have a 100,000 population 

in order to be classified as a first class city. And right now, that's 

in jeopardy. And I think that one of the reasons is they have a 

hard time attracting business here - small business and industry -

and one of the reasons for that is there's a lot of here that have 

money, but they don't rely on having to make it here. I guess there 

is traditionally or historically .•. There's more millionaires 
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per capita here than in most cities of this type. So those that 

have the say-so are not really trying to attract business here and 

that keeps the growth down. 

As far as our own youngsters are concerned, until they can get 

turned around and get into the business of getting serious about 

education and what it means, and how necessary it is, and how all that 

other rhetoric is not going to put anything on the table, I think 

we're going to have a hard time. I think also that we have a hard 

time because we have lots of parents who still don't see the value 

of education. And they won't let other people kind of step in there 

and sort of take over some of their children and train them and stim

ulate them and in some way help them to get started. 

Now I think the attempt has been made. It has been made through 

Head Start and through Get Set-Go in the schools. And they're trying 

in places like this Institute of Afro-Awareness. But still, it takes 

the parents cooperating to see that their children get there at 

least, and if they can speak positively of it, even if they can't 

participate in it, so that they keep their children going until 

they get sort of an appetite and they want to learn, they will want 

to find out more. They will want to just keep on digging. Then I 

think that too, it takes this type of thing so that when they go 

into school, they just keep on poking that teacher and saying, 

"I want to find out about this, and I want to know that; let me 

do this, and why can't I?" And keep on letting her know they're there, 

and pretty soon she's got to wake up. 

Interviewer: One thing I've noticed here is that Duluth, like many other cities, 

is a recipient of federal funds. I know of other cities, in fact, that 

government has so much money, that they've created almost another 

black class within the community because of these programs - Model 

Cities and what have you. Are blacks participating in the government 

handouts, as it were, in terms of jobs and qualifications for jobs? 

Wilkins: Yes, they're participating in them. And they're getting some 

of those handouts that you were talking about. In some instances, they 
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have made it a way of life for quite a long time. But I think 

they've missed the whole message that was supposed to have been there. 

For instance, that in some instances you had a chance to work in 

one of these OEO jobs, but at the same time you had a great chance 

to go to school, and some of them ignored that part of it and just 

took the money and run. 

(End of tape) 
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