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Mrs. Gloria Gilbreath Wilson has lived most of her seventy-seven years in one 
little oblong from Dale Street to Chatsworth and from Saint Anthony to Iglehart. She 
shares her memories of her father's forty-one-year career as a redcap at the Union Depot. 
Although her mother was trained as a beautician, she worked the majority of her life as 
a matron at Donaldson, a manufacturing company. Mrs. Wilson also acknowledges the 
economic advantages for her uncle in his job as a chauffeur for a wealthy Saint Paul 
Ordway family. 

Mrs. Wilson speaks of her philosophy dealing with experiences of racism as a 
child. She describes the landscape of Rondo and the community she grew up in. And 
she describes her enthusiasm for basketball playing on both the Saint Peter Claver team 
and the Hallie Q. Brown team, as well as walking across the high bridge to Saint Paul's 
West Side to visit friends. Gloria tells us her passion was dancing, and describes 
winning a dance contest with the Duke Ellington Band. 

At age thirty-one, Gloria was hired at the downtown train depot as a matron, 
and she describes providing for the needs of travelers, even bringing them home 
needed. She refers to how the community changed after W orId War II and the 
construction of the freeway. Her family's home was taken to make way for a bridge to 
be built over the freeway. 

This is a transcript of a taped interview. A signed release is on file from Mrs. 
Wilson 
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GW: Gloria Wilson 
KC: Kate Cavett 
BH: Bettina Heiss 

KC: This is March 18, 2003, I am Kate Cavett, and this is Bettina Heiss, a 

student at Hamline University. Can you introduce yourself to me? 

GW: My name is Gloria Ellen Wilson. l I live on 

Montreal Ave, Saint Paul, Minnesota. 

KC: When did your family first come to 

Minnesota? 

GW: I've been here seventy-seven years. I was 

born here at Saint Luke's [Hospital).2 

KC: Where did your family live at the time 

when you were born? 

GW: 669, no, 667 Rondo on the second floor. 

KC: At the time, what did your parents do? 

Mother Isabella Gilbreath 

GW: At that particular time, my mother3 worked for Donaldson Company4 on 

Pelham. They made air cleaners. And my fatherS was a redcap6 down to 

Saint Paul Union Depot.? 

KC: Can you explain to Bettina what a redcap is? 

1 Gloria Ellen Gilbreath Wilson was born August 7, 1925. 
2 Saint Luke's Hospital was located at 333 North Smith Street. In 1972, Saint Luke's, Miller, and Children's Hospitals 
merged to become United Hospital at the same location. 
3Mother Isabella Starks Gilbreath was born in August 11, 1894, and passed January 5, 1981 . 
4 Donaldson Company Inc. was located at 666 Pelham. They manufactured air cleaners for tractors, trucks and 
automobiles. 
5 Father Elbert Gilbreath was born October 18, 1889 and passed January 18, 1961 . In World War I her was a corporal 
in Company 13 of the 366 Infantry, 92 Division. He was the head redcap at the Saint Paul Union Depot. 
6 Redcap Porters worked at the Saint Paul Union Depot. The uniform included a red cap, so as to be easily identifiable 
by passengers. Redcaps' salaries were minimal and they supported their families mostly through tips. Responsibilities 
included carrying baggage for travelers, mopping floors, polishing brass, parking cars, and cleaning offices. 
7 The Saint Paul Union Depot is located at 214 East Fourth Street on the southeast side of downtown Saint Paul. 
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GW: A redcap is an individual that works for the train station, who takes the 

customers' bags, picks them up, and takes them down to the train. And he 

meets the train and helps them off with their baggage and brings it up to 

the front station for them. 

KC: Do they have a salary or was it predominantly tips? 

GW: No, they had a salary [and received tips.] He was there for forty-two 

years. I worked there for sixteen years. And the day before he passed, he 

had a heart attack. And he wouldn't leave work, because he was off the 

next day. And he never went back. So he passed about a week after that, a 

week or two after that. 

KC: He stayed and finished his shift? 

GW: Yes. He stayed and finished his shift, and he got a little upset. He had 

blood clots all over, he passed like - it 

was in about two weeks. He didn't want 

anybody to do nothing for him. He 

wanted to sit in the window with it wide 

open. And I told him, "Daddy, you can't 

do that." And then he wanted my 

mother's chair. She had a recliner. He 

wanted that. They brought it upstairs for 

him. I said okay. And then he wanted the 

TV or the radio off or something. And I 

told him we're not going to have a quiet 

house. Either you can contend with it or 

you just forget it, because we're not going Father Elbert Gilbreath 

9 

Ron
do

 O
ral

 H
ist

ory
 P

roj
ec

t 

Minn
es

ota
 H

ist
ori

ca
l S

oc
iet

y



to be quiet. 

We'll be low, but we won't be that quiet. It's going to be an ordinary day. 

But after that, everything was okay. 

KC: What year was this? 

GW: My father passed in 1981. [My mother in] 1973 or 1974. He was seventy

eight when he passed. 

KC: That's a lot of years at the depot. 

GW: He was there forty-one. They wouldn't hire me until I was thirty-one, 

though. 

KC: [Laughs] How come? 

GW: I have no idea. [Laughs] I worked at Honeywell at the time. And I would 

go down and see if they were going to hire me, but they didn't hire me 

until I got to be thirty-one. 

KC: And what did you do down there? 

GW: I was a matron. 

KC: Can you tell us what a matron is? 

GW: A 'matron is one that cleans the restrooms, takes care of the travelers as 

they come through, see to their needs, help them, gives them all the 

assistance she can. 

And 1'd take half of them home, because my mother never knew what I 

was going to bring home: people, animals, or whatever. Because I was 

always bringing something home. 

KC: So if they got into town and didn't have a place to go, you'd bring them 

home? 
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GW: Yes. And if they did-if like in the 

winter sometime, or they didn't have 

any coats or things like that, 1'd call 

my mother and tell her to send me 

down a coat or a jacket or something 

like this, shoes. 

KC: So you lived with your parents or they 

lived with you? 

GW: I lived with them. So everything was 

fine. We had a four-bedroom home. 

Full attic, full basement. It was real 

nice. There was no problem. But I 
. 

Parents Elbert 
and Isabella Starks Gilbreath 

brought one young lady home with her daughter. They got off the train 

and all their things had been stolen. So I took them home with me. And 

they stayed with us until she got a job at Saint Paul CompaniesB 

downtown. Until she got enough money and she could leave, and when 

she got enough money, she left. Another young lady, she got stuck and we 

kept her, too. [Laughs] My mother would always say, "I never know what 

she's bringing home." 

KC: Were most of the people that you brought home Black folk? 

GW: No. They were White. 

KC: They were White? 

GW: I have no color preference, you know. None whatsoever. If they needed 

help, I assisted. It doesn't make any difference, and I still do the same 

8 Saint Paul Companies was incorporated in 1853 as Saint Paul Fire and Marine Insurance Company. Offices have 
always been located in downtown Saint Paul. 
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thing. And as crazy as it sounds-like, I work at Cub9 two days a week. 

Saturdays and Sundays. So my customers come up and they don't have 

enough. I tell everybody, five dollars is my limit, okay? [Lqughs] And if 

they don't have a dollar or two and they want to put something back, me 

giving them the change that they need serves two purposes. I don't have 

to go through and throw that stuff to the end and it helps them to get 

what they need. So that's just the way I am. 

KC: You sound like an unofficial social worker. 

GW: That's what I am. [Laughs]. That's what I must be. That's what I must be. 

KC: So let's go back to when you were born, and when you lived on Rondo. 

Did your dad do that, too? Would he bring people home in the early days? 

GW: No, I was the only one that brought people home. [Laughs] 

KC: You are the only one with the social worker attitude? 

GW: I was the only one with the social worker. 

KC: Where did you go to school? 

GW: I went to Maxfield School,lO which was right around the corner, on Saint 

Albans and Saint Anthony at the time. And I was, six, seven, somewhere 

between six and eight years old when I went there, and we stayed there. 

And then we moved down to [clicks with her tongue] 845, no 880 Rondo, 

and we stayed there. That's where I did my sleepwalking. [Laughs] 

KC: You'll have to explain that to us. 

GW: Well, me and my dog. I had a dog ever since I was five years old. I don't 

know how I got out. But, they found me, and I was walking down the 

9 Cub Foods has numerous locations in the metro area. Gloria Wilson works at the Midway Cub Foods, which is 
located on 1440 University Ave. 
10 Maxfield School was originally at 363 Saint Albans at Saint Anthony. In 1955, a new school was built at 680 Saint 
Anthony at Victoria and Central. 
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street, going across the street. Me and the dog. I don't know where I was 

going, and I don't know why I was walking. 

KC: How old were you? 

GW: I had to be about five, six. 

KC: Now when you moved to 880 Rondo, now is that Oatmeal Hillll or are 

you still in Cornmeal Valley?12 

GW: No, no. I never made Cornmeal Valley. We always lived on Oatmeal Hill. 

Not that it made any difference to me, because I was always in Cornmeal 

Valley. [Laughs] Or else I was on the West Side.13 

KC: What was on the West Side? 

GW: All my friends that played basketball, and all my friends and everything. 

We'd ride over there and go on the playgrounds and play with the 

children over there. We had friends over there. 

KC: So you would ride from Rondo through downtown? 

GW: Yes. 

KC: Would go across the High Bridge14 or through downtown? 

GW: I still won't go across the High Bridge. No. I would either go across 

Wabasha [Bridge] or Robert Street [Bridge ],15 one of the two. 

KC: What ages where you that you were riding all the way over there? 

11 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 was predominately single-family homes. 
12 Cornmeal Valley, also known as Lower Rondo or Deep Rondo, was east of Dale Street. This was a lower middle 
class residential neighborhood predominately with single-family homes. From the 1930's on, this area struggled with 
growing poverty. 
13 Saint Paul's West Side is south of downtown and the Mississippi River, west of South Saint Paul and north of West 
Saint Paul city limits. 
14 Smith Avenue High Bridge spans over the Mississippi River and connects the Uppertown or Irvine Park 
neighborhoods of Saint Paul with the West Side. Built in the Nineteenth Century, it was removed in the 1980's and 
rebuilt. 
15 Robert Street Bridge and Wabasha Street Bridge connect downtown Saint Paul to the West Side neighborhoods. 
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GW: I was a teenager. 

KC: Okay. 

GW: But I still had to be in before dark. [Laughs] We all had to be in before 

dark. Okay? 

KC: So where did you go to school that your friends who played basketball 

were from the West Side? 

GW: Well, I went to school over here, I went to Maxfield. From Maxfield, I 

went to James J. Hill,16 From Hill, I went to MarshallY I graduated from 

Marshall. 

KC: Marshall Junior and Senior High? 

GW: Marshall Senior. 

KC: Was Hill a Junior High? 

GW: Yes, it was. All my friends that were over there. That was-way back in 

year one, Saint Paul was still very prejudiced. [Laughs] 

KC: Tell me about it. How was Saint Paul very prejudiced? 

GW: Like when we would go downtown to New Kin-Chu,18 the restaurants. 

They had a restaurant on the corner of Seventh and Wabasha, cafeteria 

style, and they wouldn't let us in. I had a friend of mine that was more 

outgoing than I was, and she said, "Gloria, come on. Let's go." So I'd go 

anyhow. At the time, I was a follower, but I stopped following. [Laughs] 

16 J.J. Hill School was originally built in 1905 at Selby, Hague, Chatsworth and Oxford. The school hous.ed kindergarten 
through 8th grade. This building was torn down and a new building built in 1974 at the same site for J.J. Hill Elementary 
School. 
17 Marshall School was built in 1925 at Grotto , Holly, Ashland and St. Albans. It was Marshall Junior High from 1926 -
1937. In 1937, tenth grade was added, in 1938, eleventh grade, and in 1939, twelfth grade was added, making it a 
Junior and Senior High School 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. 
18 New Kin-Chu was located at 18 East Seventh Street. 
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And then me and Sidney Peck and two of the other kids that was in my 

grade, we'd go down to New Kin-Chu and they didn't want to wait on 

me. 

KC: They were White kids and you were Black? 

GW: Yes. 

KC: So this would have been ... 

GW: That was when I was in Hill. 

KC: So you would have been thirteen, fourteen? 

GW: Yes. 

KC: So what year was that? 

GW: Let's see \. I was born in 1925 ... 

KC: About 1938. What other experiences did you have when you got treated 

differently because of your color? 

GW: Do you want me to stay in Saint Paul or get out of it? 

KC: First let's stay in Saint Paul. 

GW: More so at Rothschild's.19 I was the black sheep of the family because my 

aunt always took me wherever she went. They weren't my cousins, but 

we were all family. And she would always take me with her and we'd go 

down there and we would get clothes, because there were nice clothes and 

everything. And the salespeople would come up and say, well, this costs 

so-and-so or this costs so-and-so. I'd say, "We didn't ask you how much it 

cost. If we have to ask you how much it costs, we can afford it. We just 

asked you to bring us something, because if we like it, we'll buy it, if we 

don't, we won't." But basically, I ignored [the racism]. I'm always 

19 Maurice L. Rothschild and Company was located at Seventh and Robert Street. It began business in 1938 and by 
1960 was acquired by Young Quinlin, another department store. 
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• 

ignoring. Matter of fact, when I see it, I confront it, and that gets 

everybody on the defensive and not me. [Laughs] But that's what I do. 

KC: What I'm hearing you say is that when she was coming and telling you 

how much it cost, she was implying that you couldn't afford it, so you 

should know how much it cost. 

GW: Yes. Yes. 

KC: And she wasn't going and telling the White patrons how much things 

cost. 

GW: No. 

KC: You say you were the black sheep because you went with your aunt and ... 

GW: Well, they had everything. I didn't have. They made sure that I had the 

necessary things, okay. My aupt was a seamstress, and every Easter or 

whatever, when she made them clothes, she'd always make me clothes or 

whatever. She sewed for them. They sewed for me. If they went some 

place, I went with them. You know, I was always included, so we've 

always been friends, and I think I'm the only one left. [Laughs] But 

regardless, it didn't make any difference. But they always had more, my 

aunt and my uncle. He worked for the Ordways.2o He was a chauffeur for 

the Ordways for years and years and years. And my aunt did nothing. 

Anything that she got her hands on was ninety-nine percent hers. That 

was the law, because if it belonged to somebody else and she had it. It was 

still hers. 

[Both laugh] 

KC: The law according to auntie? 

20 The Ordways were a wealthy Saint Paul philanthropist's family. Louis Pond Ordway was an original founder of 
Minnesota Mining and Manufacturing, now known as 3M. 
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GW: Yes, it was beautiful, beautiful. They were all my relatives, were beautiful 

people. 

KC: The Depression started in 1929. You would only be five years old. It went 

on for a long time. Do you remember anything about the Depression? 

GW: Now, I remember the food stamps. What else we have? That's all I 

remember [was] about the food stamps, but we always had what we 

needed. I mean, we never went without. 

KC: So your dad didn't lose his job, or things didn't go down? 

GW: No. 

KC: And what did your mother do at Donaldson's? 

GW: She was a matron. 

KC: She was a matron there, too? 

GW: Yes. 

KC: In these positions, they would hire mostly Black women as matrons, 

wouldn't they? 

GW: Yes. 

KC: You didn't see White matrons? 

GW: No. No. 

KC: At Donaldson's was your mother treated very well by the other 

employees? Did she ever talk about that? 

GW: My mother had a personality that didn't make any difference what color 

you were [Laughs]. My mother got along with everybody. My mother was 

six feet tall, weighed 320 pounds, and a beautiful woman. 

So you want to cut off your radio a minute? 
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[Recorder turned off. Mrs. Wilson showed KC and BH family pictures in 

her bedroom.] 

KC: We've just been looking at the family pictures. 

Mrs. Wilson, what other experiences did you have where you felt you 

were discriminated against? Did anything ever happen in schools? 

GW: No. 

KC: How was Marshall? Were there many Black kids in Marshall? 

GW: Yes, yes! There were. Believe it or not I was the second-tallest girl in the 

school. At the time Gloria Williams was the tallest. And Tilman Gray was 

the tallest boy in the school. We just had a ball. We were fine. Everybody 

would go places, but 1'd have to ask my morn if I could go. The rest of 

them didn' t have to ask. But at the time, I was the only one that had an 

automobile. So that made me-everybody was very friendly with me for 

alternative reasons. But I went along with it because of some of the things 

I wanted to do myself. So that didn't bother me. 

But otherwise, in Saint Paul, except for those couple of incidents, I really 

haven't seen too much, because, like I said, I'd turn everything around. 

Because usually people that are prejudiced or that don't care for a person 

of a different color, I can spot them. And it's just little idiosyncrasies that 

they have, do, and don't say or do. That I can tell. And those are the ones I 

love. [Both laugh] . I love them. Yes I do. 

KC: Now, tell us how you love them. How do you love them? 
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GW: How do I love them? Well, I know that they don't want me to touch them. 

So I say, okay. Like when I was working at Office Max,21 someone would 

corne and they would throw me their credit card, or they would throw 

money at me, all this kind of stuff. And nine times out of ten, those that 

had prejudices imbedded in them, their cheeks would get so red that they 

would just [be thinking], "Jesus Christ, I have to corne in here and she has 

to wait on me and I have to go." I'd treat them real nice and that kills 

them. That really kills them. And don't ask me why that kills them. 

Because they want you to get agitated and upset, and I'm just as sweet as 

pie. 

KC: Having had you wait on me in Office Max a bit, you were also the one that 

knew where everything was and the one that was the most efficient. 

GW: Well, I thank you for that. 

KC: Absolutely. 

GW: I thank you. 

KC: When you think back about being five years old or your childhood, the 

first horne or the second horne on Rondo, what did Rondo A venue look 

like? 

GW: Well, we had [clicks with her tongue] streetcar tracks, and across from 

where I lived at 880 was a vacant lot. Betty Lou Dodd lived across the 

street down in the hole, and most of the homes that were there then are 

there now. The majority of them, from Victoria to Milton, all those houses 

are there. 

KC: You mean they are on Concordia now, still? 

21 Office Max is an office supplies chain has numerous locations in the Twin Cities. Gloria Wilson worked at the Midway 
Center Office Max on 1490 University Ave. 
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GW: On Concordia. And the freeway took ours. We were on the corner of 

Chatsworth and Saint Anthony. But as far as the south side of [interstate 

highway] 94, Fisk to Victoria, except for Art Blakey's house, is still there. 

And we had that club on the corner of Victoria and Rondo ... 

KC: Which club? 

GW: I don't know! It was an after-hour club. Oh, what did they call that? You 

know, I can't remember. 

But on rondo I also lived at 841, then we went to 944, and we went to 978. 

KC: These are all different houses that you lived in? So you just kept moving 

farther into .. . 

GW: Up towards Lexington. 

KC: Up Oatmeal Hill? 

GW: Yes. 

KC: What were the circumstances in moving so much? 

GW: Really, I can't remember. Being so small at the time. Mostly all I can 

remember is-how long was I there? 978 Saint Anthony. I was there for 

years. 

KC: Did your parents own or did they rent? 

GW: They owned. I'm trying to figure out how old I was. We lived at 978 when 

I was older than that. Because I was a teenager, because I had to walk 

sixteen blocks to school, cause I was a teenager. 

KC: That' s two miles, no, a mile-and-a-half. 

GW: Yes, so it didn't make any difference whether it was forty below zero, or a 

hundred degrees in the shade. My mother sent me to school. One day, it 

was thirty-six below zero, and I was on my way to school, and the 
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neighbor across the street asked my mother, "Where is Gloria going to?' 

She said, "She's going to school." She says, "You know what the 

temperature is?" My mother says, "She's warm." [Laughs]. The killer part 

about it is I walked those sixteen blocks to school and nobody was there 

and I'd have to tum around and walk back. 

But there was a little restaurant there that I'd stop and get me a 

hamburger on the way back, and eat it. Or on my way there I'd stop and 

get a candy bar. 

KC: So when you're looking out on Rondo, were there a lot of people that 

would be out on Rondo, a lot of businesses? Would you talk to a lot of 

people if you were walking down Rondo? Before you started cutting 

south? 

GW: Well, I practically knew everybody on Rondo. From Dale Street down to 

Chatsworth. It was just a community that if you did anything wrong by 

. the time you got home, you got killed. [Chuckles] I mean, they would just 

say, "Gloria, you know you're not supposed to be doing this," and 

"Gloria, what are you doing around here?" Yadadeyadadeyatta. So by the 

time you get home you wish you hadn't. I was a pretty good kid, I really 

was. A really good child. I only got hit by my parents twice. Once by my 

mother, once by my father. 

KC: I bet you remembered what you did to get them? 

GW: Oooooooh, that I do. 

KC: What did you do? [Laughs] 
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GW: [Laughs] I went out and forgot to come in when I was supposed to, and 

my mother was sitting in the door. As I said, my mother weighs 320 

pounds, and she had the screen door hooked. And I was trying to get in, 

and she sat there and looked and me, and finally she took her finger and 

flipped the latch over. And I walked in, she slapped the outta me. And I 

went upstairs and went to bed. My father - I was seven at the time, and 

Betty Few was six, James Clary was eight, and we were playing cowboys 

and indians. And I got caught. And at that particular yard had aT-pole in 

it. And they tied me to it. It was in the fall of the year. And they pushed all 

the leaves up around me, and they were getting ready to strike a match. 

Luckily, my father was on the way down the alley to go across Rondo to 

the icehouse. And he hollered. They ran and left me there, and he came in. 

In that particular yard, there was a willow bush, and he came in and 

loosened up the little ropes or whatever they had on me and let me get 

myself out, and all the time I'm getting myself out, he got one of these 

switches off this bush. And for half a block down the alley, he was beating 

the stew out of me. I had welts from the top of my head to the bottom of 

my toes. And my mother is standing on this little porch that is no bigger 

than this table jumping up and down. [In falsetto voice:] "You didn't have 

to hit her." [He is saying,] "Well, she didn't have no business letting them 

tie her up." Now that's the only two times. Now today, my hands and 

feet, you mess with either one of them, you have a problem. So what were 

you going to say? 

KC: He was hitting you because you let them tie you up? 
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GW: Yes. He was more afraid because had he not been there. I might have been 

burned, you know. And for two reasons, I had no business letting them tie 

me up and they had no business putting them dry leaves up around me. 

KC: So playing cowboys and indians wasn't the issue? 

GW: No,no. 

KC: Even though your family is part Indian. 

GW: Right. 

GW: Yeah. My daddy is Checotah and my marna was Cherokee. 

KC: Well, I look at your features, and I clearly see the native heritage in your 

features. 

GW: I know. I was in the hospital one, two, a few years ago, and a gentleman 

carne in there and asked me, what part of the South was I from? I told 

him, "I'm not from the South." I says, "I'm born here." He says, "Oh your 

features don't put you from being from [here.]" I said can't help where my 

features put me. I said the only thing I know about the South is South 

Saint Paul. If you get south out of that, you're pretty good. I have a little 

bit of both of them. So, like I said, I got a mixture of everything. Irish, 

German, Cherokee, Checotah. 

KC: This is good. [Both laugh] 

You referred to the fact that, if you did something wrong, your folks 

would know about it before you got horne. What else made Rondo such a 

unique community? What made it a community? 

GW: Well, just everybody-It would just seem like it was a one big family. It 

didn't make any difference who you were or what you were. I mean, 

you're all together, regardless of which way you went, and everybody 
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took care of everybody else. I mean, way back then, when we lived on 

Saint Anthony, you could go and leave your house wide open, go to the 

lake, stay the weekend, whatever. Come back, your house is not touched. 

Everything is right back where you left it. Now you go off and leave it and 

come back, you don't have a house. [Chuckles] 

KC: Was there much crime in Rondo, in the neighborhood? 

GW: No, not when I was growing up. 

KC: Did you know a police officer? Were there police officers? 

GW: We had a police detective on the corner from our house. When my mother 

had lost our dog, she went and got him to go catch, pick up the dog, 

because she was going to speed. 

Mr. [Robert] Williams, he was the Detective for the Saint Paul Police 

Department [from 1920 to 1944]. 

KC: And he lived on the corner from your house? 

GW: Yes. He lived on Milton and we lived on Chatsworth. 

KC: Did you ever, as a kid running around, did you ever see any officers along 

Rondo? Because the Rondo Station22 would have been closed by then. 

GW: Well, we didn't see too many. Let's see, there were just Mr. Williams and 

Jimmy Griffin. There really weren't too many. They were some of the first 

Black officers. And we didn't have too many Black police officers until 

lately, you know, just later years. 

KC: Deputy Chief Griffin was in charge of a campaign to get more Black 

officers hired. 

22 Rondo Avenue Police Station was located at 334 Rondo. It opened in 1888 when all four city police sub-stations 
opened. They all closed in 1934 when the headquarters building opened at 100 East Eleventh Street downtown. 
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Debbie Gilbreath 
Montgomery-daughter, 

Isabella Gilbreath-mother, 
Matthew Montgomery

grandson, 
Gloria Gilbreath Wilson 

Your daughter Debbie23 was in the class of that, in 1975 hired [more Blacks 

and she was the first female to complete the same training as the male 

officers.] 

GW: Right, right. 

KC: Mr. Williams lived on the corner. When you were growing up, was it a 

mixed community, or was it mostly a Black community that you were in? 

GW: It was mostly a Black community, the Martins, the Callendars. 

KC: Pretty much your block was pretty much all Black? 

GW: Yes. 

KC: Besides the sense of family that you describe in Rondo, are there any other 

things that you would say describe this community? 

GW: Well, we had the only drug store, Field's Drug Store,24 on Dale and Rondo. 

We had a meat market on the comer of, that's going down towards 

Mackubin and Rondo. We had one on Saint Anthony and Dale. We had a 

23 Senior Commander Deborah L. Montgomery served Saint Paul Police Department from 1975 to 2003. She was the 
first woman hired by SPPD to complete the same academy as the male recruits. She is the first black woman to go 
through the ranks becoming a Sergeant in 1987, Lieutenant in 1998, Commander in 2000, and Senior Commander 
February 8, 2003. 
24 Lafayette Field's Pharmacy was located 626 Rondo at Dale and Rondo. Later it relocated to 542 Rondo, between 
Mackubin and Kent. 
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barbershop between Dale and Saint Albans. We had Steichen's Grocery 

Store25 on Fisk and Rondo. 

KC: Were the proprietors of these different businesses Black or White? 

GW: Steichen was White. The rest of them were Black. And Mr. Shafer was 

White. He had the grocery store around the corner of Chatsworth and 

Rondo. Those were the only two that I can remember. 

KC: So your family and most of the neighbors would shop at the local 

businesses right there on Rondo? 

GW: Yes, yes. 

KC: You had access to a car. Did you travel on the streetcar or ... 

GW: Streetcars. I took the streetcar downtown. I got my [driving] license when 

I was fifteen, and my father put me in the car and he said: "You've been 

riding in the car long enough to know how to drive. Let's go, and don't 

strip the gears." That was my driving lesson. That actually was! That's all. 

[Both laugh] And I've had my license ever since. 

KC: That's a long time. What did you have to do to take your official license? 

GW: What did I have to do to take my official license? I made a booboo and 

had my glasses on to begin with. I took them off for a minute, and then I 

couldn't read, I couldn't see, and I put them back on. So when I got up 

there to get this piece of paper, we just had little piece of paper. Square 

piece of paper that they gave me for my license. We still hadn't looked 

through to see if we could see. Which I couldn't see without my glasses 

on. So ever since I have had my license, it says, must be wearing corrective 

25 Steichen's Grocery Store was located at 709/711 Rondo, between Grotto and Saint Albans. 
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eye lens. Would you believe it or not, I had LASIK surgery.26 And I can see 

without them. I can read without them. But I'm so used to wearing them. I 

just put them on. [Laughs] 

KC: What about when you were a child. Where did you go to get your hair 

done and your hair fixed? 

GW: My mother did it. 

KC: Your mother did it. Did she do other people's hair or just yours? 

GW: Periodically. She wasn't really a hairdresser. She was a beautician. So she 

did other people's hair. Matter of fact, I did hair for few minutes. I did my 

daughter's hair. And she decides that I better not burn her anymore. 

[Both laugh] But I could curl pretty good. 

KC: So did your mother have people coming into your home to do hair, or did 

she work at a shop at all? 

GW: No. No. It'd just be a friend or somebody that would come by and needed 

their hair [done]. And she would do it. 

KC: Was she trained in it or she was just good at it? 

GW: She was trained in it. 

KC: But she decided not to do it professionally? 

GW: Yes. She was too heavy to stand on her feet. Because when she did mine 

she had a stool to sit on, you know. That's one reason why she stopped. 

KC: So there wasn't any time that you remember where she actually had done 

hair on a regular basis? 

GW: No. No. 

26 LASIK is an abbreviation for laser-assisted in situ keratomileusis, a refractive eye surgery in which a laser is used to 
make incisions into the cornea in order to improve the vision of both near-and far-sighted people. 
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KC: If you had to see a doctor or a dentist, do you know the professionals that 

your family might have dealt with.? Where they on Rondo? 

GW: Okay. Dr. [Charles] Williams.27 Dr. Williams was downtown, but I don't 

remember where he was. But I was twenty-six then. He was a dentist, a 

very good Black dentist. Very good! 

KC: Most of your life, have you gone to Black professionals? 

GW: Yes. Except when I had my tumor. Then Doctor Abrams28 kept on telling 

me there was nothing wrong with me. And just to satisfy me, because I 

was being a brat, I guess, because I kept bugging him. I had this pain, and 

he wasn't paying no attention to it. And it was in Miller Hospital,29 was 

down there. So you know that's been a while ago. So he put me in there, 

and I complained, so he asked me if I minded if he brought in a 

gynecologist or somebody. I said, really, I don't care who you bring in. So 

he brought in Dr. Kezosski, a beautiful man. And he looked at me for

checked me over for about twenty minutes, says, "You got a tumor the 

size of a grapefruit sitting on your ovary." I said, "Okay." He said he 

couldn't take it off there, because they were crowded or something. But he 

said, "If you go to another hospital, I can take it out." I said, "I feel like I'm 

already there." So the next day I went to Saint Luke's30 and he took it out. 

All was well. I didn't know nothing about no cancer, whatever this crap 

was. So 'he said, "You got a tumor the size of a grapefruit sitting on your 

ovary." Okay? 

27 Dr. Charles Williams' dental office was located at 627 Selby Avenue. 
28 Dr. Alex Abrams was a physician located at 624 y" Selby Avenue. 
29 Charles T. Miller Hospital was located at 125 West College Avenue. In 1972 Miller, Saint Luke's and Children 's 
hospitals merged to become United Hospital at 333 North Smith Street. 
30 Saint Luke's Hospital was located at 333 North Smith Street. In 1972 Saint Luke's, Miller, and Children 'S Hospitals 
merged to become United Hospital at the same location. 
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KC: So your family predominantly stayed within the Black community for the 

professionals and the people that they visited and all? 

GW: Yes, ma'am. 

GW: For activities we mostly went to Martin Luther King [Center].31 I took 

them to Martin Luther [King]. But I lived in Minneapolis for ten years. 

KC: We'll forgive you. 

GW: Thank you. I forgive myself. [Laughs] I left my husband over there. I 

figured he could stay over there. I was corning this way. So I picked up 

my kids and put them on the streetcar and carne on Saint Paul, and been 

here ever since. 

KC: This is good. Some people wandered over to that suburb over there. 

GW: No, no, no. Some of them do, but see, I don't wander. I stayed put, you 

know. Like I said, everybody says, where have you been? As far as 1'd 

been is from Dale Street to Chatsworth to Saint Anthony to Iglehart. In 

seventy-seven years. 

KC: You stayed right at that little area. 

GW: Seventy-seven years. In that one little oblong. 

KC: You talked about Martin Luther King. When you were a kid, did you go to 

Martin Luther King Center? 

GW: It was Hallie Q Brown32 when I went to it. 

31 Martin Luther King Center is located 270 North Kent North Street. After Dr. King's death in 1968 the building was 
opened in August 1972 with the Hallie Q Brown Community Center as the administrator of the building . 
32 Hallie Q. Brown Community Center was opened in 1929 as a community center specifically to serve the Black 
community when the Black YWCA closed in 1928. Hallie Q, as it is affectionately known, has served all ages through 
child care, youth and senior clubs, athletics, music and social events. The original location was in the Union Hall at 
Aurora and Kent Streets. In1972, Hallie relocated in the Martin Luther King Building at 270 Kent Street at Iglehart in 
Saint Paul. The center's namesake was an educator who pioneered the movement of Black women's clubs in the late 
1800's. 
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KC: What kind of things did you do at Hallie Q? 

GW: Played basketball. 

KC: Aaaah! Now you said you went to the West Side [to] play basketball with 

the girls over there, and they were White girls. 

GW: Yes, I know. But I carne over here to play. See, I played for Saint Peter 

Claver33 and Hallie Q Brown. We did just fine until we played each other. 

Then I couldn't play. 

KC: [Laughs] Neither team would take you, huh? 

GW: No, they said I had to make up my mind which team I wanted to be on. So 

I took Saint Peter Claver, because they had less girls. Hallie Q. Brown had 

a boatload. So I went to Saint Peter Claver. It was a girl's team, just a girl's 

team. And Saint Peter only had six, seven players. We only had six, seven 

players. So I played for them. 

KC: Who won? 

GW: Of course we did! 

[Both laugh] 

Well, we all went and got all the way up to the championship game, 

except for the young lady that was guarding me was a little taller than I. 

She was about six feet, 5'11, something, I don't know. But every time she 

got the ball in her hands, she brought them down on top of my head. And 

I turned around and I told her, "You hit me on my head one more time, 

you're gonna be laying on the floor." She didn't hit me anymore. [Laughs] 

33 Saint Peter Claver Catholic Church began as a mission in 1889 initially meeting in a rented church on Market Street 
in downtown. A new building was erected for the segregated Black congregation at 322 Aurora at Farrington in 1892. 
After the new school and convent were built, a new church building was completed at 375 Oxford at Saint Anthony in 
1957. The church is named for Peter Claver who was canonized by Pope Leo XII I in 1988 for his work with the African 
Negro of Spanish America. 
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KC: This was good! This was good! Now, you played basketball at Hallie Q 

Brown, what else did you do at Hallie Q. Brown? 

GW: Otherwise, than that, I didn't do too much. I mostly just played basketball. 

That was just whatever it was. And I spent most of my time doing that. 

We played different games, but it wasn't-I wasn't too much into games. 

Matter of fact, since high school, I've never been into games. I love to 

dance. 

KC: So were you at the dances every Friday night at Hallie Q. Brown? 

GW: I was at all the dances. I even won a prize with Duke Ellington's Band, but 

I wasn't even supposed to be there. 

KC: How old were you then? [Laughs] 

GW: I was a teenager. Me and Clarence Lewis. So I had to hurry up and call 

him tell my mother, "Mom, we were down here." [Laughs] 

KC: Where, where was Duke Ellington's band playing? 

GW: At the auditorium. 

KC: Saint Paul auditorium? Roy Wilkins Auditorium?34 

GW: Yes. Way back in year one. And we won. We won a dance contest. I still 

love to dance. I still love music. My husband was a musician and I just 

love music, period. 

KC: What kind of music do you remember listening to as a teen-ager? This 

would be about the mid-1940's, the war years. 

34 The Roy Wilkins Auditorium belongs to the River Center complex. It is located at 175 Kellogg Blvd in downtown Saint 
Paul and houses a variety of entertainment events. The Auditorium was named for Roy Wilkins (1901-1981) who went 
to the University of Minnesota and lived in Saint Paul. He became the Executive Director of the national NAACP. He 
was a highly respected civil rights activist and nationally recognized leader. 
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GW: I'd didn't like jazz too much, but I like slow music, quiet music. I still do, 

you know. People get in my car and turn my radio on and I turn it down. 

They change my channel and I change it back. [Chuckles] But I like all 

music. I don't care whether it is schottisches, polkas, whatever. I just love 

music. 

In high school, I think I was a little brat, just a wee bit. And if I didn't want 

to do gym or something, I wouldn' t do it, you know. And for the teacher 

to get the rest of the class to do it, she knew she had to get me to do it, or 

else they wouldn't do it. And she was teaching all these dances, and who 

did she get? Gloria. That's the reason why today I know how to do all the 

schottisches, polkas, the dances, the Cha-chas, and everything else. 

[Laughs] The general manager, one of them from Office Max-I've got a 

picture of him and me dancing the schottische and the polka and we did 

the fast dance. [Laugh] So he asked me, "Gloria, do you want to dance?" 

And I said, "If you're game, I am!" And so that one was a schottische or 

polka, one of the two. No, it was a polka. 

KC: Now, as a teenager, where else would you go dancing other than Hallie? 

Did Hallie Q. Brown have dances every Friday night then? 

GW: When we had the Coliseum. 35 That was on Lexington and where the ball 

park used to be. The ballpark was behind the Coliseum. The Coliseum 

was on Lexington between University and Central. Big place! Nice place! 

And they had dances there we'd go to. 

35 The Coliseum Pavilion was located at 449 Lexington. This dance hall was just east of The Lexington [baseball] Park 
near Lexington and University. 
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KC: Live bands? 

GW: Yes. 

KC: And you got to go to this as a teenager? 

GW: Yes! Yes! For some reason, I was, as I said, I was a good kid. I think I was. 

I was a good kid, so then my mother she trusted me enough to let me go, 

and as I said, I wasn't that far from home. 

KC: Would this be the Big Bands? 

GW: Yes. 

KC: What would be some of the bands you might have seen there? 

GW: Oh, we had, well, we had Stan Kenton, we had Louis Jordan. I want to 

say Cab Calloway, but I can't remember him being [there]. My mind still 

thinks he was, but I wouldn't swear to it. But they didn't come that 

regular. They came about-different bands came about once a month or 

something like that. 

KC: Where else would you go to listen to music? 

GW: Well, 1'd go over to Riverside. That was in Minneapolis. 

KC: That was a nightclub? And they would let you In a nightclub as a 

teenager or was this when you were a little older? 

GW: I was a little older then. But I used to go to Minneapolis to the clubs 

because I was the tallest one. They would let me in, but I was the youngest 

one. [Joined laughter]. 

KC: You were crashing clubs? 

GW: I was crashing clubs! But I always stayed my cool and I always minded 

my own business. 
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KC: Now were most of these clubs and places that you went have a Black 

patronage? 

GW: Yes. 

KC: It wasn't a lot of mixing of Black and White then? 

GW: Yeah, there was some mixing, except when I went out on Thirty-eighth 

and Fourth Avenues. That was mostly Black. Mr. Cassius wouldn't let me 

in because he knew how old I was. [Laughter]. I said, "Okay, I'll go 

someplace else." 

KC: Were there any groups, local groups that you ever went and listened to? 

GW: No. I can't remember any of them cause the majority of them-my 

husband played in the Navy Band and they played around town most of 

the time. And every time they played, we used to go to those post dances. 

KC" And it was called the Navy Band? 

GW: Yes. Percy Hughes. 

KC: Your husband was? 

GW: Leon Wilson. And he played with Percy Hughes. 

KC: Did Melvin Carter? 

GW: Melvin Carter, Stan Williams. Stan, he still plays the saxophone. 

The Navy Band, these were all fellows from the South. They could read, 

write, compose, transpose, everything, you know. They were all fantastic 

musicians. They played anything. Played anything. Didn't make any 

difference. 

KC: How did you meet Mr. Wilson? 

34 

Ron
do

 O
ral

 H
ist

ory
 P

roj
ec

t 

Minn
es

ota
 H

ist
ori

ca
l S

oc
iet

y



GW: It wasn't easy. [Unison laughter] I met him in a bar. Or did I meet him 

there? No, I take that lie back. I met him at a dance at-the Navy had a 

dance that we went to, and I met him there. 

KC: So, what year was this? 

GW: Yackety, yackety-yack. Forty-nine, forty? When I met him I wasn' t old 

enough to go in Jim Williams [Tavern] .36 

KC: Was the drinking age of the bar age twenty-one? 

GW: He was. I wasn't. 

KC: He was twenty-one? 

GW: I think I was about eighteen. Yeah, eighteen or nineteen. Because when I 

got to be twenty-one and I went in Jim Williams, I told them to set up the 

bar and they said, "What are you celebrating?" I said, "My twenty-first 

birthday." They said, "You've been coming in here for the last three 

years." And I said, "So what?" [Laughter] But I minded my own business. 

I wasn't loud. I didn' t mess with anybody or anything. And I've always 

been like that. My father always told me, he said, "If you're going out, be 

sure that you got your own money, your own car, and you drink your 

own booze. That way you're not obligated to anybody." 

KC: So besides Jim Williams, what other places would you go on Rondo and 

enjoy and party and have a social life? 

GW: Well, I went to Boyd's37 across the street, but Mr. Griffin threw me out of 

there. 

KC: Deputy Chief Jim Griffin? 

36 Jim Williams Tavern was at 560 St. Anthony. Jim Williams was notable for being the first Black restaurant in 
Minnesota to have a legal liquor license. 
37 Nifty Cafe located at 558 Rondo was owned by Arty Boyd. 

35 

Ron
do

 O
ral

 H
ist

ory
 P

roj
ec

t 

Minn
es

ota
 H

ist
ori

ca
l S

oc
iet

y



GW: Yes. 

KC: He knew you were too young, huh? 

GW: Yes. 

KC: [Laughter]. Did you ever go back after he wasn't there? 

GW: No! Once you put me out, I didn't go back because I knew better than to 

go in there in the first place. But just to be ornery I think, I would just go 

to, to see-and I wasn't doing anything. I wasn't drinking anything or 

anything, but just everybody was going in there and I liked to talk. 

'Til the day he passed, he hollered that at me. [Laugh] 

KC: Now, why would Deputy Chief Griffin holler at you? 

GW: Because I would take my time going to church. But I'd tell him, "When I 

go to church, you weren't there! He said. "But I was there more often than 

you." And I said, "Well, at least I did show up, okay? [Laughter] You 

could notice that he would always come in these places and holler at me. 

[Laughter]. So that next Sunday, I'd always make sure that I went to 

church. 

KC: So did you go to Saint Philips? 

GW: Yes. I split my time between Saint Philips38 and Saint Peter Claver. 

KC: Now tell me about this splitting your time between Saint Phillips and 

Peter Claver. 

GW: I'd go to eight o'clock Mass at Saint Peter Claver and go to ten o'clock 

Mass at Saint Philips. [Laughter]. 

KC: [Amused voice] Now, why did you do that? 

38 Saint Philips Episcopal Church was formed as a mission church in 1894, meeting in a home on Carroll Avenue. Later 
they rented a store on Rice Street and in 1900 purchased their current church building at Aurora and Mackubin. 
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GW: Well, to tell you the truth, when I was a young lady corning up, I would 

go to my church first, Saint Philips, then I would go around the corner to 

Camphor [Methodist)39 and then I would go down to Central and Dale to 

Saint James AME Methodist4° and then I'd end up at Pilgrim [Baptist).41 

KC: Every hour, a different service! 

GW: Yes. And I ended up with Pilgrim going, belonging to the B.Y.P.U. 

KC And that is the Pilgrim's youth group? 

GW: Youth Department. Yeah. So all day long, I was going from one to the 

other, and I think that's why the reason why I got kind of strung out at my 

church. [Joined laughter] 

KC: I can see you getting strung out on going to church! 

GW: But like I said, 1'd go to eight 0' clock Mass at Saint Peter Claver; I'd go to 

ten 0' clock Mass at Saint Phillips. 

KC: Different friends there? You just liked the different service or? 

GW: I belonged to Saint Phillips. I knew everybody there that is my age and 

older and everything. And everybody is in the choir, and everybody 

knows me. It's just like old horne week when I go there and it's about 

time you showed up. But Saint Peter Claver, I like listening to Father 

Kevin [McDonough]. So like I said, but I don't go to ten o'clock because 

39Camphor Memorial United Methodist Church was established with eighteen members in 1919 by the Methodist 
Episcopal Church Conference. They incorporated in 1920 and moved into their first permanent home at 13th and 
Broadway NE of downtown. In 1931 the congregation relocated to its present location at 585 Fuller Avenue near Dale 
Street. In 1970 their building was demolished and the congregation moved into a new building in February 1973. 
40 Saint James AME (African) Methodist Church existed as a prayer group as early as 1870. Formally organized in 
1878 and purchased a permanent home in 1881 . Current Church built in 1926 at 624 West Central at Dale. 
41 Pilgrim Baptist Church was first organized as a prayer group before 1863. 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. Moved to 
current location 732 West Central Avenue in 1918. 
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there is too many people. So I go to eight o'clock, and it's nice and 

peaceful. 

KC: So, when you were a teen-ager, Mrs. Wilson, what were some of your 

favorite stars? Who were some of the people you would listen to? 

GW: Stan Getz, [Laughter], Lionel Hampton, Stan Kenton, who did I lose? The 

bands, I listened more to individuals than I did to too many bands, and 

unless I could find a record that would have a good jazz band or, you 

know, a swing band, the whole shooting ball of wax... I had a good 

repertoire. 

KC: Did you have a record player? 

GW: Every time I had a party at my house, all my records left. 

KC: People would borrow them? 

GW: Yes! And not return them! That was the great big seventy-eights. 

KC: I remember the seventy-eights. I am old enough that I had record players 

that had dual seventy-eight and thirty-three. 

Do you remember what radio stations you would listen to? Would you 

listen to the radio stations or was it mostly records? 

GW: It was mostly records. I didn't listen to the radio too much. I was never 

around a radio long enough to listen to one. Only thing I listened to was 

the regular, standard ones we had; W.c.C.O., K.S.T.P., Arthur Godfrey 

and all the rest of them folks way back in the year one. 

KC: Gosh, you still didn't have much music on it. 

GW: No! They had a little. But the majority of them didn' t. There were mostly 

the day shows, the talk shows. Things like that. There was not too much 

music. 
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KC: How would you find out who were the popular musical artists? Hear 

records at other people's houses or? 

GW: Periodically, I would go to a record store and listen to records. 

KC: Where was the record store? 

GW: Good question. It was on University. There was one on University off of 

Dale, between Dale and Saint Albans. I'd go listen to see what I would like 

to hear. But like I say, some of the records that I had, my brother had even 

though he was eleven years older than me. 

KC: Now, if you met your husband in maybe 1945 or '46, did you live in Saint 

Paul or did he take you to that suburb Minneapolis? 

GW: I lived in Saint Paul. 

KC: As a young married person, what did you do? What was life like as a 

young married person? 

GW: A pain in the ass! Excuse me! 

KC: Was he out every night being a musician? 

GW: Yeah. And if he was in town or whatever, I may go. But then I used to 

work in a bar in Minneapolis. I guess I was over there for ten years and I 

have always held two jobs. I don't know why. But Howard's Steak 

House.42 And he played in Howard's Steak House and I was a barmaid 

and I would tend bar and wait table. And then I would go next door to the 

restaurant at one o'clock and work from one to five in the restaurant. Mr. 

Boyd, he was from Canada. He wanted me to cook I said, "I don't know 

how to cook" He said, "We'll open up with whatever you can cook" 

42 Howard's Steak Shop, owned by Leroy Howard, was located at 715 F. B. Olson Memorial Hwy in Minneapolis. 
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I said, liThe only thing I can cook is chili and spaghetti." So that's what we 

opened up with. 

KC: You served chili and spaghetti. Now, this is one in the morning until five 

in the morning? 

GW: Yeah. Yeah. 

KC: When did you sleep? 

GW: Some time during the day. 

KC: This must have been before you had children. 

GW: Yep, because I worked from nine o'clock 'til one. I take that lie back. I 

worked from five to nine at the restaurant and I worked from nine to one 

at the Howard's and then I would go back and work from one to five at 

the restaurant. 

KC: That's a lot of hours worked. Now, did your husband have a day job plus 

music in the evening? 

GW: No! No! 

KC: Is that why you worked so many hours? 

GW: No. I just worked so many hours to keep out of his way. [Laughs] No, I 

just-welt he drank too much for one thing and I just didn't feel like it. I 

got tired of hitting him. [Laugh He was six feet talt six foot two. But 1'd 

black his eye, break his finger and he wouldn't do no in-fighting with me 

because I hurt him. But he would throw everything he could get. He broke 

more windows throwing stuff at me than the law allows. But he wouldn't 

come any close to me. 

KC: How long did you stay married to him? 
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GW: Too long, until he passed. When did he pass, before or after my mother? 

After. Because he was up here and he was in bad shape and so I thought 

I'd take him back to his mother in Kentucky. So my son and me took him 

back to Kentucky. Drove fifteen hours to Kentucky and took him back. 

KC: Sounds like you were separated for a good part the time, married but 

separated. 

GW: Yeah. Like I told you, I picked up my kids, came on the streetcar and came 

to Saint Paul. And left him over there. You go your way and I'll go mine. I 

brought my children over here. 

KC: So, were you living right in the Rondo Corridor when the freeway came 

through? 

GW: Yes. That's when they took our house. 

KC: What was that like? How did you find out that they were going to take 

your house? 

GW: My mother told me. My mother and father said, "Well, we're going to 

have to buy some place to move. So, they told me to go out and find a 

house. So, that's what I found, the one over on Iglehart. 

KC: Where on Iglehart? 

GW: Between Victoria and Milton. That was in 1956. 

KC: That was the year of the last eviction? 

GW: That's when we moved. That's when they were moving everybody. 

KC: Were you satisfied? Did you get enough money for the house? 

GW: I have no idea of what transpired as far as monetary gains were concerned 

or whatever. All I know is that they were satisfied with what I picked out. 

I still don't know how much they paid for it, but I know it was reasonable 
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and like I said it was a, an eight-room house. An eight-room house was 

hard to find. 

KC: You stayed in the neighborhood. What were your reasons for that? 

GW: Why did I want to stay in the neighborhood? Because if I ever were down, 

I wouldn't have to go too far to go to work, okay? I still don't. Every job 

that I have had, since I worked at Honeywell and the Depot, it's been in 

the neighborhood. And that's as far as I'm going. Some place I can walk to 

if I have to. Like I said, I worked at Office Max. I could walk there with no 

problem. Was there twelve years. Now with Cub, I can still walk to there. 

You know, no problem! 

KC: What was the mood like in the community when the freeway was coming 

through? Did anybody think about "Let's try to stop this. We don't want 

this to happen." Was there much talk about it? 

GW: I believe there was. I think they went down to the City Council, but I have 

no idea what transpired. Basically, everybody was upset but they decided, 

"Well before everything gets gone, let me go see what I can find before 

everything is out of reach that I can afford." You know. So I say that house 

of Iglehart. I was in there for forty-six years, 'til I moved last year. 

KC: Did the community change after people had to move? There was this big 

scar in the ground for a number of years. Things were split; it was hard to 

get across that big piece of land that finally became a freeway and now we 

have bridges, but there weren't bridges for a while. How do you see it 

affecting the community? 

GW: They took our house because that's where they were going to put the 

bridge .. Right where our house was. They had to dig Lexington. Except for 
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us, I think that most of the rest of them, they went west, on the other side 

of University or the other side of Selby. In a different area rather than find 

something in or right around the same. That's the reason why my mother 

and father told me to go and see if I could find some place in the 

neighborhood that they might like or would be feasible for them to buy. 

And I showed them a house that I liked and so they went to talk to the 

people that owned it, and they were lawyers and they were getting ready 

to move anyhow out in the suburbs or urban or wherever they were going 

and, so I guess they gave a good price for it. So they bought it. 

KC: Did you miss leaving your neighbors? 

GW: No! [Chuckles] Because they were still there. They were just in a different 

area. I knew where I could find them. But they were still close. Like I said, 

regardless of where they are now, I know where they are. They know 

where I am and we can still get in touch. 

KC: Do you think that the freeway affected the Black community? Does it 

divide the Black community? 

GW: Yes, because it made some of those that were there move to places that 

they didn't want to go. Plus they had to figure out a way of finding what 

would be the most feasible for them to buy and live in. That's the reason 

why I say that most of them that I can remember, the majority of them, 

went on to the north side of University or the south side of Selby. 

KC: You're still close to the people that you grew up with! 

GW: Right! All of them. I guess that they come up and call me by my name. I 

can remember a face, but the next time I see you, I should remember your 

name, but then again I may not. If I start talking with you - and I am the 
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type of person that says, "Okay, we've talked for a half-hour now, what's 

your name? I know your face, but I can't remember your name." 

KC: They call you Mrs. Wilson? 

GW: No! They call me Gloria. And most of the kids call me Miss Gloria. Most 

of the young people that know me, if they do something wrong, they 

always come and they are very apologetic and I, as I keep telling them, 

what you see is what you get. Okay? Take me or leave me, but usually we 

get along. Like I said, you should know me in the short time that you have 

been around me to wait on you. I get along with almost anybody. 

KC: That would be my observation. Bettina, we have been most of the chatter. 

Do you have some questions? 

BH: I wonder when you had to move and there weren't enough houses, maybe 

in your neighborhood, was there some kind of rivalry that you would 

start a big run to houses? 

GW: No! No! Everybody was very methodical about what they were going to 

do, what they were going to look for in a place to live. So there was no big 

rush. It was okay. 

KC: During and after World War II, were there a lot more Blacks from other 

states moving into Minnesota? 

GW: Yes! And I wish that I could have got them out. [Laughter] 

KC: How did that change the community? 

GW: We got more crime, which we didn't have. From different aspects and 

different groups and everything, you know. Those around here we could 

curb, but you see, when you get in outsiders that you don't know how 

they are going to react. I had one young kid that approached me on the 
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street, swearing and doing something I thought, "Hey. Hey, well who do 

you think you are?" Yaddity, yaddity, yaddity. I said to him, "Okay, 

excuse me. I suggest you keep on going where you are going because if 

you can't respect people, then you just don't need to be around here." But 

like I said, the average person that knows me, know that I will speak my 

piece and I will swing. It's a reflex. It's a reflex! Incident. At Cub, two 

weeks ago, I'll make it three weeks, a young kid came up to me, came 

behind me with one of the cashiers, must have been late teenager, maybe 

might have been twenty. But he came up behind me and called me Aunt 

Jemima. 

KC: [Deep sigh] A White boy, I assume. 

GW: Yes. And I said, "What did you say?" He said, "I said, 'Hi, Aunt 

Jemima.'" And I swung and hit him. Reflex! 

KC: You just showed us the back of the hand. 

GW: And that's just what it is. I told somebody that he should tell the manager 

in case somebody else does something to him and he'll blame it on you. 

And that would get you in trouble. So then I went and told the manager 

what happened and they had me write a memo as to what transpired and 

I said okay. And so they said they would look into it. But I told him, I said, 

"Don't you ever get your mouth ready to say that to anybody again." I 

don't care. 

KC: Where did you hit him? 

GW: Just in his chest. I mean didn't double my fist. [Laughs] But anybody that 

knows me, Kate, knows that I will swing. And Cub sent me up a letter 
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thanking me for bringing it to their attention. "We do not tolerate 

anything like that and we'll see that it will be addressed." 

KC: Sounds like we still have educating to do of our young people. 

GW: Yes! 

GW: In my thirties, late thirties I think, I began to travel. I would go to Chicago, 

but Menomenie would be my point of no return. If I was comfortable 

driving when I got up there, I'd keep on going. If I wasn't, I'd turn around 

and come on back. 

KC: What did you do in Chicago? 

GW: Well that's where my boyfriend was. So I'd drive to Chicago and if he 

pissed me off, I'd get in my car and come on back to Saint Paul. [Laughter] 

My boyfriend that I had after my husband passed-I'd be over to the Elks 

Club and every year they went to a different state or a different city. And I 

was working when they would go, and he told me that if you don't start 

going with me, I'm going to find me somebody else to go. So then old 

dumb me, I had all this vacation time. I had six weeks of vacation. 

KC: Where were you working then? 

GW: Honeywell. And he says, "Why don't you take a week off?" "I don't 

know." [Chuckles] Okay, so then I started going. So I've been around to 

all the states and to Canada with them and all these different places: 

Louisiana, Colorado, California, Maryland, Jersey. I drove to Maryland. 

Me and my son drove to Maryland before he got assaulted, went to see 

my grandson. That was before he got on the police force . We drove all 

the way there and then I drove to New Orleans, and to Georgia. 

KC: You have two children that you raised in the Rondo? 
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GW: I have three children.43 My youngest one got killed. 

KC: I'm sorry. 

GW: Train ran over him. 

KC: I'm sorry. 

GW: That's okay. He was my challenging kid and he was my most intelligent 

one. At the time he was a counselor up at Silver Lake, outside of 

Stillwater, in summer. And he was on his way back to the Cities and 

apparently he had his radio blasting, windows up and didn' t hear the 

train or see it. It was just two tracks, you know, small branch or whatever. 

And he didn't see or hear it and it hit him. And that particular day, I had 

taken my mother and a friend of hers to the Twins baseball game, and I 

went upstairs to get them something, and on my way back down stairs, 

somebody said, "Mama!" I just shrugged it off, you know. For a hot 

second, I thought about it and went back and took them their things and 

everything and after the game was over, I took this lady home and we 

went home. And an hour after we got home, the Stillwater coroner called 

and said my son had been killed. Then I heard it when he said, "Mama!" 

KC: I am so sorry. He said goodbye. 

GW: Yep! 

KC: I am so sorry. Miss Gloria, thank you again. 

GW: I hope you've gotten what you wanted. 

KC: You have given us substantive flavor of what Rondo was like and what 

your life was like on Rondo and what you did. You did a lot more 

working than other people did. 

43 Children are Deborah Louise Gilbreath Montgomery was born April 17, 1946, Dwayne Cortney Gilbreath was born 
July 27, 1947, Dale Carlyle Gilbreath was born April 30, 1951 and passed July 1,1969. 
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GW: I did. I have been working since I was fifteen. 

KC: Thank you for sharing with us. 

A photo envelope with sales coupon from the Gilbreath family album was found. 
One might guess the photos were for baby Gloria as the envelope is dated 1925. the 
year she was born. 
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