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In this powerful and intense interview, Mr. Wilson describes his 
experience growing up as a foster child in the Rondo neighborhood. Mr. Wilson 
shares stories of people in his life who inspired him to succeed, making him "feel 
ten feet tall." He also shares the darker side of the Rondo neighborhood and its 
effect on his adult life, and his decision to distance himself from the community. 

After a successful career as a boxer, Mr. Wilson held several menial jobs 
and then worked for Honeywell, where he earned the Tempo Award for work 
achievement. In the 1970's, he went on to sell and present management seminars 
called Minority Group Dynamics, which helped participants from government 
agencies and corporations address issues of colorism. He also presented sales 
seminars in counselor selling for Wilson Learning Corporation before retiring in 
1987. Mr. Wilson touchingly conveys his feelings for his wife and his gratitude 
for the support she gave him during fifty-five years of marriage. Finally, he 
shares the inspiration he has found in studying Islam. 

This is a verbatim transcript of a taped interview, edited slightly for 
clarity. A signed release is on file from Don Wilson. 
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DW: Don Wilson 
KC: Kate Cavett 
KS: Kent Shifferd 

KC: Friday, March 6,2004. Can you introduce yourself to me? 

DW: My name is Don Wilson.1 I'm seventy-four years old, and I'm a recent 

widower of the last year and six months. I was married for fifty-five years, 

and have three offspring - a son and two daughters. Retired at age fifty

eight, and this is what? Well, that was 1987. I've been up here now since 

then, up here living on the lake and enjoying life as much as possible. 

KC: How did you land in the Rondo Corridor? 

DW: How did I land in the Rondo Corridor? Well, I was orphaned. I had a 

sister, Fontella, who died at age forty-five, and she was two years older 

than I was. But we were in the Owatonna State Public School when I 

became conscious of anything. I was moved to 575 West Central. It was 

my first foster home. Her name was Mrs. Archer. Mamie Archer to be 

exact. In fact, it wasn't my first foster home as I look back. It was my 

second. But the first one was-well, I couldn't have been over two years 

old. It was Mrs. Melcher at 419 St. Anthony. I remember that vaguely in 

my mind. That's when I met-the nursery school, I think it was at Hallie 

1 Donald Gaugh Wilson born April 4, 1929. 
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Q. Brown2 House. Anyway, I lived with Mrs. Archer for a while. I don't 

remember how many years. I started school with Mrs. Archer at McKinley 

. Grade School.3 And I remember being in the first grade. Mrs. Dunn was 

my teacher. And then I was moved to 403 Carroll with the Jameses. 

Roscoe James and Dorothy James. And I went to McKinley School from 

there, of course. I stayed there until I was - I must have left Mrs. Archer's 

about six-and-a-half, and I stayed with Mrs. James until I was about ten. 

Then I was moved to Mrs. Josephine Todd on Saint Anthony, 491 Saint 

Anthony. And I lived with her. And she bought a house after that up at 

659 Rondo. And I stayed with Mrs. Todd until I was fifteen or sixteen. I 

don' t remember exactly. I was in the tenth grade. She was a huge impact 

on me, and taught me how to take care of myself, and manners. She was 

very strict, but very loving, and a tremendous cook. Those were some of 

my best years. 

But Mr. Todd died. He was a packinghouse worker! and he died. 1'd like 

to talk about that later. Then I was moved to Mrs. Mamie Graves. That 

was her name. His name was Mr. E.P. Graves, Earnest Preston Graves. 

And they were elderly people relative to Mrs. Todd, and they lived at 756 

2Hallie Q. Brown Community Center was opened in 1929 as a community center specifically to serve the Black 
community when the Black YWCA closed in 1928. Hallie Q, as it is affectionately known, has served all ages through 
child care, youth and senior clubs, athletics, music and social events. The original location was in the Union Hall at 
Aurora and Kent Streets. In1972, Hallie relocated in the Martin Luther King Building at 270 Kent Street at Iglehart in 
Saint Paul. The center's namesake was an educator who pioneered the movement of Black women 's clubs in the late 
1800'5. 
3 McKinley School was located at 481 Carroll Avenue, between Mackubin, Arundel and Rondo from 1903 - 1966. Fire 
destroyed the building in 1977. 
4 Armour Packing Plant was located on Armour Avenue two blocks east of Concord Avenue in South Saint Paul. The 
plant was open from 1919 to 1979, and covered about forty acres. Because this was one of the few industries that 
hired Blacks, many from Rondo took jobs at Armour, and rode the streetcar to South Saint Paul daily. 
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Iglehart. I lived there with a foster brother by the name of Ronald Wagner, 

and went to high school, John Marshall High SchooI,S after graduating 

from McKinley-I'm sorry, Maxfield Grade School.6 So from 403 Carroll, 

McKinley. I went to Maxfield when I moved to 659 Rondo with Mrs. 

Todd. And then I went to high school from Mrs. Todd's place. And she 

was a housekeeper, a domestic I guess they call them these days. She 

worked for a lady, Mrs. Tans, who lived on Summit, somewhere up there. 

And anyway, Mrs. Tans offered her an opportunity to go to Florida with 

her, and Mr. Todd had died and she decided to take that opportunity. 

And I really don't remember how I ate, how my clothing was taken care 

of. I started skipping school. I think I missed seventy-three days of school 

my freshman year. 

KC: Were you just in the house alone? 

DW: You know, I don't remember. No, I don't think I was alone, but I don't 

remember. It's funny. I think the mind just blocks out unpleasant things. I 

really do, because I don't remember who washed my clothes or anything. 

And I don't remember being raggedy or dirty, and I ate, but I can' t 

remember. But then they came and moved me after my freshman year in 

high school. I remember getting a little bit lost then. I think maybe I was 

waking up then to my real situation, my condition. My sister had become 

a prostitute. 

KC: Was your sister with you at all these other homes? 

5 Marshall School was built in 1925 at Grotto, Holly, Ashland and St. Albans. It was Marshall Junior High from 1926 - ' 
1937. In 1937, 10th grade was added; in 1938, 11 th grade; and in 1939, 12th grade was added, with graduating classes 
from 1940 to 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. 
6 Maxfield School was originally at 363 Saint Albans at Saint Anthony, and was built in 1890. In 1955, a new school 
was built at 680 Saint Anthony at Victoria, Avon and Central. 
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DW: They separated us. When they moved me from Mrs. Archer's, they moved 

her to Mrs. Siesmore's on Saint Anthony. And moved me to 403 Carroll, 

and I'll never forget that as long as I live. [Pause] I can't hardly handle 

that now. They separated us, and it was difficult. Urn, where was I? 

KC: Did they ever tell you why they were moving you all these times and why 

they separated you from your sister? 

DW: No. I was left to imagine that they couldn't find a home for both of us. I 

don't think people wanted a boy and a girl. They just wanted one or the 

other. And then there were some people who didn't want dark-skinned 

Black people. Fontella was lighter than I was. I later found out-I was 

sixty-two years old and I find out that she was my half sister. But I always 

considered her my whole sister. How did I find out? Well, I got the 

records at my wife' s insistence. I had never done that. But I'm getting 

ahead of myself there, and I don't want to confuse you. 

Fontella left. We were separated, rather, and she kind of went to pieces. 

But I think she was kind of unsettled about the whole situation more than 

I was anyway. She started chasing around, becoming anything but a 

decent person. I don't know if I'm using the right words. She was 

confused and she got lost. She got into the wrong crowd and bingo, that 

was it. 

KC: That must have been painful to see and know that was happening. 

DW: About age eleven until age eighteen, she spent the majority of that time in 

Sauk Centre7• And if she wasn't in Sauk Centre, she was living with some 

7 Sauk Centre Facility in Sauk Centre Minnesota was the State of Minnesota's Juvenile Female Correction Facility. 

11 

Ron
do

 O
ral

 H
ist

ory
 P

roj
ec

t 

Minn
es

ota
 H

ist
ori

ca
l S

oc
iet

y



older man and he was putting her on the block or whatever you call it. Of 

course, I tried to talk to her. I didn't know anything. I'm just the younger 

brother, right? But it hurt, yeah. She finally overdosed at age forty-five, 

and that was the end of that. 

KC: I'm sorry. 

DW: Yeah. My son's just like her [Laughs]. Just absolutely. Just absolutely. A 

carbon copy. Good looking people, good personalities, smart. Just have a 

liking for that lifestyle. 

KC: Being a chemical dependency counselor, I know there's something genetic 

that gets passed down and when it is part of your genetics, it's really hard 

not to be caught by it. 

DW: Yeah, the thing is though that, with Fontella and Don, they started very 

early. We're talking preschool! I mean seriously. This is before the drugs. 

Even though Don was on drugs long before I realized it, not at five. 

Fontella either at five. So she was creating difficulties-she was five going 

on fifteen. Don was the same way. 

KC: What was it like watching this? Knowing that this was happening and 

loving your sister obviously a lot. 

DW: Well, she's all I had and it was out of control. I couldn't do anything. It 

was terrible. Very, very sad. Always in turmoil I was. You know, she even 

forced me to do some things. We used to steal doughnuts when we'd go 

get doughnuts from the ladies who made the doughnuts and we'd steal 

money out of the collection plate at church. 

KC: It sounds like your freshman year, you started falling apart and then they 

moved you to another foster horne. 
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DW: 1 think so, yeah, because 1 was not doing good things. 1 was fighting in 

school, for example. 1 started boxing, too, by the way. 1 was very talented 

athletically, and boxing was probably my gift. But 1 hated it! 1 didn't 

dislike it, 1 hated it. You ask me why 1 did it, it was because of Mr. Brown, 

my trainer, told me 1 was ten feet tall. Nobody else did. So I did that, [I 

boxed for] eleven years. 1 had 111 professional fights, amateur and 

professional fights, and 1 hated the sport. 1 lost nine. 

KC: Was Mr. Brown from Rondo? 

DW: Mr. Horace Brown. He had sons: Buzz Brown who was a fighter, a very 

good one, and Mel Brown who was also a middleweight boxer. Very 

good. He had two sons and he had two daughters, one of whom was in 

my grade at school, Margaret Brown. Yeah, Mr. Brown was a really stern, 

fundamentalist, very knowledgeable man. There was just nothing about 

boxing, fundamentally speaking, that 1 didn't know and 1 could execute. 

He saw to that. He was strict. 

KC: How did you happen to get into it? How did you happen to meet him? 

DW: Cub Scouts. Mr. Manning was my Cub Scout master. At the end of Cub 

Scout meetings on Wednesday at Hallie Q. Brown, we'd put on the gloves 

and box. He'd let us do that to relax. lout punched everyone in the troop. 

1 guess 1 was all right. So from there, 1 don't know how 1 got ahold of Mr. 

Brown, or he got ahold of me. And 1 just started doing it. 1 went to the 

Golden Gloves and 1 won, and went from there. 1 just kept doing it. Again, 

1 really disliked the sport. 1 didn't tell anybody that, but 1 disliked the 

sport. 
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Out of the nine fights that I lost, six of them there's no question I could 

have beat the guys. I just didn't feel like it. I really didn't feel like it. And 

they used to ask me, "What happened? You've got no guts?" And I said, 

"No, guess I don't." I just didn't feel like it. I kept it to myself. I didn't feel 

like it. But I could have whipped those guys. The other three, I don't care 

if I ever see them again! They were just too much for me [Laughs], that's 

all there was to it. I mean they really were too much! [Laughs] 

KC: So what years was it that you were boxing? How old were you? 

DW: [When] I started I was twelve. Put my age up to fifteen to get in the golden 

gloves. I was fighting guys eighteen years old and I was twelve. I was 

kicking butt! [Laughs] I retired at twenty-three, I think it was. Yeah. 

KC: What weight did you box at? 

DW: 127 and 135. Most of the time 132. I was in between lightweight and a 

featherweight. 

KC: Now you hated it all along. What were the circumstances around your 

quitting then? 

DW: Bobbie,8 my wife. I met her. It was in the seventh grade. She told me I was 

ten feet tall. She couldn't get rid of me after that! [Laughs] We were 

married for fifty-five years. We got married. I was eighteen and she was 

fifteen. She was pregnant of course. She told me one day on the way to 

Sunday school, and I said, "Fine! Let's get married." So we got married in 

September, with her parents' permission. Of course. I was eighteen then 

and I was free from the state, so I got a job. The evening we got married, 

we went to the fights after the ceremony. [Laughs] 

8 Bobbie Jean Haskin Wilson was born September 30, 1932 and passed away September 14, 2002 from lung cancer. 
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KC: You went to watch, or you fought? 

DW: I didn't fight, no. We watched the fights . 

KC: So when you were eighteen, were you still living in a foster home? 

DW: Yeah. Mrs. Graves. I was in eleven different foster homes. I think I gave 

you three or for or maybe five of them, but .. . It got so bad there at Mrs. 

Todd's, they moved me to Minneapolis, too. I ran away from there. I used 

to go get the mail and never come back. And finally they said, "Well, he's 

not going to do well in Minneapolis." So they moved me back to Saint 

Paul. 

KC: How did that affect you, being moved all the time, being in foster homes, 

knowing that nothing was permanent in your living situation? 

DW: Well, I don't remember a home I was in where they didn't ask me 

repeatedly to call them Mom and Dad, and I never did. I couldn't. I would 

be out playing with my foster brother or whatever. I would be on the 

playground. I would be anywhere and the social worker would come by 

and say, "Pack your box." You know, you're gone! Just like that. No 

warning, just bingo, you're gone! That happened more often than not. So 

it was very difficult. Very difficult. 

KC: What did it leave you with? Were there scars? Was it strength? 

DW: Well, I learned to wear the mask. I think it was a little of both. Definitely 

scars. But the homes were all good homes. I lived better than a lot of my 

friends did who had parents. The houses were clean. The people cared 

about me. Mrs. Todd leaving-I still don't have any feeling of animosity . 

about that, but I guess I never did understand that. But you know, my 
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memory of living in Mrs. Todd's are very fond. Everywhere was very 

fond, frankly. All of the foster parents were very good. 

KC: What were the scars? 

DW: Insecurity. Not knowing who I was. I mean my parents-nobody ever 

told us anything, and we had no opportunity to contact our mother. We 

didn't know anything, so we just assumed that she didn't care about us. 

That was a scar. So we kind of tried to forget about that. I did. I'm sorry. 

Fontella didn't, I did. And so I went on with that mind set until I was sixty

two years old. My wife asked me at sixty-two years old-she kept after 

me. Bobbie was a very gentle, loving person. She was a Libra: scales, 

balance, you know. She asked me to get my records and stuff, and [I 

said,]"Nah, nah, nah." Because I felt nobody-they didn't care. What the 

hell did I want that for. I guess I didn't want the pain of it either. But 

finally, I don't know why, I finally consented and I did call. Ramsey 

County welfare, I figure it was. And 10 and behold, they said, "Sure 

Donald. We've got all your records. Yours and Fontella's." Well, Fontella 

was dead then, but I said, "Send me hers, too." I think it cost me fifteen 

cents a copy. I must have got 300 pages, because the social worker would 

come out and visit us once a month, wherever we were, and she'd have to 

write a report on how we were doing. I got every bit of that. I also got 

information about my mother and how we became orphans. 

KC: Why was that? 

DW: [Pause] She left us with a Mrs. Battle, who I don't know anything about. I 

was two. Fontella was four. She went to Omaha, and asked Mrs. Battle to 

watch us, and she'd be back within a week. I guess she had done this 
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before and she was back. Well, anyway, this time Mrs. Battle turned us 

over to the state. She betrayed my mother. And I don't know what else, 

but the records said she turned us over to the state and said that no one 

would take care of us, and that she wasn't going to do it. Anyway, that's 

what started it all, and I guess my mother contested it and they ruled 

against her because she was a prostitute. She was described in the records 

as being "tall and good looking for a Negress." That's a quote. And then 

she was also described as being very, very vulgar by the people that she 

stayed with when she was a foster child. She lived with a Reverend and 

Mrs. Webb, and her name was Ruby Webb. That hit me like a ton of 

bricks, because I had to get an affidavit when I got my first job, from 

Omaha. That's where I was born. And I of course asked for my birth 

certificate. I went under the name of Don Wilson and my birthday of April 

-8th, 1929. They sent me an affidavit, which essentially said, the person 

described in your letter, has a birthday of April 4, 1929. And they didn't 

disagree, but they didn't agree with the name. They just said this on the 

affidavit. Well, 10 and behold, if I would have asked for my birth 

certificate using the name of Donald Webb, I would have got one. I didn't 

know about Webb until I was sixty-two years old. 

KC: How did you get the name Wilson? 

DW: She was living with a Mr. Wilson when they picked us up. [Pause] So I 

had the wrong birth date and the wrong name, I find out at sixty-two. 

What really hit me though was that I had never, never thought-and 

Fontella died thinking the same thing, that she didn't care about us. And I 

read five letters in her handwriting in those records begging the courts to 

17 

Ron
do

 O
ral

 H
ist

ory
 P

roj
ec

t 

Minn
es

ota
 H

ist
ori

ca
l S

oc
iet

y



let her have her children back, saying that she had finally settled down, 

she was married, her husband had a good job. They had a home they were 

renting, and she had a dog and she knew Donald would love the dog. 

And I've always had dogs. So that myth was cleared up, and I'm saying 

that to keep from breaking down, because that really hit me. 

KC: How did that feel to finally know the truth? 

DW: Oh, boy. I can't describe the feeling. I kissed my wife a long time, I'll tell 

you that. That's about as close as I can come to verbalizing that feeling. So 

I guess there is a bit of anger there, too. But like my life on Rondo, 

bittersweet. That's the way that experience was. I don't know how to 

describe it any other way. It's like I'm bitter at the authorities for not at 

least telling us how we could get in touch with her once we became of age, 

or something. Tell me something. But they didn't, and so I'm bitter about 

that. And I do mean bitter. But the sweet part was reading her letters. 

KC: You said that Rondo was also bittersweet for you. How was living on 

Rondo bittersweet? 

DW: Well, as best I can describe it and I've thought about it a lot. I had an 

attitude that I'm sure I acquired from my childhood on Rondo of-I 

wanted a nice fast car. I wanted to be a playboy kind of thing I guess. 

Drinking never bothered me. I didn't drink. I didn't smoke. I just 

wanted-girls were the thing, and dancing. That was my whole idea of 

the future I guess. School, I was smart enough. My grades were good 

when I went. [Laughs] But that didn't apply to me. All I would end up 

doing was shining shoes somewhere. That's kind of Rondo, see. 
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KC: Were you living in Cornmeal Valley or Oatmeal Hill in these homes? And 

when you describe "that's Rondo," it's different than what I've heard in 

other stories, so tell me more about that. 

DW: I have an idea that a lot of people will try to make Rondo into something 

that is all grand and glorious, and I may tell you, I'm a rebel. I'll tell you 

that that's not the case. It wasn't my experience, nor the experience of 

people I knew. There was Deep Rondo,9 there was Cornmeal Valleylo and 

there was Oatmeal Hill.ll And Cornmeal Valley and Oatmeal Hill had 

character, but they-none of it had the character of Deep Rondo. I was 

down in Deep Rondo, and I couldn't have been a day over eight years old, 

and I was coming from Welcome Hall, l2 which was like a Hallie Q. Brown 

for those who lived in Cornmeal Valley. And we'd come from there. Me 

and John Gardener and Richard Gardener. John was my age and Richard 

was younger. And George Lawson was my foster brother. He was 

younger. As I say, I couldn't have been a day over eight. I will never 

forget this. We came down Farrington, and on the corner-or was it 

Louis? I forget which. I think it was Farrington, though. On the corner of 

Lewis or Farrington and Rondo was a place we knew as the Bucket of 

Blood,13 which was a bar. It was a Sunday morning, after Sunday School. 

9 Deep Rondo was considered between Rice Street and Western. 
10 Cornmeal Valley was considered between Western and Dale Streets. For some Cornmeal Valley was anything East 
of Dale Street and included Lower Rondo or Deep Rondo. This was a lower middle class residential neighborhood with 
predominately single-family homes. From the 1930'5, this part of the community struggled with growing poverty. 
I I Oatmeal Hill was a term referring to Rondo west of Dale Street toward Lexington, sometimes known as Upper 
Rondo. More affluent residents tended to move into this area, giving the impression the residents had a higher social 
standing. This middle class neighborhood consisted of predominately single family homes. 
12 Welcome Hall Playground was at Western , Rondo, Saint Anthony, and Virginia. 
13 A Tavern was located at 318 Rondo at Farrington. 
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John and Richard were peeking in the Bucket of Blood. People drinking 

and swearing and music and all that stuff. And I was ... 

KC: How did it get the name "Bucket ... " Because that wasn't the real name. 

DW: Lot of fighting down there. These were unemployed and unemployable 

people, I later find out. But anyway, there is a gentleman sitting on the 

curb. And he's laying back on this curb, and he's got a bottle of wine that's 

half open. And I notice him. For some reason-I don't even know what 

John and Richard are doing, and George, but I'm watching this person. 

And it's warm out, and he's sitting there, kind of just-well, he's had way 

too much to drink. And he's singing this song, [Sings] "Dooooowwwwwn on 

Rondo. Oh-ooooh dooooowwwn on Rondo. Smoke my reefer. Drink my gin and 

act just like a fooool." And he was one of many. I walked up the block a 

ways, and here was Tiger Jack14, sitting out in front of his house selling

whatever it was. And he had a popsicle and he gave me half of it, and we 

talked. That was the first time I had ever met Tiger Jack, and he was an 

old man as far as I was concerned. He later became pretty well known in 

the neighborhood, because Tiger Jack's an icon in Rondo. Anyway, then 

we went horne. But I have never forgotten that man on that curb, and his 

image was reinforced throughout all of I!'-y years on Rondo as I grew up. I 

left there about age thirty. I left there in 1958, so I was about twenty-nine 

years old. I moved to Minneapolis. His image was there. That was a 

powerful image, and that was more like the Rondo, the Deep Rondo, that I 

14Tiger 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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knew about. Now in Cornmeal Valley there was the same thing, but not as 

overt. But there was a lot of stuff going on there. Of course, as you get up 

to Oatmeal Hill you don't see that. You see people going to work and 

they're dressed a little nicer and they make a little more money. 

KC: The foster homes, were they predominantly in Deep Rondo then? 

DW: No, no, no. I had no foster homes in Deep Rondo. Cornmeal Valley. 403 

Carroll was as far east as I got. That was between Western and Arundel. 

KC: So you're in Cornmeal Valley. The neighbors around you are going to 

work, and yet you're connecting with Deep Rondo. 

DW: I'm connecting with all of it. Really. Maybe I misled you, but this 

gentleman had a tremendous impact on me, which will come out later. I 

didn't understand the impact. It's just that I will never forget it. It has in 

very strong, overt ways guided my life to do what I later did. I detested it 

greatly, if I'm clear. [Laughs] And I know he was a symptom, not the 

cause. And I later began to know the cause, and I became very angry. And 

I'm still very angry. 

KC: What was the cause? Or do you want to talk about it later? 

DW: Well, let's-it's colorism. I refuse to use the term racism, because I think 

there's only one of those and that's the human race. It's colorism. It's 

powerful. It's just as powerful in Saint Paul as anywhere I've ever been in 

this country, and I've been all over this country. So far south you can't go 

any farther unless you can swim. And I've been treated better there than I 

was in Saint Paul, on Rondo. 

KC: Your sense of Rondo when you were living there as a child-was it a 

Black community or a mixed ethnic community? 
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DW: Black. One of my best friends was Ted McDay. He lived on Central, near 

Grotto, right across from Pilgrim Baptist Church15• But I'm not sure Ted 

was really a member of the community in that sense. Him and I were 

close, because his parents were alcoholics and never home, and at that 

time, Mrs. Todd was gone and Ted and I were buddies and kind of hung 

out together. People would call me a name and he'd fight them quicker 

than I would. 

KC: And what was Ted's ethnicity? 

DW: He was Irish. Very tough kid. I liked him. But other than that, I can't think 

of any White kids in the neighborhood. Now it's interesting because when 

I went to school-this whole thing of integration struck me years later, 

because hell, I've got pictures upstairs of my sixth grade class and we're 

all together. There were no problems. There was no problem that way. 

McKinley16 and MaxfieldY So school desegregation was kind of a surprise 

to me, at that time. 

KC: Do you have any experience at McKinley or Maxfield that you particularly 

remember that stand out? 

15 Pilgrim Baptist Church was first organized as a prayer group before 1863, and formally organized as a church 
November 15, 1866. Their first house of worship was constructed in 1870 at 12th and Cedar Streets in Saint Paul, and 
it moved in 1918 to the current location at 732 W. Central Avenue, Saint Paul. 
16 McKinley School was located at 481 Carroll Avenue, between Mackubin, Arundel and Rondo from 1903 - 1966. Fire 
destroyed the building in 1977. 
17 Maxfield School was originally at 363 Saint Albans at Saint Anthony, and was built in 1890. In 1955, a new school 
was built at 680 Saint Anthony at Victoria, Avon and Central. 
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Dan's sixth grade class at Maxfield School in 1941, 
Don remembers almost all of his classmates' names, 

Front row: _ , Earl Dngue, DON WILSON, Harvey Erlich, _ , Richard Sayles, 
Second row: _, Verlene Price, Rosemary Jones, Evelyn Lewis, Gloria Parker, Gladys Hobbs, Betty Lewis, Rita Shaver, 

Third row: Betty Bobo, _, Marlene _, Georgia Russell , Margaret Brown, Mary Collins, Sarah Hill. 
Back row: Billy Archer, Jerry Slavn, Raymond Danges, Harry Estes, Billy Goins, _, Nelson McCoy, 

DW: No, not really. Well, I remember the first fight I ever had. I was very 

young and I couldn't understand it. I moved to 403 Carroll, and I was in 

the first grade. And there was a girl in the classroom, her name was Eva 

Scroggins, and she smelled like urine. She sat right next to me. We had 

these rows of desks that were tied together I guess. I don't know how to 

describe it. And she was just right there. And I said to her, "You smell like 

urine." And boy, she whipped me so much after school. I mean she beat 

me up good, and I had never had a fight before. I didn' t even know what 
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r 

it was. Well rll never forget that. I went home crying. [Laughs] That stood 

out! 

I was still living at Mrs. Archer's, that's what it was. Then I went to Mrs. 

James and I was a little older, and I had a sled, a brand new sled I had 

gotten from the orphan's picnic. rm sorry, orphan's Christmas party, 

which was always held every Christmas at Brown and Bigelow18 for all 

orphans. And you got three gifts and all you could eat. And I got a new 

sled. So rm sliding down the hill from Carroll to Rondo, behind my house 

- 403 Carroll - on my new sl~d. And two or three guys were at the bottom 

of the hill. One of them was named Gentress O'Neill, and he took my sled. 

And I didn't understand that. "You can't take my sled!" So I tried to get 

my sled back. Next thing you know, we're fighting. And he's got one of 

these big welfare coats on. We called them welfare coats. And all he did 

was bundle up in this coat, and I kept beating on this coat until I got tired. 

And he' s holding my sled and he' s laughing. When I get tired, then he 

turns and beats me up and walks off with my sled. [Laughs] Those are the 

experiences I remember! 

KC: Were you kind of known as Don An Orphan Kid? Did people not connect 

you with a family? 

DW: Not too much at that age. I did later, but not at that age. I heard it when I 

was-I must have been in my early teens. They would call me an 

illegitimate Black bastard. IBB they'd call me. 

KC: Who's "they"? 

18 Brown and Bigelow was located at 1286 University Avenue. 
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DW: My so-called-not friends, but guys I knew in the neighborhood. So I just 

hit them in the mouth. I became notorious for fighting. And I usually won. 

KC: Were there other kids that you knew who were foster kids or orphans? 

DW: Well, my foster brothers of course. Phil Porter. He was older, and George. 

George by the way lost his mind. But yeah, there were other kids, but I 

don't remember hearing that they got that kind of treatment. They 

probably did though. [Phil Porter and George Lawson lived with me at 

Mr. And Mrs. Jams on 403 Carroll Avenue.] 

]KC: So it seemed like there were a lot of other foster kids in Rondo. 

DW: Oh, yeah. There were other foster kids in the neighborhood, no question 

about that. 

KC: One of the things that I hear a lot is-people will talk about the families. 

Or you go someplace and somebody says, "Well, I'm a So-and-so and I'm 

related." And all the family connections and the strong, large families and 

how they were connected. Was that a sense that you had when you were 

younger, in that you didn't belong to any of those family connections? 

DW: Absolutely. I belonged to no one. I belonged to no one. I remember 

Mother's Day, for example. I didn't know whether to wear a red flower or 

a white flower. I don't know if you know what that means. So [one year 

I'd] wear a red one, [and another year I'd] wear a white. If anybody said 

anything to me about it, I hit them in the mouth. [Laughs] 

KC: I know what the red and white flower means, but can you describe it? 

DW: Well, the red flower is if your mother's living, of course. The white flower 

indicates your mother has died. Of course, I knew nothing about either, so 

that's what I'd do. I'd just switch up. 
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KC: So it never felt like any of the foster families took you in and embraced 

you enough that you felt like, "I'm part of this family." 

DW: I can't exactly say that, no. They tried. I resisted. I couldn't have 

verbalized it then, except I wasn't comfortable. And I think it was because 

I didn't want to give away my feelings for the family, and then here comes 

Mrs. Kelley, "Pack your box." And I'm gone again. I think as I look back 

on it, that's what I did. Why I held back. But I wouldn't have said that 

then. No, they were nice to me. I learned a great deal, many good things 

that did me well as I grew up. 

KC: You're often getting into fights. Do you think that affected [why] they 

moved you on? 

DW: Oh, yeah. I got kicked out of school for fighting. Principal said he didn't 

want me back, so I didn't go. I went to North High SchooP9 as little as 

possible. Ditch school and I'd go out to Saint Paul. [Laughs] They finally

[moved be back to Saint Paul to Mr. And Mrs. Graves on 756 Iglehart 

Avenue.] 

I started boxing for Harry, Harry Davis20 over there at Phyllis Wheatley21. I 

must have stayed over there six or seven months, and then they said, 

"Well, maybe it's best we move him back." So Mrs. Graves took me back. 

By the way, I ran away from Mrs. Graves's. That's why she gave up on me 

19 North High School is located 1500 James Avenue North, Minneapolis. 
20 W. Harry Davis, who was born and raised in Minneapolis, became an acknowledged civil rights leader. A 
Minneapolis Public School was named for him in 2003. 
2 1 Phyllis Wheatley House opened its doors in 1924 at 808 Bassett Place North. The settlement house provided 
recreational activities, baby and dental clinics, and classes on Black history and culture. The center was the first 
agency in the Twin Cities dedicated to serving Black Americans. It later relocated to 915 Emerson Avenue North, 
Minneapolis, and currently has several locations. 
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and they took me to Minneapolis. That was another reason they took me 

to Minneapolis because I was fighting. I wasn't dong much right. 

KC: Now the connection with the boxing. Was that consistently there and 

stable and supportive? 

DW: Oh, yeah. Yeah. Mr. Brown was very influential. I enjoyed being around 

him and learning from him. There was another gentleman, Mr. Cy 

Ettinger, who was Jewish, who was my coach in high school. Football 

coach. 

KC: Which school? 

DW: Down at Marshall. 22 I'd get kicked out of school on Monday. He'd get me 

back in on Tuesday. That happened quite frequently. He used to tell me I 

was ten feet tall. It finally sunk in. I'll never 

forget Cy Ettinger. Him and Mr. Brown 

were two of the people that really had an 

influence on me. 

KC: Mr. Wilson, tell us how tall you are, 

because you refer to this being ten feet tall. 

DW: 5'7. Actually, 5'6 and %'s, but don't tell 

anybody. [Laughs] 

KC: We have to understand that to appreciate 

when people tell you you're ten feet tall! 
Don about 18 years of age 

22 Marshall School was built in 1925 at Grotto, Holly, Ashland and St. Albans. It was Marshall Junior High from 1926-
1937. In 1937, 10th grade was added; in 1938, 11 th grade; and in 1939, 12th grade was added, with graduating classes 
from 1940 to 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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DW: You know, I don't know. Bobbie, my wife, would tell me that. "Doesn' t 

have anything to do with my stature," she said, "Has more to do with 

your character." She'd tell me 

that, and I believed her. I don't know where 

she got the idea from, but I believed her! 

[Laughs] So I think that's what it meant more than anything to her. And it 

became that way to me. Now I had something to prove to somebody. Not 

me, 

I knew what I could do. I knew what was inside, what I wanted inside, 

and I knew I could get it. And the more they told me I couldn't, and they 

did my friends in Rondo [would say], "White man won't let you do that." 

If I heard that once I heard it a million times. That's exactly when I'd do it. 

For example, I got laid off from Western Electric23 in 1949, and I mopped 

floors. All you could do then was get jobs as a porter or something like 

that. So I did all that and barely made it. I'm married by this time of 

course. Then I went to HoneywelP4 Two of my buddies, and me walked 

over there in the summertime. Just kind of nothing else to do. Playing 

around, and we took a test. They were hiring at Honeywell. I took a test 

for an assembler' s job. I flunked the test. I got-can I say pissed off? I was 

so pissed off. I couldn't believe I had flunked this test. That was a Friday. I 

think we had about ten cents in the bank, and I'm not exaggerating. I gotta 

have a job, and things weren't too good. We were just corning out of a 

23 Western Electric was located at 333 Sibley in 1948. 
24 Honeywell was located at 2753 Forth Avenue South in Minneapolis. 
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recession. So I couldn't sleep that Friday night, Saturday night, Sunday. 

Monday morning I woke up early, five o'clock. And I walked to 

Honeywell pm Fourth Avenue in south Minneapolis. And I said, "They 

called me for a job." And they said, "Fine. Here." They gave me a slip to 

go get examined by the doctor. I got examined by the doctor. I started 

work that night in the aeronautical division on Stinson Boulevard [in 

northeast Minneapolis]. I worked nights over there for a year-and-a-half. I 

was promoted to set up man. About six months later, I was promoted to a 

group leader. For the next sixteen years, I never missed a day, never was 

late. I was awarded the Tempo Award, which meant total evaluation of 

management and production output. I was awarded that as the 

outstanding group leader in the whole division, for sixteen of the 

seventeen years I spent there. 

KC: Wow. 

DW: Yeah. And it's interesting, because the attitude I had from Rondo was 

causing me to turn down overtime in my first years there, and come home 

and polish my car, and I would buy a new one-a used one, I'm sorry, 

every other year. That was my whole life, you know. It was a street 

roadster type. [A type] they used to have in those days, spinner hubcaps, 

dual pipes. The whole bit. So that's all I'd do. 

Well, one day a woman who worked next to me said to me, "Are you 

rich?" I said, "No." And she said, "Then why do you turn down the 

overtime? You never work overtime." She said, "Let me show you 

something. I make the same thing you do, right?" She showed me her 
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check which was a hundred dollars more than mine was, a week. So I 

started working overtime. And my whole attitude changed. I mean 

Rondo-that attitude was gone. Another attitude took over. And the next 

thing you know, we buy a house on 4146 Second Avenue [South in 

Minneapolis], because we couldn't find one in Saint Paul that was worth 

the money they were asking. 

DW: I think the Jewish people had the homes on Marshall at that time, and 

Black people-well, the housing thing went into effect you know. New 

housing law, and Black people were moving. Trying to get better housing. 

KC: What year was this? 

DW: 1957. And of course, we were trying to improve our housing, and of 

course they knew that and they were overcharging for those houses that 

they were leaving. So I got the bright idea, "Well, I work in Minneapolis. 

Why don't I just live in Minneapolis South Side?" So I did. We found a 

beautiful little nice stucco bungalow over there. And we bought it and 

moved in. And we got it on a contract for a deed, because we didn't have 

enough down payment. Our whole attitude about life changed. Rondo 

was-that whole attitude. 

It's not that I disliked Rondo. It's like I had an attitude that I didn't realize, 

that was limiting my outlook. 

KC: Can you describe that attitude some more? 

DW: Yeah. Good time. Nice clothes. Nice car. Period. You can't go anywhere. 

You're Black. You're not going to be able to do certain things. I'm a waiter 

on the railroad for fifty years. That's the way it is. I worked .at the 
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packinghouse for thirty years. That's the way it is. You can't do that. 

"Hey, look man. I'm going to do this ... " No you're not! They aren't going 

to let you. I'd get mad and ... 

KC: Now in the South-it's 1956, '57. The bus boycott was in '54, '55. Are you 

connecting with some of the civil rights movement? 

DW: No. No. In fact, the thing I remember is 1953 we went to California. We 

drove out there. Bobbie's sister had moved out there after she graduated. 

She was younger than Bobbie. Bobbie's my wife. And we drove out there 

to visit her. 1953. Took us four days and three nights. Before the days of 

the freeway, you know, except out in California. It was tough, tough 

driving. And now you can't stay anyplace. This is why I'm bringing it up. 

In 1953. You're Black. You can't stay in anyplace and you can't eat in 

anyplace. I remember stopping at a restaurant in Nebraska, and asking 

them if my family and I could eat there. And they said, this is a quote, 

"No, you cannot. Your dog can, but you can't." And so we went from 

there to a drive-in. I had my wife's little brother, my son and my wife and 

I. And we got a malted milk at a drive-in, and they gave it to us in Mason 

jars. Well, we were so hungry I didn't notice. So we ate, and I'm the only 

one who got sick. I got terribly sick, threw up green stuff. I had ptomaine 

poison. 

Anyway, make a long story short, we couldn't eat anyplace. We ate at 

these fruit stands, people selling fruit on the road. And that's all we ate. 

We're finally in Las Vegas. We found out-well, we ran into a guy in the 

gas station where they wouldn't let me go to the bathroom. And we found 
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out that there was a place in Las Vegas that would let you stay there. 

Owned by a Black woman. So they gave us the address and we were 

going through Las Vegas. Oh, it was hot. And we had no air-conditioning 

[in the car] in those days. And we were just angry with each other and we 

were tired and it was terrible. So we went down the strip in Las Vegas, 

and we saw this guy walking down the road. He was Black. I stopped the 

car. I said, "Where can I find so-and-so and so-and-so." And he says, 

"Well," as he leans into the car he says, "You go down here about two 

blocks. You make a right hand turn, you go underneath the Iron Curtain. 

And then you do this and you do that and you'll find it. It's a big white 

and green house." Iron Curtain? I go down and turn and sure as heck, 

there's an overpass over this road as it goes down, and on it is written The 

Iron Curtain. On the other side of this strip, which is gaudy of course, 

there's dirt roads. There's tin shacks. There's pigeon coops. There's 

chickens. There's clotheslines hanging from house to house. It's the desert. 

Tin shacks, and then there's this big green and white house. So we went 

there and we took a shower. She was a Black woman. Big house. And then 

she wanted to charge us an outlandish number to stay there, and I said no 

thanks, and [left and] we just drove on. By the way, we ate there, too. We 

had [Laughs] okra. Okra, only it was not fried, it was-I forget how it was 

fixed, but it was slimy. I don't know, boiled it or something. We couldn't 

eat it. It was terrible. Okra and cold liver and cold gravy and rice. 

[Laughs] I got to California, I weighed 119 pounds. When I left, I weighed 

about 135. 
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KC: When I hear you describing when you went under the Iron Curtain, then 

you went into the Black neighborhood and it was ... 

DW: Yeah. It was bad. Many years later, I worked for COI:ttrol Data. I went 

there to clear that up, and it was still the same. It was still the same. This 

was the 1970's. 

KC: Still the Black neighborhood. Did you run into any problems with the law 

going though small towns, or have any car problems? 

DW: Oh, I got stopped once for speeding, but that was my fault. No, other than 

that I had no problems. Not on that trip. Later, much later. On later trips, 

but not that trip. 

KC: We kind of jumped ahead to being married and what was happening. I'd 

like to back up. When you decided to marry your wife, what was the 

response from her family? Where were you married? 

DW: Her parents were not getting along well. Her Dad worked on the railroad. 

He was a joyboy. And her mother tried to hold it together, but she 

couldn't. 

KC: Can you define a joyboy? 

DW: Yeah. Chased women and he worked on the railroad. Out five days and in 

five days, and when he was in, he was gone with some other woman or 

women or whatever, you know. He was an okay kind of guy in terms of 

nice enough, but he didn't love his wife and he didn't [seem to] love his 

family. 

KC: What was his name? 

DW: Haskins. His name was Granville Haskins and her name was Johnnie 

Mae. They were from Texas. He was a shoeshine boy in Texas, and he 
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moved up here to get on the railroad. Up to Saint Paul. He worked for 

Great Northern25 as a waiter. But he was nice enough. He just didn't care 

about being married. That's the only way I can put it. Bobbie was one of 

three. She had a younger sister and a younger brother. He was the 

youngest. And she was best thing I ever met. [Laughs] I'm serious. She 

was definitely the star of that family in terms of decency. 

KC: Where were you married? 

DW: We were married at her house. On September 26, 1947. Reverend Skelton, 

who was a reverend at that time at Saint James AME Church26 on Central 

and Dale. 

KC: So then where did you and Bobbie live right after you were married? 

DW: We lived in a one room, share the kitchen place at 491 Saint Anthony. His 

name was Jim Burke and her name was Esther Burke, and they were 

friends of Bobbie's mother's. And they had three of four kids, and it was 

not a nice place, but it was a place. So we rented a room there for seven 

dollars a week, and Bobbie had use of the kitchen. 

KC: And you had graduated from high school? 

DW: No. No, I quit high school in the eleventh grade, to get married. By the 

way, I would have graduated that year, but because I was fighting and 

carrying on so much, I had to go to summer school. Well, I didn't go to 

summer school. So I was a year behind! [Laughs] No big deal. No, I didn't 

25 The Great Northern Railroad's home offices were in Saint Paul. Saint Paul's early empire builder J.J . Hill built the 
Great Northern. In 1980, he acquired the Northern Pacific line, and legally merged theses two lines and others to 
become the Burlington Northern. . 
26 Saint James AME (African Methodist Episcopalian) Methodist Church existed as a prayer group as early as 1870. 
Formally organized in 1878, they purchased a permanent home in 1881 . The current church was built in 1926 at 624 
West Central Avenue at Dale. 
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graduate. I went to the university later on, but that' s a different story. We 

haven't got there yet! [Laughs] 

KC: So how did you support you and Bobbie? 

DW: I worked at Western Electric wiring switchboard connections, in those 

days for telephones. And then I got in a fight down there and they fired 

me. Then after about six, seven months-I was unemployed for a while. 

Then I mopped floors for a while, for twelve bucks a week. I got so sick of 

that. Then I got a job at Hayden Ford Company27 polishing cars, and I 

worked there for about a year-and-a-half, and I made $125 a week. That 

was a lot of money in those days. Then I came to Honeywell. [Laughs] 

KC: What was that early married life like for you and Bobbie? 

DW: I don't know how to describe that. It was a blessing. It was a maturation 

process for me. She was always two years ahead of me, of course, in that 

sense. But for me it was a maturation process in terms of-and I learned 

with it. But I had to be shown, 'cause I was still fighting when I shouldn't 

have been. I lost a good job because I was fighting. That shows you how 

irresponsible I was. But I later learned. So it was overall- I' d say it was 

good. There were a lot of things I'm bitter about that happened, but that 

was because of the whole colorism thing, you know. 

KC: Can you talk about it? 

DW: Well, yes. You couldn't get a decent job. When you looked at the paper in 

those days, you looked at two columns. One was for porter, which was a 

mop and broom type thing, or the other would be some kind of 

subservient employment like shining shoes or something. I didn't look at 

27 Hayden Motor Sales Inc was located at 1800 University Avenue in 1948. 

35 

Ron
do

 O
ral

 H
ist

ory
 P

roj
ec

t 

Minn
es

ota
 H

ist
ori

ca
l S

oc
iet

y



the other columns. There's no point. Well, I said, "Hell!" There's a job for a 

Fuller Brush28 man, salesman, over on University A venue. So I went in 

there and I applied for it. There were about three guys in there, and they 

started laughing. And they just kept on laughing. They never did answer. 

I said, "1 came to apply for the job." And they just started laughing. And I 

stood there and looked at them, and they just kept laughing. And the 

more I stood there, the longer they laughed. So I left. There were those 

kinds of experiences. 

KC: What were your feelings as you left? 

DW: Oh, I can't even describe it. Anger, hurt, resentment, bitterness, 

everything. Of course, I wouldn't tell anybody about that. I didn't tell 

anybody. I didn't tell Bobbie. I didn't tell nobody about that. I just didn't 

do that anymore. 

KC: Didn't go into the White places looking for jobs? 

DW: Oh, no. If it wasn't for mopping the floor or washing the car, you didn't 

go. That's a waste of time. You didn't dare. You dared, but you didn't

that's a waste of time. 

KC: But that's the philosophy that Rondo was talking, and you were still 

buying into it. 

DW: No. I resisted it. That's why I got so damn angry, because I wanted to fight 

it. That's what I think what led me to go back to Honeywell and lie and 

tell them they called me. See? There's a connection there somewhere. And 

it worked! "Did you graduate from high school?" "Well, yeah, I graduated 

from ... " "Youever go to the University of Minnesota?" "Yep." 

28 Fuller Brush Co. was located at 2149 University Avenue and 514 Pioneer Building in 1948. 
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KC: You told Honeywell all this? 

DW: I told them everything - anything it took, I told them. Yeah, yeah, yeah. 

[Laughs] If they'd have checked it, they would have fired me on the spot. 

They never checked. 

KC: Were you a young, angry man? 

DW: Well, no. I wore the mask. I guess I was angry underneath, but I wore the 

mask. You never would have guessed if you didn't know me that I was 

angry. 

KC: What all did the mask look like? 

DW: "Hi, John. Howya doin? What's goin' on, man? Have a good day, man. 

Beautiful day." The whole thing, you know. All BS. It looked as good as it 

had to look. It looked good. But the anger was there, quick. Right 

underneath the surface you know. 

KC: Did you ever get to take the mask off, or did you wear it 24/7? 

DW: I didn't dare take it off. They'd put me in jail. I wore it 24/7. 

KC: At home too? 

DW: Oh, yeah. I couldn't let Bobbie know a lot of things. I think she knew 

anyway, but then I had the boxing outlet, see. That helped a lot. If I 

couldn't do it illegal, I could do it legally. [Laughs] Sometimes I got my 

butt kicked trying, but at least you got an outlet, you know. 

KC: But you quit doing that when you were twenty-three. 

DW: Yeah. I did. Bobbie said no. She kept working on me. "You're better than 

that." 

KC: What about a social life, friends? What kind of social "life did you and 

Bobbie have? 
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DW: You know, you couldn't trust anybody. Your friends would take 

advantage of your wife or your-quick like a bunny. You couldn't turn 

your back on nobody, absolutely nobody. And I hated that, because I'm 

vulnerable that way. I thought he was my friend and then I find out that 

[he can't be trusted] - so it was that kind of social life . You just couldn't 

trust anybody. I couldn't. 

KC: Was it that you were internally unable to trust people, or that people were 

untrustworthy? 

DW: I honestly believe people were untrustworthy, and that I was far too 

trustworthy. That's not saying that they were bad. It's just the way it was. 

They stooped very low to do anything that they wanted to do. It didn't 

matter. You know, I've always felt like, "Look. Yeah, she looks good but 

that's my buddy's wife. I'm not going to do that." Not them. They don't 

care, you know. 

KC: You had buddies that were coming on to your wife. 

DW: Oh, yeah. But Bobbie, she was not like 

that. She would tell me, but she would 

tell me in such a way that I wouldn't go 

off half-cocked and get in a fight. 

Sometimes it wouldn't be until months 

later, by the way. 

KC: Did Bobbie have friends, where she 

had a social life ? 

DW: Yeah, yeah. You talking about Don 

r--~~==~ 

Bobbie at 19 years of age 
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and Bobbie, Bobbie's-she's the much better half of the relationship. 

[Laughs] 

KC: Oh, I don't know about that! Would you go out and listen to music? 

Would you go places to have fun? 

DW: Well, yes. They had cabaret dances every now and then. Oh, geez. 

Places like the Elks29 • I remember that. 

KC: On University? 

DW: I don't recall the University at that time. 

KC: Did you go to the Coliseum30? 

DW: Roller skate? Out on Selby seems to me we did a couple of times. That's 

the only Coliseum I can remember, the Coliseum Roller Rink. On Selby 

and something. Victoria? Somewhere out there. We did that. We had 

private parties sometimes. It got to the point though where I stopped 

going because of this very thing. It wasn't fun. It's like you're always 

looking over your shoulder. So I just said, "Nah. Knock that off." We 

didn't go. We'd go to movies. Or we'd take drives. We'd do things as a 

family as opposed to going out socially that way. 

KC: Where would you go to movies? 

29 Gopher Elks Lodge was the Elks Lodge and restaurant located at 559 Carroll. In 1955, the Lodge moved to 803 
Saint Anthony between Saint Albans and Grotto. The Improved Benevolent Protective Order or the Elks of the World 
(IBPOEW), the Black Elks fraternal organization, was formed in 1898 when two Pullman Porters were denied 
membership in the all-White order in Cincinnati, OH. IBPOEW followed the same commitments to youth as the BPOE 
(White Elks) through artistic endeavors, athletics, scholarship, and camps. This Lodge sponsored a youth Drum and 
Bugle Core. 
30The Coliseum Pavilion was located at 449 Lexington . The dance hall and roller skating rink were just east of The 
Lexington Baseball Park near Lexington and University. 
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DW: Faust,31 Dale Theater.32 Dale was up on Selby and Faust was on University. 

And of course, we'd go downtown occasionally. 

KC: When you went downtown growing up, early married, did you run into 

any of this colorism? 

DW: Yeah. But most of the time it was things you just kind of took and just 

kept on going. It was always there but you always just kept on going. I 

can't think of any times when we had a confrontation about it or anything. 

KC: Would you ever try to go to any of the restaurants downtown to eat? 

DW: No, no. 

KC: Why not? Downtown wasn't very far. 

DW: [Laughs] It was a long way for me! No, we didn't do that. We weren't 

welcome there, so we didn't do that. We went to a Black restaurant and 

there weren't very many of those. I'm trying to remember any. Road 

Buddy's33 when I grew up, over on University and something. Chat 

Oden's Dad owned that. So we didn't do much eating out. As a matter of 

fact, I'll be honest with you, I don't recall eating out until I was in my 

thirties when I got another job which was in sales and I started eating out. 

I didn't even know how to behave myself, frankly, in terms of ordering 

from the menu and stuff. So I didn't have much experience about eating 

out. 

3 1 Faust Theater, built in 1911 as a family movie theater, was located at 626 West University Avenue near Dale Street. 
The theater closed in the late 1960's, and the building became an evangelical church. In 1970, it reopened as a sex 
oriented movie theater until the city purchased and closed it in March 1989. The building was razed in 1995. 
32 Dale Theater, which operated from 1915 to 1959, was located at 937 Selby Avenue. Customers visited the nearby 
Garden of Sweets at Selby and Dale for candy and snacks to bring into the theater. 
33 Road Buddy's Bar-B-Q, owned by Chet Oden, was located at 386 West Central Avenue at Western in 1949. By the 
mid-1950's they had relocated to 799 University Avenue. 
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KC: Now was this because there wasn't a lot of money, or because Black folk 

didn't go eat out because you knew you might not get served or you'd be 

treated badly? 

DW: Well, I think it was money. I put them both on equal plane, but I think 

money was the big drawback. You didn't have that kind of money. So you 

didn't do that. 

KC: Did you ever pick up ribs from Booker T'S?34 

DW: Oh, yeah. Not often, but I have done that. Booker T's. I used to box with 

Booker all the time. Booker Ellis. He was a few years older than I, and 

Kemial, his younger brother, and I were good friends. He was a decent 

person, by the way. There were a few. 

KC: Can we take a break for a minute? 

DW: Sure. 

(break] 

KC: We've taken a break. Where would you like to go from here? 

DW: Well, you want to stay on Rondo, so let's see. Well, I think the over-riding 

thing here that I'm trying to say is that I really resented being told what I 

couldn't do, and I don't know where that came from, but it's real. 

Especially when it came from guys who I grew up with, or people of my 

generation so to speak. That would really burn me. So I got on at 

Honeywell after polishing cars at Hayden Motor Company for a year-and

a-half. I got on at Honeywell, and I told you how I did that. Then I was 

promoted and promoted and promoted, and finally, after winning the 

Tempo Award for sixteen of the seventeen years that I spent there-and 

34 Booker T. Barbeque Rib, owned by Mance Ellis and named for his son , was located at 381 Rondo at Western. 
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by the way, I was the first Black group leader Honeywell ever had. And I 

had thirty-two White women working for me, and I was accused of 

having sexual relations with at least ten of them. Or trying to. You know, 

that kind of thing. There were forces all the time there. But the big thing 

was-1 worked for five people that I had trained. I later worked for five 

people that I had trained! 

KC: White people. 

DW: Of course. White men. And I started questioning that, and this was before 

the days of affirmative action. The only person I could call was Louis 

Erwin, who lived on Saint Albans and Rondo. And he was kind of-1 

don't know what his title was, but fair employment practices comes to 

mind. He was a Black man, and was a neighbor, by the way. And I went 

to school with his nephews, Donald Wheeler and Kermit Wheeler. And 

Barbara Wheeler was the girl. Well, they were very religious Christian 

Science people [-I think?]. We called them holy rollers. But Louis Erwin 

had a lot of respect from us because he could run. We'd steal apples for 

example, as kids, and he'd catch us! Shit, nobody could catch me running, 

but Louis Erwin could! [Laughs] Anyway, I called Louis Erwin on the 

Honeywell thing, and he talked to management in front of me, trying to 

find out what the answer was. Their answer was that he doesn't have any 

electronics background. Well, hell, I was building sub-assemblies for 

gyroscopes for seventeen years. Don't tell me I don't have electronics 

background. I didn't have school. So okay, that went on for two years, but 

during that time, after being told that, I went to school. I went to Brown 

Electronics. I graduated with a degree in electronics, a certificate. Still 
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nothing. Then I went to the University of Minnesota. Seven years I went to 

the University of Minnesota. 

KC: Nights. 

DW: That's right. I studied basic psychology and economics. And a few 

management [classes]. Stuff like that. 

KC: How old were you? 

DW: Oh, geez. This had to be in the Sixties, so early thirties. 

KC: And you have two children at home. 

DW: Three.35 Vanessa was born in 1958, so I had three. Anyway, I got good 

marks in school and then I went to the Electronic Computer Programming 

Institute. So I did computer programming, because that was coming on at 

the time, and I was going nights. I didn't graduate from that because 

about six months into that, maybe a month before graduation, I was at a 

coffee machine on break. And a gentleman came up and said, "You've got 

a hell of a smile. Come talk to me!" Well, to make a long story short, I 

went down and talked to him. He was the Registrar, which is really a sales 

manager. And he told me that I could make two hundred bucks for every 

enrollment that I got, and I could do this and I could do that. Well, to 

make along story short, I took him up on it. I did it part-time, and I would 

make three and four enrollments a week [for the Electronic Computer 

Programming Institute.] That was eight hundred bucks a week, over and 

above my salary you see. Straight commission. So every student I 

enrolled, I got two hundred bucks from, see. The course went for $1495. 

They would give me leads and I would follow up on them. I became top 

35 Don and Bobbie's children are: Don Junior was born February 22, 1948, Glorie Jean was born November 20, 1951 , 
and Vanessa Louise was born September 15, 1958. 
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salesman. I was promoted to sales manager. Whadya know? Me? A Sales 

Manager! After all-oh, no, that can't be! I loved it. 

So we had a beautiful home over on Fifty-second and Irving Avenue 

North, our second home. This was a brand new home. We'd been there 

thirteen years however, and many things had happened that were good 

and stuff. Like Junior was in the air force now. He was in Vietnam. My 

family is grown up, and [my daughter] Glorie, she attacked her mother 

and damn near killed her. A whole lot of things have happened in the 

interim. Well, to make a long story short, I quit Honeywell. When I was 

promoted to sales manager and was moved to a new school, which they 

opened in Denver, Colorado. And I went there. I hired ten people to work 

for me, most of whom were White. One was Black, and he stuttered. Took 

him five minutes to say his name. His name was Lon Bussey. He stuttered 

so bad. I developed him into the top salesman in the whole damned 

nation of ECPI schools. I didn't do it. Hell, he was just a decent, beautiful 

human being. But he would talk to people, and he stuttered so bad that

they loved him so much they would just wait until he got it out. I mean 

the guy-I'll never forget Lon Bussey. Well anyway, I had a tremendously 

successful career in Denver, Colorado. 

We lived in Bear Valley. Interestingly, they didn't want any Black people 

in Bear Valley I find out from the real estate man that was hired to find me 

a house. He was a White individual, and he kept showing me things in the 

Black neighborhood, which were nice. That was fine. But the schools were 

trouble. I didn't want Vanessa to have to go through that, so one night I 
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asked him, "Where don't they want Black people to live?" We're in his 

car. He says, "Well, I can think of a couple of places." He named Bear 

Valley. I said, "Let's go out there." "Oookaaay ... " [Laughs] So he drove us 

out there and he went through that neighborhood so fast. Ninety miles an 

hour! [Laughs] But I saw a new house being built, and I said, "Turn 

around. I want to check up on this sign." So he did and I said, "You gotta 

slow down now. I gotta get this. I'm gonna write this down. I'm not gonna 

get out." I got the telephone number. That was a Friday night. Sunday 

morning, I went out there in my brand new 1967 Riviera by myself. I 

walked in and they were still working on the house. I walked in and I 

knew this was it. It was a four bedroom, moss rock, look out the back 

window and see the snow-capped peaks. Oooooh, it was just gorgeous. 

Brand new community and the houses were just beautiful. $27,500. Four 

bedroom, double car garage. Bought it. 

KC: Now what year was this? 

DW: I left Honeywell in 1968. Yeah, '68. In fact, Martin Luther King was killed 

on my birthday. That's the day I resigned. 

KC: Which birthday? [Laughs] 

DW: April 4, 1968. Anyway, I bought the house in Denver, Colorado, and my 

school became the top school in terms of sales in the nation. There were 

144 schools. And then he-Mr. Franking, the owner of the whole thing, 

overspent himself. He went bankrupt. So we left Denver and came back 

here. From there I got a job as a stock boy. $2.14 an hour [Laughs]. Place 

made canvas stuff on Highway 55. I'll never forget that. The guy says, 

"I'm not going to hire you. You're not going to keep this job." And I said, 
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"Yeah I am. I need a job, man." So I got the job. [Laughs] I lasted about 

three days and I found - I would have stayed there longer, but I found a 

job as a methods engineer at Ault Incorporated,36 owned by Luther Prince. 

I don't know if you've heard of Luther Prince. He became a Black owner 

of business over in Minneapolis. Anyway, he hired me as a methods 

engineer. "You ever done it?" "No." But I knew Time Study from 

Honeywell. So that's all he wanted me to do and I did that. Six, seven 

months later he got in trouble financially and I got cut. From there, I was 

looking for work, and I was driving through the North Side of 

Minneapolis, coming from an interview for a job. I saw this brand new 

Control Data facility. In the ghetto! On the North Side. "I gotta work for 

this company." Well, I interviewed a couple times. Bingo, I got hired as a 

training supervisor in Roseville37. 

KC: You went to the V, did you get a degree from the V? 

DW: No. 

KC: You went for a couple years and then went on to the other ... 

DW: [Laughs] That's what I did, you know. But I did things with that 

experience. Inside, you know? 

KC: What things did you do inside with that? 

DW: This whole resentment about being told I couldn't do something, and my 

fighting against that, turned into a-well, I was going to do it. And I did! 

With ECPI, I proved that. It was my first proof. I could do anything after 

that. I was speaking in public at high schools. I was holding career 

opportunity clinics. My self-confidence was just overwhelming. Of course, 

36 Ault Incorporated was located at 1600 Freeway Blvd in Brooklyn Center, MN 
37 Control Data had the automated wagering facility at 2655 Long Lake Road in Roseville, MN 
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the more I did it, the better I got at it. So that's what I mean. That's what 

happened because of those experiences at the V. This attitude, that I can 

do it kind of thing, started to payoff. 

KC: So because you went to the V, because you could get good grades at the 

V - were you treated as an equal at the V? 

DW: Oh, yeah. I never felt anything there. Everything was fine that way. 

KC: So all of that started breaking this attitude of "I'm inferior." 

DW: Yeah. And Pierce Smith, the White individual who asked to speak to me at 

ECPI, who got me into sales in the first place, he said, "Take your color 

and throw it right in their face." And I did. For example, sometimes I 

would get an appointment and go out there and they wouldn't want to let 

me in the house, and I'd say, "Excuse me ma'am. Is it because I'm Black 

you won't let me in your house to help you, if I can?" That kind of thing. I 

did very well. So I used it to an advantage in that sense. I ran into it, but I 

learned how to deal with it a little differently I think. 

KC: You didn't beat anybody up anymore. 

DW: No, no, no! I tried to take my tongue and beat their brains out, yeah. But in 

a way that was consistent with what I was learning. I later became able to 

verbalize, "Never let your personal feelings interfere with your objective." 

I learned that, and I managed to do that. If it would complement my 

objective I'd do it [Laughs], but seldom did I do that. Of course, I got 

pretty good at speaking and it went quite well. 

You're right. ECPI was a success in that sense. From there to a stockboy, 

from a stockboy to a methods engineer, from a methods engineer to 
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Control Data training supervisor. I was promoted to corporate staff, 

Control Data. And I worked on what they called a management extension 

education program. I administered that program under the guidance of 

another, younger Black mail. named Joe Russell. And a year into that, I 

went to a course called Minority Group Dynamics. A gentleman by the 

name of Ray Island was one of the instructors. You might know Ray 

Island. Anyway, he was one of the instructors and I was told to go and I 

did. And I learned things there about me as a Black person that I did not 

know existed. I guess I had always thought we were ~owing and scraping 

Uncle Toms, until that seminar. 

KC: Tell us, what are the specifics that you remember learning? 

DW: Wow! I learned that-I can't remember the first name, but I think it was a 

Jones38 that developed the refrigerator. I learned-it was overwhelming. I 

learned that we were not bowing, scraping Uncle Toms. We were that, but 

we were also-and boy, that also was a mindblower. And I determined, "I 

want to do that." So I started buying books, history books. I got them 

upstairs still. I must have 500 books upstairs, and I read a book a week for 

years. I got that job at Roseville, and in my spare time I'm reading history. 

It became known as Black history. It's a lot more than Black history. But 

anyway, I read it. 

I asked for an opportunity to become an instructor in Minority Group 

Dynamics management seminars. I was granted that opportunity, and 

38F rederick Jones, 1892 - 1961 , served in France during World War I and was one of the most prolific Black inventors. 
He earned more than Sixty patents in his lifetime, with over forty in the field of refrigeration. He is best known for his 
invention of the automatic refrigeration system for long-haul trucks in 1935. 
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after two miserable failures, I began to find my niche. So much so that I 

was fired by Control Data for saying that Mr. Norris39 was a racist, which 

he was. [Laughs] He happened to be the president, that's all! [Laughs] I 

mean it was in a seminar, and it came out better than that. I shouldn't say 

better. It came out purer than I just described to you. He didn't mind it. 

His subordinates didn't like it and they fired me. 

Well, I sued them. And it never did get to court. When they found out I 

had sued them, they offered me all kinds of jobs all over the country. I 

took a sales job out of Washington, D.C. They put a nice check in my 

pocket, and I took the job out in Washington, D.C. to sell to government 

agencies. They had a bag, we'd call it, of 114 management education 

courses. I sold one. Which one? Minority Group Dynamics. They didn't 

want me to do that, because they were convinced nobody would buy that 

program. So they wouldn't back me. I had a quota of one million, five for 

that year. "There's no way you're going to make that quota selling 

Minority Group Dynamics. That's a waste of time, Don. Don't do that. We 

can't ... " I sold it. How did I sell it? I lucked out. I had an appointment 

with a Department of Justice individual who wasn't there when I showed 

up. But his underling said, "I want to talk to you." So I went in his office, 

and he had a flag in his office, which you know what that means out 

there? He's a GS-14, and he talked to me, and he listened to me and I was 

selling Minority Group Dynamics. And he said, "Tell ya what Don," at the 

end of my long dissertation, he says, "I am the administrator of the 

39 William C. Norris founded of Control Data Corporation (renamed Ceridian in 1992) in 1957. This Minnesota 
corporation became a multi-million dollar enterprise that produced computers and peripheral products. 
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• 

National Association of Personnel Managers, and we're having a 

convention here in three weeks. And you will have over seven hundred 

personnel managers in one sales call. If you like, I think you should speak 

there." So I bit on that one. Well, I did. I spoke-Stuart H. Clark was the 

Secretary of Agriculture. He spoke before me. And he had a Black guy 

changing slides for him [Laughs] as he was giving his presentation. I had 

a gentleman by the name of Mick Finn. That literally was his name, Micky 

Finn, who was a salesman in my office. And he was changing slides for 

me. Well, they didn't notice. When I get up right after Stuart H. Clark and 

I had no notes. I don't need any notes. And I'm pitching MGD, Minority 

Group Dynamics. I get done pitching MGD, and by the way, everybody's 

with me, and I say, "Now, I got my boy out there that's going to change 

slides for me. Would you please turn the thing on?" I had a slide sound 

presentation called Race to Revolution, and Micky Finn [started the slide 

presentation]. That did it. Well, to make a long story short ... 

KC: And Mickey Finn is an Irish guy? 

DW: Yes. He's White. 

KC: White. And how much did you sell? 

DW: Over five million dollars worth of Minority Group Dynamics at five 

thousand dollars a pop, so you know I sold a lot of it. It's not totally true, 

because the U.S. Navy bought a big bulk of that, over two million dollars 

worth. The program that they employed in their Race Relations Institute 

in the U.S. Navy was Don Wilson's program called Minority Group 

Dynamics. I got it through Admiral Zumwalt, and Rear Admiral Bagely. 
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So I really raised hell in Washington, D.C. I really did. I'm quite proud of 

that. 

Later, I was hired to corne back to corporate, with a forty-eight percent 

increase in salary, to manage the program I had been fired from! [Laughs] 

And I did that. I was going all over the country. I think I conducted over 

six hundred of those seminars, two-day seminars, to organizations in 

business, industry, education and government, at Control Data and 

throughout the country. And I've got a list of clients if you'd like to take 

that with you! It's quite astounding, starting with the White House Office 

Building during the Nixon administration, Federal Reserve Bank, Board of 

Governors. It's a very impressive list. So that ain't too bad for a kid from 

Rondo! Who didn't know his name until he got [to be] sixty-two! [Laughs] 

You might say only in America. Well, that could be. But it worked. 

Vanessa, Don, Bobbie, 
Don Jr. about 1975 
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So then I got burnt out. I had people working for me who were what we 

call part time instructors. They had other jobs at Control Data. They were 

professional people, but they would work for me and I'd give them a 

stipend of fifty bucks a day to teach Minority Group Dynamics. Because I 

had so much business I couldn't do it by myself. 

KC: · Now you were selling it, managing it, and doing the instructing. 

DW: Right, and I was on the road all the time. I couldn't take it anymore. The · 

stress psychologically was overwhelming. Of course the time away from 

home was unreal. If Bobbie wasn't the woman she was, she would have 

divorced me nineteen times, because I never saw her hardly. 

And by the way, the program was not an NAACP type of approach. It 

was more like a Malcolm X type of approach. I mean we were hitting 

people in the head. We were going straight at them and allowing them to 

come straight at us. It was very, very confrontational. Two days of very 

intense confrontation over the issue. 

KC: What years was this? 

DW: I worked at Control Data from 1969 until '76. 

KC: And 1969 to '76, you were working with Minority Group Dynamics? 

DW: Yeah. I was working MGD all that time. Well, just about all that time. The 

first year or so was before I got to corporate. I hadn't done that. For the 

last six or seven years there, I had done MGD. 

I got tired of it, and they wouldn't give me enough staff to help, so I 

recommended someone else to take over for me. Because I was burnt out, 
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literally just burnt out. And then they promised me a job in Washington, 

D.C. and I went out there a couple of times and you know, I just didn't 

want to do it. Doing the whole experience of looking for homes and 

realizing the money it was going to cost. It's tremendous1y higher out 

there. I don't know. I just didn't want to take that job. Well, you don't tum 

down jobs like that. So that was signing my death warrant there. So make 

a long story short, with a check in my pocket, six months later I left. I had 

to threaten a lawsuit to get the check in my pocket. Lawsuit for things that 

really aren't relevant to this, but it was-you don't need to hear that story. 

It wasn't nice. And it wasn't racism. It was something else. Nope. But you 

don't need that in the story. That's a long story to try to connect that. I had 

something on them and I never liked it, and I used it. 

KC: And in the end you got the check that you needed to leave respectfully. 

DW: Yep. So I went from there to selling life insurance for Prudential. How'd I 

know Prudential? Well, I'd done a seminar on Minority Group Dynamics 

for Prudential, and Vice President Booker, he was Black. He said, "Yeah, 

I'd love to have ya." So I started selling 

life insurance. Tough hustle! Tough. 

I was going door to door, and I 

made Rookie of the Year. But I worked 

my you-know-what off. Rookie of the 

Year, I think I made $17,000 after all of 

that! So I'd heard that Wilson Learning 

Corporation40 was looking for professional 
Bobbie and Don 

In their back yard about 
1975 

40 Wilson Learning Corporation was located at 7500 Flying Cloud Drive in Eden Prairie Minnesota 
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instructors, so I went out there and met Larry Wilson, the owner. And I 

told him that I was the best he'd ever seen, and I meant it! He kind of 

chuckled, but he hired me. And I did become the best thing he ever saw. I 

taught Counselor Selling, and I did it internationally in Japan. I did it in 

Brussels, Belgium. I did it in London. You don't get trips like this unless 

you're good. And I did hundreds of them here. Four-day seminars, called 

Conselor Selling, to professional salespeople. I did that for five-and-a-half 

years. 

KC: So no diversity in this then. 

DW: Nope. Nope. On my part there was, but that's about it. By the way, I 

didn't accept the salary. 1 accepted what I called platform time. If I was 

teaching, I got paid. If I wasn't teaching, you don't owe me nothing. I 

don't want nothing to do with your office politics. All I want to do is earn 

what I deserve. So we worked out a deal where I was getting five hundred 

bucks a day plus expenses for every day I was on the platform. Well, I 

taught a four-day seminar. Three of those a month wasn't too bad! Then I 

upped it to $1250 plus expenses, and I got it. Then my colleagues got 

jealous and a whole lot of things started happening and my contract was 

terminated because of sexual harassment. That was the charge. I don't 

know who I sexually harassed, but that terminated that relationship. 
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Bobbie Wilson at 55 years 
1987 

KC: It's a hard transition when people leave. 

DW: [Pause] Yeah. That's a quick overview! 

Then I said to myself and then to 

Bobbie, "I'm sick of it. I've had 

enough." And we came up here. 

We fished the Brule River. And 

we watched the sunrise and I've 

never been happier in my life, 

'til she left. 

KC: From Rondo that kept you in a box to teaching people how not to be in a 

box. What would you say are some of the major lessons that transformed 

you? 

DW: Don't know how to answer that. 

I think it was initially that I was being told-resenting being told, rather, 

that I couldn't do things. And I think that was what started it, and then it 

became like a snowball rolling down hill. It just got bigger and bigger and 

bigger, you know. There's a little luck involved in this, too, I think! But I 

really got confident. All this time, I'm looking around at other people and 

I'm comparing myself all the time. And I tend to gravitate towards people 

who I think got something more than I got. I don't know how to say that, 

but I did that. I kind of didn't look at the people who I didn't think had it. 

I spent more time on those that stretched me. 

KC: Were there any major mentors or people that influenced you? 

DW: Yeah, Pierce Smith, the guy who met me at the coffee machine. White 

individual. Dynamite guy! He was big. He started it. He told me I was ten 
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feet tall, and I believed him. That means a lot. Later, Joe Russell. Black 

man, younger than me. Funny how Black guys are. They don't tell you 

you're good verbally. They just kind of let you know. But they never tell 

you. At least that's been my experience. 

KC: How do they just let you know? 

DW: They kind of give you jobs they wouldn't give to anybody else kind of 

thing. Or they would use analogies of things that you did. They'd use that 

in the presence of other people, talking to the other person, that kind of 

stuff. 

KC: Not just letting you know. They're letting other people know. 

DW: Yeah, yeah, yeah. Then of course you hear things from the grapevine. And 

all of a sudden people start calling you. You know, stuff like that, so you 

just kind of knew you were doing the right thing. 

I really believed in Minority Group Dynamics. I still believe in Minority 

Group Dynamics. That belief is tempered somewhat, but I really did 

believe and I think this is why I was effective. I believed in what I was 

selling. I believed that if people were aware of things that really 

happened, that it might have an affect in altering their perceptions. 

KC: What would be some of the core teachings in Minority Group Dynamics? 

DW: Well, let me start by saying this, and you can interrupt anytime. I 

developed the program, or re-developed the program, to have three main 

ingredients. One was the law. And I had a White instructor present the 

law. He had another responsibility, too, and that was to calm them down 

after I riled them up. Basically he would tell them the law. The essence of 
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the law was that affirmative action was a cold, hard logical business 

decision, period. That's the first couple hours. And by the way, the 

participants are to shut up and listen on day one. Then I corne out, and I 

developed a thing that talks about the problem in the following sequence. 

What is the problem? Colorism. That was the first presentation. I'm 

talking to them now, from prepared notes. And I'm using - I have a 

bibliography. I mean, it's well researched. And now we know what it is. 

Next thing we do is give them history, which is the source of it in this 

country, which many people don't understand. I think the essence of that 

statement is that racism - slavery wasn't a result of racism. Racism was a 

result of slavery. See, for the first forty years in this country, there was no 

such thing called racism. I call it colorism, but there was no such thing as 

that. In fact, indentured servants lived together with owners. Not that I 

advocate that, but they did that. So then the institution took hold, and I'm 

doing this very quickly, but in order to soothe the mind of the planter in 

terms of his brutality against his workers, they had to make [him the 

slave] less than a man, right? Now here we start. You know the rest of that 

story. So the source of it was next. What it is and the source if it. Then 

finally the psychological effects of it. We called that Black Psychology. So 

it was what it is, the source of it, and the psychological and philosophical 

effects of it. That was day one. 

Day two opened up for discussion, which became very confrontational. 

"You said blah, blah, blah .. .. /1 And of course, now I'm not talking 

anymore. I'm listening, and they are venting. That goes on for a couple of 
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hours. Finally, they just calm down and their questions start to get less 

rhetorical and more productive. By noon, we have an understanding. Not 

necessarily an agreement, now. I'm not even sure we have an 

understanding. We have an awareness, a common knowledge base. In the 

afternoon, we're going to talk about what we can do about it in the work 

environment, to be consistent with the law. Period. We're not asking you 

to integrate. Black people have never asked for integration in this 

country's history, legally. And the government of this country has never 

passed any kind of legislation for integration in this country. In spite of 

the fact that they call it school integration. It's school desegregation, 

period. And there's a hell of a difference. So we talk about what they can 

do with it that way, and tell them good-bye and good luck. And by the 

way, they have goals and objectives. 

KC: Are they still teaching it? 

DW: No. In fact, Control Data I don't think is in existence anymore, is it? 

They.'ve become a health company now. 

KC: Ceridian. 

DW: Yeah! Yeah, yeah. 

KC: Of all the different periods and jobs in your life, when were you having 

the most fun? 

DW: Boy. Counselor selling, I think. Minority Group Dynamics was not fun. It 

was too somber, too-that's not the word. Too g~t wrenching, I guess, to 

call it fun. But I did feel satisfied. 

KC: How was it gut wrenching? 
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DW: To see the hatred. To see the source of the hatreds of the "movers and 

shakers" who believe in those attitudes. 00000, that's mind blowing. 

That's scary, almost. For example, I look today at what's going on in Iraq, 

and I just-I say this to myself. Iraq, if you think 5addam Hussein was 

bad, you just wait. That's what it is. And that's gut wrenching to me. 

KC: Meaning the American government is worse? 

DW: Oh! The things I-I'll tell you. It doesn't surprise me at all that White kids 

are using the term nigger by the time they're five years old. And Black 

kids hear it by the time they're three years old. It doesn't surprise me at 

all. No. And it ain't never going to change as far as I'm concerned. Now I 

can't predict the future, but that's a strong feeling I have. 

50 in that sense I feel it was gut wrenching, and I feel it was very non

productive in the sense that I had expectations. In the sense of what it took 

from me to do it. On the other hand, I'm glad I did it. 

KC: You say non-productive. You don't think that you raised awarenesses or 

made any difference? 

DW: Oh, I think I did. But I don't think that-it's like dropping a grain of 

pepper in the Atlantic Ocean and expecting to taste a change. That's what 

I think I did. I hope I'm wrong, but I don't think so. I don't think there's 

anything that's liked more in this country more than money, or hated 

more in this country more than people of color. And probably in the 

opposite order. That's just a thought I have now, but it stays with me. And 

I've seen it from very high level people who couldn't possibly deserve a 

lot of respect. And I've seen it-in fact, I think I have seen it more there 
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than I have seen it from the Klu Klux Klan in Pensacola, Florida, which I 

have done. They can verbalize it in such a way that justifies their situation. 

It's like-how did it go? I'll never forget it. It's a song I heard. I was out in 

Berkeley, California, and was sent this record. You might have heard the 

record. It's by "California Suite," and he says, "They satisfy their endless 

needs, and justify their bloody deeds in the name of destiny and in the 

name of God." Then he says and, "You can see them there on Sunday 

morning, stand up and sing about what it's like up there. They call it 

Paradise. I don't know why you call someplace Paradise. Kiss it good

bye." That's the song. That's what it reminds me of when I think about the 

people I've talked to, who were what we would call the movers and 

shakers in this country, who are shaping minds. And do it so subtly, but 

so deliberately and so constantly, you just say well, you haven't got a 

chance. 

KC: Is that why you find peace up here in the Northwoods looking out at the 

pines and the lake? 

DW: Yep. And I'm writing about everything but people. And there's a lot up 

here-yeah. I know there are good people, don't get me wrong, but I don't 

think we've got a chance. 

KC: Black folk or just the human race doesn't have a chance? 

DW: No, it's far beyond Black folk. They're definitely some part of it. What did 

Janice Jackson just do? What did Michael Jackson do? It isn't just them. 

There's a lot of people doing it. This little girl just got caught-they just 

found her. Did you hear that? Bursia, the girl that disappeared? They 

found her. They refused to say-I would say she got killed, but she's 
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dead. This eleven-year-old girl. So you know, your kids going to school 

with guns, and I thought I was a bad kid. I hit people in the mouth. 

They' re shooting you now days! We're not going in the right direction. 

KC: Mr. Wilson, I'm changing gears because you've had a fascinating life. 

What are some of the things that you're most proud of? 

DW: Bobbie. [Pause] 

Don with Bobbie just before she passed 
2003 

That's about it. In terms of earthly things. I have trouble with the Trinity. 

Doesn't mean that's not okay, I just have trouble with it, and I looked 

elsewhere. My history again held me in what I think was good stead in 

that it told me something that history doesn't usually tell you, and that is 

that most of the slaves that came to this country believed in Islam. I didn't 

know that. Then I got a book called Servants of Allah. That started it about 

six years ago. I was reading Essence Magazine six years ago, and-I'm 

sorry, five years ago. And I saw this book, The Meaning of the Holy 

Our' an. It was right there on the page, so I bought one. And I read it from 

cover to cover. Took me four years. Not that it was that thick. It was 

because I couldn't do it all the time. Also because sometimes it moved me 

so much, I couldn't see the page. But I finished it from cover to cover, and 

I still read it and re-read it. It's sitting in there on the couch. Never a day 
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goes by that I don't read it. And that's probably the best thing that ever 

happened to me, including Bobbie. 

KC: Have you converted to Islam? 

DW: Definitely. I'm not a member-I don't go to the mosque. But I believe in 

Islam. You know what Islam means? Total surrender. Total surrender of 

your will to the will of your creator, who we have never seen. So he's not 

blonde-haired and blue-eyed. Oh, oh, oh! Wow! No, we've never seen 

him. I'm not just joshing you. That was very meaningful to me. Because if 

that's a symbol of perfection - blonde hair and blue eyes - where does that 

leave me? I mean a whole lot of things come in here. There's so many 

branches to that one, I can't even talk about it. For my kids as well. So 

yeah, I believe in total surrender. I'm not sure I'm hooked into organized 

religion. I'm definitely hooked into Islam. It's the most glorious book I 

have ever read, and that's an understatement. 

I don't use it for political purposes like we hear on the television and the 

radio and the magazines. I'm talking about strictly the spirituality part of 

it. To know that my ancestors believed that way doesn't hurt a bit. Yeah. I 

can't say I'm a Muslim, but I can say that I definitely believe in Islam. 

More importantly, the Sufis. The Sufis are mystics. They are total believers 

in Islam. They lived a life like Jesus Christ lived. They go off, for example, 

and they leave their families and they go and worship by themselves for 

eight to ten years to get in touch with our creator! So my dog is named 

Sufi. 

KC: And in some ways, you are up here alone, by yourself, doing that? 
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DW: I can't even find words. When I see His light chase His darkness across 

the sky in the morning-Oh, my God! I'm still trying to find the words to 

describe what I feel. 

KC: I have the sense that it helps fill the pain of the loss of your wife. 

DW: Yeah. She's got to be in a better place, for one thing. She was right there, 

facing the southeast, which is Mecca, when it happened. It answers 

everything. 

And I read the Bible a lot. It refers to the Bible a lot, by the way. And I 

read the Bible. It's a good book. It's just very difficult to understand. The 

Qur' an is a book that makes things clear. It is not difficult to understand, 

right out front. If you read the Qur' an and aren't moved, you need to go 

see a doctor. [Laughs] Quick! [Laughs] I mean really, you do. You do. So 

it's been very fulfilling. So that's kind of where I'm at. I think I'll stay 

there. 

As I look back on my efforts at MGD and other things, you know, if I'd 

have known then what I know now, I'm not sure I would have done that. 

If Jesus couldn't do it, if Mohammed couldn't do it, how the hell do you 

think I'm going to do it? [Laughs] Find something else to do with your 

time! That's the way I feel right now. I may change that. I just don't think 

it's there. 

KC: I am going to run out of tape in just a moment. 

KS: What are you writing about? 
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DW: Well, I'm trying to find the words-what I'm trying to write about is the 

feelings I have, melded with whatever you want to call I think about. In 

terms of this room we live in. You know, I can't verbalize it beyond that, 

other than it's glorious. I don't know how to tell you better than that. 

About His creation. You know that everything works in unison? 

Everything works together. I didn't say against. I said together! There is 

not one thing He has created that hasn't got a purpose. And what's the 

major part of the purpose? To contribute to the whole. Wow! That's 

overwhelming to me! I never thought about it that way until maybe a year 

ago. I think that's beautiful. I don't think-and by the way, that includes 

us. Only we seem to, in my opinion, try to upset that apple cart. We aren't 

strong enough to do it, but we're trying! [Laughs]. We're the only thing 

out of step. That's kind of the way I'm feeling. But I don't want to include 

that in my writing. I just want to grab the good parts. His part! Her part? 

Some people say-I heard the Native Americans say: It couldn't have 

been a man! He can't create nothing!" That ain't the word he used either 

He said, "Must have been a woman." 

[break in tape] 

KC: What is a favorite memory of Rondo? 

DW: Now, that was sliding down the hill behind McKinley School, from the 

back of the school, or at least the side of the school that faced Rondo. It 

was a steep hill, down to the fence which bordered the sidewalk on 

Rondo. And we would slide down that hill, fifty, sixty of us, on fresh 

snow days. I don't care how cold it was. And we would slide down there 

until our feet were so-like ice we couldn't hardly walk. Of course, we 

64 

Ron
do

 O
ral

 H
ist

ory
 P

roj
ec

t 

Minn
es

ota
 H

ist
ori

ca
l S

oc
iet

y



had holes in our shoes, almost all of us. And those holes were plugged 

with cardboard. Everybody got cardboard in their shoes, because we 

couldn't afford new shoes. [Laughs] 

KC: And you were sliding on? 

DW: Cardboard. Oh, yeah. Nobody.-Could afford a sled. Not down there. 

Maybe up in Oatmeal Hill, but not Cornmeal Valley. No, no. Those were 

joyous times! I tell you, that was just beautiful. So I remember that time all 

the time. When I think of my younger life in Rondo, that's what I think of 

first and foremost. 

The second thing I think of would be going to the Hallie Q. Brown, when I 

was much younger, and meeting the kids there. Up on the top floor as I 

remember. And Janabelle Murphy. She was one of the staff. 

KC: She was a girl's staff coordinator. 

DW: I would have called her an old lady! I mean I was five, six. And Mrs. 

Carden was the director at that time. And I stayed at Mrs. Melcher's, and 

Mrs. Carden lived at Mrs. Melcher's. She used to play the violin on 

holidays, and on Sundays and on the weekends. Mrs. Carden did. I'll 

never forget that, and I was just a little kid. So anyway, that was my joy. 

The significant thing I wanted to just say is that in those days, we would 

take tap dancing lessons on Wednesday, and those of us who wanted to 
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box and be like Joe Louis41 would take boxing lessons on Fridays, I believe 

it was. And almost every kid I knew took tap dancing lessons. [Our idols] 

in those days was twofold. Bojangle Robinson,42 tap dancer. Joe Louis, 

heavyweight champion. The only idols we had. We knew nothing about 

George Washington Carver or none of that stuff in those days, of course. I 

think that was interesting. 

KC: Thank you again. 

41 Joe Louis (1914-1981), known as the "Brown Bomber," began his professional boxing career in 1934. In his climb to 
becoming the Heavyweight Champion of the World in 1937 he was defeated in Berlin by German boxer Max 
Schmeling in 1936. As Hitler was rising to power, Schmeling was seen as the "the great white hope." In a New York 
City rematch on June 22, 1938, Lewis knocked out Schmeling in 2 minutes, 4 seconds. Celebrations were held that 
night in Black communities thoughout the nation. Many Blacks were reported killed around the country in retaliation. 
Schmeling's defeat was seen as a damaging blow to Hitler and his racist beliefs. Louis has the distinction of defending 
his title more times than any other heavyweight in history. He was eulogized as one of the greatest boxers of all time. 
42 Bill "Bojangles" Robinson (1878 -1949) was born Luther Robinson and orphaned at an early age. He went on to tap 
dance his way to stardom as a professional entertainer, vaudeville performer, actor in Broadway plays and motion 
pictures. Adam Clayton Powell eulogized him as "a legend because he was raceless ... Bill wasn 't a credit to his race, 
meaning the Negro race, Bill was a credit to the human race. He was not a great Negro dancer, he was the world's 
greatest dancer." 
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