
Transcription of an oral history interview with 

Willie Lee Frelix 

February 20, 2004 
at 

Mr. Frelix's home 
Saint Paul, Minnesota. 

Interviewed by 

Kateleen Hope Cavett 
With Bill and Willow Frelix, son and daughter in law 

as part of 

HAND in HAND 
RONDO ORAL HISTORY PROJECT 

Saint Paul, Minnesota 

At eighty-nine years of age, Willie Frelix shares his strong and clear 
memories of the grueling life as a Pullman Porter and his later work in 
construction. This hardworking man required fair treatment and speaks of the 
demands and disrespect he received from the Pullman Company and 
supervisory staff, but remembers his pleasure in supporting the solders during 
World War II. 

He compares Saint Paul with living in the South and communicates his 
commitment to not being physically abused by a White person. 

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

KC: We are at 750 North Milton, the Wilder Senior High Rise, in Mr. Frelix's 

home. Mr. Frelix,I you were talking about meeting your wife2 and in 1937 

what happened? 

WF: She and I started dating about the last of '37. And in early '39 we got 

married. I was going around different places, wherever I figured I could 

find a job. 

KC: Where were you living then? 

WF: In Mississippi. We went to Hattiesburg, Mississippi. We lived there for a 

while, and after that we went to Jackson, Mississippi. We lived there for a 

while. I was doing construction work' cause that paid the most money at 

that time. After Jackson, Mississippi, we went to New Orleans, Louisiana. 

I had a pretty nice job there. At that time she come back to Minnesota on a 

visit. I didn't come with her at that time, but while she was here she put in 

an application for jobs. Later on her Auntie called her, the one that raised 

her, and told her job had called her. So she took the two kids-we had two 

kids at that time. She took them and she took off. Left me in New Orleans. 

At that time I had a broken foot. My foot got broke on the job and I wasn't 

working. I was just walking on two crutches 'cause I had a cast on my foot 

up to my knee. So after I got over that and it all was done, I went back to 

work for a few weeks where I was working and after that I came to 

1 Willie Lee Frelix was born December 22, 1915. 
2 Wife Verna Mae Smith Frelix was born May 6, 1920 and passed January 24, 1987. she was the mother of Clifford, 
William, and Harold Frelix. 
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Minnesota. When I came to Minnesota, she was working at night out in 

New Brighton. 

KC: At the Arsenal? 

WF: The Arsenal.3 I was just company for a while with her aunt and uncle and 

everything. I started telling him that I wanted to go and look for a job. He 

said, "You just got here./I I said, "But I need a job." He wanted me to just 

be company in the house. And that's when I started drinking milk Every 

day before lunch or right after lunch, he always had a milk and a cookie 

break and he started me to drinking milk I didn't like - I couldn't drink 

just fresh milk I didn't like it. So he started me to drinking it, so from that 

day on I can drink a little milk I like it. At that time he worked for the 500 

Line Railroad and when he'd be in town that would be the company I 

would have. After I was here about a week, he was in town. I said, /II want 

a job./I He didn't want me to have a job. I said, "I've heard about 

Montgomery Wards.4 Take me out there./I He took me out to Montgomery 

Wards and I said, "I'll find my way back/l He dropped me off. I went in. I 

put in an application at Wards. When I come out of Wards I didn' t know 

where I was. I was trying to find University A venue so I could find a 

streetcar. I ended up way in the back of Wards over there. I finally asked 

the people at Wards which way was University. They told me, so I finally 

got the right direction, got on the streetcar and I finally made it home. But 

3 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. 
4 Montgomery Ward's was located at 1400 University Avenue in the Midway area. 
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I know now to get home. I could walk four or five miles at that time and 

think nothing about it. Very few people had cars back then. Wards finally 

called me and I went out and took a physical. Didn't pass the physical. So 

I missed that job. That's when I started working for the commissary after 

that and ended up working for the Pullman Company.s 

KC: Now, what commissary were you working for? 

WF: Great Northern6 Commissary. 

KC: And what did you do there? 

WF: Stocking cars, the dining cars. I was putting food, help stocking the cars, 

the dining car department. Stocking the food on the dining cars before 

they would leave to go out on a run. 

KC: Now was this out of Union Depot?7 

WF: No, that was down in the Great Northern shop yards.s They called it the 

Great Northern yard, where they stocked up all the cars. 

KC: Where was that? 

WF: It was somewhere on Mississippi Street. I couldn't tell you. It was near 

Rex Court, Mississippi Street at that time. They didn' t have any freeway. 

It's right where [Highway] 35 and Pennsylvania-it's right in that area 

somewhere. 

KC: How long did you work for the commissary? 

5 The Pullman Company was founded by George Pullman right after the Civil War and provided a standard for 
luxurious travel. Beginning in 1867, the earliest staff were the genteel servants of the plantation South. The early Porter 
worked receiving passengers, carrying their luggage and making up their rooms, serving beverages and food, keeping 
the guests happy and making themselves available at all hours of the day or night. In Saint Paul, The Pullman 
Company was located at 214 Fourth Street. 
6 The Great Northern Railroad 's home offices were located at 175 Fourth Street at the northeast corner of Jackson 
Street 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. 
7 Saint Paul Union Depot is located at 214 East Fourth Street. 
S Great Northern yard was located at Mississippi Street on the northwest corner at East Minnehaha. 
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WF: Maybe four or five months. Between there and the Pullman Company

you know I was working for the two of them. Plus, at night I would go 

and work at the hotel, every time that they would call me. 

KC: What did you do at the Saint Paul Hotel?9 

WF: I was a busboy. I worked there every weekend, especially Friday night 

and Saturday night. That's when it would be real busy. 1'd work every 

Friday night and Saturday night. 

KC: Mr. Frelix, could you get any other job other than being a busboy at the 

Saint Paul Hotel? 

WF: No. No, I didn't get any other job until I started running on the railroad as 

a Pullman Porter.lD 

KC: What jobs did the Saint Paul Hotel hire Blacks to do? 

WF: Waiting tables. I was just a busboy. They had all Black men waiting tables 

at the Saint Paul Hotel. At that time hotels, packinghouses and railroad. 

That was the only work mostly for Black folks here in Saint 

Paul/Minneapolis - hotels, packinghouses, and railroads. Those were the 

only jobs that Black folks were holding down at that time. I didn' t come in 

contact with too many Black people at that time' cause I lived way out on 

Larpenteur A venue and most of the time after work 1'd be walking home 

all the way from downtown or anyplace. 'cause I didn't mind walking and 

you got off late at night. You could ride a streetcar from downtown to 

Maryland, and after that, if it was after the rush hour, you had to walk the 

9 The Saint Paul Hotel opened in 1910 and is located in downtown Saint Paul at 363 Saint Peter Street between Fourth 
Street, Fifth Street, and Market Street. Entrance to the hotel currently is at 350 Market Street. 
10 Pullman Porters worked for the Pullman Company and carried baggage only for Pullman sleeping car passengers. 
The Pullman sleeping cars were transferred between railroads and traveled nationwide. 
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rest of the way. So they had a bus that would run and pick the people up 

at Maryland and Dale. It was a block that took you in two blocks of 

Larpenteur A venue and it turned around. It just ran during the rush hour. 

But after then, if you lived out that way you would have to walk. Like 

when I worked at the Saint Paul Hotel at night, if I didn't get out of there 

by 1:00, they would have the lineup. You would have to be there at 1:00. 

Otherwise there wouldn't be another lineup for a whole hour. In the 

meantime, when I would get off at the Saint Paul Hotel, most of the 

waiters, they would get out in time enough to get that 1:00 lineup. But all 

the busboys, they had to cleanup all the dishes and get them squared 

away and everything and most of the time they didn't get out there, so I'd 

end up walking horne. 

KC: How many miles was that? 

WF: All the way from downtown to Larpenteur Avenue. I don't know how 

many miles it was. It really didn't matter too much' cause I was used to 

walking. A lot of times I'd get started walking, I'd see the streetcar 

corning. I would save my seven or eight cents. That's what it would cost, 

no more than a dime to ride a streetcar. I'd save my dime and walk. 

KC: Now you were living at Rice and Larpenteur you said? 

WF: I was living at Mackubin and Larpenteur. Most of the time I'd take the 

shortcut through the Elmhurst CemeteryY I used to walk through there at 

night all the time' cause most the time it would be too late for me. That 

bus that run from Maryland would be gone by the time I got off of work, 

and I'd just take off walking and I'd take the shortcut through the 

11 Elmhurst Cemetery is located at 1510 North Dale Street. 
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cemetery. I remember one night I was coming through there and the 

snowdrifts were so high, I run and I was gonna try to jump over it, but I 

jumped in the middle of it and I couldn't get out. I had to take my hands 

and scratch my way out, so I could get out of that snowdrift. When I 

finally got out, I turned around and walked all the way around. At that 

time we had bad snow. This year kind of reminds me a little of it. But 

snowdrifts would be six, seven foot high sometimes in different places. 

KC: And what did a Mississippi boy think about all that snow? 

WF: You know, everybody was telling me, "You take it like you was raised up 

around here." But I was raised up tough. I started taking care of myself 

when I was about ten, eleven years old, and I knowed how to survive. 

Anytime you were raised up back in Mississippi, you could take anything. 

So the snow, the bad weather, nothing didn't bother me when I got here. 

After I started working for the Pullman Company, I had it a little better, 

especially all during war days. 

KC: Before we turned the mike on, you were talking about that you were 

stocking the commissary and you were cleaning cars for Pullman. Can 

you tell that story again? 

WF: I would work for the Great Northern. I didn't work for them every day. I 

worked for them part time after I started working for Pullman. I always 

tried to keep two jobs. After I started cleaning cars, I just maybe work a 

few hours in the commissary. It was so hard 'cause when I first came to 

Minnesota-I was getting sixty cents an hour back in New Orleans. When 

I come here I was only making forty-three cents an hour. That was a cut 

down from what I was doing back in New Orleans. It was hard to live on 
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that kind of money. My wife was making eighty-three cents an hour and I 

was only making about half as much. When I started to work for Pullman 

Company, I was getting one hundred and thirteen dollars a month. That 

just wasn't no money at all. 

KC: Was this when you were cleaning cars? 

WF: Yep, that was cleaning cars. But after I started to run on the railroad I 

made pretty good tips then, so that kind of helped out quite a bit. 

KC: Now how did you transition from cleaning cars to being a porter and 

running on the road? 

WF: You mean, how did I get started as a Pullman? 

KC: Yes. 

WF: Well, I learned everything there was about it while I was cleaning cars. In 

the first place, I started reading more. I got all the diagrams. Everything 

concerned in being a Pullman Porter, I got it and I studied it, so when I 

took the test, I passed it just like that. I got to be a conductor. I got to be a 

bartender. I got to be everything there was about the railroad. I could sell 

tickets. I did everything. I did it all. I did the conductor work. I worked in 

the bar. When I finally stopped, I was running from here to Seattle, 

running a bar car where they sold whiskey and everything. I learned it all 

while I was working for Pullman Company. 

14 

Ron
do

 O
ral

 H
ist

ory
 P

roj
ec

t 

Minn
es

ota
 H

ist
ori

ca
l S

oc
iet

y



KC: You said that you had applied to 

be a porter and they didn't call you for a 

long time. 

WF: They didn't call me until I 

threatened to quit. 'cause the 

boss-I was so good at 

everything that I did, he didn't 

want me to quit. So I told him if I 

didn't get called that I was gonna 

something else. So the head boss 

of the yard, he had a brother 

working for the boss of the 

porters. So they finally called me 

and after then he told me I was 

the best one he ever had. I was 

Willie with Henry Jefferson at a 
family picnic at Battle Creek Park. 
Willie and Henry were hired the 

same day as Pullman Porters 
c. 1947 

the best porter that he ever had. But working for the Pullman Company 

was a slave-driving outfit. They drove the men. 

I had an uncle that worked for Pullman. He started in 1925 and he told me 

how it was. They were only getting very little money, like twenty-five 

dollars a month. And they had to keep up with everything there was on 

that car. They come up with a towel or anything short, they would take it 

out of their twenty-five dollars. Now a lot of people would get off the 

train, they'd take a towel with them or something like that, and then that 

porter, he'd have to pay for that towel. And I don't care how good you 
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was, they was always looking for something to try to fire you for or to do 

you something bad. When they got a good man, they should treat him 

nice instead of always trying to dig up some dirt on you. As long as I 

work, there were very few bosses that were nice. All the bosses in the 

office, they were just as rotten as dirt to you. They didn't ever want to 

speak to you right. They always had some kind of slander or something. 

We used to have what you call night duty. Every night two men would 

have to go down - they called it station duty - and the young men that was 

on the extra board, they would always have them come do station duty. I 

would call up, and I know there was nobody working for the Pullman 

Company no greater than I was. I was number one. I had a perfect record 

when I started and I had a perfect record when I stopped. 

KC: How many years did you work for them? 

WF: Seventeen. Ed, the assistant superintendent, I called up. On the extra 

board you'd have to call twice a day, around 10:00 in the morning and 

about 2:30 in the evening. You would call up and when they answered the 

phone you'd say, "Frelix reporting." He'd tell me, "You better get down 

here and do station duty tonight." He didn't ask me, he'd just tell me. 

You'd tell him, "No, sir, I can't do it tonight." It wasn't compelled. You 

didn't have to do it, but this was just the way he would speak to you. He 

was that way from the time that I started until I stopped. The assistant 

superintendent, he was just as rotten as dirt. They was all mean. They was 

always looking for something. I remember one morning I pulled in 

Seattle, Washington, and the train stopped, so I get down with my 
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THE PULLMAN COMPANY 
10.11.1943 

IIIUeD 

stepping box12 and put it on the ground and the train moved up about a 

couple of car-lengths so I grabbed my box and jumped back up in the door 

and when it stopped, it stopped right in front of the boss. You always had 

a boss out there. They called him a platform man. He met all the trains 

when they come in. And when that train stopped he was standing there. I 

said, "I know he gonna start something." So after I unloaded all my 

passengers, I got my box put back up, here he comes. He said, "You are 

really something. You come in here hanging on the side of the train with 

your stepping box in your hand. You know better than that." You know 

what I did. I jumped all over him. When I'm right, don't nobody tell me 

that I'm wrong. I jumped all over him. I told him, "You listen. My word is 

just as good as yours." I said, "Now you seen what happened. I seen you 

standing down there in the first place. The train stopped. I thought it was 

12 A stepping box was a wooden box to help passengers step from the high train car to the ground. 
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where it was gonna be." And I said, "That's all I had time to do is to get 

my box and step back up in there. Now, you just remember this. Write 

whatever you wanna write. You just remember my word is just as good as 

yours." He wrote down everything 

that I said. 

So when I was going out again-now 

in the olden days they would have 

called me in, but at this time we had a 

union.13 If they called me in, they'd 

have to pay me. They would always 

wait when I was getting paid to ask 

me about it. So the next time I was going down, the boss come down to 

the train. I told him exactly what happened. I said he wrote exactly what I 

said. My boss told me you did him right and went about his business. 

'Cause they knowed me. When I'm right, they know what I'm like. 

Nobody is gonna run over me when I'm right. That's just the way they 

was. They was always looking for something, I guess, to fire you. But that 

just was the way they were, just a slave-drivin' bunch that Pullman 

Company. It was just terrible. And all the railroad jobs I understand for 

Black folks it was the same way. 

13 The Brotherhood of Sleeping Car Porters union was founded under the direction of A. Phillip Randolph. By 1925, the 
free-born Black employees were not as satisfied with the poor treatment and low wages as their slave-born 
predecessors had been. Randolph had many challenges and lack of support from the White union. Against all odds 
and with the support of many brothers, this Black-controlled union came into existence. In 1978 the Black union 
merged with the larger union, the Brotherhood of Railway and Airline Clerks. 
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KC: Mr. Frelix, can you describe what a trip would be like or what a day 

would be like as a Pullman Porter? 

WF: Working for the Pullman Company was quite educational. I got to go all 

over the country. I run on practically every railroad there was in the 

United States and Canada. When I was hauling soldiers during World 

War II, it was quite educational for me. It was just a pleasure really to 

have a job like that. You run into a lot of people that was nice and you run 

into a lot of people that wasn't so nice. But actually, most of the time it 

was just a pleasure to be a porter. 

Being a porter was really an upgrade job for a Black man at that time. It 

had its ups and it had its 

downs, but I really loved that 

job. The reason I quit, after 

the War was over with, I 

couldn't hold down a regular 

job. I was mostly on the extra 

board. When I stopped I was 

running from here to Seattle and I would have still been running out 

there, but the railroads took that job away. They put their own club car on 

the train. In other words the railroads rented cars from the Pullman 

Company. They rented the Pullman cars. They didn't belong to the 

railroad. The Pullman Company was a separate outfit. They had their own 

cars, but they rented them out to the railroad and the Pullman cars was on 

every railroad, practically every major railroad there was in the United 

States. So that's why we got to go everywhere. 
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KC: What did a porter do? What time did you have to get up in the morning? 

WF: Well, it's just according. Sometimes I would go to bed at 2:00 and get up at 

6:00. You'd get four hours sleep a night. Some porters would take the 

early shift. They would go to bed at 10:00 and get up at 2:00. And the next 

set of porters would go to bed at 2:00 and get up at 6:00. Four hours sleep. 

KC: What would you do at 4:00 or at 6:00 in the morning? 

WF: Well, you'd get up, shine shoes or do whatever. You had to shine all the 

shoes on the train. You'd either do it before or else after 6:00. You had two 

cars to watch. You had a connection between two cars. If somebody rang 

in the other car, they rang the bell in your car and you go look on your 

meter and it wasn't your car, you had to go to the next car and answer 

that call while the other porter was off. 

KC: The Pullman car was a sleeper car, right? 

WF: Right. 

KC: How many passengers would be on each car? 

WF: Well they had anywhere from thirty-two beds on the cars on down to a 

nine room sleeping car. A nine room, that was a car that had all rooms in 

it. But they had some cars, they call them a sixteen section car. That had 

thirty-two beds in it. Now you just imagine, during war days you got 

thirty-two beds in a car. There was times you got from here to Seattle

you'd be worked to death. 'cause during war days, them beds, all of them 

was filled up all the time. And every time somebody would get off during 

the night there was somebody waiting for that bed. You had to remake it. 

In other words you pretty much walked all the way from Seattle on a 

nonstop. 
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KC: So as a porter you made up the beds, you shined shoes. What else did you 

do? 

WF: Cleaned the car, keep the car clean all the time. Actually, you wasn't 

nothing but an inside hobo. Only thing about it, you was inside all the 

time . . 

Pullman Porter 
Cuurtesy a/Great Northem Railroad 

But it was a great job. During 

war days you made pretty good 

money in tips. At the time I liked 

that thirty-two bed. You would 

pretty much get twenty-five 

cents, a quarter, every time you 

made up that bed and sometimes 

you would get more. So it was 

pretty nice. 

I would get assigned to it every once in a while, you know, as an extra. I 

never got to run it. That was somebody else's run, but by being a young 

fella you couldn't hold down a regular run, you know. When the older 

folks would want to stay off or something, then you would get to make a 

trip in their place. That's the way that went. 

KC: You had two cars that you had to take care of? 

WF: I only took care of one. Just at night after 10:00 you would have two cars 

until 2:00. Or else 2:00 from 6:00. You'd just be taking care of two. You 

wouldn't have no work to do at that time. He would be up time enough in 
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the morning to take care of his own. But if you had somebody to put off 

during the night you would have to do that. 

KC: Did you have your own bed on the car then? 

WF: Oh, yeah. Yeah, you were always assigned to a bed. You were assigned to 

an upper berth in the back of the car. That's where you slept every night. 

You got your four hours sleep. Unless if something happened. And then if 

something happened you didn't get 

no rest they'd have to sign your 

book for no rest. Your boss would or 

the conductor on the train would 

sign it. There was some nights you 

wasn't able to get in a rest. 

KC: How much did you make an hour? 

WF: About forty cents or something like 

that. 

KC: That was when you started in 1942? 

WF: Yes, 1942, getting about forty-three 

cents an hour. 

KC: And then seventeen years later? 

Willie Frelix 
c. 1940 

WF: I started out at a hundred and thirteen dollars a month. Seventeen years 

later I was getting three hundred and fifty dollars a month and that was 

hard to live on, 'cause you wasn't making any tips at that time. All the tips 

was cut off. I would run from here to Seattle at that time on the club car. 

You didn't make any tips. The company started advocating, "We have 

raised their salary. You don't have to tip the porter. II Now the company 
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did that. You couldn't live on no three hundred fifty dollars. You were just 

starving to death. So when I got laid off in 1957, I went to work for 

Minneapolis Moline14 and at that time I got an extra job. 

KC: Before you move to that, a couple more questions about being a porter. 

When you would go out and you were staying on the Pullman car, how 

long would you be out and away from your family? 

Willie with wife Verna, 
and sons Clifford, 

Harold, Bill. 
On a picnic with other 

railroad families at 
Battle Creek Park. 

c. 1947 

WF: I was running from here to Seattle on the club car. I'd be gone two nights 

and part of three days, a round trip. So it was pretty nice, that run, you 

know. You still wouldn't make enough money. 

KC: What about back in 1940 when it was still the Pullman Company and the 

sleeping cars would move between trains? How long would you be out? 

WF: Sometimes when I was hauling soldiers, I'd be gone for almost two 

months sometimes before I'd get back home. I'd have to fight to get back 

then. After thirty days they're compelled to let you come home, but if you 

wanted to stay on out there, not say anything, you wouldn't never get 

back home. They'd be sending you here and there, and here and there. But 

after you're gone thirty days you can make them let you come home and 

14 Minneapolis Moline manufactured tractors and a complete line of farm machinery. The factory was located at 136 
Ninth Avenue South in Minneapolis. 
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• 

wouldn't nothing be done about it. But before then you would probably 

get fired if you demand to come home. You wouldn't have a job when you 

got here. 

KC: Were the soldiers pretty good at tipping? 

WF: Yeah, some of them were pretty good. I enjoyed that. When I first left here 

on my first trip, I was supposed to have been inducted in the service and 

my boss said, "You got to be back here." It was about the first of 

December or something like that. He said, "You got to be back." I told him 

I had to be back 'cause I had my papers. I had a certain time to be out to 

Fort Snelling. He said, "Carry your papers with you and make sure that 

you tell the people that you have proof that you got to get back to 

service." So I left here. I went to Pocatello, Idaho. From there I come back 

to someplace in Nebraska, Grand Island, Nebraska and from Grand 

Island, Nebraska, I went to Los Angeles, California. When I got to Los 

Angeles, California I went in the office and told them I got to be home at a 

certain time. The man tells me he says, "No, we sign you out. You're 

gonna such-and-such a place." I refused. I wouldn't go. I said, "Mister, I 

told you I got to be back 'cause I'm gonna be inducted in the army a 

certain time. I got to be on my way home." He just wouldn't talk to me at 

all. I sat up in the train station all night. Next morning, ten 0' clock I went 

around there again ahd I told him again. He said, "You just want to get 

back home for Christmas. That's what you're trying to do." I thought he 

didn't believe me. I pulled my papers on it and showed him my papers. 

Boy, he had a fit. They put me on the fastest train there was out of there 

headed for Minnesota. I made it back in time, but like I said when I got 
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out there, I got turned down at Fort Snelling for the same reason that I got 

turned down at Montgomery Wards. I couldn't ever pass a urine test and 

that's what kept me out of the service. 

Union Logo 

KC: So when you first carne on, was 

there the Porter Union? 

WF: Yeah, we had a union then. We 

had a union when I first started. The 

pay wasn't no good, but you made a lot 

of money in tips when I first started and 

that's what I loved. The soldiers would 

tip you real good. 

KC: So you made a hundred and 

twenty something, how much did you 

make in tips? 

WF: Sometimes when I'd get back 

horne, I'd have sixty, seventy or a hundred dollars when I got back horne, 

according to how long I was gone. And if I got on a passenger train, made 

a round trip to Seattle, you'd be gone about a week. Welt you made good 

tips from the passengers then. Everybody would tip you. Maybe one 

person from here to Seattle would give you five dollars. 

KC: What year did the railroads make them coach cars and Pullman was not 

longer around? 

WF: I don't know exactly, but they took over the most of it in the 1950's. I 

know in '57 when they took my car over and put their own car on-they 

abolished the Pullman car and they put their own club car in that space. 
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And right after that they just abolished all the Pullmans and put their own 

sleeping cars on. 

KC: How did the passengers treat you? You talked about the company treated 

you like dirt. I assume it was mostly White passengers? 

WF: Yeah. Some of them was real nice and some of them wasn' t. I remember 

one time that I was running from here to Vancouver, B.C., and they had a 

washout of a bridge. We set in on place for better than forty-eight hours. 

So we run out of everything. The cars were getting to run out of food, we 

run out of linen, couldn't make down the beds every night. After we all 

run out of linen, we tell the passengers. You tell the passengers, "1 can't 

change your bed. You' ll have to sleep on the same linen, but anything else 

that I can help you out with I'm at your service." 

So this one room, I was on a nine-room car at that time and the conductor 

come and told me that this passenger said he asked for some towels and I 

was so sarcastic to him. I said, "Let's go talk to this gentleman right now." 

So I got the conductor and we went to his room, knocked on the door and 

I said, "Mister, why did you want to tell that conductor that? I was just as 

nice to you as I could ever be. You only asked me for some more towels 

and I went and got those towels for you and did everything I could and 

you know that. Now, why did you want to tell this conductor that I was 

so sarcastic to you?" He ate his words right in front of the conductor. Now 

why he wanted to tell that conductor that- I told the conductor, "I think 

what he was trying to do when he gets to Vancouver he wasn't gonna give 

me no tip." That's the only thing that I could see. But when he got there he 
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gave me four dollars and fifty cents. But that's just the way I was. I got 

that conductor and went to him right then, straight. I said, "You only 

asked me for some towels. You know that I was not sarcastic with you. 

Why should I be that way to you?" I asked him, "Now what reason do 

you think?" But I had another gentleman one day. Everybody on the train 

had this old way of calling everybody George, all the porters. My name 

was at each end of the car. You had a place to put your name so 

everybody would know your name. They had a way of calling you, "Hey 

George, so-and-so." George this and George that. So I asked a gentleman 

one day, I says ... 

KC: What was your name then? 

WF: My name was Willie. 

KC: So you went by Willie, not George? 

WF: Right. So I asked him, I says, "How would you like for somebody-you 

just corne up and called me George." I said, "How would you like for 

somebody to walk up to you and just give you a name?" He said, "I 

wouldn't like it." I said, "What a nerve you got. You gonna walk up and 

just give me a name and you're gonna tell me that you wouldn't like for 

somebody to do you like that." So I got him real good about that. 

KC: So Mr. Frelix, you didn't go by George? 

WF: No. 

KC: Why did so many of the other porters go along with the George thing? 

WF: I don't know. I don't know, but I always set people straight. I always got 

them straight and we got along just great. But there was really some mean 

ones. 
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KC: Why did you decide to be a Pullman Porter instead of a waiter on the 

railroad? 

WF: I wanted to go all over the country. I wanted to go all over the country. 

The waiters, they only run like from here to Seattle or Chicago or 

someplace like that. But being a porter, I could get to see all of Canada and 

Mexico and the United States. So I seen it all. 

KC: What was the longest trip you ever went on? 

WF: I'd say from here to Vancouver, B.C. is about the longest, I guess. That' s 

just like the one from here to Seattle, no different. 

KC: How many days out was it when you went to B.C.? 

WF: Three nights and part of the three days. 

KC: To Vancouver? 

WF: Yeah. Same thing to Seattle back in those days. I had the most fun trips 

during war days. We went as far as you could go by land, we went up 

to-oh, boy, I can't think of the name. It was about a thousand miles north 

of Winnipeg. We went up there in August. When I left here, it was real hot 

and by the time we got there it was about 3:00 in the morning. It just had 

got just kind of gloomy looking. It never really got nice and it was cold. 

Oh, it was cold. It was in August. But I got a kick out of that. It just got 

gloomy looking for maybe an hour and then it was right back daylight 

again. That was a lot of fun. 

But they had some bad railroad [tracks] up there at that time. I thought at 

the time that big heavy Pullman car was just gonna rock off of the tracks, 
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but they didn't run over, maybe, thirty miles an hour. That was a really 

educational trip. 

KC: So now we'll go back. You said you were fired because the Pullman car 

was taken off of the run and you went to work for Minneapolis Moline. 

WF: Well, I wouldn't say I was fired. But they took the car off, so I got laid off 

right away. I had to have a job. I went over to Minneapolis Moline. I heard 

they was hiring over there, so I went in and I put in an application. That 

was just the same as going in the service, you know. You had a two-day 

physical. I'm gonna tell you exactly what I did. I went over that first day 

for my physical and I was so afraid that they was gonna give me a urine 

test that day, but they didn't. So they took all kinds of X-rays and did 

everything that day and the next day is when I went back to end up. I took 

me a container and I put some of my son's urine in it. My oldest son, I 

took his urine and I went over there and I passed that test. When I went in 

the bathroom for the urine, I put my son's urine in that. 'Cause I knew if 

they took mine, I wouldn't get the job, so I got the job. 

The same fella that I went to his funeral yesterday, I met him over there. 

He'd just got here from Mississippi, too. I worked there until they told me 

that they was gonna layoff. They had a big layoff. They told me about 

two or three days ahead that Friday you're gonna get laid off. So I went to 

the Union. I was already working two jobs. Working at Minneapolis 

Moline and out at Lee's Kitchen15 at night. So I went to the Union, the 

Labor Union, and the man said you corne in Friday and I will sign you out 

15 Lee's Highland Kitchen was located at 2012 Ford Parkway. 
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for a job. So that Friday I got laid off at Minneapolis Moline, I went 

straight to the Union Hall and he signed me out to a job working for 

Adjustable Joists. 16 After I got signed out I stopped by a bar, Jim 

Williams,17 and I was showing all the men in there, "Ah, I'm gonna work 

labor Monday." No, not Monday, Tuesday, 'cause this was coming up 

Labor Day. And they told me you don't want to work at Adjustable Joists, 

that's hard. That's a slaving outfit. All they do is put in joists for floors and 

them joists, you handling them joists all day is gonna be pretty tough. 

Well, I said, "I'm tough. I can handle most anything for the money." At 

that time, they were paying two dollars and forty cents an hour. That was 

a lot of money. That was a lot of money, two dollars and forty cents an 

hour, in 1957. 

So come Monday, I went way out here on 61 Highway almost to Hastings. 

That's where I was gonna report at the next day. So I reported out there 

and I got to this job site, there wasn't anything there but steel. They had a 

six-story building they was putting up with steel. They started on top, you 

worked on the top floor. Wasn't nothing up there. So I said, "Where is the 

boss?" He didn't get here yet. And, "Will somebody please show me the 

boss when he get here." So when he finally drove up, he said, "That's your 

boss." I went to him and I said, "Mister, do you think I'm goin' up there?" 

I said, "You let me know if I'm goin' up there. I can be headed back into 

16 Adjusta-Post Company was located at 2931 Central Avenue NE in Minneapolis. The 1960 city directory states: 
Adjusta-Post corrects sagging floors. Original and only patented steel cellar post made, a compile installation service. 
Their motto was: "A post to fit your need." 
17 Jim Williams' Tavern was at 560 St. Anthony and was the first Black restaurant in Minnesota to have a legal liquor 
license. 
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town, 'cause I'm not goin' up there." He said, "If you're afraid to go up 

there, you can stay down here and hook the material on the crane and 

they'll carry it up there." So I worked a couple of days there and then they 

told me to go down-they were putting up this building at the Highway 

Department18 right there on Rice in front of Sears-Roebuck.19 They sent me 

there. I was down there for two days stripping out. It was nice. Everybody 

was nice, so I told them I will not be back Monday, I said, "You can mail 

me my check, 'cause I won't be back Monday." Monday morning I was in 

the Union Hall and they sent me out to Waldorf Paper Company20 to work 

for Steenberg Construction.21 I went out there. I didn't want to go out 

there in the first place. I wanted to go on some big building to start. They 

said, "This is a good job. Go out there. You'll be tnere for quite a while." 

So I go out there. The first day I got out there I'm the only Black fella on 

the job. There was two of us assigned out there. They put us inside the 

building with two walls, like this, wall to wall. The fella that was with me, 

he was on one end and I was on the other. We had to dig a place about 

from here over to that wall and we had to go down in the ground about 

six foot. I was throwing dirt. [Laughs] I'm telling you, I needed a job! 

Every time I would stop to look up, sweat was just pouring off. Every time 

I stopped to look up them two boys would be standing there looking at 

me. And I said, "What in the world is they watching me for?" So after that 

day they didn't ever watch me no more. I know what they was doing up 

18 The Minnesota Highway Department building is located at 395 John Ireland Boulevard. 
19 Sears, Roebuck and Co. is located at 425 Rice Street. 
20 Waldorf Paper Products Co was located at 2250 Wabash Avenue at Hampden. 
21 Steen berg Construction was located at 1371 Marshall Avenue 
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there. They never seen somebody work so hard and throw so much dirt in 

all the days of their lives. They never seen a Black man work, but I was 

working 'cause I needed a job and it paid good money. About six or seven 

months after that, they had a big layoff out there. So all the guys worked 

there, "How long you been working at Steenberg." "I been working there 

two years." "Three years." "Five years." Some of them said they been 

working for Steenberg for ten years. So they always-when they corne to 

layoff they always let you go about 2:00 and pay you for a whole day. So 

corne Friday I heard there was gonna be a layoff. Here corne the man 

down the line, the boss, passing out checks. That mean you could go. I'm 

hauling sand. I got a wheelbarrow and a shovel hauling sand, dumping it 

in. I guess that place had to fill up as high as this building is from here to 

the ceiling. I'm hauling sand, when I seen him corning passing out checks, 

I just quit, stuck my shovel in the sand and I stood there. He was just 

passing out checks. A lot of working there, you know, and he got to me. 

He just passed right on by. I stood up and I looked around and I said, 

"Why is it he don't give me no check?" Never did get a check, never did. I 

worked over ten years, never was laid off. Why? 'cause I worked. I didn't 

mess around. All those guys down there that got laid off they didn't work, 

they was just on the job. I worked for Steinberg over ten years and never 

got laid off. When I finally stopped working for Steinberg I'd got in an 

accident. I was the boss. At that time when I got in the accident, I didn't 

care whether it rained or shined. I got my paycheck. Whether I was there 

or not, I got my paycheck. I was on salary. At that time I was bringing 
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home a hundred and thirty-five dollars a week, after they took out. That 

was good money back then. 

KC: What year was this? 

WF: That was in '65, 1965. 

KC: What Union was it that you belonged to, Mr. Frelix? 

WF: Labor Union. 

KC: The Labor Union? 

WF: Yes. 

KC: So for Steinberg you were a laborer? 

WF: Yeah. But I got to be a boss. After I was there about three or four years I 

was a labor boss after then for Steinberg. We put up buildings, millions of 

dollars building. I was the boss on that. I just told people what to do. They 

were great to me. They was great, but the bosses that I worked for 

everyday, they didn't promote me. It was the office that promoted me. 

Everybody wanted me on their job. They wanted me on there' cause I was 

a good worker. But they didn't want me to be a boss, they just wanted me 

to be a laborer. So I went from a laborer to a labor boss. But after I got in 

that accident I just went back and worked for them just for a little while. I 

just wanted to go to something else, so after that, I started to work for an 

asphalt company. At that time it was Penning Asphalt.22 They had been 

around a long time. I had a friend of mine, he was trying to get me to start 

working for them. You only worked about six or seven months out of the 

year but, you made more money in them six months than you would 

working year round like I was working for Steinberg Construction. This 

22 Penning Co was located at 475 W. Minnehaha Avenue. 
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fella who worked for the asphalt company, he said, "You will make more 

money in six months than you work year round working for the other 

company." So I finally took him up on it and I started to work for Total 

Aspha}t23 and I'm telling you, he was right about that. I only worked 

about six, seven months out of the year, but I made more money working 

for them. It was a great job and I learned how to do excavating. But I had 

so much time with the laborer. That's the reason I never went and joined 

the Forty-Niners. I'd a had to start my union pension all over again. The 

whole time that I worked doing excavating and I really liked that job and I 

really knew how to do excavating. I run all kinds of heavy equipment 

then, Cats and whatever. I run everything except for blade and a backhoe. 

I never did get a chance to learn how to run a blade or backhoe' cause they 

always had so much other work for me to do with a bulldozer or a 

mustang and things like that. They'd say, "You go over there and do this. 

Go do that. Go do this." 

I had my own truck. I pulled a trailer everyday and it was just great. It 

was just great. I never had a better job in all the days of my life and I loved 

it. That's why I never got to run a blade or a backhoe, 'cause running a cat 

or something like that. I never had a chance to do nothing else 'beause 

they kept me busy doing that. 

KC: Now did you retire from this work? 

WF: Yeah, I retired from that work in 1979. I would have worked longer, but I 

began to have gout in my foot and I didn't know how to handle it. I kept 

23 Total Asphalt was located at 475 Minnehaha. 

34 

Ron
do

 O
ral

 H
ist

ory
 P

roj
ec

t 

Minn
es

ota
 H

ist
ori

ca
l S

oc
iet

y



having to layoff, stay off and I said, "Oh, I'm just gonna quit." I didn't 

know what the gout was like, I didn't know what it was gonna do for me 

later. I figured after a while I wouldn't be able to walk. So I said, "I'm 

gonna stop now and enjoy myself for a while before I get to a place I 

couldn't walk." But I wished I'd a worked on a few years. The boss, oh, he 

was really furious. He talked me into working a couple of years after I 

said was gonna retire. Every year he'd keep talking to me. The year that I 

really quit, he ain't spoke to me since. He was really mad' cause I retired, 

'cause I could [do] as much work with a cat, a mustang, as anybody that 

he'd ever seen. He said "I'll have to go and train somebody else to try to 

do the work that you do." 

KC: Now, if we go back, your wife had gotten a job at the Arsenal. 

WF: Yes. 

KC: How long did she work there? 

WF: Oh, let me see, she worked there until the war was over with. But I don't 

know exactly. That must have been-no, she quit before the war was over 

with. 

KC: Did she work other places? 

WF: You know what, I'm just trying to think, where did my wife work. I don't 

think she worked too much anywhere after that and after I started 

running on the railroad' cause she had to stay home and take care of the 

kids. I don't think she worked anyplace. It's been so long, I can't 

remember her working anyplace. 

KC: Now, when you came here you had two children. 

WF: Yeah. 
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KC: What are your children's names? 

WF: Clifford,24 Harold,25 and William. 26 This is William here [watching the 

interview]. I got an older son. His name is Clifford. 

KC: And then you had other children? 

WF: Yeah, after I got married the second time. I got four others. Marion,27 

Charles,28 Johnny29 and Stanley.3D 

KC: So when you were running on the railroad then you were divorced from 

your first wife? 

WF: Yeah. We got a divorce. Me and my first wife, we got a divorce, I guess, in 

1949. In '49 or '50, somewhere along in there. 

KC: I've been told that a lot of the men that ran on the railroad had families 

both in Saint Paul and out on the West Coast. Were there some of the 

porters that did that? 

WF: No, I don't know of any. I've always heard that story, but most of the 

people that I know about and read about that had two families was like, it 

was conductors and engineers or something like that. They were White 

that I've read about or heard about. I don't know of any. There wasn't any 

in my bunch that did anything like that. I don't think there was any. 

KC: Was it hard on a marriage to have you gone all the time? 

WF: Yes in a way it was, in a way it was. It was hard on me too, as far as that's 

concerned. 'cause I-a lot of times, you'd have to go out special on 

24 Clifford Lee was born October 18, 1939. 
25 Harold James was born March 3D, 1945. 
26 William Frank Sr. was born May 26, 1941 . 
27 Marion Jane was born June 11 , 1947. 
28 Charles Julius was born March 14, 1951 . 
29 John Moses was born March 29, 2952. 
30 Stanley Michael was born June 27, 1953. 
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holidays and stuff like that and you hated to leave your family and stuff 

like that. They always wanted you to be going on the holidays. They're 

gonna force you to go out. Some older person on his run, he don't wanna 

go, so they would force the younger people to go out in his place. I don't 

think it was fair for them to do that, but that's just the way that they had 

it. You were supposed to do it and the Union didn't protect you in 

nothing like that. If you didn't go, you could fired. Beause the older man, 

you know, he wanted to be home for the holidays, so he'd call in, tell them 

to get somebody to go in his place. I don't think it was fair for something 

like that to happen, but that's the way it was. But as far as they had two 

families, nobody that I know did. We didn't make enough money for one 

family, much less two. 

KC: Did you continue to live at Mackubin and Larpenteur? 

WF: No. My first wife, they had a lot of property and moved to 1088 North 

Dale. That's where we moved to. They had property there and we moved 

in an apartment there and that's where we lived until me and my wife 

separated. No, I take that back. We lived there until we bought our own 

home. We bought a home on 345 North Victoria. That's where we 

separated at. 

KC: So you were still out north a ways? You were still on the north end? 

WF: 345 North Victoria. 

KC: That was in the Rondo corridor? 

WF: Yeah, that was right between Rondo and Saint Anthony, where the house 

was. 

37 

Ron
do

 O
ral

 H
ist

ory
 P

roj
ec

t 

Minn
es

ota
 H

ist
ori

ca
l S

oc
iet

y



r 

KC: What were your thoughts of when you moved here from Mississippi and 

you lived north, but then you would come down to the Rondo corridor. 

What did you think of this Rondo Street that had most of the Black 

businesses? 

WF: I loved it. I loved it! I just loved Minnesota when I first got here. When I 

was a youngster back home, I always said I was gonna go North when I 

got big enough, 'cause it was always better in the north for Black people 

than it was in the South. I always said I was gonna come north and after I 

got here, as I said, I lived way out' cause my wife's folks lived out there, 

but as I said, we bought a house right over here in the neighborhood and 

we just loved it there. It was really great. 

KC: What did you love about it? 

WF: Well, I loved being around all the Black people and the neighborhood. 

They had plenty of places to go and our church was just a few blocks up 

the street on Central there. 

KC: What church? 

WF: Pilgrim Baptist Church.31 That's the church my wife was raised up in and I 

still belong to that church. That's my own church and I love it there and 

all of my kids was raised up in that church, even Bill. But after a while he 

left, most of them left. I don't think I got any kids that really belong to that 

church now. They all went and scattered out everywhere. I got a lot of 

nieces and nephews that still belong there. A lot of nieces anyway. I don't 

31 Pilgrim Baptist Church was first organized as a prayer group before 1863, and formally organized as a church 
November 15, 1866. Their first house of worship was constructed in 1870 at 12th and Cedar Streets in Saint Paul, and 
it moved in 1918 to the current location at 732 W. Central Avenue, Saint Paul. 
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know about the nephews. I think I got some, one or two maybe, have their 

name on the church roll there. 

KC: Mr. Frelix, how was Saint Paul different than Mississippi? 

WF: Daylight and dark. You mean just for Black people or what do you mean? 

KC: What did you experience? How did you see Saint Paul different than 

Mississippi as a Black man? 

WF: Oh, it was just as different than daylight and dark. I don't wanna go on to 

talk about all the things back in Mississippi. But in Minnesota, when I got 

here I didn't have to be afraid anymore. Down South you wasn't ever safe. 

Anybody could do anything to you. The White man could do anything to 

you that he wanted to do. Wouldn't nothing be done about it. You know I 

talked to a lot of people that brought up a conversation like that here and 

the White man here says, "I don't believe you. I don't believe what you're 

saying." I says, "How is it that you can believe everything that goes on in 

Europe or some place you hear about that right here in the United States, 

you gonna tell me that you don't believe it? The reason you telling me that 

is ' cause your people is doin' it. You all are doin' it and you know what's 

goin' on down South and you ain't doing anything about it." They could 

corne to your house, just like I know you heard a lot of things that 

happened down there. They could corne to your house, rape your wife, 

rape your daughter, carrying them out and hang them to a tree. They 

could do anything they wanted to do to you and nobody would ever get 

arrested about it. I'm telling you what I know, , cause I done seen it 

happen too many times. And I could never figure out how the United 

States Government would let this kind of thing happen. And here's 
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r 

another thing that I can never see. They let the Ku Klux Klan come here 

and rally. When was that? No, I know you know about it. Just a few-a 

couple of years ago. You know what they are, they are the White man's 

lynching crew. That dude done everything to [unclear] us every way they 

could. And they tell me that he's got a right. I don't believe that. I told my 

son. I was talking to him about it, and he tells me they had to let them 

come. They did not have to let them come. Conna let a lynch mob come 

here and give them the right to have a rally and know they done did 

everything in the world to me, all of them. What one did the whole lynch, 

the whole Ku Klux Klan organization, should have to pay for. Regardless 

of what place they did it in, that whole organization should have to pay 

for it. 

KC: Did you have any personal experiences with the KKK? 

WF: To tell you the truth about it, I wouldn't know whether I had any personal 

relationships or anything with them I cause a lot of them around where I 

was raised up at. I don't know whether they was Klansmen or not. But I 

know I've had to run many a day to keep from getting beat up for 

something. 'Cause I always said, if a White man ever hit me, I was gonna 

kill him. I knowed my life was over with, but I was not gonna let him live 

and I would run to keep from getting beat up. I worked at a little country 

grocery store there in the little town I was raised up in. I used to ride a 

bicycle around there delivering groceries. So one day, there was a 

restaurant on this side and here was an alley and a creamery where the 

people hauled milk. So I come around the comer on a bicycle and this guy 

was there delivering his milk and I scared his horse. By me turning the 

40 

Ron
do

 O
ral

 H
ist

ory
 P

roj
ec

t 

Minn
es

ota
 H

ist
ori

ca
l S

oc
iet

y



corner that fast, the horse made a noise and he started backing up. So I 

stopped, so the horse stopped. 5, he come out and he was trying to get to 

me so he could beat me up. I turned around, I got on my bicycle and I 

really made it. I went back to the store and I told my boss. I said, "A guy 

wanted to beat me up. I couldn't deliver the goods to the restaurant." He 

said, "Don't pay him no attention." I said, "You'll have to go take it over 

there 'cause I can't go back" So he didn't force me to go back to take it 'til 

after the man had gone. And another time this same dude-not the same 

dude, they had a big truck And he always backed in that alley to load his 

milk, a big truck He hauled the milk in that to some other town. I'm 

coming up on my bicycle, he's coming this way, but he got to swing in the 

alley over here in order to back in. So I'm going like this, so he got to slow 

down 'til I pass so he can pull over there. Boy, he cussed me out. He said, 

"You Black So-and-so you. I'm not gonna put on my brakes no more. If 

you is in my way, I'm just gonna run over you." He called me all kinds of 

names, so I made it on my bicycle. But I don't know whether any of them 

was really Klansmen or what they are. But I've seen them throw Black 

men-they walk down the street you better get off the street 'cause they 

will throw you over. They were just terrible. 

KC: You didn't like the way the Pullman Company treated you, but as a whole 

when you were in Saint Paul, did you feel you were treated differently? 

WF: Oh yeah, I've never been afraid of nothing around Saint Paul. But I know 

one thing about the White people here. If it's two or three of them 

together, they'll beat you up. But just one-on-one, you know, he ain't so 

bad about it. But you get two or three of them together they'll do you in, 
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even right now, if you all by yourself. If its three of them and there's two 

of you, they probably ain't gonna do it. But if they catch you by yourself, 

any kind of way now, they'll do you in. 

KC: Did you ever get beat up here in Saint Paul? 

WF: I haven't killed nobody yet, have I? 

KC: [Laughs] 

WF: If one of them ever hit me, he's just a gonner. But you know, its just gonna 

be a fight. I probably wouldn't kill him here, 'cause I could fight him here. 

But down there if I touch one of them down there, my life is all over with. 

So I just said if one of them hit me, I'm just gonna kill him. I ain't gonna 

stand there and let him beat me up 'cause if I hit him back they gonna kill 

me anyway. So I'm just gonna do the killin', kill all of them that I can if I 

get a chance. But here, I wouldn't try to kill one of them if he jumped on 

me now. If he would beat me, it'd be just be the best man to win. But as far 

as a White man hitting me, I never had been hit by one. 'Cause if he hit 

me, sure I can hit him back, but down there mm-mmm. 

KC: Did you ever have to call the police and have the police support you? 

WF: Down there? 

KC: Up here. 

WF: Oh, no. I never called them. 

KC: Mr. Frelix, when you moved here and you wanted to go places, if you 

wanted to listen to music, where would you go? 

WF: Well, I never was a fella to go to bars or nothing like that. We always had 

house parties or go to each other's house. I never went to bars. They had 
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plenty of bars going. They had them everywhere. There was plenty of 

places to go, but I didn't ever go around to bars and stuff like that. 

KC: Did you belong to any of the clubs, any of the social clubs? 

WF: No. I never joined any clubs or anything of that sort. 

KC: So most of the social life was having people over for house parties and 

going to people' s houses. 

WF: Well, all us porters and people like that, we had our own parties at our 

own houses and stuff like that. A lot of the porters, they went to the bars 

like-Jim Williams was the main bar around Saint Paul here at that time. 

But there was plenty of other places to go. Mostly we always went to 

house parties. 

KC: Do you belong to the Wheels Club?32 

WF: No. 

KC: Is the Wheels Club for Pullman Porters, too? 

WF: What kind of club you called it? 

KC: The Wheels Club? 

WF: No. The Sterling Club33 belonged to the waiters. That was the dining car 

department. They had that club. 

KC: Did the porters have a club? 

WF: No, not that I know of. 

KC: What don' t I know to ask you or what haven't I asked you that I should 

ask you? 

32 Wheels Club is an organization of railroad men. 
33 Sterling Club was founded in 1918 and incorporated in 1919. It was located at 315 North Dale Street at Rondo. In 
1958 it built a new home at 300 North St. Albans at Carroll. This private club was formed to give prestigious Black men, 
who were not allowed in White facilities, a place to network, socialize, and relax. 
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WF: It had to be somewhere about 1944. The fella's name was Henry Jefferson. 

He had a truck and he was hauling ashes and I started helping him on his 

truck. By somewhere in that same year I bought my own and I started 

hauling ashes at that time. When I was on the railroad, on and off the 

railroad at that time, that's what I would do. 1'd be horne, 1'd start hauling 

ashes on up 'til the time for me to go out again. And when I bought my 

first truck you'd have to shovel the ashes on and then shovel them off. But 

somewhere around 1947 or '48, I got my own dump truck, and after I got 

my dump truck I was able to get it on bigger jobs. I used to work for a 

wrecking company. He was wrecking all the houses around. Rose 

Brothers Wrecking Company.34 All the houses around the Capitol down 

there. Used to be just a lot of houses all around there. We tore down all 

those houses and my truck was on that business, hauling trash away 

every day. And at that time, the only thing you got was three dollars and 

eighty cents an hour for a truck, at that time. And you really made money. 

That was good money, three dollars and eighty cents an hour for a truck. 

Right now, I guess, a truck would cost you fifty dollars an hour, now. 

But,three dollars and eighty cents an hour back in the 1940's was good 

money. 

KC: Did you ever run into Mym Carter and his son Melvin, hauling at that 

time? 

WF: Mel Carter? 

KC: Mym. 

34 Rose Bros Lumber and Supply Company's Saint Paul yard was located at 187-197 Wabasha. They were affiliated 
with Cleveland Wrecking Co that advertised in the 1958 city directory as: "US LEADING WRECKERS" "do not take any 
chance-wrecking is hazardous. We have over 45 years experience and each job is fully covered by insurance. 
Performance Bond Furnished." 
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WF: Mym, no I don't remember. Did he used to haul? 

KC: He did some small hauling, small hauling jobs. 

WF: I know it was [unclear], but I don't remember running into Mym. I know 

like Marion Stone back in the early 40' s, I know he used to haul ash, 'cause 

he used to haul mine before I started doing trucking. He used to haul 

ashes for me. I don't remember Carter. I don't remember him. I know a 

Noah Powells. Noah Powells, he was hauling and there was a lot of 

different people hauling that I didn't come in contact with. 

KC: Most of the houses were heated by coal and so you had to haul the ashes 

away, right? 

WF: Yeah. Some of them had fuel oit but most of them was like coal. Nobody 

had like gas furnaces. You didn't hardly have any gas furnaces back then 

'cause they didn't have the gas. The gas come into town in 1952 and I was 

still running on the railroad, but I was laid off at that time when Northern 

National Gas come into town. I went way out here on Highway 13. I went 

out there and I started working out there, getting a dollar fifty-two cents 

an hour. We worked all the way bringing that gas line, it come all the way 

from Oklahoma to Minnesota. That gas pipe is that high. 

KC: You're holding your hand about four feet. 

WF: Yeah, that pipe was about a good three foot high or better. Big round steel. 

And we went out there and worked seven days a week. 1952. After that 

gas got into town, everybody could have gas stoves and furnaces and 

everything. Before that you couldn't have it, 'cause they didn't have 

enough gas to run it. 
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KC: That's fascinating and I'm impressed with how you remember all of the 

different amounts of money that you made. 

WF: Welt it was really fantastic when you think about like it is today. I 

remember even after the war was over with, I had better sense than a lot 

of people that got Ph.D.'s. When they started talking about taking the 

prices off of everything. I says, all the United States has got to do is just 

leave everything just like it is and give the people some work. When I 

bought my first house, I paid thirty-five hundred dollars for it. 

KC: What year was this? 

WF: 1944 I think it was. 

KC: And this was on Victoria in the Rondo corridor? 

WF: Victoria, 345 North Victoria. My monthly payments were thirty-five 

dollars a month on my house. You could buy a house. For five thousand 

dollars, you could get a mansion. You could really get a fine house. I 

know a friend of mine bought one. He said he paid five thousand dollars. 

Everybody said, "Oh, you ain't gonna ever get that paid for." Now five 

thousand dollars you can't even buy a wheel on a car for that. Right 

now-that's what I always said. If the government would just leave 

everything like it was, if you got a dollar an hour then, that was good 

money. Just leave it like it was, leave the prices like it was and just give 

the people some work. They would have been a whole lot better off than 

they are today. But they took the prices off. Look what it is. I was just 

looking for gas this morning, a dollar seventy-five cents. That's the 

cheapest gas there is, whatever, a dollar sixty-nine. They still got some 

stations-I was out this morning, a dollar sixty-nine. I see a dollar 
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seventy-two, a dollar seventy-three and I see a dollar seventy-five, 

different places this morning. 

KC: You still drive, sir? 

WF: Yeah, I still drive. 

KC: Well, this has been wonderful. I'm going to say thank you. 

WF: I wish I could think of more to talk about. 

47 

Ron
do

 O
ral

 H
ist

ory
 P

roj
ec

t 

Minn
es

ota
 H

ist
ori

ca
l S

oc
iet

y




