
Transcript of an oral history interview with 

William "Billy" L. Collins, Jr. 

March 4, 2004 
at 

The Offices of YWCA Saint Paul 
Saint Paul, Minnesota. 

Interviewed by 

Kateleen Hope Cavett 

as part of 

HAND in HAND's 
RONDO ORAL HISTORY PROJECT 

Saint Paul, Minnesota 

Billy Collins remembers the diversity of the Rondo community and the 
many positive influences he found in the youth organizations and mentors 
provided to him in his childhood. Although his father spent the majority of time 
away from home working as a waiter on the railroad, he was still a strong role 
model for Billy, especially during his teen years. , 

Billy remembers the racism he experienced outside of the community and 
the constructive ways in which he learned to view it and stay safe. He describes 
the problems he encountered with racist teachers and an indifferent 
administration at Central High School in the 1960's. He attributes much of his 
philosophy in life and his driving motivation to serve the Black community both 
to the mentors he grew up with and the strength he developed in overcoming 
obstacles put before him. 

Billy recalls the Rondo teenage social scene and paints a vivid portrait of 
afternoons at The Pivot malt shop. 

This is a transcript of taped interviews, edited slightly for clarity. A signed 
release is on file from Mr. Collins. 
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BC: Billy Collins 
KC: Kate Cavett 

KC: It is Thursday, March 4, 2004, and we are sitting at the YWCA, and can 

you introduce yourself to me? 

BC: I am Billy Collins.1 I am the Executive Director of the YWCA Saint 

Paul, and a life-long resident of Saint Paul and the Summit-University 

area. 

KC: Billy, how did your family come to Saint Paul? How many generations 

ago did they join the Capitol 

City? 

BC: My mother2 and father3 came to 

here in-I believe it was 1936. 

And they came up from 

Kentucky. Louisville, 

Kentucky. 

KC: What brought them to Saint 

Paul? 

BC: Basically, my father was 

working on the railroad, and 

the railroad opportunity was 

greater up here than it was in 

the South. 

KC: So he was a waiter? 

1 William L. Collins Jr. was born October 28, 1948. 
2 Mother Eugenia "Gene" Hayden Collins 
3 Father William L. "Bill" Collins Sr. 

Parents Bill and Gene 
with Billy and sister Jeanne 
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BC: He was a waiter on the dining car. Great Northern Railroad.4 

KC: What was it like being the child of a waiter when he was in and out of 

town? 

BC: It was interesting and somewhat unfortunate because I really didn't get an 

opportunity to know my father until he got older. He was out of town six 

days and in town six days, and usually, the six days he was in town he 

was doing a lot of sleeping because he was working about twenty hours a 

day when he was out on the road. He was catching up on his rest. And 

when I was younger, I was into sports and I played sports the year round, 

and so a lot of times when he was awake, I wasn't home because I was 

either at football, baseball, hockey, basketball practice or a game. 

KC: Did he describe to you what a waiter's job was that he was away twenty 

hours a day? 

BC: As I got older, just in my pre-teens and in my early teens, was when he 

started describing and talking about that. I got an opportunity to 

experience that because we had relatives in Chicago and also in Kentucky, 

and we spent time-in my early years we would go down during the 

summer and visit relatives in Chicago and Kentucky and we got to · ride 

the train for free. And so we did get to sort of experience his working. 

And when we were going to bed, he was still working. So we sort of had a 

first-hand experience of what he was doing. 

KC: Describe what you saw. 

4 The Great Northern Railroad's home offices were in Saint Paul. Saint Paul's early empire builder J.J. Hill built the 
Great Northern. In 1980, he acquired the Northern Pacific line, and legally merged theses two lines and others to 
become the Burlington Northern. 
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BC: I saw him working very hard providing service to the people on the train 

in the dining car, taking their orders and delivering their meals, and then, 

above and beyond that, sort of hustling pillows and pillowcases for people 

who did not have the berths to sleep in and were sleeping, basically, in the 

regular seats. And just a constant go, go, go, with picking up things for 

people beyond the dining times, breakfast, lunch and dinner, and getting 

them coffee, tea, water, whatever the case may be. And basically working · 

real hard to get those tips. 

KC: The income that a waiter made was predominantly tips. 

BC: It was probably about-at that time, about fifty-fifty. The compensation 

was all right, but the tips were really kind of what put you over the edge 

so that you could really survive. And we spent time down at the depot. 

Basically what would happen is that the typical run would be: my father 

would leave here and go to Chicago. He would spend the night in 

Chicago, and come back through here and then go out to Seattle, 

Washington. Leave Seattle, Washington, and then come back here. That 

would complete his six days out. Usually what would happen is that 

between here and Chicago and back again, we would meet him down at 

the depot and pick up the tips that he had earned because that was 

usually the largest tip run, right there with the business people going back 

and forth between here and Chicago. And we would meet him there and 

get the tips and that would help put us over the edge financially until he 

returned with some other tips or until he got his paycheck. 

KC: Did your mother work outside of the home? 
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BC: She did at first. She used to work for the Armory5 out at New Brighton 

and got laid off. She and many other Black females were laid off at the 

same time, and even though they had more seniority than some of the 

White females and some of the White males and some of the Black males 

that were out there, they just kind of 

carne in and took a large number of 

Black females and laid them off. And 

she had a very difficult time getting 

employment after that. She had a sixth 

grade education, and she did some 

other odd jobs, but then just decided 

that it wasn' t worth the hassle and 

she was going to spend time at horne 

and help me and my sister6 stay on 

the straight and narrow, as well as 

some other kids in the neighbor

hood. [She was basically mother 
Mother, Jeanne and Billy c. 1950 

and father-being the primary care giver most of our lives.] 

KC: Where did you live in the neighborhood? 

BC: Originally, I was born on Saint Anthony, and I can't remember the 

address, but it was on the north side of the street between Saint Albans 

5 Twin Cities Army Ammunition Plant of the Federal Cartridge Corporation covered a four square mile area in New 
Brighton. In 1942, it began production of four billion rounds of ammunition for war efforts. It was placed on inactive and 
stand-by status from 1950 - 1965, and again began production of ammunition during the Vietnam War. Placement on 
layaway status began in 1971 . In 2002, some land was transferred to Ramsey County Parks. The Ordinance Plant, as 
it was known, hired Blacks at all levels according to their skills, education, and training. At one point it employed 20% 
of the state's adult Black population . 
6 Sister Jeanne Collins (Givens Everette) 
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and Dale. Then we moved to 850 Saint Anthony, rather, and we were on 

the south side of Saint Anthony between Victoria and Milton. That's 

where we lived until the freeway came through. 

KC: Was your house lost because of the freeway? 

BC: Yes it was. 

KC: What was that like for your family? 

BC: Actually my family, at that time, was renting where they were living. It 

was a real interesting experience, and I learned some interesting facts of 

life at that time. We lived in-it was actually a duplex that had been 

modified to be a triplex. We had the whole lower level and there was two 

families that lived on the second level. Back then, the old urban renewal 

and the freeway coming through, they were buying up property between 

Saint Anthony and Rondo, real Rondo at that time. My parents were 

renting. We were renting from a friend of my father who ran on the 

railroad and we found out that we had to move. He told us that we had to 

be out by a certain date and we left. And after we left, we found out that 

people were being offered relocation dollars. Tenants were. And what 

happened was that he had struck a deal with the City that if he got his 

three tenants out of that building, they would save money by not paying 

the relocation for those individuals, and he could get roughly about 25% 

of what they would have had to payout to those three tenants. So the 

reality of it was that we got cheated out of some relocation dollars from a 

friend of my father who ran on the railroad, who was renting to us. So it 

was an interesting experience. 
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KC: And your family was willing to talk with you about this and let you know 

what was going on? 

BC: Well, 1 overheard part of the conversation and as 1 got older, 1 kept asking 

questions about it more and more and it just kind of sunk in with me. 1 

think ultimately that's what sort of lead to me getting involved in the 

human service field and social justice and raising questions about why 

some things happen in terms of politics and what happens with 

communities. 

1 also learned at a very early age-we moved off of Saint Anthony in 1958, 

and 1 learned at that time, right around the early Sixties, that the original 

thought for 1-94 was along Pierce Butler Road. But the issue came up 

because there were a lot of blue collar workers that owned their property 

along that route, that worked at the old Brown and Bigelow7 and Horner

Waldorf8 and the things up along University A venue. That neighborhood 

was really resisting the freeway coming that way and in between, coming 

between Saint Anthony and Rondo there was a lot of rental property, a lot 

of people of color, and that seemed to be an easier way to go with less 

resistance to put the freeway through. 

KC: How would you describe the community that you grew up in before 1958? 

What was your sense of living in the Rondo corridor? 

BC: Basically when people today talk about diversity and talk about diverse 

communities and so on and so forth, we had a very extremely diverse 

7 Brown and Bigelow was located at 1286 University Avenue. 
8 Waldorf Paper Products Co. was located at 2250 Wabash Avenue. 
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community. The difference was that we didn't know it because we were 

all people. We had many Black families that lived in the community, 

Native Americans, Hispanics, a lot of Jewish people, Italians, White 

people. It was a very culturally diverse community. We had a lot of Black 

businesses, a lot of Jewish businesses, so on and so forth, that were 

reflective of the community. And we basically got along and basically 

interacted and socialized with each other as young people, and the adults 

basically socialized with each other. 

We lived again between Milton and Victoria and there was a Red Owl9 

Supermarket over on Lexington and you could leave your door unlocked 

with nobody at home and you could go to the store and come back and 

not worry about anything happening to your property or to your house. 

So it was a very close-knit neighborhood. 

KC: How did that influence who you are today? 

BC: Basically I learned a lot about respect and respect of other people, respect 

of my elders. We took care of each other. Older youth took care of 

younger youth. If you did something wrong, if you were a block away 

from your home and you did something 'wrong and somebody's parent 

caught you, they would wear your behind out, send you home, get on the 

phone, call your mother or father, and by the time you got home, they had 

the whole story of what you did wrong, and you got it all over again, plus 

you got punished. In doing that, the conversations that went around that 

were not, "You're a bad child." or "You're a bad kid." It was that you are 

9 Red Owl Stores Incorporated was located at 415 North Lexington Parkway. 
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disappointing the community. You are disappointing, you are not 

representing or reflecting things properly from your family and you know 

you were raised better than that. There was a big lesson that went along 

with everything that would happen along those lines. It ultimately got to 

the point where you realized that by you doing things wrong, you were 

disappointing a whole lot of people and having an impact on a whole lot 

of people. It wasn't that I continued to be a perfect little angel, but it 

helped curb some of the activities that I might have done had that lesson 

not been taught to me. 

KC: Do you remember any specific lessons like that? 

BC: One of the big things was, up until a certain age, you could not ride your 

bicycle in the street. And naturally, when you get around the corner from 

your house, you thought you were safe so you would go off the sidewalk 

and you would get on the street. We lived on Saint Anthony and we 

would ride· our bikes around the block. When we got on Victoria or on 

Milton, we pull right off the sidewalk and get in the street and go down 

Rondo in the middle of the street and look up and see somebody's mother 

staring at you, and you knew, "Oh, oh. When I get home I'm in trouble 

because they saw. They know." Everybody had the same rules. So they 

knew I was under a certain age and shouldn't be in the street. So when I 

got home, my mother knew all about it. 

KC: When you said you represented the community, was it the diverse 

community? You know, if somebody's mother saw you and called your 

mother, would it be another Black mother or a Jewish mother or ... 
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BC: Whoever was there! We all knew each other and all got along. We went to 

school together. We worshiped together, most of us. We did a lot of things 

in the neighborhood together. So it didn't make any difference. People 

lived across the street from me. One of my best friends was Native 

American. A person that lived next door to us going west-not right next 

door, but two houses down, we were very close and he was White. The 

people next door to us, they were Black. So it didn' t make any difference. 

We all hung out and did things together, and everybody had a license to 

whip butt and correct. 

KC: [Laughs] With your Dad gone so much, were there any males that were 

influential in your life? 

BC: [Again, my mother was the strong adult in my life, however,] there were a 

few in the neighborhood. Some of my friends, their fathers. If we were 

down in the yard playing or whatever the case may be, we would have an 

opportunity to talk and interact with people. As I got a little older and 

started going down to the old Oxford Playground1o as I was growing up, 

we were fortunate to have a couple of good center directors down there. 

We were also fortunate enough to have some men from the community: 

Mr. John Pettiford, Johnny Cotton, Mr. Carter - they used to call him Big 

Six - and some others that used to come down and volunteer their time 

down at the old Oxford Playground when we were first developing it and 

creating it. 

10 Oxford Playground and Pool is located at 1079 Iglehart at Lexington. 
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And then Bill Peterson came along. About the early-Sixties, and he sort of 

reinforced all the things we were getting and he was White. He was our 

center director, recreational director, and he was White. But he cared 

about people, the young people in the neighborhood, and he got along 

with the Black men in the community who had been working with us and 

supporting us for years. So there was a lot of opportunity there. And those 

were the days when people, they worked jobs. They had a forty-hour-a

week job, and they pretty much worked anywhere from forty to forty-siX 

hours a week and they came home, weren't stressed out or maxed too 

much and they were trying to do some things with their families and the 

children in the neighborhood. They took ownership of the kids. 

KC: How has that influenced the work that you've gone on and done? 

BC: Well, basically, it has just made me a better person. I learned a lot in terms 

of values and the importance of things. I've been involved now in the 

human service field for thirty-seven years. I don't fight in the community 

about money. If there's pots of money out there, and therefore you want 

to come together and try to work together to raise money to do some 

things, then let's do it together. If somebody wants it and somebody else 

wants it, I'm not going to get in the middle of picking fights and I sort of 

back off of that. I'm very much interested in bringing young people along. 

Even through our sports, we were taught that if you play midget baseball, 

for example, you had to go to practice, you played your games, but you 

also had to spend time with the pee-wees, to help instruct them, to bring 

them along. And when you made it to juniors, you had to go back and 

help out with the midgets and so on and so forth. And that was instilled in 
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me and others at a early age. And I think that helped build some character 

with us. I look at the approach, whatever I do. For example, here at the 

YWCA when I was being interviewed for the executive director's position, 

and that I'm involved in a lot of things in the community, and all through 

the process people said, "You do a lot of different things. When you're 

hired by the YWCA, if you are, as executive director, what would be your 

number one priority?" And I said the community, because without the 

community, you wouldn't need a YWCA or anything else. And that the 

YWCA would be my number two priority in terms of this is my job, my 

bread and butter, but it also has to fill a void or provide a service within 

the community. I learned that from my days growing up in the Summit

University area, around Saint Anthony and through my activities at the 

old Oxford Playground. 

KC: What other agencies or facilities did you spend time at growing up? 

BC: Growing up? Predominantly, it was Oxford 

Playground, but the old Hallie Q. Brownl1 

used to be on Aurora and Kent. Used to 

go down there sometimes and participate 

in some activities there. 

Hallie Q. Brown Community Center 
553 Aurora 

11 Hallie Q. Brown Community Center was opened in 1929 as a community center specifically to serve the Black 
community when the Black YWCA closed in 1928. Hallie Q, as it is affectionately known, has served all ages through 
child care, youth and senior clubs, athletics, music and social events. The original location was in the Union Hall at 
Aurora and Kent Streets. In1972, Hallie relocated in the Martin Luther King Building at 270 Kent Street at Iglehart in 
Saint Paul. The center's namesake was an educator who pioneered the movement of Black women's clubs in the late 
1800's. 
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The old Ober Boys Club,12 back when it was in its heyday and functioning 

at a high level with a lot of activities and whatnot. That was pretty much 

it. Every now and then, I might go to the Old Hollow,13 which was on 

Central and Kent, and go ice-skating down there, because when we grew 

up we were really into hockey. We had a very culturally diverse hockey 

team. And actually we were very proud. We won a city championship 

four years in a row with a hockey team that was predominantly Black and 

had others, Hispanics and Native Americans, and they used to call us the 

All Nations Team. And that was the insult that we were getting from 

other hockey teams. 

KC: [Laughs] Did you can yourselves the All Nations Team with pride? 

BC: No, we just called ourselves the best team in the city, because we were 

doing it. So I had a great time. I enjoyed it. 

KC: Where did the All Nations Team play out of? Was it Oxford? 

BC: Yep, came out of Oxford Playground. 

KC: What did you do at Ober? Was that sports, too, or ... 

BC: Ober was more hanging out. We played baseball, football, basketball 

down at Oxford Playground, and hockey down at Oxford. Ober didn't 

have a hockey team, but in the city divisions, we played a lot against Ober 

in baseball and football and in basketball. So we got to know a lot of 

12 Ober Boys Club, at 375 St. Anthony, at Western was founded during World War II by the Union Gospel Mission. It 
was named for Edger Ober of 3M, and provided recreational activities and taught Christian values. Boys who 
participated also attended Snail Lake Children 's Camp. There was a Girls Club located at Welcome Hall. Sometime 
after 1960, the club became part of The Boys and Girls Clubs of America, but the building is still owned by Union 
Gospel Mission. 
13 The Hollow was an open space located in the square block between Kent, Mackubin, Saint Anthony and Central. It 
had four playing fields, horseshoe beds, and in the winter, an ice-skating rink. It was used by families, churches, and 
schools in the area (Fairbanks, Evelyn,;The Days of Rondo, Minnesota Historical Society Press, 1990). 
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people through that. And as we were getting older and went to Marshall 

Junior High School,14 a lot of the people I went to Marshall with came 

from the Ober area as well as the Hallie Q. Brown area. And I was from 

down at the other end, the Oxford area. So I got to know a lot of people. 

So we would go and spend time at Ober facility playing ping-pong and 

shooting baskets and in the game room, just doing a variety of things. 

KC: You went to Marshall Junior High and then to senior high . .. 

BC: I went to Central, Saint Paul Central,15 

KC: Any experiences in school that you found to be not supportive of the 

community that you came from or the color that you had? 

BC: It was interesting. Grade school I went to Hill School, the old Hill School. 

Majority of the kids going to Hill School were White. Not really a whole 

lot of issue there because there was a lot of kids that were from the old 

neighborhood, so not necessarily a lot of issues there. Going to [Marshall 

Junior High School], it was a little bit different, because it was the old 

dividing line, kind of on Dale Street. And so you had a lot of young 

people from the west side of Dale going to Marshall Junior High School. 

There was a little bit of a cultural difference there in terms of 

aggressiveness, knowing people. There was this old stigma that people 

14 Marshall School was built in 1925 at Grotto, Holly, Ashland and St. Albans. It was Marshall Junior High from 1926 -
1937. In 1937, 10th grade was added; in 1938, 11 th grade; and in 1939, 12th grade was added, with graduating classes 
from 1940 to 1953. It returned to junior high only in 1952. Webster Elementary School was built on the same site in 
1926. The two buildings were connected in 1975 and become Webster Magnet Elementary School. 
15 Central High School began in 1866 and consisted of two rooms in the Franklin Building, downtown Saint Paul. By 
1872 it was known as Saint Paul High School, and moved to Seventh and Jackson. In 1883, a 27-room building was 
completed and the school was named The Saint Paul Central High, and located on Minnesota Street in downtown 
Saint Paul. Because of space needs, a new school was built at 275 Lexington Avenue in 1912. In 1977, the building 
was reduced to its structural form, expanded and rebuilt to the current building. 
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who lived west of Dale came from a little better, more influential families. 

And I thought that was the biggest joke in the world, because I can 

remember having to go to corner grocery store and getting bread and milk 

on credit until my father would get back in town from one of his runs. 

Anyway, but that was kind of the perception, so there was some struggles 

that went on there. And then also, some of the non-Black kids that were 

coming from more of the west end of the neighborhood, that were going 

to Marshall, that were friends with a lot of the Black kids from the west 

end, were having a tough time with the kids who were coming from the 

east side of Dale Street. So there was, shall we say, negotiations that were 

going on somewhat on a regular basis in terms of people respecting one 

another. 

KC: When you refer to style differences, I have the impression that Oatmeal 

Hill16 west of Dale were the more sophisticated, refined style? 

BC: Supposedly. 

KC: Supposedly? 

BC: Mmm-hmm. And I think that came from-again, just sort of the 

reinforcement from the adults in the neighborhood. You were expected to 

carry yourself a certain way. And [Saint Paul Police] Chief Finney did a 

speech at Hallie Q. Brown Community Center's annual dinner one year a 

couple of years ago. And he made the comment in part of his speech that 

he couldn't fail because people expected him to succeed and not fail. That 

16 Oatmeal Hill was a term referring to Rondo west of Dale Street toward Lexington, sometimes known as Upper 
Rondo. More affluent residents tended to move into this area, giving the impression the residents had a higher social 
standing. This middle class neighborhood consisted of predominately single family homes. 
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was driven into us in that part of the Summit-University area. We all were 

sort of given that. And if you look at the people that grew up in that area, I 

mean, we've got some fairly significant-let's talk about Black people, 

Black people who came out of that area and came out of Summit

University area. We have Chief [William "Corky"] Finney. We have 

Councilmember Debbie Montgomery. We have Sharon Sayles Belton, who 

used to be the mayor of Minneapolis and most people don't connect that 

fact that she grew up in Saint Paul and she's from Saint Paul. We have 

Yusef Mgeni [who was president of the Urban Coalition and now with 

Saint Paul School's administration; Dr. David Taylor-Dean of General 

College at the University of Minnesota and author of Blacks in Minnesota 

and Cap Wigington; Nick Davis Khaliq is current president of the Saint 

Paul NAACP.] So we have a lot of different people and we've got people 

in the corporate world that are successful [like Duane Reed who is retired 

from Cargill after thirty years and is now president of the Minneapolis 

NAACP]. So we've got a lot of people that came up in that area. We all 

were from pretty much west of Dale Street, and that was the thing that 

was instilled in us, that we will succeed, we will be successful, we will be 

respectful. 

It's an interesting thing, because my father and one of his friends and 

neighbors that didn't live too far away, we had a conversation one day 

and we were talking and joking about this stuff, and he said, "Here's the 

deal. Even if you're going to be a crook, don't be a petty crook. Be a 

successful one. Be good at it! Make it worthwhile so that you can get out 
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of the country [Laughs] and never have to worry about working again. 

But don't be somebody who's going to be in and out of jail six months out 

of every year and then ultimately spend the rest of life there. Don't waste 

your time doing that. If you're going to be a crook, be good at it./I So that 

was kind of the thing that was instilled in us [to work at being good at 

what you do.] 

KC: Where did that come from? I mean, it was a community attitude, but with 

your parents, did they come to Minnesota with that attitude or ... 

BC: Well, unfortunately, I was fourteen when my father had an issue with his 

health and what we didn't know was that it was really a stroke. But he 

was successful at hiding it because he kept working on the railroad, which 

ultimately caused another stroke a couple of years later and that killed 

him. But he was off work on a medical [leave], and it was just before I was 

fourteen or I just turned fourteen. And we had a chance to spend some 

time and talk, and he had indicated to me that he was originally from 

Saint Louis, Missouri. He was working part time doing some railroad runs 

between Missouri and Kentucky when he met my mother. And then at the 

time when he first married my mother, he didn't have a full time job on 

the railroad, so they were working for a judge down in the Kentucky area. 

My father took the firemen's test and was third, ranked third on the 

firemen's test. And they were going to hire eight people, eight or ten 

people, so he just knew he was going to be a fireman. He was counting 

on - it's kind of a prestigious job for a Black person, especially in the 

South and in the Louisville area at that. And all of a sudden, he was 

notified that he didn't get the job. He couldn't understand why, and they 
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wouldn't give him any response. He was just really upset. And they 

said-first they lied and said they made a mistake on his testing. He 

didn't score that high. Just a bunch of stuff. 

So ultimately, to make a long story short, about six, eight months later, he 

found out that the judge who was really good to him and my mother, they 

worked in his house and did cleaning and a lot of odd jobs. He had pulled 

some strings and got him bumped off the list because he didn't want to , 

lose my mother and father out of his employ. That's what led to them 

ultimately corning up here and getting [my father] on the railroad. That's 

why they left Kentucky. So I got that story from my father and that was 

one of his things where he said, "You know, I could have rolled over and 

played dead and just stayed there and just let it eat at me./I He said he 

chose to suck it in, take a risk, corne up here. He knew some people who 

had corne up here and did some things. He moved in and they didn't 

really have a place to stay and there was these people called the Mays. It 

was the Mays' apartment. It was in the middle of the block of Rondo 

between Dale and Saint Albans. And they had a boarding house. It was 

actually a house, but they would rent rooms. They had one section of the 

house. It was a big old house. They had I think two rooms where it could 

be couples. But the rest of it was for railroad men and it was singles. But 

the couples could only stay there for-I think it was like a transition 

period of about six months until they got stabilized and rented a place 

somewhere else. So they carne up here and did that and he had some odd 

jobs and meanwhile ended up getting on the railroad. It was fortunate. He 
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got on the railroad. He was only here about two months before he got on 

the railroad, so some transition there. But that's what sort of helped me 

also. 

KC: You're talking about racism and discrimination. Did you have experiences 

of that in the smaller community that you lived and/or in the larger 

community? 

BC: Actually, in the smaller community where we lived, we really didn't see 

it. Again, I didn't know that we were culturally diverse, so to speak in 

what they call it today, until I was getting older. Maybe eight, nine, ten 

years old and then people started kind of pointing out some things and it 

was like oh, okay. But it was no big deal. But then you'd wander too much 

outside of your neighborhood. If you went north of University, if you 

went west of Lexington. I'll give you an example. There was a restaurant 

up on University just east of Snelling on the north side of the street. I think 

it was a Big Boy's or something like that. I can't remember the name of it 

now. But Bill Peterson, who's White, he took his baseball team up there 

and the majority of us were Black. And we walked in there and they 

wouldn't serve us. Now this is a little less than a mile outside of the 

Summit-University area. 

KC: What year? 

BC: That was I think 1963. He took us there because we'd won-either 1962 or 

'63 we won one of our baseball championships, so he took us out to treat 

us and get something to eat and we went up there and they wouldn't 

serve us. And we had to restrain Bill. He was more upset about it than we 

were. And then actually, he wound up filing the complaint with the 
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NAACP and they did a boycott up there and put a lot of pressure on and 

this stuff went on for a couple of years, and ultimately they changed 

ownership up there. But so that was just right outside [our neighborhood] . 

I can remember going downtown Saint Paul to the old W. T. Grant's,17 

downtown Saint Paul, and they had a lunch bar in there. And you had to 

sit at the far end. Blacks had to sit at the far end. You couldn't sit with 

everybody else, so it was segregated there. That was in the Fifties and the 

early Sixties. That was right downtown Saint Paul. I was kind of floored 

when I went with some friends. And actually, there was about a half a 

dozen of us. Two White, the rest were Black. The two Whites could sit in 

one spot, and we had to sit in the other spot. But they couldn't sit down at 

our end of the bar and we couldn't sit at their end. So we wound up 

leaving. 

KC: So they literally told you where you could sit, or if you tried to sit 

together ... 

BC: We walked in there. We went to sit in the middle of the snack bar, and 

they explained to us that it was okay for these two to sit there but the rest 

of us had to go down to the other end. And we kind of looked around, 

and we realized that White folks were kind of in the middle to the left and 

Blacks and everything else were from the far middle to the right. 

KC: What year again? 

BC: I think that was like the-that was the early Sixties. That was around 1960, 

'61, something like that. Because we were getting to the point where our 

17 W. T. Grant was located at Seventh and Cedar in downtown Saint Paul. 
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parents were letting us ride our bicycles downtown for our little 

excursions. So we were riding outside of the community more and more 

and more and expanding our vision, so to speak. 

KC: What was your reaction when they wouldn't let you sit together? 

BC: Reaction was anger, but not external anger. You know, I didn't shout, I 

didn't cuss, I didn't stomp, I didn't beat on anything. It was frustrating 

that people were trying to drive a wedge between friends and that's how I 

looked at it. It wasn't so much that I gave a damn what they thought. It 

was that they were trying to separate friends that came in the . store 

together. So they're trying to force us to realize there's some difference 

there, where we felt that there wasn't. 

KC: So you didn't stay. So your White friends didn't want to stay either? 

BC: None of us wanted to. We all decided it wasn't a healthy environment and 

that we would go. And actually laughed going out the door because we 

were having a good time. We said, "Well, let's go spend our money 

somewhere else." Because we were all excited because we all had some 

little change in our pocket and we were gonna spend it. And we were 

going to go in there and get a malt and get a hamburger or something, a 

cheeseburger or something. 

KC: Did you find another place that would let you sit together? 

BC: I think we went to Woolworth's.18 I think it was a Woolworth's down 

there, or was it a Murphy's?19 Maybe it was a Woolworth's. I can't 

18 F. W. Woolworth & Company had several locations in the 1940's and 1950's that included: 81 East Seventh Street, 
438 Wabasha, 1088-90 University Avenue, 1624 White Bear Avenue, and 969-71 Payne Avenue. 
19 G. C. Murphy department store was located at 1566 Midway Center on University between Snelling and Pascal. 
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remember right now. But I remember it was Grant's where we had the 

problem. That I will always remember. 

KC: Did you tell your parents? Was there a reaction from your parents about 

this? 

BC: Yeah, we told our parents and basically my father said, "You just need to 

. be careful and be aware of where you gO./1 And he asked me, similar to 

what you said, was how did I respond and how did I feel? And I told him 

and he said, "And how did you respond?/1 And I said, "Well, I didn't do 

anything. I just looked at them and thought 'Well, I'll take my money 

somewhere else."' He was actually like, "Yeah. You can't show anger and 

you can't say anything and you really can't do anything. It's just not 

healthy./1 

KC: What were you taught about addressing issues of racism and 

discrimination? Was there a formal training from your parents or the 

elders in the community? 

BC: There was in the community not necessarily a formal training, but they 

talked about things. They talked about being careful. They talked about if 

you felt threatened while you were in the community that you should 

make it to one of the neighbors' houses or businesses as the case may be. 

As we started getting older, and just before the freeway came through, 

they really started addressing some of those things and talking about 

some of those things and saying you need to be careful. They wanted us to 

extend the limit where we went, but not really limit where we went. 
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I'll give you an example. Halloween. We had to go to the Dixie Creme 

Donut place20 down on University and Milton. Best doughnuts in the 

world! Best doughnuts in the world! And we used to go there and we'd 

get the doughnuts, and basically our families always told us kind of the 

boundaries of where to go trick-or-treating. So we decided we would 

wander-one of the areas we weren't supposed to go was north of 

University. So we decided that we were going to wander north of 

University, a group of us, probably about a dozen. And we were knocking 

and doors and trick-or-treat and what have you, and then it was getting 

warm, so we were removing our masks. We still have the costumes on. 

And then people could see that we were Black. And there was an older 

gentleman - I'll never forget the big white house with a black screen-in 

porch, and he came to the door and he said, "You all aren't from this 

neighborhood. Go back on the other side of University where you belong. 

I don't want to catch you back over here again. Get off this block and I'm 

going to call all the people on the block to tell them don't give you 

anything and to chase you back to your own neighborhood." It was an 

older, White gentleman. Then we started realizing what our parents were 

telling us. But we were still young and kind of bull-headed, so we just 

continued on and finally the police came. People on the block had called 

the police because we weren't leaving, and the police suggested that we 

kind of move back over on the other side of University because there was 

some concern about some disturbances that were going on so to speak. 

And it was real interesting because we had officers that had patrolled 

20 Dixie Cream Donuts was located at 918 University Avenue. 
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south of University, but that wasn't any of the officers that we ran into 

that night when we were on the other side of University. And we got back 

on the south side and we ran into one of the officers and talked to him 

about it. Actually, he explained to us that it was wrong. He was a White 

officer, and he said it was wrong, but also it was night and we needed to 

protect ourselves. And he said, "Do your parents know that you were 

over there?" And we said no, and he said well, he won't tell them, but that 

we should have followed their advice. 

KC: Who was the officer? 

BC: Officer Skally.21 

KC: [Laughs] 

BC: All six feet-he looked like he was a giant. He was so tall! 

KC: I hear about Officer Skally all the time! 

BC: Oh, yes. His son has a tax place over on Grand and Dale. As a matter of 

fact, we're on Open City's Health Center board of directors together. So I 

have an opportunity to tell Bill a lot about his Dad back then. So yeah, 

Officer Skally was a really good guy. 

KC: According to Corky [Finney], he could run faster than any of you guys 

anyway. 

BC: Oh, yeah! Yes. 

KC: If he wanted to catch you and take you back to your parents. 

21 Bill Skally served as a Saint Paul Police patrolman from 1941 to 1973. During his assignment as a beat officer on 
Rondo he had a reputation of taking youth to their parents and talking with them before arresting them. He was well 
respected for his knowledge of the community and its members. 
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BC: Yeah. And it's like he read your mind. It's like when you're going to raid 

somebody's apple tree and you get there and it's like as soon as you got 

over the fence and you were going up the tree, he'd come down the alley. 

And he goes, "Well, figured I'd find you all here. Come on. Get in the car. 

We're going to go home and talk to your parents./1 And he was a nice guy, 

really nice guy. 

KC: So he never arrested anybody for playful pranks. 

BC: I can honestly say I can't recall him ever arresting anybody. I mean, we 

rode in the squad car a lot. He would escort us home because he would 

talk to our parents. And most of the time, we weren't really doing 

anything really terrible. Most of it was raiding somebody's apple tree or 

something like that. Or being really loud or running up and down the 

alley, and some people who were trying to sleep-because you know, 

people worked different shifts and he's like, "You know this person 

sleeping over here. You're just really trying to get on their last nerve, 

aren't you?/1 We're like, "Well, maybe./1 "Come on. Let's go home and talk 

to your parents." And he'd tell the parents, he's like, "You know, it's 

nothing bad. They're just running around a little bit and visiting Mrs. So

and-so's apple tree and you know she doesn't want anybody in her yard, 

so... And it's just messing with her. This apple tree's down at the other 

end of the block where people say you can have the apples, but they're 

going in her yard, jumping her fence, climbing her tree, so ... /1 He said, 

"Just talk to them. I've talked to them. You talk to them./1 So nothing 

major. 
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KC: What you're describing are some non-formal lines about where Blacks 

where supposed to go or not go. But you lived through when that 

changed. How did that change? 

BC: Basically, I think the biggest change came when they put the freeway 

through. The freeway came through and they bought up a lot of Black 

businesses and other minority businesses and did it in such a way that 

these businesses weren't in any position to re-open anywhere in the area. 

There was incentives, and for certain families that had a little bit more 

financial means than others, that they could relocate to the Wheelock 

Parkway area. And at that time, Wheelock Parkway, nobody wanted to 

live there. There was issues about it years ago being a landfill down the 

side of the hill, and it wasn't really a popular place at the time. But the 

City presented in such a way, and people started moving out there, and 

then more and more started moving out there, but there was no incentives 

for people to relocate their businesses in the Summit-University area. So 

they just basically took their money, closed their businesses. 

And with the community being split up so much - I mean most people 

look at the community being split down the middle from north and south. 

The reality of it is it is split in a lot of different ways. If you're operating a 

vehicle, you're looking at half-mile intervals in terms of getting from the 

south to the north and vice-versa. If you're looking at walking, you're 

looking at quarter of a mile. So it was disruptive just enough so that it put 

something on people's minds who wanted to reinvest or wanted to move 

their business or relocate their business. It was no longer you could walk 
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across the street or you could walk across the alley, or you could walk up 

two blocks or cut through the alley two blocks and get to a business. It 

became really more of a chore to do that. So if you had businesses that 

were along University or you had businesses that were along Lexington or 

you had businesses that were along Selby or it might be more convenient 

to just go there even though they weren't businesses of the immediate 

community, people from the immediate community. So that started 

breaking things up. Once that started breaking things up, people started 

moving and scattering all over the place, and a lot of individuals, a lot of 

White people, a lot of Jewish people, started relocating out of the 

neighborhood. Just because their homes were being bought, the dollars 

they were getting for their homes, the fact that there weren't as many 

homes. You know, when you corne and take out-actually three areas, 

because they had to move back Saint Anthony and the houses on Rondo. 

But they took out the south side of Saint Anthony and the north side of 

Rondo. So all the way down, that's a lot of housing that they took out. So 

they took that out and so for people to relocate, had to relocate outside of 

the Summit-University area, closer to Selby, Wheelock Parkway, what 

have you. So it started really disrupting the neighborhood. 

KC: Did your parents tell you not to go downtown at certain times or after 

dark, or not to corne over to Selby after dark? 

BC: Not so much dealing with Selby, but downtown, that was looked at as a 

major trip, corning from where we lived to go downtown! Basically just 

being careful about when we go, days of the week we go, time of day we 

go. Yeah, in the winter not a whole lot of encouragement about going 
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down there after dark. In the summer, make sure that we're back before 

dark. Yeah, there was some discussion around that. 

. KC: When we think about that now, it's angry because of the discrimination. 

Was there any anger from your parents about this is what we're doing, 

this is what we're teaching our children because of discrimination, 

because of racism? 

BC: There was anger. There was frustration. But I think that it was also that 

people were working so hard just to survive at that time. Organized 

efforts, there wasn't a whole lot of them. NAACP, Saint Paul Urban 

League, they were sort of in their infancy at that time. People were talking 

about it. There was people to talk to. There was a few demonstrations and 

a few meetings related to that kind of a thing sort of going on, but 

realistically, people at that time were really concerned about keeping their 

job and keeping a roof over their head. And then also really taking care of 

their kids and their neighbors' kids. So not a lot of organized stuff. That 

carne later on in the Sixties, but not in the early Sixties or anytime during 

the Fifties. 

KC: Where would you go and listen to music? What was your interest in 

music growing up? 

BC: Back then? Basically at each other's house. Everybody had their own 

music. I can remember my sister, because she was three years older than 

me, listen to her old forty-fives. In the early Sixties, there was a place 

called The Pivot.22 And that was Royal Gooden's place and that was on the 

22 The Pivot was a teenage malt shop with a jukebox located at 820 Rondo. It was owned by Royal Gooden and Jesse 
W. Miller. 
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corner of Rondo and Fisk. That was sort of ice cream parlor type thing, 

and I can always remember Mr. Gooden-his wife's still alive. He's dead, 

but his wife's still alive. She lives on the corner of Iglehart and Milton. If 

you went in there and you acted up, he would put you out. And just 

before he would put you out, he used to go to the jukebox and put on his 

favorite song, Hit the Road Jack. And so when you heard Hit the Road Jack, 

everybody was looking around. " Okay, who did it? Somebody did 

something because Mr. Gooden is puttin' somebody out!" Sure enough. 

Somebody would go out the door. Nicest man. You'd go in there, and if 

you were a little bit shy of the money, he'd say, "Okay. You owe me a 

nickel" or "You owe me a dime." Whatever the case may be. "50 if I give 

this to you, when are you going to pay me?" And you'd tell him. And 

he'd say, "Okay, so you're going to come in here after school on such-and

such date and give me the nickel or the dime." "Yes." And he'd say okay. 

And he wouldn't write it down, but he'd remember it. And you never 

were late, because if you were late, he would embarrass the hell out of you 

and you didn't want to be embarrassed by Mr. Gooden. And plus, also 

then he talked to your parents. And in most cases, your parents didn't 

know that you hung out at the corner malt shop type deal, running up a 

tab! You know! So you really didn't want your parents to know about this! 

Although they knew everybody was going in there spending their money. 

And again, it was a respect thing. He respected us as kids and we 

respected him as an adult. But when we got out of line, he corrected us, 

and we knew that we deserved to be corrected. 
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KC: If you got put out, could you come back again? 

BC: Yeah. It depended upon the severity of what you did. Nobody really did 

anything really bad. People didn't even fight in there. If people were 

angry at each other, if they were going to fight, they'd leave and go 

around the corner and fight. They would not fight in there, because they 

knew that there would be some harsh punishment. Depending upon the 

severity, it could be you're just put out for a day, or you're put out for two 

days. I don't think I knew anybody who was ever put out for more than 

maybe three days. I think that was about the longest anybody was put 

out. And I can't even remember what that was for. I don't think they even 

told us. I think they were so embarrassed. Because it was like Hit the Road 

Jack and they got to the door and he said, 1/ And that's three days! Hit the 

road, Jack." And so they got to the door and they were just shocked, so 

didn't want to come back right away! Didn't want to talk about it. 

KC: What year did you graduate from Central? 

BC: 1966. 

KC: What was it like at Central? Central had quite a social life. Were there any 

problems? Because it 

was a minority of Blacks 

at Central. 

BC: Actually it was a good 

school. Probably most of 

the fights that went on 

were between Blacks 

that went to Mechanics 

Central High School 
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and those that went to Central. It seemed like a lot of times coming out of 

school that Black students from Mechanics were up at Central, waiting for 

somebody to come out and to fight. There was some fights between Blacks 

and Whites at Central. Most of the kids who went to Central-there was a 

lot of Jewish kids. And Central had a good-sized population of Black kids, 

and then there were White kids. So there would be some fighting, some 

struggles. Racism wasn't real blatant then within the student population. 

Now there were a couple of faculty members that had some issues. There 

were some discussions about that, but a lot of times it was looked at that 

the students were just being disruptive. It took a while, but probably a 

couple of years after I graduated, a couple of teachers that we had been 

complaining about - they were really racists - got busted. And people 

realized that we weren't just blowing a whole lot of hot air and just 

getting into trouble. They got rid of them. 

KC: What did they do? What kinds of things were they doing that were racist? 

BC: Well, we had an art teacher that basically was a Nazi. He had a locker in 

his art room and it was locked. Sometimes just to piss off a few of us, he 

would unlock the locker. Open it up, and it was all this Nazi stuff -

swastikas, on and on and on and on in there. And he'd show it to us, then 

he'd shut the door and then he'd lock it. Myself and Skeeter Price and 

Richard Mozique, we walked out of there on a couple of occasions and 

went down to the office and complained. And they didn't believe us. They 

said, "Well Billy, we might believe you because you are a borderline 

troublemaker, but these other two are just-they're on the other side of 

troublemaking. So if you're coming down with them, that just blows your 
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credibility." So they didn't really believe us. And nobody ever went up 

there and checked his locker. But like I said, a couple of years after we 

graduated, they-evidently somebody witnessed some of the stuff that 

was in there. And he'd call you a nigger. Matter of fact, Skeeter Price 

[Laughs] jumped on him in the back room where all the paint supplies 

were being stored. And Richard and I had to go in there and pull him off 

and we got in trouble. We got suspended because he told that all three of 

us jumped on him, and actually it was Skeeter, and Richard and I went in 

there and pulled Skeeter off because Skeeter was kicking his butt good, 

big time. But he called him a nigger and we heard it because our table was 

towards the back of the room. But we got in trouble. He didn't. And the 

other students, most of them were afraid of him. He was big. He was a big 

guy and they were afraid of him. And they were afraid that-because 

everybody complained about him always wound up getting in trouble. So 

White students were afraid to complain about him because they figured 

they'd get in trouble. Other Black students were afraid to complain about 

him because they figured they'd get in trouble. So everybody just tried to 

coast and get their grade and go on about their business. Nobody ever 

figured out why all the Black students got poor grades in art, regardless of 

what your talents were. 

KC: And the Jewish students? 

BC: Jewish students were Shaky. And a lot of them just left. They just didn't 

take it. But see, that was our senior year. When we graduated from 

Central, we had - I think it was over eight hundred students that 

graduated that year. We had the largest graduating class ever, and the 
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reason for that is that was the first year-my senior year was the first year 

that they opened Highland Park Senior High School.23 They closed Wilson 

High SchooP4 and turned that into a junior high school. So the students 

from Wilson, which was predominantly White, were to corne to Central, 

and then they figured that the Jewish students would go to Highland. 

Well, they offered, because the Jewish parents-a lot of them just really 

were upset because they had graduated from Central. So they wanted 

their kids to spend their last year there, so they gave them options. I think 

it was about eighty percent of those seniors that could have went to 

Highland Park stayed at Central, so we had a huge class. So when we 

were in our senior year, a lot of the Jewish students really didn't need the 

art class. They just quit, quit after about the first week or two. I bet you by 

the time we finished that trimester, that there wasn't a Jewish student left 

in that room, not in our period anyway. 

KC: Music at the school. Were Blacks and Whites able to dance together? 

Could you date White girls? 

BC: Mmmm, yeah, you could. 

KC: Not an issue by that point. 

BC: ' That wasn't really a whole lot of issues with that, and plus also, by the 

time 1966 rolled around, my senior year, all I wanted to do was graduate. 

Matter of fact, I was offered OJT my senior year. 

23 Highland Junior and Park High Schools are located between Snelling, Montreal and Edgcumbe. The Junior High was 
built and opened in 1958, and in 1962 the Senior High was also constructed on the site and connected to the Junior 
High. 
24Wilson School was located at Albert, Blair, Pascal, and Lafond. Built in 1925 as a high school, it became a junior high 
in 1964. It currently houses the Early Childhood Family Education (ECFE) program and has been known as Expo 
School since 1993. 
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KC: OJT? 

BC: On the job training. So I got out. I had three classes in the morning and 

then I left there and I had a job at Mutual Service Insurance Company out 

at 1919 University. And actually I had mixed feelings about it. I had a job 

anyway. I used to work at Kroger's25 in the Midway Center. As a matter of 

fact, I worked two jobs when I was in high school. But that's another story. 

I didn't really want OJT because I was in A Choir. I had been in A Choir 

my junior year and the senior year. I enjoyed singing and I enjoyed all the 

things we got to do in choir. But I was kind of offered-shall we say, they 

made me an offer I couldn't refuse. "We think that you probably don't 

want to be in school six hours out of the day, so maybe you should go 

ahead and deal with the OJT." And I was like, "Yeah, maybe I should." So 

at that time, I was just kind of frustrated with a few things that were going 

on there. 

I played hockey, and like I said, it was a lot of us that did. So I had B 

Squad Hockey and B Squad played outside. So a friend of mine whose 

mother was White and whose father was Black, and he was really fair 

complected, really fair complected with sandy colored hair. And we had 

played hockey together for years, so when we got up to Central we were 

going to play - in the sophomore year, we were going to play B Squad 

Hockey. So we went out and we both made it on the team. I never saw the 

ice. I froze every game. I quit after four games. He was first string, right 

wing. Soon as they found out that he was Black, he was no longer a first 

25 The Kroger Co. was located at 1574 University Avenue, with a main office at 1595 Selby and another store in Sun 
Ray Center on the east side of Saint Paul. 
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string hockey player. He was on the bench the whole time, standing in the 

snowbank. 

My junior year, I got the hockey coach as my English teacher and I tried to 

get out of the class and they wouldn't let me get out of the class and I 

stood there and said, "There's an issue here." And they-fINo, there's not. 

You're going to stay in this class." And he knew I wanted to get out of the 

class, and he knew what he did to me in B Squad Hockey, and so it was 

constant friction there. And I was not going to roll over and play dead for 

it. I was not going to tolerate his insults. They brought my mother up to 

the school on a couple of occasions. We had a lot of different issues going 

on. So they made me stay with him, stay in his class, for three months. It 

was hell for both of us, him and me. They thought I was a little bit of a 

troublemaker, not understanding the whole thing there about what he 

was and what he was doing to people. And even though I was trying to 

make a parallel in terms of what he did when I was playing hockey, they 

said, "Well, did you ever think that maybe your ego's in the way, that 

maybe you weren't that good of a hockey player?" And I said, "Well, 

what about Butch Ewing who was first string?" They said, "Well, maybe 

somebody improved their skills and just bumped him out of the starting

" I mean, you know, they just played past us. So anyway, that and then 

one other teacher that I had really didn't like Black kids and I just worked 

and said I just want to get my grades. I don't care what I get just as long as 

I graduate, get out of this class and go on to the next class. And they felt 

that I wasn't working hard enough, so they just told me my senior year, 
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they said, "Why don't you think about taking on the job training." So I 

did. I said, "You know what? Let me get out of here." 

KC: How did you internalize that? What did that mean to you? 

BC: What that meant to me was a certain amount of freedom in getting away 

from some very uncomfortable positions. The other thing is most Black 

kids at Central were told that you know, you weren't college material, you 

weren't going to be successful in life, that you need to look at a 

construction job, you need to look at this, you need to look at that. 

Like I said, I had a job where I worked at Kroger's and I was a bagboy. 

They elevated me in high school from bag boy to put me in produce, put 

me as supervisor, put me as this, that and the other. And I was still in high 

school. And a lot of people, White, Black and that were out of high school, 

maybe going to college or other positions like that, they were upset 

because here's this punk in high school that's actually their supervisor. 

And my thing was, all that stuff did when they told me I couldn't do this, 

I couldn't do that-I thought about things that happened to my father, I 

thought about things that happened in the old neighborhood when other 

people talked about stuff, and it just made me that much more 

determined. 

Again, getting back to Corky [Finney]'s speech. I can't fail. I have to 

succeed. The community is counting on me and the community has 

instilled certain amount of things in me that's going to drive me that way. 

So I don't claim to be the most successful person in the world, or whatever 
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the case may be, but some of the things I've done, I'm very proud of. And 

I'm very proud of them because I haven't stepped on anybody or hurt 

anybody to do some of the things I've been able to accomplish. And I've 

been able to put myself in a position to be able to help a lot of people 

along the way. And that's what it's all about. So I took that as an 

opportunity. Went to the Mutual Service Insurance Company, worked in 

the mailroom there. Wound up being assistant supervisor in the mail 

room for the afternoon shift. Anything that I did, I tried to do it extremely 

well, to do it better than anybody else. Worked twice as hard to try to 

excel in stuff and move myself forward. 

KC: There's a saying I've heard a lot of, "If you're Black, you have to be better 

than./I Sometimes it's said with an edge of frustration and anger. I hear 

you saying it, but with a sense of pride and accomplishment. 

BC: Well, that's it. You can't be angry about that. To be angry is to waste 

positive energy. That's the way I look at it. It's like I said, I'm in a non

profit organization. My job is to help raise money for this organization, 

and people say, "Well, there's this pile of money over here. Why aren't 

you going after this?/I I said, "Well you know, because there's too many 

people going over there. There's some hard feelings going out./I I don't 

fight over money. I work hard to get money, but based upon our merit, 

what we earned. I'm not going to sit there and stab somebody in the back 

to get $50,000 or whatever. 

So my thing is, I'm proud of what I accomplish. I work very hard here at 

this organization to do things and do things well. I'm very blessed that I 
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have a staff that helps us put ourselves in that position. If I was angry 

about racism, if I was angry about every time we had a minor setback or 

somebody did something wrong to this agency, to myself, to my family, 

what have you - as long as it's not a life-threatening thing, I would be 

going backwards instead of forwards. So I take these things-am I happy 

about them? Probably not. But the reality of it is, am I going to get worked 

up about them? No, because I can take that energy and put it into 

something else. 

My staff around here, they laugh sometimes. They say, "Boy, you can 

have a setback. We can be working around stuff and trying to put 

something together, and somebody can say no, and you can see the 

expression on your face. Your mouth kind of drops and you're kinda like 

okay, and you walk away and you're gone. You disappear. You take off 

about ten minutes. Then you're comin' back and say, 'Okay, here's what 

we're going to do now.'" And what it is is that I walk away from it. I back 

off. I explode to myself by myself, and I say okay, now I know I can't do 

that, so how do we go about going around that obstacle or dealing with 

that obstacle or whatever. Or else we say it's not a good plan, it's not 

worth the extra energy. Let's forget it. Let's move on to something else. I 

can't afford to sit back and get angry and sulk about things. It's too much 

positive energy going to waste. 

KC: How did being raised in Rondo influence that attitude and that approach 

to life? 
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BC: Because I saw a lot of people in the neighborhood struggle. The 

neighborhood barbershops. There was barbershops downtown Saint Paul 

and in other parts of the Cities. They were beautiful barbershops. Ours 

were rough looking, but folks were in there making money. There was 

always people in there. One person got their hair cut and was leaving. 

There'd be one or two more coming in. There was this sense of they are 

going to survive, they are going to make it, they are going to do positive 

things. We had grocery stores. We had hardware stores. We had on and 

on and on and on. We had Black grocery stores and hardware stores. We 

had Jewish grocery stores and hardware stores. And we had other White 

whatever. But the reality of it is, I had seen people who had hardware 

stores, Black ones, and somebody came in there looking for something, 

they didn't have it, and they'd send them to the Jewish hardware store 

three, four blocks away, and vice-versa. And the owner of the Jewish 

hardware store would call the owner of the Black hardware store and say, 

"You know, there's this new type of nails coming out. And these things 

are really going to be good. They're easier to drive in the wood." Blah blah 

this, blah blah that. "I think you oughta take a look at those next time the 

salesman comes around and maybe think about buying them." Helping 

each other being successful. They were competitors but they were 

working together. 

KC: Do you remember the names of those two hardware stores? 

BC: No I don't. And I should be able to, because I knew the son of the Jewish 

guy. I went to school with him because we went to Hill School together. I 

took him home because he got sick one day. 
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KC: After Central, where did you go? 

BC: After Central, I went out to the University of Minnesota. I started out with 

my major in sociology and my minor in business administration. And 

ultimately, I said, "I know sociology. I live it." Flipped that. Changed my 

major to business administration and my minor to sociology. Also had a 

little issue with an instructor I had in Sociology 101 who came from the 

suburbs of southern California. And at that time, you know we're talking 

1966, '67 -he came from a neighborhood where the average income was 

about $40,000 a year, which was a wealthy neighborhood at that time. 

And he made a comment in class one day about, "There's basic ways to 

solve all people's problems in sociology. Regardless of who they are and 

where they come from." I was like, "What?" And my hand went up. And I 

asked him some questions about Black people, Native American people, 

Hispanic people, White, on and on and on and on. And he thought I was 

being disruptive, so he cut me off and said that he was the instructor, I 

was the student, and I should wait until after he finished his first week of 

class before I form any opinions about him. It didn't get any better. 

Ultimately, after three weeks, the man pulled me out of class because my 

hand was constantly going up, and he offered to give me a B+ if I never 

showed up for class again. And I told him no, because he was paid to 

teach and educate the class and it was my responsibility to be in that class 

and help him educate the students in that class. Well, make a long story 

short, I came out of there limping with a C- [Laughs] and he and I hating 

each other's guts. And like I said, it just never got any better. But 
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University of Minnesota was a very interesting experience. Outside of the 

business stuff, the sociology stuff and the psychology stuff that I took 

there, there's a lot of issues there. A lot of issues. 

KC: This is the Sixties. There were some marches. There was a lot going on in 

the South. Were you involved in any of that? 

BC: I was involved in a few of those things. They asked me to stay out of the 

hole because they didn't want me to go to jail, but they were doing a 

sewer project on Carroll in 1967. '67, '68. And there was no Black people 

or people of color working [for] the contractor in any capacity, whether it 

was the shovel or pick or holding a flag or what have you. So we were 

boycotting. It was organized by the Saint Paul Urban League. And there 

were a number of people who were going in the hole, so I was a organizer 

for the youth piece. And so as the organizer for the youth piece, we had 

people who were actually going. But we only had adults going in the hole, 

people over twenty-one. So they were being arrested. It was a peaceful 

thing. 

We raised money to help with this, to bail people out once they got 

arrested. Well, people who had outstanding parking tickets, whatever, 

were jumping in the hole so they can get everything wiped clean. 

Anyway, it wound up being a really nasty thing. But we did change some 

stuff. They did wind up recruiting some people from the neighborhood, 

and I think maybe about four or five people ended up getting employed 

on that project, out of probably fifty or sixty that were doing it. But you 

figure there was none at first, so there was some improvement there. And 
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we kept people there monitoring their work so they weren't just going to 

let somebody go or they weren't going to have somebody working some 

token hours. They were going to work a full eight-hour shift, just like the 

rest of them. And if there was overtime to be had, people of color were 

going to get the overtime, just like the other ones were. 

KC: So you've always been involved in changing the community, in making 

the community a better place. 

BC: As much as possible. I was a member of the Junior Saint Paul Urban 

League, the Junior NAACP. At the time when-I was with Debbie 

Montgomery, [who was president of the Junior NAACP], she wound up 

going down to the march in Alabama. And I can't remember if something 

happened that I didn't go, if my mother, my father-no, my father was 

still alive. That was what it was. He had had another stroke, so I didn't go. 

He died in 1972, so in late Sixties he had another-it was his second or 

third stroke, so I wound up staying here. But yeah, very much involved. 

KC: Before you came to the Y, you had other prestigious positions. 

BC: Positions. I'm not sure how prestigious they were, but positions. 

KC: [Laughs] What were they? 

BC: My job just before coming here, I was the grants administrator for the 

Department of Public · Safety Office of Drug Policy and Violence 

Prevention. So I was ultimately responsible for about thirteen million 

dollars in funding going to everything from prevention programs for 

youth to Supreme Court grants to prosecutorial grants to the multi

jurisdictional narcotics task force. Funding them. Worked at Wilder 

Foundation with the youth service committee coordinating committee. 
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Back in the late Sixties, early Seventies I wound up being the assistant 

executive director of Inner City Youth League, and was actually one of the 

first staff people to work with Bill Wilson and Bobby Hickman, who were 

the founders of Inner City Youth League, and volunteered with them in 

1967 to help raise money for that, and was one of the first employees 

when they got the money. Was Model Cities Coordinator in the early 

Seventies. So I've done a few different things. I've been around for a while 

and done some very diverse things. It's sort of a plan to learn a lot about a 

lot of different things. So I started out doing programmatic stuff, and I've 

done administrative stuff, financial stuff, grant stuff, what have you. I 

think that's helped me land the position I'm in today. 

KC: Well, when you name those different organizations, they're all about this 

community. I hear and I know that your reputation is always to make a 

difference in this community that you were raised in. 

BC: That's my goal. 

KC: Anything else that you wanted to share that I haven't been wise enough to 

ask? 

BC: No, I think you've pretty much covered it. I just feel that this community 

has got a long history and I think it's got a lot to be told. There's a lot of 

stories to be told and a lot of good things. I think it's very good timing to 

have this done because of so much changes that are happening within the 

community today, and people need to understand. I go to meetings, I hear 

people talk about diversity, and people really don't know what diversity 

is. If you've got to talk about diversity, you don't understand diversity. 

Diversity is not something that you talk about and you plan and you 
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implement and you shove down people's throats. Diversity is something 

that you live with and it happens. Not because you have to do it, but 

because it's there and you do it and you feel good about it. 

KC: Thank you for sharing your important story. 
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