
Transcription of an oral history interview with 

NATHANIEL ABDUL KHALIQ 
(Born and raised in the Rondo neighborhood as Nathaniel "Nick" Davis) 

January 15, 2004 and July 9, 2004 
at 

HAND in HAND'S OFFICE 
Saint Paul, Minnesota 

Interviewed by 
Kateleen Hope Cavett 

as part of the 

HAND in HAND's 
RONDO ORAL HISTORY PROJECT 

Saint Paul, Minnesota 

Nick Davis Khaliq shares the history of his family coming to Minnesota and 
describes the geography of the Rondo neighborhood where he grew up. He imparts the 
deep sense of nurturing and protection the community provided him as a child. His 
grandparents were outstanding role models as they raised him with the help of a 
supportive extended family. 

Nick's grandparents, the Reverend and Mrs. Davis, were the last to be evicted 
from Rondo Avenue in 1956. Nick shares the devastating impact the eviction had on his 
grandfather. He describes a youth's reaction to the change in the community and shares 
his reaction to the pain of the senior generations. 

Nick discusses finding biological brothers and sisters at adulthood, and his 
admiration his mother. He goes onto describe others who were significant role models 
to him while growing up in the Rondo/Summit University neighborhood. 

He experienced police racism throughout his teenage and adult years. Nick talks 
of his professional experiences and how the racism in the community may not have 
changed, but how the old Rondo community framework provided more support to the 
youth. He notes the inspiration his grandfather provided as he completed his own 
journey to becoming a community activist and a member of the Nation of Islam. 

This is a verbatim transcript of a taped interview, edited slightly for clarity. A 
signed release is on file from Mr. Khaliq. 
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KC: Kate Cavett 
NK: Nick Davis Khaliq 

KC: This is January 15th, Thursday. We are at Hand in Hand's office and can 

you introduce yourself to me? 

NK: Nathaniel Abdul Khaliq, formerly Nathaniel Raymond Davis,l also known 

as Nick Davis. 

KC: And what do you prefer to be called? 

NK: My closest friends and relatives still call me Nick. I don't make a big deal 

about it. 

KC: What are some of your earliest memories of Rondo? 

NK: Well, I was born and raised at 304 Rondo, and I remember our house was 

probably a quarter of a way off of the cross street of Farrington. I 

remember Love's Cleaners2 being next door to us. I remember a couple of 

grocery stores on the comer. I remember a guy named Sterling had a big, 

Cousin Ronnie 

beautiful house, probably the nicest house on the block, next 

door to us. And then my cousins lived down the street. Melvin 

Carter, Sr., they lived across the street from us and I have a lot 

of fond memories some of my friends and, like I said, my 

cousins. Growing up, I didn't have any brothers or sisters. I 

was raised by my grandparents, and so my cousins, the 
Ransom 

Ransoms [Jerry, Ronald, and Frank and their sisters] who lived 

down the street from us, were just like brothers and sisters to me. [And 

1 Nathaniel Raymond Davis was born September 11, 1943. 
2Love Tailor Shop was located at 306 Rondo. Morris Love, a Black proprietor, later added dry cleaning to his business. 
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my cousin Mary was like a big sister to me. She was always there for me 

and other family members in need of love, money, or just a word of 

encouragement. And until this day she always opens up her house to 

anyone in need of a meal or a place to rest their head. She has done all this 

in spite of the fact that her husband left her a long time ago and she has 

raised six kids by herself. She has always been willing to share what ever 

she has with others.] 

Nick and Cousin Mary Brokmen 

We had a ton of fun. And I just remember everybody-you know, no 

drama. I just had so much fun growing up, and I guess the only trouble in 

my life back then was I didn't see my motherJ that much, and not 

knowing who my father was. But because of the 

extended family, the cousins and stuff, they filled 

that void and I had friends. Johnny Saye, [AI 

Green and Littleton Gardner, and the Kellys had 

the first color TV] were very close friends of mine, 

and we just got along very well. 

Even back then we had so-called hustlers across 

3 Mother Annie Davis Sanders was born August 29, 1922 and passed June 3, 1995. 

..... 

Alvin Green 
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the street, Good Daddy's and after-hours joints. During the day, it was 

just another horne on the block, and the so-called people that were on the 

other side that we would consider now incorrigibles or whatever, they 

were very respectful of the young people and of the old people. I 

remember my grandfathefl who was a wonderful man and he was a 

minister, and he would be out in the yard and these people would corne 

by with liquor and cussing and raising hell. And they would see him and 

hide the liquor, and the cussing would cease. And they would greet him, 

"Howya doin', Reverend Davis?" and go on about their business and go 

on their way and continue on with their unacceptable behavior. 

[I remember going to the Lexington Ball Parks and watching the Saint Paul 

Saints that were in the American Association League. The Coliseum6 was 

where we use to go roller skating. We went to Wilder Pool on Seven 

Corners. You could swim for a 

nickel, but you had to swim 

naked. [Laughs] 

WILDER PUBLIC BATHS, 319 Eagle Street, Saint Paul 
Photographer: Charles P. Gibson 

Reprinted with permission of the Minnesota Historical Society 

4 Grandfather Reverend George Davis was born June 15, 1875 and passed September 29, 1957 
5 The Lexington Baseball Park at the south west corner of University and Lexington was the home of the Saint Paul 
Saints baseball team from 1897 until 1956. The original stadium was rebuilt in 1916. 
6 The Coliseum Pavilion was located at 449 Lexington and University east of the baseball stadium with a dance hall 
and roller skating rink. 
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And of course Snail Lake Camp that was run by Ober Boys Club where 

you could go camping all week for a buck. Downtown you could see two 

movies for a dime at on of the cheap theaters. Of course the street cars that 

went right down the middle of Rondo, and there was the ragman with his 

horse and wagon who drove the down the street hollering "Ragman, 

ragman." And I remember my first love at the ripe age of six or seven was 

Jean Reilly. We use to sneak and meet at the tire company in the middle of 

the block. It had a high fence!] And so it was a wonderful time growing 

up back then. We didn't realize we were poor. We didn't realize a lot of 

things that we found out later that others see as bad, and I remember 

when we first got a TV set in the house, that was a big deal. For a while 

we just listened to everything - you know, our entertainment was pretty 

much the radio at night. 

And the other fond memories I have of Rondo was I guess the respect my 

grandfather-respect that people had for my grandfather. He was a 

Reverend but he didn't have a church. The house had a sign on it: Union 

Gospel Mission. And so he would have little church services and maybe 

one or two neighbors would come besides the family. And he lived by 

very strong principles. I didn't find out until later that he used to be a 

drunkard. And I found out later about his history that he was the son of a 

former slave master, that he spoke Spanish fluently and spoke other 

languages, and he was from Texas. [Emotional Pause] But anyway, he was 

from Texas, and he was a child of the slave master, but he was one of the 
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few slaves that was able to go to school and stuff. And so he was a 

tremendous individual. 

I remember the station wagon that he had. He used to walk around in bib 

overalls and every now and then he would put on a suit and a derby hat 

and go on about his business. So anyway, those memories, early 

memories, are very fond and dear to me. 

And I remember going into Canning's Store, my cousin and I. And one of 

us would go in there and make up the name of something and he would 

try to figure out what we were talking about, and the other one would 

sneak in the door and grab a bag of cookies. That was our serious crime 

back then. When we were bored sometimes, we would throw rocks in 

another store and wait to be chased, and so all these little innocent things 

that consumed our time. And later on we got involved in going to the 

Ober Boys Club/ against my grandfather's wishes. He didn't like us to 

participate in sports and stuff. He said, "You'll end up getting hurt." So I 

used to sneak and go to the Ober Boys Club, and sure enough, I got hurt. 

[Laughs] My big toe got knocked off once, off the bone. Somebody 

jumped on the mat that I was under. And later on I was playing football 

up there and fell and cut my knee on the rock because it was a rough field. 

And the third thing that happened to me up there was I was playing 

7 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. However, the building is still owned by Union 
Gospel Mission. 
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baseball and we lost the game and I was walking across the street and I 

got hit by a car at Western and St. Anthony. And so my grandfather knew 

a little bit about what he was talking about! 

And then my grandmotherS was blind and was the most spiritual and 

religious person I've ever met in my life. She never ever complained about 

anything. Every day all she talked about was God. At that young age I just 

couldn't figure out. She's blind and she doesn't get to hardly do anything, 

just around the house doing all these things. But she never complained. So 

I had a very strong spiritual upbringing and foundation. My grandfather 

and grandmother were outstanding role models for me as far as being 

rooted in spirituality. 

Grandmother 
Bertha Miller Davis 

8 Grandmother Bertha Miller Davis was born May 30, 1895 and passed September 19, 1972. 
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The other thing my grandfather would talk about-not sure if it was 

Booker T. Washington or George Washington Carver. He would talk 

about other Blacks during that time, about they're so smart and 

everything, but they still can't get same respect as White men get because 

segregation in the South was running rampant, and even up here we had 

de facto segregation. That's something that he talked about. 

KC: Can you explain that de facto segregation? 

NK: Well, that was like certain places you just knew you didn't go: Rice Street, 

even Grand A venue. Later on when I started going to Marshall Junior 

High School,9 and we had some White friends, girlfriends, that lived on 

the other side of Selby, we would go over there and once we got tired, we 

would have to sneak back across Selby into our area. And I remember I 

guy named either Lyle or Kyle got jumped on up there. Some White guys 

jumped on him, and so after that people said enough is enough. Blacks 

started sort of going up there and [acting like] "What are you going to do 

about it?" So that was a period that was a little concerned. 

And then the other thing, just going back a little bit, I used to celebrate my 

birthday on September the 10th because that's when we thought I was 

born, when my Mom said I was born. And so one year, a guy named 

Crutcher, who was someone who was known in the neighborhood, killed 

a White police officer, and I believe it was at the home-Zachary's used to 

have like a [house at St. Anthony and Farrington]. It was either in their 

9 Marshall School was built in 1925 at Grotto, Holly, Ashland and St. Albans. It was Marshall Junior High from 1926-
1937. In 1937, tenth grade was added; in 1938, eleventh grade; and in 1939, twelfth grade was added, with graduating 
classes from 1940 to 1952. 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. 
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house or close to their house, and he shot a detective that came to question 

him about a robbery at Janssen's Liquor Store10 downtown. He shot the 

cop and killed him11 • And so this was on my birthday. That night they cut 

all the lights off - I don't know what areas - and they cut all the lights off 

in the neighborhood, and I was just so sad, because everybody was on the 

porch trying to see what was going on and they really didn't want you to 

have any lights on. I remember my grandfather coming in and saying that 

he was in the backyard, and we had chickens back there and a German 

Shepherd, and the cops told him go in the house before something 

happened because they were looking for this guy named Crutcher. And 

then Grandpa said the cop had liquor on his breath. 

And then there was a guy named Hopper or Hoppee that worked [next 

door] at Love's Cleaners and stayed upstairs. He used to hit the sauce a 

little bit, and he was walking down the steps and the cops shot him in the 

mouth. Didn't kill him. So later on-it was either later on that evening or 

early the following morning, Jim Griffin, along with some other officers, 

cornered this guy down on Louis and Rondo. The story goes he was 

hiding under a bed, and you know, was trying to give himself up, and 

they shot and killed him. But you know, that was pretty much around my 

birthday. 

10 Janssen's Liquor Store was located at 365 University Avenue. 
11 On September 10, 1949, a man from the community known for his previous criminal behavior and likable nature 
committed a robbery. In attempting to apprehend this criminal , Officer Alan Lee was fatally injured by gunfire. 
Consequently, a White officer, Latino officer, and Jim Griffin, as a Black officer, were sent into a building to resolve the 
situation . When the man did not immediately come out from under a bed, all three officers discharged their weapons as 
commanded by their superiors. 
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KC: You changed your birthday? 

NK: Well, what happened when I joined the Marines-you know they check 

everything out and they said, "You've got the wrong date down here." 

And then they showed me a copy of the birth certificate with my 

mother. .. They ought to know what they're talking about, so since that 

time I celebrate my birthday September 11th. 

, 

KC: I've heard about the shooting of this man. So how old were you? 

NK: You know, I don't remember. I had to be probably-I'm thinking six or 

seven. I remember sitting at the table, ice cream melting, and I'm sitting 
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there crying, wondering why is everyone out there instead of in here. Like 

I said, all the lights were off. I didn't even know how they did that back 

then, if you could cut all the lights off. Or they may have went around

no, because I think even the streetlights was off, so it was a true blackout. 

KC: How did your grandparents or your family come here to Saint Paul? What 

brought them here? 

NK: Well, my grandfather-the story goes his real name wasn't Davis. I 

believe it was Stewart. And like I said, he was raised on a plantation and 

was the child of a Black woman and a White man, and he was mixed with 

all kinds of different things. Beautiful man - golden brown skin, white 

hair and a beautiful moustache and everything. And so he came up here

he had had a conflict down there and supposedly killed a White man, and 

they got him out of town and he ended up here in Saint Paul. When he 

first came here he was in a boarding house a little while. And then he met 

my grandmother who came up here with a couple of her brothers and 

sisters from Memphis, Tennessee. So she got hooked up with that no good 

scoundrel as he was at that time, and he evolved and turned himself 

around and they stayed here. They had I believe eleven or twelve kids. 

KC: How did he become a minister? 

NK: I don' t know how that transformation from being someone who loved the 

sauce and the ladies to giving all that up and just settling down with my 

grandmother, if he had a revelation or what, but it happened. 

KC: He has a reputation for being an activist, for speaking out against what 

was happening on Rondo. And you have a reputation for carrying that 
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tradition on and being an activist and naming what isn't right. What were 

some of his activities and how did that influence your life? 

NK: Well, one of the things that stands out in my mind is he was a man of 

enormous courage, and I think it's difficult to have courage unless you 

have faith. And I would just watch him interact with some of these mean 

people on the streets, and he demanded respect, whether it was from the 

police - he was looking and watching the police question a Black man and 

so forth. He would stand there and observe things. And just talking about 

the injustices of the day and none of it really sunk in. I didn't just grab it at 

a young age and say I'm going to get here and get involved. I didn't really 

come to my senses until later in life. But as I would reflect on how 

courageous he was and how he had a sense of justice and demanding 

justice and respect, it's just something that sort of stuck with me later in 

life. 
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Police officer Walter Freiberger evicting Reverend Davis from his home. 
Reverend Davis held the police at bay with a shotgun 

untill he was finally cOllvinced to vacate his home. 
Nfillll e.WJta Hi,,'orical Socirry. SI, Pa lll Pion eer I),.,' ,,", 9128156 

Two 
transfer employees 

removing the Davis' 
household belongings. 
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The thing that stands out in my mind - for some reason I wasn't aware 

that we were really the last house on Rondo. People were moving out and 

I knew they wanted to do the freeway and everything, but I wasn't really 

aware of the deep controversy, even though I watched his demeanor and 

attitude change, and he got a little more embittered. Something I noticed 

later on when this whole thing about them taking the house-he 
. 

expressed a bitterness towards White people that I had never heard him 

express before, because he was part White himself. He kept saying over 

and over again how he wasn't giving up his house. He couldn't 

understand why all these other people that were a lot smarter and had 

money to get attorneys and do all this other stuff, why they would just 

give up without a fight. He wasn't going to do that. And my 

grandmother, she would just sit there and listen. And he made it clear that 

he would draw the line in the sand, and I knew he had a shotgun, but he 

wasn't going anywhere. If they came in there to take him out of his home 

that someone was going to get hurt, and he was willing to [emotional 

pause] give his life because he felt that was his, that he was old and he'd 

probably never own any land, and land was important to him. 

So one day I went to school, and when I came back - I was going to 

Marshall Junior High School, I think - and when I came back, these White 

dudes were tearing the house up with sledgehammers and axes. Not 

knocking it down, but later I realized they were just making it unlivable. 

I'm walking around looking, no Grandma, no Grandpa or anything, and 

I'm wondering, "What's going on?" And I started crying, and I don't 
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know if it was a highway patrolman or a police officer, but someone carne 

up and I told them who I was and stuff, and they said, "We'll take you to 

your Grandma and your Grandpa." And so what they did, they threw all 

this stuff in the back of the truck and moved us from 304 Rondo off to-

you know where University goes down, and I'm not sure if it's still 

University when it goes past Regions HospitaP2, but where there is a hill is 

and Valley Apartrnents13-a house up on the hill. It had to be thirty or 

forty steps from street level to get up to the house. And they dumped all 

her stuff in there. So when they dropped me off and I walked in there my 

Grandpa was just-they just beat him down. I mean not physically of 

course, but they just-he just didn't have it. He just lost it. I mean not 

screaming and hollering, but he was just a shell of a man [after that]. And 

so my grandparents stayed there awhile and then I eventually I moved in 

with my Morn and they ended up moving onto Central A venue. And 

shortly after that, I'd say maybe a year or two after that, he passed. 

KC: So it really broke his spirit. 

NK: It just tore him up. And I don't know if he lost faith. I know my 

grandmother didn't, but I don't know if he lost faith or what. He was 

never the same. Our interactions and stuff, when I would go by and visit 

him-he just never got over it, how they could do that to him. Nobody - I 

mean no organizations, nobody - did anything about anything, about his 

situation and how they treated him. And he asked them, he said, "If you 

must build the freeway and so forth, just move my house back. Just pick it 

up and move it back." And as you look down there, they could have 

12 Regions Hospital is located at 640 Jackson Street. 
13 Valley Apartments is located at 261 East University Avenue 
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accommodated him I'm sure, but for whatever reason they didn't want to 

do it. 

And the thing that stuck in my mind over the years was how long and 

hard the White neighborhood along 1-35 fought to prevent that from even 

being built, and eventually they ended up building and calling it a 

parkway [with reduced speed for lower noise for the neighborhood], but 

with a minimum amount of problems for the neighbors. And so that left 

sort of a bitter pill in my mouth about a lot of things, about doing the right 

thing, about faith to a certain extent. Here's a man that worshipped God, 

and my grandmother-you know, what did they do? 

KC: It sounds like your grandfather was doing this fight by himself. Where 

were the other people? 

NK: I don't know, and I've said this before, that even though I know the Urban 

League and the NAACP, and there were Black ministers back then and so 

forth, there wasn't anybody. And not so much to just fight for my 

Grandpa, but to fight for the other-there was other older people there 

that probably, because of their age and I'm not sure of Social Security, 

what that was back then or if he even qualified, but I mean this was a 

place that was his, and so whatever they gave them would have been 

insufficient to go and purchase something else. 

When they carne through with the freeway and did what they did, it was 

more than just tearing down a physical building. They destroyed many 

lives. It destroyed relationships between family, within the extended 
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family, and just a sense of peace and camaraderie that I've never been able 

to enjoy or find joy in moving in other neighborhoods. And the house that 

my wife and I have been blessed to own for almost thirty years, a great 

big, beautiful Victorian - needs a little work painting and so forth, but got 

an extra side yard and everything - but I would give all that up to be back 

there and to have my kids being raised with that same kind of wonderful 

nurturing experience. lean' t even tell you about a mean neighbor that I 

had. I can't tell you about some grown-up that did something bad, said 

something bad to me. I can't remember any of those experiences. I can 

remember people telling me, "Boy, if you don't ... " You know, threatening 

to do something to me because I was acting stupid. 

But it was just a wonderful, wonderful time, and I think above all back 

then as I was growing up, I almost felt invincible. You know, not knowing 

we were poor. When I was young, I never had a bicycle, never had any of 

these other things, but it was like-it just doesn't get any better than that. 

No sitting around. Racism didn't really affect us because of this built in 

insulation and shield of love and compassion, and people just looking out 

for you, wanting you to do good. 

I even remember the pimps back then didn't even come around messing 

with young girls, and you wouldn't even know some of them was hustlers 

unless the grown folks, "Stay away from So-and-so." Everybody just had 

this wonderful high level of respect for life. 
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KC: And you're not the only one. Bill Finnet4 talks about this same thing, this 

incredible respect. I have the illusion that there was this cocoon that the 

kids were being raised in, and yet you talk about the de facto segregation. 

Was the cocoon so isolative that when the freeway was coming in and 

Black folks were going to be displaced that there wasn't an awareness of 

how much they could be hurt? 

NK: I don't know because I was so young back then, but I just think that 

somehow the way they presented that thing, it sort of caught people off 

guard and people didn't get a chance to react and respond to it. As they 

started one by one knocking down these houses, this cocoon that many of 

us had been blessed to be a part of started falling apart. One minute we're 

living in this community where there's Black businesses and people 

getting along and everything is just wonderful, you can sleep on the 

porch. All these insulators were there to protect us, by the grace of God, 

and then all of a sudden, you're losing this family, and you're losing that 

family. And people wonder what is going to happen, where are these 

people going to go? There wasn't any comprehensive plan to say, "Well, 

we're going to bring a freeway through here, and then we're going to 

relocate people if they want to relocate in this particular area or that 

particular area." It was like they dropped a bomb and pieces of the cocoon 

went scattering all over never to be put back together. 

14 William "Corky" Kelso Finney grew up in the Rondo neighborhood and served Saint Paul Police Department January 
1971 to July 2004. He became the first Black American police chief on July 17, 1992. 
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It was just a really difficult time, and I think it broke a lot of hearts, not 

just my grandfather. In fact, I think a lot of people was hurt that they 

didn't stand up. Back then they say, "Well, that old man is crazy." But 

then later on-I used to enjoy talking to Tiger Jack, because he would 

always say - and my heart would just pound and swell up - he would 

always say, "Your grandfather was a man! He stood up." And that would 

make my day. But we really-I'm saying we, but I'm talking about some 

of those older folks. I don't think their heart ever mended from that. You 

know, a lot of relationships that people had established - "How ya doin' 

Mr. So-and-So?" - over the years, talking to people over the fence, on the 

sidewalk. That was gone. And being transplanted somewhere else where 

you had to pretty much had to start all over. 

KC: How did it affect your grandmother? She was blind, and she knew how to 

get around that house. 

NK: Well, faith carried her through the day. I never heard her, until the time 

she passed - she probably passed some fifteen, twenty years later - she 

never spoke a bitter word about it. She got through it. She ended up living 

in some kinds of places, upstairs and so forth, but she got through it. She 

managed. 

KC: You talk about faith and the foundation of faith that you were raised with, 

yet in your adult life you have found new practices to celebrate your faith. 

Are you willing to share this movement that you have experienced? 

NK: Well, I think first of all, we are all children of Adam and Eve, and of 

Abraham. And my new faith is just an extension of my earlier experience 

with my grandmother and grandfather, even though they were Christians. 
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We're trying to reach the same destination. I'm trying to get the same 

moral strength that they gathered from faith -without putting a title on it -

and for whatever reason, God has decided to give me a little different 

understanding. I may not say the Father and the Son and the Holy Ghost, I 

say Allah, but it's just a different name. It's the same entity, the same 

person. And so as I got older, I began to appreciate and understand why 

he and my grandma were so strong. Because if you're out here in this mad 

world and don't, as we say, hold onto the rope of God and have some 

faith, you're going to get into a little bit of trouble. You will end up 

succumbing to all the different things out here. 

That's not to say that I've led a perfect life. I wish-I can't even come close 

to that. But because of that spiritualness, and that foundation, it set some 

limits in my madness. I could have really gone off and done some crazy 

things, but because of that foundation, that sort of kept me close. And as 

long as I was kept close to what was instilled in me as a young man, I 

could always reflect on, "I'm doing what I'm doing, and I know it's not 

right, but I'm going to do this anyway." There wasn't any confusion about 

it. I just wanted to do some things and was influenced by the devil. But 

that early experience with my grandfolks would bring me back to reality. 

I've said I'm sorry a lot of times in my sixty years, and have pleaded and 

begged for forgiveness. 
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KC: I have the illusion that your grandfather would be very proud in the next 

week as you make your Hajj.15 

NK: Yes, I'm sure I would have his blessings. Even though it's not of the same 

faith, it's the same road, and we're just using different means to get to our 

destination. 

KC: When you had to move, not living on Rondo, not having that cocoon, how 

did that affect you? 

NK: Well, because it was a gradual process-you know, they'd tear down a 

house here and a house there, and then gradually three or four was sitting 

out ... I think the first thing that bothered me for the first time: you know 

how invincible I said we felt? Well, for the first time I felt helpless. I felt 

like ... [ Emotional Pause] I felt like God had forsaken my grandparents. I 

remember having a conversation as a teenager with a young man, a 

childhood friend of mine named Benny Holt, and we were drinking wine, 

cheap wine, and we were just looking up at the stars, reflecting back on 

what had happened and some of the other things, and learned a little 

more about how Black people were being treated. We would just look up 

at the stars and say, "God just-He doesn't care nothin' about us. We've 

got all these problems and so forth." So that was a heck of a 

transformation: feeling invincible as a young child, and even if you got 

hurt everything was going to be okay. And then because of what 

happened, feeling helpless and hopeless, and also losing, not all respect, 

but most respect and understanding that you had about spirituality and 

15 Hajj is a pilgrimage to Mecca in Saudi Arabia. Every adult who follows Islamic traditions makes this pilgrimage once 
a lifetime. 
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faith and God. And you start questioning why us; why them. These are 

good people, decent people. Why would you allow such a thing to 

happen? And so it sort of put a little chip on my shoulder and made me 

angry to the extent that I started making judgments against people based 

on who they were. 

KC: On their color? 

NK: Right, right. Not really coming out raising a lot of hell, but even though

and I'm saying that because at the same time I had White girlfriends. But 

most of the time it would never fail that, "I'm sorry, but you can't come by 

my house. I'm going to have to meet you." And I remember one time I 

was dating a young lady, and I won't say her name because she might be 

happily married and everything. She was living up on Selby, and this cop 

who retired about ten years ago-I still know him well. I would never, 

ever forget him as long as I live. And she and I were walking down the 

street. This was in junior high and we were holding hands, two lovebirds. 

And he called us over to the car to make small talk and so forth, and then 

she called me up later and was crying on the phone and said she could 

never see me again, because he went back and told her parents [and older 

brother.] 

KC: Who was he? 

NK: His name? I'll say his first name: Paul [Laughter]. He's a retired police 

officer. I still-well, I haven't seen him in awhile, but I used to see him up 

on Grand. And he had also made mention of this other friend of mine, and 

we were just chummy, chummy, chummy, chummy. I don't think we was 

in love, maybe we was in love and didn't know it, maybe it was just 
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infatuation. But her name was Kathy and she lived right off Dale and 

Holly or Ashland or one of those streets. 

KC: Another White girl? 

NK: Yes. I saw that scoundrel, and I'll be damned, that ended that little 

relationship there. So you know, the whole the thing about racism. These 

incidents would come up and then we had nothing. I wasn't mistreating 

either one of them or anything, and we truly liked each other and enjoyed 

each other's company and so forth, but there was those obstacles. 

I remember when I was in - and now as I go on in getting older and stuff 

and I'm already bitter, but I didn't judge the kids. I had White friends, but 

I didn't particularly care for older Whites, because they were the ones, I 

figure, that were making the decisions and making life miserable for us. 

But I remember at Marshall Junior High School, in a class we had a-I 

don't know whether it was a Christmas party, but it was some kind of 

party. And somebody brought a little record player or whatever it was, 

and we started playing music and just having a good time. And this 

brother named Jimmy Spires and myself-there was only about maybe 

three or fours guys. [Back then guys were real bashful and did not want to 

dance.] But we weren't bashful [Laughter] . So anyway, the girls all 

wanted to dance, so we ended up slow dancing with two White girls. And 

the teacher, [Mr. Ettinger] walked over there to-I don't know if it was a 

record player or whatever it was, but just violently snatched the cord out 

of the wall and said, liThe party's over. II And I got so angry because, I 

don't know if it was obvious to the other kids, but because of some of my 
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experiences it was so obvious to me. And I used to really like that teacher. 

Because of that experience I lost all respect, couldn't hardly look him in 

the face, speak to him or anything. 

KC: I hear that the racism was clearly there but a subtleness to it, that 

Minnesota nice. 

NK: Yeah, it was definitely a very subtle in some cases. In some cases it wasn't. 

I remember there was a restaurant on Selby, and this is early on after we 

sort of broke the barrier, where we would just come up there anytime we 

want. I remember a restaurant up there where the story goes that they 

used to break plates when Black people would come in there to eat. You'd 

sit down to eat and they'd take your plate and they would khhhh [sound 

of plate breaking]. 

And the police wasn't very kind to Black folks back then. I'm not talking 

about way down on Rondo, but I mean as I was a teenager and stuff. 

KC: Any officers you had any dealings with? 

NK: I know this was one of Corky's heroes, Skally.16 I didn't particularly like 

Skally [Laughter]. But that was probably because I was doing something I 

shouldn't be doing. And this Paul, for obvious reasons. And then I 

remember when I was in high school. .. 

KC: Where did you go to high school? 

16 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 talking about youth to their parents before arresting them. He was well respected for his 
knowledge of the community and its members. 
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NK: Mechanic Arts.17 And Lower Rondo had been wiped out, and up on Kent 

and Rondo there was a place called Russell's18 and down the street was 

Jim Williams'.19 And I 

remember a friend of mine 

named Littleton Gardner, 

who I went in the Marines 

with. We used to put black 

eyebrows [pencil] and stuff 

on our-darkening up our 

little, light moustache. We 

would put on a [suit] coat and 

stand on the corner, because 

Mechanic Arts High School 

they wouldn't-see that was the other thing back then. You tried to go in 

one of those places, somebody would literally, physically, throw you out. 

KC: An adult? 

NK: An adult from the community. "Buy what you want." And you would go 

in there and buy some candy or some gum or something, but don't sit 

down and get comfortable, because you were history. 

Even as Rondo, the lower part of Rondo, was tore down-I'm talking 

about further west now. I remember when I was a senior in high school, 

and I was working out at the State Fair with my friend Lit Gardner. Back 

then they had the Harlem and Havana Show. 

17 Mechanic Arts High School was located between Central, Robert and Aurora from 1911 .c. 1976. It was sold to the 
state and torn down in 1978. 
18 Russell's Bar & Grill was located at 556 Rondo. 
19 Jim Williams' Tavern was at 560 St. Anthony and was notable for being the first Black restaurant in Minnesota to 
have a legal liquor license. 
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· Lit Gardner 

When you went to the Harlem and Havana Show, 

you thought you had died and gone to Black Heaven 

[Laughter]. They had singers, dancers, comedians. It 

was just part of the State Fair. What do they call it 

where all the shows are? [The Midway.] 

I was working out there and we had on these little raggedy t-shirts, and 

we were working in the . kitchen in one of the buildings out there, and 

these beautiful women are standing out front. You know, bait to get 

people to come in and watch the show and stuff. And my friend and I 

were standing there, and this one young lady was pointing out in the 

crowd, and we were looking around trying to figure out. "Man, I think 

she's pointing at you! II She'd make a motion like come around, so he and I 

went around the side, and she let us come in and see the show free and 

stuff, and asked what time we got off. So we met her after the show, her 

and her girlfriend. We didn't have a quarter to our name, didn't have a 

car. So we're standing around and all the hustlers, the pimps, were 

waiting for these girls, trying to see who they could hit on and so forth. 

And I ran into a guy that knew my uncle, named Ragmop, and he gave us 

a ride, including the two girls. And we went to a place called The Turtle 

Club.20 So we're standing outside, and we know that we are not probably 

going to be able to get in here, and these girls are older than we are. 

They're not girls, they're ladies. 

20 The Turtle Club was an after hours private bottle club located between Kent and Dale on the south side of the street. 
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KC: You were in high school? 
From 

THE M 
1961 
Mechanic Arts year Book: 
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Ruth Simmons, -----' Frank Majors, Benny Holt, Haskell Clemons, Nick, Carol 
Adams, Lit Gardner, Alfonso Coleman,-----, 

unknown piano player 

NK: Senior in high school, but we' re lying about our age and so forth. So 

anyway [Laughter], we go in the Turtle Club. Art Blakely walked over 

and he said, "Get the hell on out of here. Go home. Please don't embarrass 

me." I told the young lady, I said, "I've got to make a run. I'll see you a 

little later. I'll be outside." So I ran home and begged maybe five dollars 

from my rna or something. And so I came back. But anyway, we courted 

these young ladies, but that was one of the most humiliating experiences 

in my life. 

Still, even though part of the neighborhood had been destroyed, that 

whole protection is-because you hear about people going to jail for 

selling liquor to minors, we had the after hours joints that you couldn't go 
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in. The only place where you could go and do some dirt was go to the 

bootleggers. And so you take a little money and got a little taste and so 

forth and sit around and drink and stuff. 

But the other thing, before I left, I think most of the neighborhood from 

Dale and Rondo were still intact on the south side of the street. And Selby 

had made that turn to being almost all Black and we had clubs, the Dirty 

Girdies.21 And I got served when I was twenty-one, and I was like, "Wow, 

I'm twenty-one! I can go in these places!" Dirty Girdies and then Earl 

Batty's22 [Celebrity Bar and Lounge] and someone bought this place. Even 

though as a young adult we felt some comfort on Selby, we'd broken the 

so-called race curtain and this whole thing when we couldn't be there, but 

it was never Rondo. It could never, ever be Rondo. Up there was just the 

thing of socializing and so forth. 

And I remember also during that time-I had an experience in the service 

where I was drinking some real bad stuff. And one night I fell out, and the 

next thing I know, it was in the morning. I started really cutting back on 

my drinking and I ended up working in a place called Square Deal Liquor 

Store.23 Have you heard about Square Deal Liquor Store? Square Deal 

Liquor Store was still on Rondo and Dale. Now they had already started 

construction on the freeway, but you know right where the Rondo Center 

21 Dirty Girdies and Tiviskis Bar was located at 678 Selby Avenue 
22 Earl Batty was a catcher for the Minnesota Twins from 1961 to 1967. 
23 Square Deal Liquor Store was located at 618 Rondo and 364 North Dale Street. 
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is? That comer right there. And this liquor store, when I worked there I 

was like an assistant manager for a guy named Ben and Ethel Grabowski. 

Ad from the: 
Minnesota Negro Directory 1955/56 

Oden and Vassar sold the store to Bud 
Goldberg, 

and then it was sold to Ben and Ethel 
Grabowski 

KC: What year? 

SQUARE 
DEAL 

LIQUOR STORE 
CHET ODEN - NECTOR VASSAR 

Proprietors 

)64 No. D.~ 51 . 

CA 6·1001 

NK: I would say probably in the 1970's. But Square Deal Liquor Store, and next 

to Square Deal Liquor Store was a pool hall and a bar. It was the most 

treacherous comer back then, and probably in the Sixties. And so 

everybody - most Black folks didn't have bank accounts - would come 

there and cash their checks. We'd cash their checks. They had running 

accounts for people and they had a big green Chevy Impala or whatever it 

was, that everyone knew was Square Deal Liquor Store's car, even though 

it didn't have an emblem on it. So I would go to Midway Bank to pick up 

my thirty, forty thousand dollars cash, unarmed [Laughter], and bring it 

to the store, and then the owner would stash it in different places and we 

would cash checks. 

I would deliver the liquor to the bootleggers and the after hours joints in 

the neighborhood. And sometimes people that were on fixed incomes like 
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social security and maybe even AFDC24, during the month, they would 

run up liquor bills. And we also delivered liquor. So I would deliver a six

pack to you, and a half-a-pint or pint of something. You would sign your 

check, give me your check. I would cash it in your home, and give you the 

change and make the deductions from whatever it was on your bill. I 

mean, that didn't dawn on me until later how crazy that was! And his 

liquor was so doggone high. 

KC: It was disrespectful to the people who didn't have money. 

NK: Yeah, it was just mind-boggling. But people loved him. Ben and Ethel. I 

mean they really, really-and I liked them, too, until ummm .... 

KC: White folk? 

NK: Yeah. I believe they were Jewish. They were related-Bud Goldberg, who 

used to own Square Deal Liquor Store and then he went into the bail 

bonding business and so forth. You heard of Goldberg Bonding? 

KC: Yes. 

NK: [They were always respectful and generally friendly in interacting with 

Black folk.] They were decent people, never disrespected anybody as far 

as their words. Deeds were somewhat questionable. But anyway, all of 

this money just coming through. And it's treacherous, and as bad as that 

corner was, they only got robbed once. Only once. And I remember the 

policemen used to come in there and sit in the back and have sandwiches 

and drink a beer and stuff, you know, while they were on duty. 

24 AFDC - Aid to Families with Dependent Children 
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And so a couple of times Ben had said, "Nick, you should probably get a 

gun, because you're picking up this money and you're making these 

deliveries." And like I said, that car was the only ugly looking green car in 

the neighborhood. It was obvious to everyone whose car it was. And so I 

went out and got me a pistol off of the street. At the same time, I had just 

gotten custody of my nine-month-old son, my oldest son whose mother 

passed. And so I get this gun and then this police officer named SacketFS 

gets killed at Victoria and Hague, down the street one block to where I 

live at now. I was renting. So my brother has my car, and I called him up. 

It's a warm Saturday night. I said come by and pick me up, and so he 

picks me up and this other guy that worked there named Kane. We 

dropped him off on Victoria and Fourth somewhere. So we're driving up 

Victoria and then we go all the way down to Ashland because my brother 

wants to holler at a young lady, and we go down Ashland and this squad 

car swerves towards us. Keeps on going and then we make a left hand 

turn, and then this unmarked car - at the time we didn't know - drives up 

to us head on, turns on the highway. And I jump out of the car on the 

passenger side, you know: "What's wrong with you? Are you drunk or 

what?" And I had my pistol in the glove compartment. And all of a 

sudden I heard these shotguns clack. Police everywhere. And so I almost 

had a heart attack. They grabbed us and tore the car up and everything, 

and I told them I worked at Square Deal Liquor Store, I was like assistant 

manager down there, thinking that they would "Oh, okay" because a lot 

of them go there. So they locked us up for transporting a firearm. 

25 James T. Sackett, Sr. was appointed to the SPPD September 3, 1968. He was fatally injured by a sniper's gunfire 
while responding to a fake emergency call May 22, 1970. 
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And that was another thing about racism, because here they singled us 

out. It came out that we weren't violating and laws or driving laws or 

anything else, and when the judge asked them "Why did you stop this 

particular car?" they said, "We will have to talk about that later." The 

judge said, "Well, did it have defective equipment? When they were 

driving, did they break any traffic laws?" No. So anyway, that particular 

judge had a sense of compassion and ended up getting a heart attack. It 

wasn't fatal, but he had a heart attack. So when I went back I had this 

Judge Lynch, and it was a White dude before me that got caught with a 

pistol up here looking for prostitutes at the time. And the judge fined him 

like $50 or something, and gave him a little lecture about, "You know, you 

could have got hurt up there" and so forth and so on. 

They did a pre-sentence investigation on me and found out I was in the 

service, found out that I was a single parent, found out that I was working 

two jobs - at Ideal Security Corporation and Square Deal Liquor Store. 

The owner vouched that I was working for him and that I was carrying 

large sums of money and so forth, and I went up there and he asked me if 

I had anything to say and I said, "No, your honor." Because I know that in 

the pre-sentence investigation I had provided all this information for 

them. And he said ninety days, and I think a $500 fine, and then he 

reduced it. He gave me a break. Reduced to thirty days and I think a $100 

fine. [Laughter] I was numb. And all these feelings and emotions about, 
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man this stuff is never gomg to be right. So that was my last bit of 

experience with Rondo. 

KC: Basically, because you were Black. .. 

NK: There's not a doubt in my mind that it was because of that. It was because 

of that that they stopped us. They told us they stopped us because there 

was a man reported in the area with a rifle, and the way they was tearing 

up my car, it wasn't like they were looking for a rifle. But back then, 

because this officer got shot, it was just open-season on young, Black men. 

They terrorized all of them. 

KC: Did they think a Black man shot Sackett? 

NK: I think so. Later on, they arrested this young Black lady who allegedly 

made a 911 call: "I'm pregnant. I need help." And they sent the officers 

out there and he got shot. She was Black, so I don't think there was any 

doubt in their mind whether the guy was Black or not, but there wasn't 

any doubt in their mind that he was actually Black. 

One night, and back then the cops were pretty hard on people. I 

remember this guy-you know I was telling you about Russell's Bar by 

where Jim Williams was. Some cop walked up to this guy who had been 

out of prison-well, I don't know if [Robert] Price had been in prison yet. 

But anyway, this guy named Price was his last name. Pretty hustling guy, 

and he was married to this White lady. Cop walked up to him and asked 

him for an ID, and then asked him, "Who's your White bitch?" And this 

brother went off and stared pounding the stew out of this cop, and more 

cops came and they brought dogs and everything. It was a mini-riot, 
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because of that incident. They put people in the back seat with the dogs 

and so forth. It was almost like he was hearing and seeing about what was 

going on down South [and thought he could act that way.] 

And then the other incident I remember was one warm summer day, and 

someone called the fire department, and when the trucks went by they 

shot at the fire trucks. Then when the police responded, they started 

shooting at the police. There was an article in the paper the following day, 

but nothing ever came of it, and I think it just a sent a message to the city 

fathers that people were just sick and tired, and they wasn't going to take 

it anymore. They arrested one woman I think, and she had a knife in her 

purse, but the other people that was involved in the shooting, we never 

found out anything. We never found out how many officers-no officers 

were killed, but some were wounded and stuff. So there was a lot of 

animosity that was going on. And I think all of it was just some deep

rooted resentment that people still felt about what was going on [with 

building the freeway and Rondo being lost], because at that particular 

time, they had dug the hole, and started making forms and stuff for the 

concrete. Most of the houses were gone, but some of the businesses on the 

west end of Rondo, close to Dale, were still there. 

KC: It took so long. Your grandfather was evicted in 1956, but the freeway 

didn't come for almost ten years. [Freeway 1-94 opened in 1964]. 

NK: It was a very long and painful process. I think when I - the freeway was 

open, because when they were shooting at fire trucks and policemen ... 

The freeway wasn't completely finished but there was some traffic on it, 
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because I remember they blocked off like up on Lexington and down on 

Marion, so the cars couldn't drive through there. So it wasn't completely 

finished, but you know how they work along and get so far and then you 

can drive and so forth. But it was a long process. 

And on top of that, to add insult to injury, then came urban renewal, 

where they really didn't have a plan or clue as far as what the hell they 

were going to do, but they just wanted to go and tear down some houses. 

So they started demolishing houses. So it started on Rondo, and then 

started working by where the Rondo 

Center is, the King Center26, down to where Redeemer Arms27 and places 

on Iglehart. It was just the thing of lack of respect. We weren't part of the 

process. There wasn't any partnership or anything. They were calling the 

shots and this was how it was going to be. 

KC: "They" meaning City Hall. 

NK: City Hall, right. 

KC: Were there any protests? We know there was a lot going on in the South. I 

remember watching television and seeing what was going on in the South, 

but were there any ways for Black folk to express their frustration and 

disgust, or any activities that you were involved in here during the 

Sixties? 

NK: Most of my activities back then-for a little while I was involved with a 

group. I think it was called like the Black BLA Underground something. 

26 Martin Luther King Center is located at 270 Kent Street. 
27 Redeemer Arms is located at 313 Dale Street at Concordia/Old Rondo. 
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And so when this friend of mine, Robert Edwards - another friend who 

was in the Marines the same time I was. When we got out we started 

working with this group and training them about self-defense and 

different things. And we would jog through the neighborhood and people 

would say, "What are ya all doin'?" "Uhh, we're gonna start a football 

team." And they had Mao Tse Tung, a little red book, and we were 

studying, and it was just too serious for what this other guy and I wanted 

to be involved in at the time. So we couldn't hang. We just couldn't hang. 

Every now and then when something would come up, we would gather. I 

remember once there was an incident with a business up on Selby. I think 

it was either a hardware store or something that was treating Black folks 

badly, and [they went] in there and threaten to burn them down if they 

didn't change their ways. And so it wasn't an organized, organized effort, 

but that was the extent that we were willing to put something on people's 

minds. Because we were mad, but we weren't willing to go to jail. 

KC: So a number of you went in and talked to them. 

NK: Right, right. Threatened to burn them down. I remember I was with an 

organization called United Progress, Inc., and we were trying to organize 

to get money to help young people and train them and so forth. That 

never went anywhere. Back then we always used the carrot or the stick, 

and we just felt that we was owed a lot, that we had paid a very dear price 

and we wanted our dues one way or the other. 
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And so through the various jobs and stuff that I had worked, I was always 

vocal. I wasn't going to take it anymore, and I think at some point in your 

life, because based on your experience you realize that, as someone once 

said, if you don't stand for something, you'll fall for anything. That you 

draw a line in the sand and live with it. So I as a young man had to fight 

the racism in the various factories that I worked at. As a carpenter's 

apprentice, having people try to discourage you - and this is here in Saint 

Paul- from working doing the same thing that they're doing. I remember 

when I was working on Lonnie Adkins Court.28 You know where that is? 

This foreman called [Sonny Smaller] "Brother Sunshine," and we were 

getting ready to tear the whole place up. "What? You're working in a 

Black neighborhood and you're going to talk to him that way?" "Oh, you 

guys are too thinned skinned," and so forth. We almost shut the job down. 

And because of that history I had to acquire faith. Trying to renew that 

faith and that spirit, and trying to recapture that-not so much 

invincibility as a child, but just remembering how my grandfather stood 

up and then finally realizing, oh yeah, there is a God, and He's wonderful 

and merciful and loves each and every one of us. But because He loves us, 

he's going to test us. And we' re not going to decide, to dictate, when and 

how we're going to be tested. He's going to test us with loss of wealth and 

crops, of loved ones. But you're going to be tested. And so knowing that, 

then I think I was able to understand that we got a purpose. That I'm sixty 

years old, and what I said earlier about being frustrated and God didn't 

28 Lonnie Adkins Court Apartments are located at 389 and 403 S1. Anthony Avenue 
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help my grandparents and stuff, why He let this happen and that happen. 

Whatever blessing I was expecting God to provide them and protection 

for my Grandma and Grandpa, He provided for me and my family, 

because of their dedication and faith. Because of their unwavering faith in 

God, but also faith that they mayor may not have had in me as a child, to 

embrace me and give me all the love and affection and all that, that they 

were able to carry me through difficult times. I just know there have been 

a lot of difficult situations in my life where I could have ended up dead, 

incapacitated or in prison, but God has provided and guided and 

protected not only myself, but my family. 

You know, my home was firebombed, and I was involved in trying to 

clean up Selby, because I was born and raised here. Even though it wasn't 

Rondo, Hague Avenue wasn't Rondo, this was still part of my 

neighborhood, and I couldn't imagine moving out anywhere else. Even 

though my wife, "Oh, why are we here?" And just getting out there 

challenging people: "You can't do this." And started I think doing what I 

thought God would want me to do, use some of that same humanity and 

assertiveness. And anger to a certain extent can be good if you how to 

deal with it in positive way. And use some of that same reckless abandon 

to a certain extent to try to make life better. And so I said, "We're not 

going anywhere. We're going to stay right here with people that want to 

live right and decent. We're right and God' s on our side and these other 

people need to change their ways." So we got involved in numerous 
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Pioneer Press article December 18, 1989 

METRO 
.TCH MONDAY, DECEMBER 18, 1989 

Vigil held for targets of fIrebombing 
Supporters light candles, sing 'We Shall Overcome' 
By Brl.n Bonn.r 
St.tt Writ., 

SIIODCe, complacency and fear 
_ ( were the eoemJ .. durinB a Sunday 

nlibt prayer vlBil to support the 
family 01 Nick and Vic:tona Davis, 
Ibe victims of an unsolved fire. 
bombing. 

An estlmated 100 supporters 
came 10 ratly behind Nick Davis, a 
Sl Paul flre/iibter who is one of 
the city's most outsPOken c~d· 
ora aBainst drup and crime. 

48 

Davis 

While Davis and his wife sat sI· 
lently in tile pem of ew Hope 
Baptist Cbm'Ch, IllS Dayton Ave., 
othcrs.spolle to him for nearly two 
hours and _ a w.rnlng to the at· 
lockers. 

"Tbe questioo is, lIS a communi· 
ty, what are w goitll to do?" 
asked Eric Mahmoud, one of the 
speak..... '''J'Io t messa,e sbooJd 
be: 'Hands ofl NICk Davis and 
handa off bis lamlly: 

"I love Ibis b , ., I would 
lay down "11 fe to proIbc:t his 

Cont inued from Page 18 
Street Baptist Church in Birming· 
bam, Ala., and lhe Rev. Martin Lu· 
tber King Jr.'s home during the 
civil riibts campaigns of tbe 19605. 

"It is the correct par&Uel," said 
Wilson "The civil riibts move
ment ~ not over. I submit to you 
tbat Nick Davis is a civil rights 
worker of the 1980s and 1990s," 
said Wilson. 

Davis was at work at 4 a.m. on 
Nov. 29 wben a bomemade Molo
tov cocktail was tossed on the front 
porch of his Hague Avenue home. 
His wife, Victoria and children. 
were asleep inside and alerted by a 
neighbor who saw the flames. 

Victoria Davis and lhe children 
escaped to safety and the firc 
caused several hundred doilars In 
damage to Davis' front poreh be
fore It was extinguished. 

No arrests have het!n made and 
Investigators say they are stymied. 
More than $5,000 bas been raised 
In a reward fund at Western tate 
Bank for the Davis family. Nearly 
$2,000 in pledges came at Sunday' 
vigil. 

lamlly," said Mahmoud. "Nick 
o..vis is a servant 01 tJtis communl· 
ty and you can't separate Nick 
o..vis (rom Vicky o..vIs." 

Several schoo~ church, goVerD' 
meot, and civic leaders showed up 
.t tbe vigil . 

Those in attendance included 
city col1llCll member Bill WII ..... 
RalTlS<y County prosecutor Clay· 
ton RobiJJsoa, the Rev. Kneely WiI· 
liams. School Board member-elect 
and poli~ Capt, WUUam Finney, 

SI Paul Pione , Press DIspatch 

Assistant Attorney Genera! Norm 
Coleman, state Rep. Sandy Pappas, 
local Urban League PresIdent WiI· 
lie Mae WiIJoD, locai Natiooal As
SOCiation for the Advancement of 
Colored People President Bradlord 
Benner, Mawester Collese Pro
lessor Mabmoud EI·Kati, and 1liiy. 
or George Latimer's aide, Ora Lee 
Patterson. 

Wilson likened the aU~k on 
Davis to the bombinlS of til 16th 
PI •• s. • C •• s- 4B 

Before the crowd lighted candles 
and sang choruses of "We Shall 
Overcome" to close the ceremony, 
Davis, 45, and his wife, thanked 
them. 

Davis' efforts bave been credited 
With helping put murderer>, drug 
dealers and p,m"" bchmd bars He 
helped orgaDlzc a citizens' arUYlSt 
group called Black people Agam~t 
Drug:; and has lobblCd for anti, 
cnme btUs at the Legislature. He 
bas tWICC run unsurcessfuUy for 
the city counCil, lOCluding a cam· 
patgn against Wilson this year. 

Davis told the crowd h would 
not be lDumidated by the attack. 

who attacked him. He id he's 
been threatened 1D the past. but 
.. that's what makes this so puz· 
'11Og. I can't .attribute thL~ :? any 
particular Incld nt Or threa t. 

" I want those cowardly thugs to 
know they have not pUl any mor 
fear 10 my heart for what I've been 
doing," said DavIS. "For Ih~m 10 
attack women and chlldr n L' the 
lowest form of retahallon: ' 

Later, Davis Mid he has no Idea 

Davi. exprC!,' 'd hope that th 
reward money and that someone 10 
the Pohee Department" network 
of informants would help solv lh 
cnme. 

•• ,,; t-. ' ,. " Co ... ~ ... ~ . 
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things. And the other thing, God blessed me to have a wonderful wife and 

family, but besides that He has blessed me to surround me with some 

wonderful people, wonderful people. Wonderful people. I think of all the 

people I've had the opportunity to work with over the years, Black and 

White, that have had much more understanding of the issues and about 

what was going on and so forth, and helped to nurture and guide me. It 

made a lot of work easy. I mean, not easy, but manageable. 

So this thing with race in Saint Paul, I'm sixty years old and I still face it. 

I'm still facing it. You know when I was telling you about my house being 

firebombed? 

KC: When was that? 

NK: I'm thinking about fifteen, sixteen years ago. You know, I started out 

closing down the bars-not I, but organizing closing down the bars on 

Selby and stuff. And then we started going after the crack houses. You 

know, we would go to the authorities, to the people in charge, and tell 

them, "You gotta do something," but they didn't give a damn because it 

was in this neighborhood and they thought it was going to just stay here. 

So they allowed it to fester and grow, and once that happens then it pulls 

in other people from other places and so forth. 

I remember us taking a tape-we used to have an anonymous tip line 

down to the Saint Paul Dispatch - playing the tape of citizens complaining 

about the situation: "I was approached by a drug dealer near the drug 

house" on and on. "If you can just print an editorial. You don't have to 
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put our names in it. Just print an editorial alerting the authorities." They 

wouldn't do it. It took us a year to get in to meet with Mayor Latimer. 

[About 1989] they firebombed my house and [the police] didn't even come 

out [and take a report.] And the reason it didn't cause extensive damage, 

my neighbor across the street has insomnia, and this was a neighbor [I 

grew up with] from Rondo by the way. Heard the tires spinning - it had 

just snowed - looked out the window and saw when they threw the 

firebomb, it hit the railing. We got some of those big old bay windows and 

it didn't hit the windows, it landed on the porch, and he could see the 

flames from the gasoline spilling out, burning and spreading, and sent his 

older son over there. I was at work at the Fire Department. So what was 

that if not the mercy and blessing of God? 

[They] busted the windows out of my truck. One morning, they took a big 

boulder and threw it through our bay window [of my home at] three or 

four .o'clock in the morning. It sounded like a bomb going off. So I stopped 

even calling the police. 

KC: I would imagine you have some idea who threw it. 

NK: The guy we suspected firebombed my home [was a former tenant]-they 

only started investigating it after the Black ministers, [former city council 

member] Bill Wilson and I think Mayor Schiebel expressed outrage, the 

way the police were handling it. 

KC: Who was the chief then? 
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NK: McCutcheon. I had to put the word out for this guy not to come within a 

block or two blocks of my house or business, and some of my Muslim 

brothers would stay at my house while I was at work at the Fire 

Department, protecting my family. 

KC: When did you begin to be interested in the Nation of Islam? 

NK: . I started getting a taste of it when I was in the service, just keeping an 

open mind from there. So I started out when I got out in the Nation. Must 

be that all that emotion and rage I had in me that I was a Black man, 

taught me that I was superior and these people that had dogged, and my 

grandma and my grandfather and so forth, and the rest of the folks on 

Rondo. They probably were devils, and all the people in the South and the 

racist cops and so forth. But after awhile, it didn't sit well with my soul 

knowing that I had White blood running through my veins and stuff. Did 

that mean that I'm a devil? And so there was some contradictions. 

[Allah through the work of the Honorable] Elijah Mohamed and that 

movement saved my life, because it made me feel like something. Even 

though it wasn't totally right, it saved my life and hundreds of thousands 

of other Black men and women that was in the gutter and raised with 

ignorance and self-disgust. It gave us a renewed spirituality of pride, of 

self-respect, of respecting others, and above all, that self-empowerment. /II 

can do something. Regardless of what this man is talking about and what 

kind of pain and agony he thinks he can inflict on me, I can rise up above 

that./I And as a result of that, I stopped doing a lot of the things I was 

doing, and next thing you know, I got money! [Laughter] Because I wasn't 
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partying, I wasn't buying weed. And you know, back then you buy a little 

cocaine and your high would last about five or ten minutes. But I wasn't 

doing any of that stuff. I had money. I felt good. Just felt strong - not just 

physically, but spiritually and emotionally. And every now and then, I 

would go out, but I stopped drinking. I didn't need to drink or anything 

like that anymore, and I could be at a party and have a good time and [be 

high on life.] 

Then in 1975, after the messenger died, after Elijah Muhammed died, his 

son "[W. D. Mohammed] took over. And these are not his words, but he 

pretty much said, "I got news for you brothers and sisters. We're opening 

it up." "What do you mean you're opening it up?" "Well, there's gonna 

be - even though we knew of Malcolm's experience of when he went to 

Mecca and White Muslims and how they treated us, we're opening it up 

where Whites can join, Mexicans and anyone else." And so the Nation of 

Islam didn't teach us the true religion of Islam. We think that it was part 

of a scheme that Elijah Muhammed and Master Fard [who was described 

as mysterious brother from the Middle East] put together to help save and 

resurrect the Black man by holding a mirror so that White man could see 

himself when he looked at us. They were telling us we were animals? 

"Well, you're the devil. 'You're inferior.' No, you're inferior and I'm 

superior. We're God." You know, we were told we were God. And so the 

image of white JesllS, they just turned that whole thing around where we 

felt we were superior to White people, and in the final analysis, the last 

sermon of the Prophet Muhammed, may the peace and blessed of the 
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Allah be upon him, said there's no superiority: Black over White, Arab 

over African. And he gave this speech on equality over fourteen hundred 

years ago about humanity, and about respecting and loving one another 

regardless of the color of the skin or where that person is from, [or their 

status or class.] 

So now, God willing, when I go on this Hajj, one of the first things we will 

do is discard all our garments, and [we all] put on the same two piece 

wardrobe, covering your top part and your bottom, so when you look 

around you don't see a king, you don't see someone with diamonds. You 

don't know who you're standing next to. That's that transformation, and 

I'm just thankful and blessed that God has chosen me to be a part of this. 

KC: Thank you for sharing with me. 

July 9, 2004 Interview 

KC: It is Friday, July 9th, 2004, and we're at Hand in Hand's offices talking with 

Nick Khaliq. This is our second interview and we want to go back and 

expand on some of the things that we talked about the first time. I think 

you wanted to talk more about your mother. 

NK: I think the first memory I have of my mother when-there used to be 

either a fair or a carnival or something up on Lexington and Rondo or 

Hamline, in that area. And we went up there and I stayed out until dark 

and that was one of the times that she just happened to be at the house 

and she gave me a good spanking, and I remember running under the 

table to get away from her! [Laughs] I never really had, at least during my 
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younger years, a very close relationship with my mother because she 

wasn't part of my life during those years. The other memory I have of her 

is when a friend of mine, Paul Kelly and I, was being chased by a group of 

kids down the McKiniey SchooF9 hill in the back that kids used to slide 

down. But this was in the summertime and the kids was chasing us after 

school. And we ran down the hill and jumped over a fence and ran across 

Rondo and almost got hit by a big truck. And my mother was standing on 

the other side of the street. And it was like an angel had been dropped 

from heaven to rescue us from these kids that was about to beat us up. 

[Laughs]. So I ran behind my mother. I don't remember how old I was, 

but at the time I was going to McKinley Elementary School. My mother 

stood there with her arms folded and these kids ran up and stopped, and 

she stood up to all these little knuckleheads and called them everything 

but the Son of God, and threatened to do some very bad things to them if 

they ever chased us again. When they said that they were going to go 

home and tell their parents, she told them to go ahead and tell them and 

"I live at 449 Rondo, and that's where they can find me." and so forth. To 

me, that was just show of courage that I hadn't witnessed before from a 

woman, and just-you know, she showed me inner strength. And then 

over the years, when I stayed with my mother when I moved in with her, 

we lived in a little one-room apartment that we shared the bath with 

someone. The bathroom really wasn't a bathroom. It just had a toilet, and 

we would take a bath in a round metal tub. 

29 McKinley School was located at 481 Carroll Avenue, between Mackubin, Arundel and Rondo from 1903 -1966. Fire 
destroyed the building in 1977. 
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KC: About how old were you? 

NK: I was a teenager. I remember being ashamed to bring anybody-of 

having my friends to come by. I would tell them I couldn't have 

company. And then we moved to a place up on Carroll and I had 

my own room there, and that was a lot better. But I think one of the 

things that she instilled in me early on was to be independent. She 

didn't like me to borrow other people's clothes, to eat over at 

anybody's house. At the time, I think she worked downtown at the 

Ryan HotePO as a domestic helper. 

And then later on, I started hanging around some knuckleheads, 

and she told me about what would happen if I didn't stop running 

around with that particular crowd. But what she didn't know is 

that I was the bad apple in that crowd [Laughs]. So I think I was a 

sophomore or junior in high school, and I was already on probation 

because back then, if you had sexual relationship with a girl and 

they found out about it, they would charge you with I think sexual 

misconduct or something. And so I had gotten in trouble because 

this one young lady that I was messing with-some guys tried to 

rape her. And so they weren't successful, but anyway, during the 

course of the investigation, they had found out that she had had, 

you know, . sexual relationship before. And so anyway, they 

charged me and I just couldn't believe that they were charging me 

with something like that, because it wasn't rape or anything. 

30 Ryan Hotel was located at 402 Robert Street in downtown Saint Paul. 
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KC: Was she Black? 

NK: Yeah, she was Black. But back then, they just-if 

you had [sexual] relationships and you were underage 

and you wasn't married, you get could into trouble. So 

anyway, a group of us - Alfonso Coleman and my 

Cousin Jerry Ransom cousin Jerry Ransom and some of 

the Birch boys and a kid that used 

to corne up here and visit every summer from 

Louisiana named Joe Battalia, we decided that we 

was going to steal a car. The keys was in it and at the 

time, we were living in Mt. Airy Projects.31 And so 

we would tell different ones' parents that it was the 
Alfonso Coleman 

other kid's uncle's car and he was letting us use it. And I don't know why 

they didn't inquire about us having a license or anything, but anyway. 

One night we were driving down Jackson Street, by where Regions 

Hospital is and Mechanic Arts used to be down there. And then TVI used 

to be down there. But at the time, they had tore down TVI and was 

building this church that still sits there today. They just had the footings 

and stuff in there. And so I had a football jersey with me, and we were in 

the car and it ran out of gas. We were supposed to be going downtown, 

and so we were pushing the car to the curb, and about that same time, a 

coroner's ambulance drove by, with the siren. And when some of the kids 

31 Mt. Airy Homes was built in 1954 -1956 between Pennsylvania Avenue, Mt. Airy Street, Jackson Street, and 
L'Orient Street. This public low-income family housing project is run by the Public Housing Agency of the City of Saint 
Paul. 
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heard the siren, they took off running. Some of us didn't run, and when 

we turned around we saw a cop car that slowed down, and then Alfonso, 

Jerry Ransom, my cousin, and Joe Battalia and myself, we took off 

running. And the police jumped out of the car and chased us through this 

construction site and started shooting at us. Just scared us half to death. 

We could hear the sounds of "ppzZZZZZ." Jerry fell and we went back to 

get him because we thought he was shot, and by the time we went back 

there, this officer had came up on us with his gun still out, smoking. Of 

course, we put our hands up and was just scared and frightened to death. 

And then they caught Alfonso a little ways away. The rest of the guys got 

away. So anyway, we went to-they locked us up in a place called 

Woodview Detention Home,32 which is the woman's workhouse now, 

over on Kent Street. And that was the juvenile detention center, and they 

kept us there for two weeks. 

KC: Where on Kent? 

NK: Kent and - by Larpenteur. Kent right off Larpenteur. And they kept us 

there for two weeks and the other guys went to court and I was the last 

one to go to court. When I went to court-I believe it was Judge Lynch. 

But anyway, he gave me eight months in boys' Totem Town,33 which 

seemed like I was getting life. And I cried, and my mother, she didn't 

show a lot of sympathy, you know. So I went up to Totem Town and did 

my eight months up there, and in a way that may have saved me from 

32 Wood view Detention Center was located at 1771 Kent Street in Roseville , MN. 
33 Boys Totem Town is located at 398 Totem Road off Lower Afton and Highway 61 on the East Side. Ramsey County 
Home for Boys was formed in 1908, originally at 753 East 7th Street. In 1913 they moved to the current location, and in 
1957 the name was changed to Boys Totem Town. Originally a large totem pole was on the grounds, and later 
removed . 
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getting even further involved in crime. There was a guy up there named 

Mr. Arnold that took a liking to me and got me involved in boxing and 

stuff, and so I started boxing up there. He wanted me to box golden glove, 

but my mother wouldn't sign for it, wouldn't sign the permission thing. I 

weighed barely a hundred and something pounds. So when I got out, I 

sort of had a stigma, you know, because I had been there and then I went 

back to school. I ended up graduating and then about three or four of us 

joined the Marines together. So that whole experience in Totem Town 

taught me a lot. Up there, once again, we had the experience with racism, 

how they would treat the Native Americans and the Black clients up 

there. At one time, we tried to take a little stand and it didn't really do any 

good. At least not then, but I think it did later, because there was a certain 

staff member up there that was very abusive to the people-the kids of 

color. I think after I left, because they were watching him, they caught him 

doing some things that he shouldn't have been doing and he was dealt 

with. 

KC: What did it mean to you to have a criminal record? 

NK: Well, you know, at that time I didn't think too much about it, because 

when I signed up to go in the Marines, I was on probation. And so what I 

had to do, I had to get ten letters of references from individuals in the 

community. Even though I was somewhat of a knucklehead, I was 

respectful to a lot of people that didn't quite see me as bad as others did, 

but could see that there was some good somewhere in there. So I got some 

teachers, I think a principal and several of my friends' folks to write letters 

for me. So that helped me to get over that obstacle. So having the criminal 
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record, in my mind I didn't see my self as a criminal. I was just doing 

some devious things, and most of the things that I was involved in, I never 

got caught. So I think at some point in time, when I was up in Totem 

Town and hearing some stories from some kids that didn't do that much 

and was up there with me, it sort of put my mind at ease that maybe this 

is not so bad. I mean as far as the consequences. I adjusted and did every 

day of my eight months up there. 

KC: When you came out, were you continuing to do devious things? 

NK: No, I cleaned up my act a little bit. I think I learned a lot and grew a little 

bit up there. My mother had pretty much laid the law down. Even before 

that, when I would get in trouble, other kids' mothers would come down 

to the police station almost in tears and my mother would come, and first 

thing she would do was bop me upside the head and grab me by the ears 

and pull my ear and lead me out. So there wasn't a lot of sympathy. I 

couldn't play on, "Well, I don't have a father." She wasn't hearing any of 

that. 

And that was the other thing. She was uncomfortable and I was 

uncomfortable in talking about who my father was, because she had never 

talked about him and I didn't know who he was. In the back of my mind, 

that's something that always bothered me as a young man, that I would 

see other kids and it didn't matter what their father was, but just the fact 

that they knew who their father was or they had a father in their home. 

Even my cousins' dad that was somewhat less than desirable as far as 

being a father and a husband, I thought he was a great guy because he 
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was a dad and he was there to fill that role. And so that was something 

that bothered me, and I'm not sure if some of my actions, my 

incorrigibility was a result of that or not. Even though everything that I 

did that was wrong, I knew it was wrong when I did it. 

KC: Do you know who your father is now? 

NK: No, I don't. My mother told me different stories. One time she said that I 

think he died in the service, and then she tried to tell me that my 

stepfather was my father. And then after I got out of the service, my Aunt 

Katherine [Ransom],34 who I was very close to, who was my mother's 

sister, said, "I wanna tell you something and I know your mother's not 

going to like it, but you have other brothers and sisters." And so all the 

years growing up, there was two things that I really wanted, and that was 

a father and brothers and sisters, and I didn't have either. She told me 

about a brother that I had and that there was a sister and that she thought 

there may have been others. And so I found out I had a brother - this was 

after I got out of the service - that stayed with a family called the Milsaps, 

who were the foster parents, who happened to live less than a block away 

from where I stayed with my mom after I got out of the service until I got 

my own place. We hooked up and that was just a wonderful experience. A 

younger brother named William. 35 

KC: And this is your mother's son. 

NK: Right, my mother's son. And so we established a relationship, and I was 

acting like the true big brother: "If you graduate from high school, I'll buy 

you a car" and so forth. I couldn't afford a box of handkerchiefs. But 

34 Katherine Ransom was born February 28, 1918, and passed on April 28, 1974. 
35 William "Billy" Davis. 
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anyway, we hit it off real good and later on when I had my own place and 

stuff and he got out of high school, he lived with me. To this day, we're 

very close. We're both in the faith together. And in shallah, God willing, 

we'll go on the Hajj together. After William, I found out I had a sister 

named Denise.36 And Billy and Denise knew each other from being in 

foster homes early on, and they somewhat knew about me, but I didn't 

know about them. And so I met Denise. 

KC: They knew they were brother and sister? 

NK: Yes. And then - I'll tell you. God has just been so wonderful. William, my 

younger brother, was in California, in Hollywood, on Hollywood and 

Vine, and was just standing there looking at the scenery and so forth, and 

a guy drove by in an old Mustang that was fixed up. And my brother 

William saw him and thought that he looked familiar, and hollered, "Hey! 

Saint Paul!" And the guy stopped and backed up. And the guy said, 

"What did you say?" He said, "Man, aren't you from Saint Paul." And the 

guy said, "Yeah." And he asked my brother, "Who are you related to?" 

And he said, "Do you know Nick Davis?" And the guy said, "Get in the 

car. I want to show you something." And the guy took him to his place 

and had a stack of papers from the welfare department, and that was our 

brother.37 And he said, "Man, look here. I just got this information. I was 

raised by a family called the Sutherns." who were really good friends with 

George Brooks, the people who owned the funeral home.38 "And I found 

36 Denise Davis. 
37 Joseph "Joey" Davis Suthern was adopted by Ann and Walter Suthern. 
38 Brooks Funeral Home was originally located at 697 Rondo Avenue. It moved to 862 Concordia (Old Rondo) in 1960. 
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out that the Davises are my family." And so he had a family tree of our 

grandfather and grandmother and mother, and then he had the 

information about the other sister, who none of us knew about, named 

Teresa.39 And so anyway, that was just [Laughs]-that was just 

mindboggling and indescribable, how that whole thing happened. 

KC: Who's the oldest? 

NK: I'm the oldest. [Long Pause] My mother brought me to the house. My 

grandfather insisted that they keep me. [Emotional Pause] For whatever 

reason. I think my mother [Long Pause] - you know, I was never bitter at 

her because as I grew older, I knew how cruel and insensitive men can be 

to women, that makes them do things that they shouldn't do. I think a lot 

of it was just the humiliation and embarrassment of having kids out of 

wedlock, especially back then. But even though some of my other brothers 

and sisters were bitter by their experiences being in foster homes, I used to 

always say, "Well, she could have done 

something much worse, and she didn't do 

that." And in her own way, she did the best 

that she could do. 

So my brother Joey and I, when we were 

young, and both of us had this experience 

numerous times of people telling us - and 
Mother Annie Davis Sanders 

And Wife Vicky Davis 

we're all in the same neighborhood. But people telling us about, "Man, 

there's this dude named Joey that looks and talks just like you." We even 

39 Teresa Cox was adopted by Marinda and Robert Lee Cox, a Pullman porter, who lived at 733 Marshall Avenue. 
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had some girlfriends [Laughs] that said the same thing, but we never, ever 

met each other. [Pause] After I was out of the service, somebody had 

given him some information - this was before he got the information from 

the welfare department - and he came by my rna's house and asked for 

me. And she just told him I wasn't there. And when him and I talked 

about it later, he said that he thinks she knew who he was, but he didn't 

have the nerve or whatever to tell her. Anyway, I didn't meet Joey until 

my other brother Willliam was out there and we got together. And so all 

these-there's so many people in the neighborhood that when he would 

come to town and we would go out together, their face would just light up 

to see us together. We would all get a chuckle out of it and so forth, 

because out of all the kids, Joey and I looked more like each other than the 

others. 

And Teresa, who was the other missing link, was the-oh, they did a big 

article on me in the paper, in the Star Tribune, and in the article I was 

talking a little bit about my brothers and sisters and so forth, and her 

daughter read the article. And it said in the article that we were looking 

for a sister named Teresa, and so her daughter called the NAACP office 

[Laughs] and left a message that she needed to talk to me right away and 

so I called her and so forth, and she said, "You know, I think my rna is 

your sister." [Laughs] And I said, "What?" And so we talked a little bit. I 

think the thing that confirmed it was the date of birth, and then we met. 

I've had a good relationship with all of them and we've all been in touch, 

with the exception of Teresa. I think she was embittered about that whole 
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experience, and I don't know what-I think all of them was bitter to a 

certain extent, because being in foster homes and so forth most of their 

lives. 

Joey did some time I think at Totem Town and at Red Wing. He got shot 

out in Los Angeles. Some guy and gal kind of set him up at a club out 

there and tried to rob him outside the club and shot him point blank in the 

chest with a .38. It just so happened that an emergency nurse was in the 

crowd and helped him control his breathing and stuff, and they brought 

in a specialist who was right across the street from the hospital, and he 

survived that. And so growing up, I thought I only had three sisters that 

were stepsisters40 by marriage to John Sanders, who was my stepfather. So 

that was another experience that was somewhat a relief, but then it makes 

you reflect back on why. But you know, over the years, I tried to be very 

respectful to my mother and she was one of my biggest supporters. 

KC: Did you have a conversation with her about the other children? She 

initially obviously hadn't told you. 

NK: She was bitter that it had all carne up. One thing I had already tried to be 

sensitive to my mother about the conversation about my father and my 

other brothers and sisters. My other brothers and sisters had heated 

discussions with her about it, but I just didn't do it. It was something that 

happened that we couldn't change or anything, and I know that she was 

probably feeling somewhat hurt and I think resentful to a certain extent 

about how things had happened in her life. So I didn't really press it. 

40 Step sisters were Mary Sanders, Bertha Sanders, and Anita Sanders. Anita was born August 22, 1959, and passed 
April 13, 1997. 
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KC: Do you think your grandparents ever knew about the other children? 

NK: Oh, yeah. Yeah, I'm sure they did, because one of my aunts told me that 

my grandfather wanted her to bring all the kids home, and she wouldn't 

do it. 50 when I say all of them, I'm not sure if-I don't know if they knew 

about everyone of them, but I know there was some other ones that' they 

did know about. 

KC: How did you find out about Teresa? 

NK: I had mentioned her daughter ... 

KC: No, no. Before the article. 

NK: Oh, well we found out about Teresa because Joey had this information 

from the welfare department and it showed the grandfather and then my 

mother and then all of the siblings and when they were born. And so 

that's how we saw Teresa's name on there, Denise's name, William and 

my name and where they were born. They had information about me and 

school and so forth, and information about where my mother worked and 

where I lived and where they lived and it was a very comprehensive 

record. And that was the first time-I don't know why none of us thought · 

of that earlier, but Joey sent off and got the information and they released 

it to him. 

KC: Did you all go by the name of Davis? 

NK: Joey went by the name of Joey 5uthern, and I think he added Davis on 

later, once he found out. But when he was younger, it was Joey 5uthern, 

and so that' s the name that everybody around here knew him by, and that 

was the name of the people that I believe eventually they adopted him. 

And then Teresa, she went by another last name, but there was-like Ora 
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Lee [O'Neal Patterson}, she remembers Teresa growing up. But people 

didn't connect the dots. Back then, I guess old folks just didn't talk, and if 

it hadn't been for my Aunt Katherine, I probably wouldn't have known 

about them to this day. 

Davis - Ransom 
Family Reunion 

2004 

KC: When you think back about your morn, how would you describe her? 

She's a role model for you. In what ways, besides standing up to the 

knuckleheads that were chasing you, was she a role model? 

NK: [She was very independent and taught me to do for myself.] One of the 

things that I remember about my mother is I know she had to live with a 

lot of pain. I just think that she didn't drink or smoke or anything. I just 

think that she did a wonderful job in masking that pain. I think she was 

maybe a spiritual woman to a certain extent, even though I never 

remember us going to church or her going to church or anything. Then I 

think the other thing that she lived a certain amount of shame, too, 
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especially once the kids were identified. I know when the article came out, 

I think that hurt her to a certain extent, and at the time I wasn't thinking 

about the impact that it would have on her. I just think she did a 

marvelous job in dealing with a tremendous amount of adversity and 

hurt. 

KC: How did the experience of finding brothers and sisters affect the way that 

you've lived your life? 

Front row: Mary Sanders, Bertha Sanders, Denise Rasheeda 
Muhammed, Theresa Cox, Back row: Nick, William Davis, 

Anita Sanders and Joseph Davis Suthern 

NK: Well, you know, unfortunately, at least initially it had an impact as far as 

making me a little more sensitive and aware of my interactions with 

women. I ended up having children myself out of wedlock. That threw me 

for a loop for a little bit, how I could do the same thing that someone else 

did to my mother. Fortunately, I've established a pretty good relationship 

with my children that I've had out of wedlock, except one. I've made 

attempts there, but for whatever reason, the mother has not been willing 

to let bygones be bygones, and I know that I was wrong and no good and 

very disrespectful in every way. So I'm not mad at her. She certainly has 
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the right to feel that way, and to feel that way until the day she dies or 

until the day I die. 

KC: How many children41 do you have, Nick? 

Gabrielle, Mia and Mikal 
Back: DeDe and daughter 

Kimberly 

Mekhi, Grandpa Nick, Brady, 
DeDe, Kaion , Little Mikal 

Mikal, wife Vicky, Peridot, 
Nick, and Malik c. 1980's 

NK: My wife and I have three kids and then I had four children out of wedlock. 

One of them, the oldest boy, his mother died when he was about nine 

months, and so I raised him until I met my wife Vicki.42 So he was raised 

by both of us. 

KC: So you've had the privilege of raising four of your children actively. 

NK: Yes. And the other ones, two of them I have a really good relationship 

with, and that's been real good for me. One of them wasn't quite so good 

because of some of the games that her mother played as far as taking me 

to court for three children, when everyone knew that only one of them 

41 Malik, Mikal Peridot, Nathaniel II, Kimberley, Natalie, Nicole 
42 Victoria A. Alexander Davis, was born June 3, 1943. 
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was mine, so that affected our relationship for a while. But now we're 

doing real good. 

KC: Do all of your children have the same kind of relationship with each other 

as you do with your siblings? 

NK: To a certain extent. You know, there hasn't been any animosity towards 

anyone of them and for the most part they get along when they're around 

each other. They're different ages. One of them's married and they live in 

different parts of the city and so forth, but they're very respectful of each 

other. 

KC: What do you think your mother would think about the man that you've 

become? 

NK: Well, I think she was proud of me before she passed, and of my work in 

the community and I think she was very proud of-and whichever way 

she could support me as far as coming to different things and stuff over 

the years, whether she had any interest in it or not, she would be there to 

support me. And she was very angered when she would hear people 

attacking me and so forth. She was very supportive, very supportive. 

KC: Your grandparents raised you when you were little. What would Grandpa 

think about all of the community work and the standing up against racism 

that you did and that he had done? 

NK: I think he would be proud. And I think above all, he would feel good that 

he had planted the seed and that the seed continues to grow and nurture 

and that many of the things that he may have felt was impossible in his 

lifetime, that we-even though we have a long way to go, we've come a 

long ways. 
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KC: Now he passed and your grandmother lived a bit longer than him. 

NK: Right. Yeah, she lived for probably another ten or fifteen years, and kept 

that same optimistic view of life and always kept her head high. God was 

good to. her, in spite of her disability. I think she lived a very meaningful 

life. People would still come to her for ad vice and guidance and so forth. I 

remember once-I used to go by and check on her, and one day I just 

happened to go by there, and she was laying at the bottom of the steps, up 

against the door where I couldn't hardly open the door. And she had had 

a stroke. So that was a true blessing [that I stopped when I did]. I think 

that was just divine intervention that I happened to stop by there during 

my work day and to check on her, and she was hospitalized for a while. 

She eventually ended up in a nursing home. 

While she lived all these years, she took 

care of an aunt of mine, Aunt 

Josephine, who had a mental and a 

physical handicap, but who had just a 

wonderful, wonderful spirit. I mean her 

spirit-and she just passed recently. 

Aunt Josephine was just indescribable. 

She had hands that were very 

deformed, but she could play organ. 

Nick and Aunt Josephine She was blind: She could sing and she 

had just a wonderful laugh and just 

loved going to church. Every time I would go to see her, I would be able 
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to feel like I was sitting in the presence of my grandmother. She had all 

the heartaches - not ever having a relationship, just all the things that we 

felt that was important in life that she missed out on. Like my 

grandmother, she just never complained. She just kept on pushing until 

the very end, and that was a blessing. You know, many times I would go 

to see her and she loved Pepsi Cola. And I would take her some pop and 

stuff and she would thank me for coming by and seeing her, and she just 

realized that [Emotional Pause]-that I was seeing her because I needed 

an uplift, and she would always lift my spirit. That no matter what I was 

going through, I could look and talk to her, and just know that the same 

God that guided and protected her and gave her the spirit to [Emotional 

Pause], to always be appreciative of just the little small things in life. All 

she really asked for was her pop and some music. Like I said, she just had 

a wonderful way about her. 

KC: Women have been important in your life. Who are some of the other 

women who have been influential for you? Or just people that have been 

influential? 

NK: Well, I think women have-they have been my foundation. Outside of my 

grandfather, I just think of all the women that I have had the opportunity, 

that I have been blessed-and it truly has been a blessing. Women like my 

Aunt Katherine, my mother, of course. Katie McWatt, Ora Lee Patterson, 

Alma Joseph. 

KC: Tell me how. 

NK: Well, I think in their own way, they have had an unyielding strength to 

withstand all adversity. And I think the other thing is they've had a 
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certain optimism about them, that regardless of the circumstances, we're 

gonna get it done. We're gonna survive, we're gonna overcome whatever 

we're dealing with, and everything is gonna be okay. 

Aunt Katherine Ransom 

[My Aunt Katherine has the same attributes as my 

cousin Mary, only during in earlier years she worked in 

other peoples homes cleaning, cooking and taking care 

of their children. And at the end of the day she would 

come home to cook and take care of ten children of her 

own with little or no help from her husband. And she 

always managed to be in a cheerful mood and have 

kind words for everyone. She supported each and 

every one of her children with love, affection, and a 

tough-love style of discipline. And in spite of not having 

little or no support from her husband, she instilled a strong sense of 

family that still exists today through her children, grandchildren, and 

great-grandchildren. ] 

You know, Katie McWatt,43 she's been out here 

struggling in the trenches, and I mean literally, 

for years. And at the same time, I don't know 

how many guys could be wives and mothers 

and grandmothers and community activists all 

at the same time, and still maintain their 

43 Katie McWatt was born in Minneapolis and moved into the community in the mid 19505. 
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household. And also, these are women of character and dignity, and have 

a certain style and mannerism about them that demands respect. They 

don't have to threaten to do anything to anybody physical. Just the way 

that they address and deal with people demand respect, and that has 

always been something hard for me, especially macho guys like myself, to 

really understand and corne to grips with. But as I have grown older, I 

have corne to realize that there's a much deeper, inner strength that many 

of these women have as a common trait that most men I have known in 

my life just don't have. 

KC: Tell me a story about Ora Lee. 

NK: Well, Ora Lee44 is someone that has one 

of those laughs. What do you call it? 

Contagious? I mean, she's just the 

happiest go lucky person I know that's 

very, very sharp, and that has a 

unyielding commitment to justice. 

And Ora Lee has been someone that 

has been involved at various levels, 

not only at the community, but also in government. But she has never 

forgotten where she carne from. Even when she has worked downtown 

for [Mayor George] Latimer and for Fred Norton in the Capitol, she was 

always Ora Lee. So I will always love and cherish her, and we refer to 

each other as brothers and sisters because we can talk to each other about 

44 Oral Lee O'Neal Patterson was born in the family home at 479 Rondo when it was a diverse neighborhood whose 
neighbors were other Negroes, Germans and Jews and there were street car tracks that ran through the street. At four 
years of age the family moved up (to Oatmeal Hill) at 736 Carroll. 
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anything, and she knows she can call on me about anything, whether it's 

community related or personal. So we established a very good 

relationship over the years. 

KC: Tell me a story about Alma Joseph. 45 

NK: My dear beloved friend Alma was a true Southern belle. A lady that I 

found out later was from the South and who happened to be Jewish, who 

could have stayed up in the comforts of her beautiful home on Summit 

and watch the world pass her by. But Alma wasn't going to have anything 

to do with that. She rolled up her sleeves and she got down here with us 

in this community to help make it a better place on every level. Anything 

and everything that we asked Alma to do, she got involved. She was very 

committed to justice, and she didn't-you know, some people are willing 

to talk to you about certain injustices behind closed doors, as long as you 

don't associate their name with what they heard and so forth, but Alma 

wasn't like that. Alma said, "Yeah, I heard it, and you can go tell them that 

I said that I heard it." And she proudly risked loss of certain amount of 

prestige and friendship and a reputation, especially for hanging around 

and being closely associated with someone like myself, who was labeled 

by some as being a radical and a loose cannon and so forth. But Alma was 

not only a loving and a caring friend, but she was also a very loyal friend. 

And not only a friend to myself, but also to our community. I think Alma 

was someone that some people would ask why, and I can't even answer 

45 Alma Bennett Joseph was born on December 10, 1923, passed November 16, 1994. She moved to Saint Paul in 
1956, with her husband and was the mother of four children. Alma served in leadership positions for the Selby Area 
CDC, Ramsey Hill Association, Downtown Community Development Council, Summit Avenue Residents Preservation 
Association, Summit-University Federation and its successor the Summit-University Planning Council, and Webster 
PTA. She introduced the great books program to Saint Paul Schools about 1960. 
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that, as well as I thought that I knew her. I just know that her words were 

matched by her deeds, and we're all better for knowing her. The 

community is a much better place for having her to live here among us, 

and I think she has left a legacy for other people in similar situations to 

follow, whether they have the courage and the faith to do so. 

KC: She was living Jewish ethics, is what you've described. Tell the story 

about the all-White meeting that she was at. 

NK: Alma was at an all-White meeting downtown where Chief McCutcheon 

[of the Saint Paul Police Department] was informing the business 

community and some of the residents about the crime downtown in the 

Saint Paul skyways and throughout the city, and told the White people in 

the audience that whenever they see a group 

of Blacks, their antennas should go up. And 

he said some other things that were racially 

insensitive. And Alma called me up and told 

me about that meeting and what was said 

and so forth, and when I told her we would 

have to do something about it as far as 

publicly, how would we deal with 

associating that with her. And she didn't hesitate at all. She said, "Go 

ahead. You can tell' em that I said it." And to me I think that pretty much 

confirmed, at least in my mind and heart, that she was for real, because 

like many people that have a strong sense of injustice and fighting 

injustices-as Martin Luther King said, "The true character of a man"- and 

I'll add woman - "is where they stand during times of controversy, not 
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where they stand during times of comfort." And I think she showed 

where she stood. 

KC: What about Merle? 

Merle Harris, known as the 
"Mayor of Selby Avenue," 

stands on the bridge 
that was named for him in 2004. 

NK: Merle Harris46 was a brother that had a business on Rondo and Kent many 

years ago with Rock White. A shoe shining business, and they sold other 

things out of there. And then later he moved on Dale and Selby,47 on Dale 

right off Selby where the Louisiana restaurant is. And that' s where I first 

met him at, and I remember as a young knucklehead going in there with 

some other guys, talking loud, and the first thing Merle would say was, 

"Not in here. Don't bring that in here." Merle, he was a true man, because 

he would stand up to anybody, friends or foe alike, to demand respect. 

Not only for himself, but for women and children. It was just amazing 

how he would stand up to different hustlers and demand their respect, 

and they would give it to him. And later on, after I sort of grew up, in my 

thirties, Merle and I established a really close relationship in working for 

the community. And he was really dedicated to seeing Selby come back to 

life again. At that time, Selby wasn't doing so good. Drugs was rampant in 

46 Merle Harris was born June 16, 1927 and passed May 2, 1998. He was originally from Mississippi. He moved from 
St. Louis to Saint Paul in c. 1953/4 when he was transferred with the Post Office. He was also a World War Two 
veteran. 
47 Merle Harris Shoe Repair was first located on Dale Street in the NE corner at Selby, then he moved again on Dale 
Street on the SE corner at Selby. 
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the community. Businesses were closing down. There was vacant lots, and 

this was not a very desirable place. And Merle went on the offensive and 

started going after not only some of the unscrupulous businesses in the 

community, and we formed and alliance, but also going after the City for 

not doing more. Merle challenged the mayor, the governor, the city 

council and others to do more for this community. And he put his money 

where his mouth was. He kept his businesses on Selby. From Dale and 

Selby, he moved and opened up [Vanguard] lumber yard, [L & M Center 

sold Pittsburg Paint] and a shoe shine and a shoe store48 on Victoria and 

Selby, where the vacant lot is now. And then he moved across the street49 

where the [Lee and Dee's] restaurant's at now and had his business ' in 

there, and then he moved down to 909 Selby and bought the [Gould] 

Battery Warehouse [Building)5° and tried to develop that. And so during 

that time, those were very difficult times and there was problems on all 

corners down there, except his comer. There were shootings, robbings, 

muggings, drug selling. Just about any and everything you can think 

about on all those other corners, but not on Merle Harris's corner. And so 

when they tore down the Selby A venue Bridge, [between Hamline and 

Saratoga--over Ayd Mill Road] and the politicians couldn't figure out 

what they were going to do next, what kind of bridge was going to go 

back in there, where the money was going to corne from, it wasn' t the 

Snelling A venue businesses that was a thorn in the side of the politicians 

48 Vanguard Lumber, Land M Center, and of course shoe repair was located in the SE corner of Victoria and Selby. 
49Gemini Industries was located at 161 N. Victoria 
50 Harris bought the old Gould Battery Warehouse building after it was vacant many years. He remodeled to make the 
downstairs for business including his own Gemini Industries and Inner City Youth League. The upper second and third 
floor became apartments. Merle and his wife lived in "penthouse" on the third floor. 
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to get that bridge rebuilt, it was Merle Harris. And he kept on them and 

stayed on them, and they eventually put the bridge up a lot earlier than 

was initially planned because of Merle Harris. And so here was a brother 

that just gave his all to make this community better. And then on a 

personal note, his wife ended up having Alzheimer's. Regardless of the 

meeting or whatever at a certain time, Merle would leave and go and see 

about his wife. He was a very dedicated husband and father. And so 

because of his work in the community, we asked Jerry Blakely to assist us 

in getting the Selby A venue bridge named after Merle Harris. So on 

Saturday, July 24th, at one o'clock, there'll be an unveiling of the Merle 

Harris Bridge. 

KC: Wonderful. That's cool. Who else? Who else have been influential people 

in your life? 

NK: Well, you know, my wife. She has been there every step of the way, and 

this has been almost thirty years. During the good times and the bad times 

when, because of my activity, I had placed my family at risk, where my 

children couldn't go and do certain things that other kids could do 

because they were labeled. And she has been there not only to help 

support me, but to hold the family together, and has 

been not' only successful at raising our children, but 

helping to run our business. She's a very sharp and 

determined woman, and anybody that knows my wife 

knows that she don't play! [Laughs] And so she's 

another one that has put her money where her mouth is. 

Her and Ora Lee started the Summit-University 
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Education Consortium I think almost twenty years ago, and it still goes on 

today. It's an after school tutorial program and also a summer program. 

And she's been involved as Ora Lee, Katie and Vicki in the NAACP. She 

also was involved in establishing the United Negro College Fund alumni 

group. It's just amazing how all of these women have balanced and did all 

these things over the years, and washed clothes, cooked, helped kids with 

homework and-it's just amazing that they've all been able to do such an 

outstanding balancing act. When you talk about the influences in my life, 

they have been the core of it. 

And, of course, my dear friend of over forty 

years, Sister Anisah Dawan who has 

been like a mother to me. 

KC: Any of the men from Rondo that you remember? 

NK: I was thinking about that the other day when I was looking at Don 

[Wilson]'s oral history. 

There was guy named Old Mac that I used to think he may have been my 

father. And I used to kid with some of my cousins. They said, "Man, 

who's your Dad?" and I said, "Old Mac is my Dad." And he was a guy 

that was just very intelligent, but the alcohol had got to him. And then a 

little later on over at the Ober Boys Club, Harold Moore and Reverend 

Neely Williams were just outstanding men that helped to sort of fill the 

void in some of our lives as far as instilling what being a man is all about. 
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And my uncle, LaSalle Ransom, even though he was somewhat of a 

scoundrel. He had his business. He sold hot tamales and they used to call 

him the Tamale Man. And he'd wear this all 

Uncle LaSalle and 
Aunt Katherine Ransom 

white outfit and have on a white hat. I think some 

people that didn't know him probably thought he 

was White. But you know, he was a brother from 

Mississippi and had a real high pitched voice. But 

I used to always feel a sense of pride because he 

was independent. Everybody was complaining 

about the job situations or working on the 

railroad or whatever, but he ran his own business 

I think up until the day he died. I don't ever 

remember him working for somebody. 

KC: Now how did this tamale man-describe his business. 

NK: Well, he used to make hot tamales. So he would come around and have his 

children, which they grew to hate, help him in putting hot tamales 

together. He would make them by hand, grind up the meat and the 

cornmeal and the cornstalk and would roll them up and tie them. Had 

mild, medium and hot. And you could tell what was the level of the spices 

based on the color that was wrapped around the tamale. And he would 

have them in a kettle and would carry them around and go in bars and 

different places and - I forgot what he would sell them for, but I'll tell 

you, those things were so good. I've never ever in all my travels had any 

tamales that matched his tamales. They were the best. 

KC: And you mentioned Tiger Jack. 
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Tiger Jack's business at Saint 
Anthony and Dale Street 
Minnesota Historical Society picture 

NK. Tiger Jack [Rosenbloom).51 We lived at the west end of Rondo between 

Farrington and Louis, and Tiger had a business on the east end. First thing 

I remember about Tiger besides him selling soap - I think he would make 

his own soap. They was tearing up the streets when they was closing 

down the street cars, and they had these wooden blocks. I believe they 

were wooden. And they were just trash, but he piled up as many as he 

could, and then after a year or two, everybody started buying the block 

from him. And that was another brother that I really respected and even 

gained more respect for him over the years, because he was independent. 

He stayed in business. He didn't complain about the situation. He just 

worked hard and kept his nose to the grindstone and in his mind, and in 

the minds of many, was a very successful businessman. Most businesses 

they say fold after five years. I think Tiger was in business for about fifty 

years. Didn' t owe nobody anything and was able to pass that business on 

to his children. 

51 Tiger Jack Rosenbloom had a small store, 8 X 10 feet, located at Saint Anthony and Dale for more than fifty years. 
He acquired the name "Tiger" during his career as a fighter in the 1920's and 30's. He was known in the neighborhood 
as a businessman and for his strong work ethic. After his death, the store was acquired by the Minnesota Historical 
Society. 
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And the other person I remember as a young man was Mr. [John] Kelly. 

His kids were so well trained. I think they had eight or nine kids in that 

house. The house was immaculate. They had the first TV set that I-it may 

have even been color, but it was a big floor model that we used to go 

and-whenever they would let us come by and watch their TV. And then 

they had all these comic books that they wouldn't allow you to bend the 

pages on. That you just sit there and you would read it in front of them. 

You couldn't take them with you. And that was amazing, how he-and he 

was just a little bitty guy. Couldn't have been no taller than five foot five, 

but he demanded respect as a father and a husband and as a man, and he 

got it. 

Then my Uncle George [Davis]. He was someone that left my 

'grandfather's house as a young man because of differences. He worked 

hard all his life and was able to open up a business for a while. He taught 

himself how to smoke food - fish, turkey, salmon. He could do it all. And 

he has had a real successful life, his own property, and has done quite 

well and has been independent [and was a good husband and father]. 

And in spite of all the racism and the obstacles that he and Mr. Kelly and 

some of the other ones, Tiger Jack, was confronted with, they raised 

themselves above the fray to do well in spite of. So I think each and every 

one of them in their own ways have played a special part in my life. 

KC: And you've talked some about some of the careers you had early on. But 

then you settled in to a couple of careers later in your life. Can you talk 

about that? 
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NK: I was a quality control inspector, and then I was a carpenter, a journeyman 

carpenter. Started my own business, N.R. Davis Construction Company, 

and my claim to fame was the Control Data building at 746 Selby Avenue. 

The thirteen thousand square foot addition, which back then was about a 

three hundred something thousand dollar project. 

KC: A Black contractor got the job? 

NK: A Black contractor got the job because of Dick Mangram, who was the 

plant manager at that time. And he found out about my work and asked 

me if I would be interested. A guy by the name of Chuck Norris, who was 

the head of Control Data, who had a sense of social justice-Dick had 

talked to him and said, "Go out and see if you can find someone." And so 

they selected me. I had no experience in a commercial project, less 

knowing a project of three hundred something thousand dollars. My 

biggest job was building a house, single-family house. And so I hooked up 

with Kraus-Anderson, and they were like my mentor and they allowed 

me to pick my own sub-contractors. I think I had over sixty percent of my 

sub-contractors were people of color and African-American. And so not 

only did I build the project on time, but also under budget. I had some 

problems back then with the union, because they were threatening to shut 

down my job unless I hired union people. I told them from my experience 

as being a union carpenter, they were very racist and that they would only 

come on jobs where they would-they would only solicit Black carpenters 

and laborers when they would already see them working. But they would 

never help them to find a job after that project. And so I told them unless 

they guaranteed work for my people after that project, that we weren't 
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going to allow them on the property. And I did that. Then I did a job 

down at the old Buckbee Mears Building52 downtown. Kraus-Anderson 

was rehabbing that. And then after I got a contract with the City of Saint 

Paul through the bid process where I was their emergency contractor for 

work not only in city buildings but also school district. Then my wife and 

I purchased Jamestown Apartments, which we later named Malcolm 

Shabbaz Apartments,53 which is a seventy-three unit apartment building. 

And we bought that from the federal government. And then I got on the 

Saint Paul Fire Department. 

KC: And these apartments are located at ... 

NK: On Dale and Central, between Central and Saint Anthony. And that was 

some of myoId stomping grounds as a kid. You know, when houses used 

to be over there. [This is across from what was the old Hollow Playground 

where we played baseball in the summer and ice skating in the winter.] 

KC: How long were you on the Fire Department? 

NK: I was on the Fire Department seventeen years, and just like my other 

experience when I was a carpenter dealing with racism with the unions 

and being given some of the less desirable jobs, we also had problems on 

the Fire Department. When I joined the Fire Department, I was totally 

astonished at the treatment of not only African-American firefighters, but 

also patients of color. We worked and we organized and made some 

demands and ended up filing a discrimination lawsuit where we got I 

52 Buckbee-Mears was located at 245 Sixth Street in downtown. 
53 Malcolm Shabbaz Apartments are located at 586 West Central at Dale. They use to be Jamestown Apartments and 
were owned by st. James AME Church. 
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think eleven of twenty-two African-American firefighters to join in and 

ended up settling a racial discrimination lawsuit. 

Then about three or four years later, we ended up back in federal court 

this time with another lawsuit dealing with discrimination and 

harassment and retaliation. This time we chose not to settle and ended up 

having an all-White jury from all over Minnesota. The jury deliberated for 

ten days, which we were told was a record for the federal courthouse in 

Saint Paul for a civil case. We won the battle but lost the war. They said 

yes, discrimination did exist. Yes, we were discriminated against, but in 

the case of-there was five of us. Four of us the City took remedial action. 

In the case of the other brother, they awarded him one dollar. [Laughs] 

Needless to say that we were outraged, and so the case was appealed to 

the Eighth Circuit Court of Appeals and we lost there, and then it was 

appealed to the Supreme Court of the United States, and they refused to 

hear it. Then we find out afterwards, just recently as a matter of fact, that 

the City of Saint Paul settled with two White women that failed the test to 

get on the department, and awarded them a hundred thousand dollars 

each [Laughs] and a lifetime pension. The only reason we haven't raised 

any issues about this publicly is that they've been dogging women, too. 

And so it just shows though that there's a whole different level for-that 

there's still a huge disparity with how people deal with not just women, 

but especially African-American men in this city, today in 2004. 
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KC: How does it feel to have a Black fire chief54 and the second Black police 

chief55 in this city? 

NK: Well, I think on one hand we've come a long ways. It's wonderful to have 

these two outstanding brothers in these positions, even though neither 

one of them were the first choice. And if some people had their way, it 

wouldn't be that way, but I think there was leadership on the City Council 

by Debbie Montgomery that demanded that Chief Harrington get the job, 

because he was by far the best person. One thing about Minnesota is 

there' s a misconception because we have a Black chief in Saint Paul, fire 

and police-before it was just police. We have a Black superintendent of 

schools. We've had a Black football coach for the Vikings, a Black 

basketball coach for the University of Minnesota, a Black superintendent 

of schools in Minneapolis, have-Emmett Carson is head of one of the 

largest foundations in Minnesota, and on and on and on. And that all 

looks great, and it would lead one to believe that this is the promised land 

for Blacks, that this is the place to come if you want to get ahead. But then 

when we look below the headlines and the surface and those that are on 

top, we are still have the highest disparity rate in health, education and 

the criminal justice system in the country, one of the highest. And even 

teenage pregnancy. 

And I would go so far as to say that there's probably less African-

Americans on the Fire Department today than there was seventeen, 

54 Douglas A. Holton was appointed Saint Paul's Fire Chief in May 2003. 
55 William Finney was appointed the first Black Police Chief in 1992 and Chief John Harrington was appointed Police 
Chief in July 2004. 
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twenty years ago when I came on board. And so there's still a lot of work 

that needs to be done, and I think it's incumbent on each and every one of 

us to keep up the work and to not be satisfied with having the first 

African-American on the City Council and all these other firsts. Because if 

that doesn't raise the rest of our people up, then it's really just a symbolic 

gesture. 

KC: It's 2004 and that's a long time to wait for the first Black woman, [Debbie 

Montgomery] to be on the City Council. A long time to wait. And the first 

Black fire chief in Saint Paul. Did you want to talk more about the Civil 

War, the equal protection under the law? 

NK: Well, you know, we have always known that here in the good City of Saint 

Paul that Blacks were not-even though we were entitled to equal 

protection, we were not getting equal protection under the law as 

guaranteed by the Constitution of the United States. Regardless of where 

we live, who we are or what type of occupation we were involved in, and 

we can go back and site numerous cases where White residents have 

gotten a higher level of police protection than Black residents. And it's 

unfortunate, because that leads to a lot of mistrust not only of the system, 

but also of our White residents, because people will see and feel that they 

are privileged. We should all be entitled to the same level of service. We 

all are citizens. Whether we're citizens or not, we all pay taxes. And the 

police job in the criminal justice system's job is to serve and protect us, 

and so we just feel that that hasn't happened and we would hope that the 

system would do a better job. 
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KC: When you grew up in Rondo compared to the time in between and now, 

were there differences? How did Rondo fill the gap? 

NK: Well, I think Rondo filled the gap because we were - to a certain extent 

there was self rule and we sort of insulated ourselves against unacceptable 

behavior and it was dealt with internally and usually when somebody did 

something to somebody back then, it had to be something brutal and 

really serious. And there wasn't any of this cowardness of a drive-by 

shooting. If you had a problem with somebody, you would confront them 

and look man to man and it would be dealt with. And back then, people 

just knew that the police weren't going to do anything. That was pretty 

much a given unless the victim was White and the perpetrator was Black. 

At least in our community. 

KC: So in Rondo it was that way and we're still addressing it. 

NK: And we're still dealing with it today to a certain extent. Things are 

somewhat better, but we still see certain actions. There's been Blacks that 

have died at the hands of Whites and others that haven't been prosecuted. 

There was a case where a young man snatched some money and a bunch 

of guys jumped on him and smothered him to death, and he was bleeding 

and begging to get up. He couldn't breathe. And they stayed on him and 

that wasn't even taken to a grand jury. There was a Black man that was 

shot in the back burglarizing a filling station. When the guy could have 

easily called 911 or pushed the alarm. But he didn't do that and the Black 

man was unarmed. 

KC: In Saint Paul? 
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NK: In Saint Paul. And so there still is that feeling that Black life is not as 

valued as much as other people's life. And there was an Asian on Rice 

Street where a young man went in there and snatched a ten or twelve 

dollar bottle of liquor and [the Asian store clerk] came out of the store 

blazing with a gun and shot the young man in the back. It wasn't fatal, but 

also hit an apartment building. He was just sort of slapped on the wrist. 

And so there's still that feeling that we have not and probably will not in 

my lifetime get equal protection under the law. 

Back then, early on when we were fighting the drug wars, [late 1970's and 

early 1980's] that was a form of a civil war because many individuals that 

we had to stand up against and deal with-because the system wasn't 

doing their job even though we tried to warn them early on, was people 

that we knew. Fdends and people that we had established relationships 

with their relatives over the years. And it was a long, hard battle to get 

this system to buy into what we were trying to accomplish. And what we 

believe the plan was back then was self-containment. As long as it stayed 

in a certain geographical area, so be it. As long as some of these 

knuckleheads that were committing the crimes that they were committing 

around here, as long as they stayed in Summit-U, it didn' t matter what 

they did. And so they got outside the box and started raising hell 

throughout the city, and then it got a lot of people's attention. When I 

think about those five babies, the Coppage kids that burnt in that fire and 

how early on they had the names of the individuals involved, and it took 

them four years to bring those individuals to justice. And it was only after 
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a White man got shot up by J.J. Hill by these same characters, then 

everybody said, "Uh-oh, we gotta do something.'" And so, you know, the 

problem is here and it will continue to be here unless people of good will 

and of faith have the courage to come together and first of all, identify it 

and attack it and label it for what it is. And then to try to hold those in 

position of power accountable. 

[My wife and children paid a tremendous price being harassed and 

threatened for my being a crusader on the war against drugs, crime, and 

racism in our community and city.] 

KC: Anything else you'd like to share? 

NK: First of all, I want to thank you for this wonderful project, for giving many 

of us an opportunity to tell our stories. I've had the privilege to read some 

through some of them, and I feel somewhat at a disadvantage because 

many of them are so articulate and well-organized in their memories, but 

it's a true blessing and opportunity to get to say these things, so others, 

including our grandchildren and great-grandchildren and those that come 

behind them, will get an idea about what we were trying to do. 

KC: Thank you. 

NK: Thank you. 
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