
Interviewee: Dr. M. Burdell Knight 
 

Interviewer: Jamie Goldman 
 
Date: March 25, 2015 
 
Location: High Point University, High Point, NC 

 
Jamie Goldman: This is Jamie Goldman; I am interviewing Dr. Burdell Knight on the 
25 of March 2015 at 10:30 am in the Phillips school of Business Study Rooms. 
 
Burdell Knight:  I came to William Penn, here actually in the eighth grade, and this 
was about 1950. 
 
JG: Okay. 
 
BK: And at that time, of course it was segregated, and there were three buildings 
that were William Penn at that time. And the eighth—ninth grade was in a particular 
building. But I was so very happy to get—I came from what they call the Southside 
of High Point. I didn’t live on the Southside but I went to school on the Southside 
because my aunt taught over there, and I lived with my Aunt.  But when I came to 
William Penn I was very excited because it meant that I could get, I thought if I 
played well enough, and I thought I did, because I had been in the band. It was one of 
the main things I was looking at. I had been in the band at Fairview Street School, so 
it meant that I would be in William Penn’s marching band that is if I passed the 
auditions. Of course, it wasn’t really an audition. It was kind of at that time. That was 
one of the reasons. And also the excitement of now I’m going into high school. So I 
was very excited. At that time it was William Penn for me was not just high school. 
But it would have been part of my life culturally, socially, educationally. It involved 
all of that. Because this is where anything that was for me and for my culture 
actually took place at William Penn High School. So that was another reason. And 
then I thought that they had good teachers at that time, I mean excellent teachers.  
Because at that time education was not just in the school. I mean the parents took 
full partnership. They had a full partnership with the teachers. As a matter of fact, in 
the case with my aunt, the teachers were in organizations and clubs with my aunt. 
So, that, so I don’t know whether that was good or bad [laughs] I really don’t 
because if anything went on at school in William Penn, then my aunt knew it before I 
even got home almost. And during that time that I came to William Penn, I thought 
that it was an exciting time for me. Because the energy and a synergy, now that we 
have that word was excellent. I mean you could just feel it. I think that’s what really 
got to me. More than anything else, because I could feel that energy. Just walking 
into William Penn was like, made me you know, just proud. Even though it was of 
course not equal to High Point High School at that time. But nevertheless this was 
my school and I was proud to be there. And also the thing that was very good about 
it was that I was meeting students from all over High Point. Even students who lived 



out in the county came to William Penn from Trinity and from what is Florence. 
Now, Florence was then what is Wendover and Palladium. 
 
JG: Oh, yeah. 
 
BK: That was Florence School then at that time. Now, its still Florence but of course 
it looked nothing then like it does now. But then those students, after they got to I 
think ninth grade, they came to William Penn. So, You were really it was, a mixing 
and it was good because you just got a lot of points of views and all of this kind of 
thing. And the competition was good, because competitively I was, as far as my 
studies, my aunt she kept, me “pumped up.” [Laughs] And even if I was not pumped 
up, she was pumped up. And she would say, “did you get your lesson, did you do 
your---okay” and “oh, I am doing this so you can get to know your lesson.” Oh, okay.  
Now, right. And I had teachers who really pushed that, I think that was another thing 
that I felt, that the teachers were pushing you as far as you could go. They saw the 
potential. They pushed for the potential. They made you feel that you could do, even 
though there were, there were things that were against us, even the laws, but 
nevertheless they said, “you can do it. You will do it.  If you are going to be in my 
class you will excel. Because you have no choice.” And that is what carried me, really 
to William Penn and also I think that the thing that I remember about William Penn 
was the choir. I was able to get into the choir for the first time. Mary, I think her 
name was Mary, M. P.  Brown, who came in I think she came in from New York, I am 
not sure. But, the Highlight of that was that for the first time, our choir sang the 
Messiah for Christmas. And we had the orchestra, which we didn’t have strings, we 
only had brass instruments, came from High Point High School to accompany us for 
the, Christmas concert and that was just wonderful. I thought that was good because 
I had heard the Messiah because my aunt, one thing during the time and I’m 
bringing that in because… I had to listen to the Metropolitan Opera every Saturday.  
 
JG: Oh wow. 
 
BK: So she sent away for the scripts, so that I could go along with it. Because of 
course I didn’t know the language but having taken music, I had piano lessons, knew 
I was never going to be a concert pianist, and I didn’t worry about that. But, what it 
did do was that it made me very cognizant of music, what it does, the feeling of 
music, so I could keep with it, stay along and sort of follow the opera. Because of the 
crescendos or the staccatos, or the, you know and I am saying these things but the 
scripts really helped a lot. So when we did the Messiah, of course that was not the 
opera, but of course it was really good. That was exciting for me, really. And I think 
as I mentioned, the other thing that really stayed with me so much about William 
Penn was the walk home. Now we didn’t have buses, of course the people who came 
in from Trinity and Florence did because they were coming in from the county. But, 
we didn’t. Even if you lived on the Southside, you had to walk. But going, walking 
particularly, leaving school, was excellent; I just use the word fabulous. I looked 
forward to it every single day, because as far as you could see when you got down to 
Washington Street and Underhill, and you looked back there was a whole, it looked 



like a wave because we were all coming. And that just always excited me. Because 
people were talking about so many different things, it was almost like a symphony, 
maybe even a cacophony. But that, I remember so well and that really I can almost 
feel right now just thinking about it. But it really moved me, so to speak. Because 
here we were, and when we looked back, you knew we were going to achieve, no 
matter what. We were going to do it, and that was what was so with me. I think it 
just kept me going, too. And I have, I think the friendships I made, believe it or not I 
am planning to go and see a friend that I met I think it was my second year, the ninth 
grade at William Penn, I do plan to visit her this spring. So those friendships have 
been very lasting, they really have. And other persons also, that, as a matter of fact 
one stopped by just yesterday. And I was very glad to see him. We were at William 
Penn together. And so that was so good for me. And going to the 10th grade at that 
time. All of this was ninth grade, just to be able to walk down the hall of William 
Penn for me was just “Wow (laughs), this is so good!” and moving into the 10th 
grade, for me anyway, I knew that I almost had to make good grades because I 
wanted to get into a good college, and at that time the colleges we had to go to were 
predominantly—were black colleges. But there were top black colleges too, and I 
had my eyes—one of my teachers, believe it or not I had a Latin teacher would you 
believe it. She taught English and Latin, and I took Latin and she had been a Fisk 
University graduate. And she wanted me to go to Fisk, because she said that I think 
that, which I want to expose you to it cause we came from all over there to Fisk, 
because of its reputation at the time, and because of the Music. I was not Music 
major of course, I was not, but I so enjoyed music. And so, she, my aunt, and I didn’t 
know until later that she and my aunt had kind of talked it over, and they were going 
to, you know. So that was another thing in the tenth grade. Because then they 
started letting us know that you’re going to go to college, you will go college, you 
need to go. Of course, all of us couldn’t go, but this was your sight. Your sight was on 
this. If you don’t go to college, I can get a different kind of job because we knew the 
jobs here at that time. We knew what they were. They were limited; they were 
menial, many of them. So you knew you had to kind of go outside of the circle, 
outside of High Point, really, to get a job after college, if you didn’t teach.  Now if you 
taught, teaching for us was a thing, it really was, my aunt was a teacher, my uncle 
was a principal, not in High Point. He was a principal in another town in North 
Carolina. But that was always your goal, too. And from the time I could remember 
that was the goal. The other thing at that time in the tenth grade too, was at that 
time you got to be what they call assisters for the prom.  
 
JG: Oh! 
 
BK: They actually did, and you had to be chosen. You what they called “served” at 
the prom, and many times you would either take in the coats, or you would do 
whatever. And I think they were about four of us. 
 
JG: Mm-hm. 
 



BK: And I remember that because I was chosen to serve at the prom, and my aunt 
was excited. And my aunt who made sure that I was just right, dressed right, all this 
kind of thing, all the time. So that was a highlight there, to be able to do that. And I 
guess in the tenth grade I had started a math thing. And math had never been a 
whole thing that I had learned so much. But I did have a teacher, and I remember 
that so much that made math come alive. 
 
JG: Oh, Wow. 
 
BK: He really did. 
 
JG: Who was this teacher? 
 
BK: His name was Mr. Gardner…Garner. And I don’t think he was from High Point. 
But he didn’t make it, it wasn’t just [sighs] when it came to math. But he brought it 
alive and I became interested. And then my closest friend at the time, there were a 
group of us who were always pretty much together, there were about four of us. She 
was a wiz, she was a math wiz, she could pick it up, blam, blam, blam, blam, blam. So 
really the truth is, that what I didn’t get from him, I would—she would explain it to 
me. 
 
JG: Oh Wow. 
 
BK: I got to know math better, because my aunt had said I don’t understand it, 
Burdell. You can, you know, you can pull these A’s in everything else, but math just 
seems to be hughhh. And I said, Yeah [laughs]. But that helped me to get my math—
my math class grade up quite a bit. And, then too I think I got to be sixteen and that 
was good because then I could kind of look at the boys a little bit. [both laugh] My 
aunt, believe it, at that time, and I know I am kind of digressing but this plays into 
the thing that I did enjoy. Because my aunt, I felt when I look back on it, was kind of 
progressive for her time.  
 
JG: Yeah 
 
BK: Because she would allow me to invite a young man on Sunday for dinner.  
 
JG: Oh Wow. 
 
BK: And he would have dinner with us, and then after that of course we would have 
to go to BTU, Baptist Training Union. That was for us, that was your day on Sunday. 
And then he might stay a little longer, but he—to get to have dinner and to meet the 
family and talk and the family talk to him. And that was kind of a highlight because 
that too grew out of William Penn. The parents—the parents would see them and 
would understand. And so at in sixteen, the sixteenth birthday, it meant a lot of 
things. It was kind of—well not necessarily maturity but it meant now I was, I took 
on more responsibility. I really did, for myself, and for making sure that my band 



uniform was cleaned and making sure that my shoes were polished. You know, she 
no longer would, “now that is your responsibility, now,” she said. And with all of 
that, taking on more responsibility for my own life, so it was my own life. And that is 
part of the sixteen. I didn’t have a party though, I don’t remember having a party or 
anything like that. But we would get together. I think that’s what we did do, is we get 
together because connected to William Penn was the drugstore, and that was a 
social place, believe it or not, it really was. We met there, and the Ritz Theater, and 
believe it or not that building still is standing. We would meet there a lot of times, 
the teenagers would. Because you could talk, and even though I was very shy, I 
really was kind of shy. When it came to boys. Now I could talk my head off, you 
know with my friends. 
 
JG: Yeah  
 
BK: But I was kind of shy, so that gave me a chance to kind of see if I liked anyone.  
So that I could kind of, re-see them and my girlfriend would keep pushing me 
[laughs] you know “say something, he’s looking at you, you need to say something!” 
[Laughs] You know, so that was very good. And in eleventh grade, I think, the thing 
that I was really so happy about was that I was inducted into the National Honors 
Society. 
 
JG: Oh my gosh! 
 
BK: And the Crown and Scepter club. But the National Honors Society, I was just 
delighted, really. And, also the other thing that was good, was the [laughs] and you 
don’t have to put this in, but the young man that I liked he was also inducted. So that 
was good. [Laughs] And there were other organizations that grew out of William 
Penn. Like the YWCA, really, because we—my aunt had a lot to do with getting a Y 
for black people. Because of course at the time, you knew they were not together. So 
from that, organizations came from William Penn, in which we, and they were many 
times sponsored by the teachers. And they, the teachers would expose us to a lot of 
other things. So, William Penn did that. Even art. But we had art, of course, it wasn’t 
art like we have the classes now, it wasn’t like that. But you got the exposure 
through William Penn; you got the exposure to fine arts, through William Penn. 
Because the North Carolina Symphony Orchestra, I was at William Penn the first 
time I had seen a symphony orchestra was there. And that was just so good. And 
performing arts were also at William Penn because that was the only place we could 
go to perform them. So, when they brought plays from A&T State University and if 
they brought plays from other places, they were performed at William Penn. 
 
JG: Oh Wow. 
 
BK: So that was good. I remember seeing Marian Anderson, you probably don’t 
remember, because you’re young, but she was one of the first black contraltos, to 
be—to be even allowed to perform to an integrated group. 
 



JG: Wow. 
 
BK: And she came to William Penn. 
 
JG: Oh wow. 
 
BK: And Roland Hayes was a baritone, bass, and very well known at that time, black. 
And we couldn’t—I hadn’t been too much out of the state at that time, you know not 
that much, and I saw him there. And those were the kind of opportunities that 
William Penn afforded me. And also afforded, believe it or not, we did have the 
exposure to cultural things. And when I say that, the organizations, and Mrs. 
Kendall’s organization particularly enabled us to be aware of how we ate, how we 
sat, the etiquette of it, that was very, very much with us because you know, we had 
to know that, that was part of our saying “if you were going to achieve and make it, 
you were going to know how to do certain things.” And so that was also part of it. 
And that came out of William Penn for me. Being able even to talk intelligently to 
other persons who might, who were not going to be of my race, ethnically. Because 
also, keep in mind, at this time what was going on was actually the very beginning of 
the Civil Rights movement because you had the, I think that one was with Brown, 
Board of Education. Where there, they declared that these schools are separate but 
very unequal. So you knew then, I don’t think we thought it would take ten, twelve 
years, for it to come about. 
 
JG: Oh wow. 
 
BK: But you did know that now, maybe eventually you would be able to compete 
with, whomever and I had very much wanted to do that, because if you had been 
told that, that you cant, and my aunt who was very much so, she said “But you can.”  
 
JG: Yeah. 
 
BK: “…And you will be ready to compete” and she did all that was in her, and she did 
everything she could and when it came by William Penn, she would say “Okay we 
gotta go.” [laughs] Forever, so that very good. And it was constant exposure to 
organizations that were uplifting, and I am using that word for us. That we might be 
culturally, and that education would take in all aspects of education. So out of 
William Penn grew those organizations. And that allowed me to be exposed to that. 
And I think also in the eleventh grade, believe it or not, I was invited to the Prom by 
a senior. 
 
JG: Ooh. 
 
BK: [Laughs] Which at that time was really, like WOAH!  
 
JG: Yeah 
 



BK: Because getting ready for that, my aunt really helped me with that.  You know, 
make sure I had the right dress and that sort of thing. And I was so excited about all 
of that, and then also, with that came going to college. Where are you going to go to 
school? Because you started thinking about that and the teachers were very 
involved with us. Because you know, many of us did not come out of schools that 
had parents who were formally educated. But, if they could, they wanted their kids 
to be able to get a formal education. So, that was another thing that we were now 
beginning to think about. Look at your grades and I remember teachers, just really 
being so helpful. 
 
JG: Yeah 
 
BK: And I had one teacher Ms. Perraro Wilson, who would say “Now, child…” and 
she would do, her, well she was very dramatic because she taught English and 
English Literature, and our classes were never ever dull. And she also taught Latin. 
 
JG: Oh my gosh. 
 
BK: So she was kind of constantly doing her whole drama thing. “Now Child, you got 
to get it ready now, gotta be ready, come here, now do you have all of those papers 
to be sent? Now, how is the money looking? You know, we gotta send in...” At that 
time I think it was like fifteen dollars for your application “You got that?” Oh yeah I 
got that. “Okay! Now make sure you do.” So that was quite a thing. And also, what 
was going on then was also the competition for the Valedictorian and Salutatorian.  
 
JG: Oh wow. 
 
BK: Even then because now you are beginning to see, hehe looky here now let’s see. 
So that was very much going on. Because our teachers always just kept us looking. 
You know, “Achieve Achieve! You know, Get this done, and get this!” So that was my 
eleventh grade, twelfth grade… There was something else that was eleventh grade 
that kind of just left me. But it had been a large part of my—Oh! My aunt, I got to 
travel in the eleventh grade, also because my aunt was doing her masters at 
University of Minnesota. 
 
JG: Oh wow. 
 
BK: And my Uncle was his graduate work at the University of Wisconsin. 
 
JG: Oh cool! 
 
BK: So I was able to go out and spend this summer with them, in those states. So 
that was cool. And I know it necessarily wasn’t from William Penn, but that was the 
fact that I wanted to go, they didn’t make me go. 
 
JG: Yeah 



 
BK: But I wanted to go because I wanted to see the world here, I wanted to see what 
other people are doing, you know, this is what they had kind of put into us, really. 
 
JG: Yeah. 
 
BK: So that was eleventh grade. Twelfth grade was “Hey! Graduation is coming!” 
 
JG: Yeah. 
 
BK: So you know it was good, and yet at that time too, it was kind of mixed because 
the fact that I really wanted to, to go to Oberlin College in Ohio, but Oberlin of course 
was predominantly white. I even looked at High Point College at the time, but my 
aunt said, you know you can’t go there. But you know, I am a stone’s throw from 
here. I can go right down College Drive, about two blocks and make a right turn, and 
you’re pretty much at my house.  
 
JG: Mm-hm. 
 
BK: And I always thought about it because at that time they—they every evening at 
six or six thirty I cant remember, I think it was at six though, they would come out 
with the carillons. And there would be almost a whole concert. 
 
JG: Oh wow. 
 
BK: For about fifteen minutes. A short concert, and I remember every day listening 
to that. But I knew I didn’t-- I thought maybe because now, because the integration 
thing was coming and it had been passed, and I thought maybe I might be able to get 
in. But of course, I was not accepted.  
 
JG: Yeah. 
 
BK: But we had graduation, and I went to Prom at William Penn and we were able to 
get a car. Actually, the car [laughs] was my uncle’s car!  
 
JG: Oh! 
 
BK: Yeah, yeah I said oh this is really fun. But my aunt and uncle were my guardians 
were a little bit strict, not too much now. But they would say I don’t think we are 
going to let him have a car, why don’t you let your uncle take you. Oh jeesh [laughs] 
but it was wonderful, it was really, really great, and I got to stay out past 12 o’clock 
too! 
 
JG: Oh wow! 
 



BK: So that was part of—oh but of course you had chaperones, your teachers. “Now 
where are you going after the prom, now what are you going to do?” Now that was 
one thing that was like [sighs] Yes! Woo! Yes! And then finally came graduation. 
 
JG: Mm-hm. 
 
BK: Sad, but happy. I was sad because then there was also this thing was coming—
and you knew that, I did—that what was coming was serious. It was hopeful but it 
was very serious. You were hoping that William Penn would remain, but you knew 
that in order to achieve what we were trying to get, that there would have to be 
changes made. But, in a way even though it was 1955 when I left William Penn, 
there was sadness, too. 
 
JG: Yeah. 
 
BK: Because I just didn’t know what—what was going to happen to it. We were 
seeing the trend that the black schools were the ones being closed, and so I thought 
about that. And because my aunt who was a teacher also, and my uncle both in 
education talked about it. They said, “We don’t know what’s going to happen with 
the schools, we may not have a job, because of the fact that we know that if 
teachers—if they have to, because if they are going to merge, somebody has to not 
be taken” 
 
JG: Yeah 
 
BK: So they were looking at that, they were, and they were saying. So it was a happy 
time and it was a good time too and with William Penn. So when I came out, I was 
happy, I was glad because it had been a great experience for me, the whole thing. 
 
JG: Yeah. 
 
BK: And I would not give anything for it, I really wouldn’t. I tell you, and there were 
you know lots of things that were against it, the educational side of it, but that’s 
okay. I think if I had to do it over again, I would do it over again, I really would. Even 
with the opportunities now. Because I think that it did, the school itself, the 
principals and the teachers did, with all of their disadvantages and their adversities, 
there was so much. There was so much, so much that I got. 
 
JG: That’s awesome. 
 
BK: There really was, And I think when I came out I was almost 18 because I didn’t 
start school until I was seven because I came to High Point to live with my aunt 
when I was seven years old.  
 
JG: Okay, and where did you come from? 
 



BK: I came from the eastern part of North Carolina. 
 
JG: Mm-hm. 
 
BK: A place called Tarboro. 
 
JG: Okay. 
 
BK: Which was, very, at that time, predominantly, and I do mean predominantly, 
mostly agriculture. 
 
JG: Mm-hm. 
 
BK: My parents were tenant farmers. I came to live with my aunt because, I had to 
walk to school every day, three and a half miles there, three and a half miles back.  
 
JG: Oh wow. 
 
BK: And that’s why I didn’t start until I was seven, and I was pretty much going by 
myself. So my father—my parents were concerned about me starting, that is why 
they held me back for a year and I came to live with my aunt in High Point because 
the education and there was opportunities for black people, were, were so much 
better than the eastern part of North Carolina.  
 
JG: Yeah. 
 
BK: And also because, my brothers who were twelve and thirteen years older than I, 
as I’m starting school they are starting to get out.  
 
JG: Yeah. 
 
BK: So I didn’t have anybody to go to school with me. Beside they would be going to 
a different school anyway. So that was how I got to High Point from Tarboro from 
the eastern part of North Carolina and I would say that, you know. I have to say this, 
and you don’t have to put it in, but of all of it I was so happy to see, I came back in 
time enough to help to save William Penn because they had closed William Penn. 
 
JG: Yeah 
 
BK: But we wanted to get it back open, so I was instrumental, one of the persons 
that was instrumental through Bob Brown, you may have heard the name. 
 
JG: Yeah. 
 
BK: I was working for him at the time, when I came back, when I retired and I was 
working for him for a couple of years. And he kind of—he was kind of given that task 



along with the William Penn Foundation, to get William Penn. If we wanted it back 
open again, we had to prove that it was needed. 
 
JG: Oh yeah, the umm, there was an entire book about the mission.  
 
BK: Yeah. 
 
JG: We have that! 
 
BK: Oh you do! 
 
JG: Yeah 
 
BK: So we, we did that. And that my getting an even closer tie with William Penn 
because we wanted to get that. He brought it, and I was very happy that I was able to 
help to get that open and that meant that we had to prove it. And I am sure you have 
it, GED classes and basic ed classes in order to get it open. 
 
JG: Oh wow. 
 
BK: And we had to make sure that those students graduated because—and we did 
everything that we could to get those students, making sure those students 
graduated, from getting pillows for their chairs. Because they would say “These 
chairs are hard!” And I had at that time—the person that I was working with, I said 
Kara that was Kara Kobe. I said Kara, they’re saying the seats are hard; we don’t 
want nobody dropping out because the seats are hard. [laughs] So we were able to 
go to a furniture company to get cushions made for the seat, and all of this kind of 
thing. Get money for them to get here, to get the buses to get to William Penn, and 
everything that we could to keep that class so it would graduate. And pretty much as 
it started, and it pretty much did. And that was with the William Penn Foundation, 
helping us, that was how we got it open. I even have that little addendum of History, 
that I was very much, and very much happy to be a part of for William Penn. 
 
JG: That’s awesome. Umm, what were your feelings when it actually did close? 
 
BK: I was hurt.  
 
JG: Yeah… 
 
BK: I really was, I was hurt. At the time, I think it was ambivalence. I was hurt 
because it was closed and it meant so much to me. But at the time I’m thinking, well 
maybe in order for us to get better education, or to get better everything that we are 
supposed to have, better education period, maybe this is something that we had to 
have to happen. You know, as I said, my Aunt and Uncle had kind of prepared me, 
and they said they’re not, and this is what they really said “They’re not going to 
bring the White people to the Black schools. So you’re going to have to go, the black 



kids will have to go to the white schools. And so, it was, it was bittersweet when 
they closed it, in 1968. 
 
JG: Yep. 
 
BK: Mm-hm, so I was very, and when I came back and looked at it I said, “Ok, alright 
this had to be done.” So I had a bittersweet taste in my mouth, I really did.  
 
JG: I understand. Where did you end up going to school? Did you go to… 
 
BK: My college? Fisk University in Nashville, Tennessee for two years. I had to come 
home however, because my mother got sick. 
 
JG: Oh, no. 
 
BK: Uh-huh, and I transferred to Bennett College in Greensboro. 
 
JG: Okay, yeah. 
 
BK: I didn’t miss a year at all—and I was thankful for that. And so I finished at 
Bennett. 
 
JG: Okay. What was your major? 
 
BK: My major was English. 
 
JG: Oh wow! 
 
BK: Mm-hm. English Composition and sort-of seventeenth century literature, 
excluding Shakespeare. [laughs] 
 
JG: Okay. [laughs] 
 
BK: And at that time, I also had a minor, which was Library Science. And I did not go 
to graduate school immediately following college graduation because I had to go to 
work. 
 
JG: Mm-hm. 
 
BK: My parents could not afford to cover it, and even if I got a scholarship, which I 
did, I got a fellowship but I could not use it because I knew I had to help with my 
mother having—you know some illness. My father, even though I had two brothers 
but those brothers had families still. And I didn’t—so I knew I couldn’t, I had to work 
to help support the family. 
 
JG: Yeah. 



 
BK: So I did, and I worked four years in Newport News, Virginia as a teacher. Which 
I said I will not teach because I really wanted to-- library science was more my thing, 
really. So I went there. But then I found out, after four years at Newport 
News…wonderful experience but I said you know, I don’t want to do this the rest of 
my life, I really don’t. So the best thing I can do is get out early. I had a friend in New 
York, New Jersey really. And he said, “you know, Burdell if you”—I resign…I 
resigned however from the job in Newport News because I thought I had a job with 
the government.  
 
JG: Mm-hm. 
 
BK: I had taken all of the tests, in Virginia, had been told “Yes, you will be taken in, 
this is what you are going to be doing, blah blah blah” and I would be able to further 
my education, travel, do all of that. And the last test, the last thing that I had to do, 
they said you don’t have to come back to—because it was at Langley Air Force Base 
that I was taken the tests. 
 
JG: Yeah. 
 
BK: Of course it wasn’t near Newport News, Virginia. But they said, don’t you come 
all of the way back up here, we would…we can let it be in North Carolina. So sure 
enough, it was Camp Lejeune that I went for the very last part of it. I knew when I 
walked in, I said nope, not going to get this, because you could sense it when I 
walked in. Of course you could sense it, and sure enough I didn’t. That was a big 
disappointment.  
 
JG: Yeah. 
 
BK: That was a huge disappointment. However, I said okay, I spent the summer with 
my parents. As a matter of fact, I spent all the way up to December with my parents. 
Helping them, do different things, making sure my mother was back on track, did all 
of that. And that my father—that he was okay and that he wouldn’t have an 
additional strain on him. He was working, he could, my mother went back to work 
too. My aunt, I reckon she, she my aunt at the time was still substitute teaching, she 
had retired but she was still doing substitute teaching. So, I decided I said, you know, 
I really want to get out here. My whole thing was, I want to compete with the best 
that I can. Because I believe I can, and I had not done that, so that’s when I went to 
New York. 
 
JG: Mhm. 
 
BK: And things happened for me. They really opened up for me, because now New 
York wasn’t exactly heaven for me either. 
 
JG: Yeah. 



 
BK: It really wasn’t, because I was told that I was in a program with their library, the 
New York Public Library. I went there with all of their acceptance letters and 
everything, but when I got there and I walked in, I was told point blank “We do not 
have any Negroes in this program.” This is New York City, 1964—1965. Well really 
it was ‘64 because I went in December of ‘64. I said, but I have my papers here. “We 
see them, we see the papers, but we have no Negroes in this program.”  
 
JG: Oh wow. 
 
BK: So, I came out and I said okay girlfriend you’ve got to do something here, 
because you ain’t going back home. You’re not going to do that. You know what your 
finances are, you’ve got enough to hold you for a while. I had this friend who was 
helping me, his very close friend had a three story house. 
 
JG: Oh wow. 
 
BK: They gave me the whole top floor. 
 
JG: Oh wow. 
 
BK: That was in New Jersey however. Then they said, don’t worry about paying us 
now, don’t, you just try to get yourself settled, and get yourself a job when that job 
didn’t go through. And with that help, you know, I learned the subway system, I 
learned about getting around in New York with public transportation. 
 
JG: Mm-hm 
 
BK: On the coldest day of the whole year, I do believe, they said you gotta go job 
hunting! And so—and they were like, It was so cold out—I will not forget that. I have 
never been that cold, I said I am gonna freeze before I get a job, I know I am [laughs]. 
So I went out two days—three days, and I did get a job. I worked in a private library. 
 
JG: Mm-hm. 
 
BK: And that was good, but I was still commuting from New Jersey. And, I want you 
to know when I got the job, the first day I got the job the transit department, the 
entire transit department in New York City went on strike. 
 
JG: Of course they did. 
 
BK: Of course! You see, and so what happened was all of us who were working 
together we got together and stayed in a hotel. 
 
JG: Mm-hm. 
 



BK: Because those of us who were commuting—because you know there was no 
such thing as “You don’t have to be here”…in spite of we know that there is a transit 
strike, but you still have to be there. Okay, so that’s what we did. 
 
JG: Yeah.  
 
BK: And I furthered my education, I started at Columbia University. 
 
JG: Oh wow! 
 
BK: And then when I was working as a private librarian, I went down to look at 
what jobs were available in the employment office, first of all I was on vacation, and 
when I did my application, the lady said, she looked it and she said “You taught 
school? You taught?” And I said yeah, but did you see that I am now working in the 
library? 
 
JG: Yeah 
 
BK: She said, yes we do. She said, but you taught four years in Newport News 
Virginia. And I said yes, I did. She said well, you know I would like for you to meet 
some persons from the Board of Education here.  
 
JG: Mm-hm 
 
BK: No, I do not want to teach school in New York, I really don’t.  
 
JG: Mm-hm 
 
BK: And so she said, No, but we see that you are going you are doing—at Columbia 
starting with your library science, you’re trying to get your masters there. Yes! Well, 
what we will do, we cannot pay for it if you continue at Columbia, but if you would 
transfer to City University, which was part of Queens College. 
 
JG: Yeah. 
 
BK: Which was part of City University and they have for every borough, just like you 
have here for all over the state. And I did, I said, Really? Is this for real? Because 
now, for real? Do you have any kinds of signatures on there? Because I said, I don’t 
believe this. But to make a long story short—they did. I transferred to Queens 
College, they paid for up to a masters and I think I got almost 20 credits beyond a 
masters for that. 
 
JG: Wow. 
 
BK: But then, I went to Columbia right after to get my Masters in English too 
because I wanted that. But I did want, I liked library science, and I really wanted to 



pursue that. So, I then, went for my doctorate I went back to Columbia but ended up 
at NYU  
 
JG: Oh wow. 
 
BK: because Columbia and NYU gelled in their Library Science thing, because they 
were fading it out at Columbia. 
 
JG: Mm-hm  
 
BK: And NYU was taking on more and more of their courses, so I ended up actually 
getting my doctorate from NYU. 
 
JG: That’s awesome.  
 
BK: It is, you know, so that’s where it is. So I taught, I worked in New York in the 
High School, Intermediate School, I do have my administration certifications, you 
know. I was an assistant principal for… 
 
JG:  Oh wow. 
 
BK: I also did an internship for principal but I didn’t—it was just so hard it was hard 
at that time. Because at that time, believe it in New York, there were no female black 
principals. None whatsoever, and out of 55,000 teachers at that time there was 56 
black teachers and New York City was under stress coming from the Federal 
Government saying that, you know, your school system is not integrated. And that’s 
why they were so anxious to get black teachers. 
 
JG: Mm-hm 
 
BK: So I happen to been—and that’s kinda how it went in my life. Because at that 
time things, I got there in ‘64 in New York. And things were beginning to open up 
there, you know. Hey, we got this civil rights thing that’s coming into kind of fruition 
here.  
 
JG: Mm-hm 
 
BK: Coming forth. I was right kind of in the middle of that, and reaped quite a few of 
the benefits, I really did, because I was able to get—teach at the college level also, as 
well as do my administrative work for the board of ed. And so I just had a full range, 
and I was able to get it through a scholarship—fellowships. And I didn’t have to 
borrow and pay back, because at that time they were looking. 
 
JG: Yeah. 
 



BK: And I was qualified—and I didn’t just walk in because they certainly before I 
could, they took me. The board of ed, that same day I was at the employment office, 
and when I talked to the board of ed people, they said can you come with us today? 
They said, because you have to take a test, you have to take three tests. And I said 
okay, I can do that and they said no, you have to take one today. Okay—and which 
one was that. That was my subject matter, of course they were looking at English so 
I got certified in both English and Library Science, so I’m licensed in that. 
 
JG: Oh wow 
 
BK: So that was, I did, I took the test that day and got a pretty good score, and so 
that was—and I stayed in New York for thirty-six years. 
 
JG: Oh wow. 
 
BK: Retired and came back home and I am living in the same house in which I lived 
when I was a child.  
 
JG: Oh wow. 
 
BK: After having to completely redone my uncle and aunt kept it up very well, I had 
not planned to come back to New York—to High Point. Now, I have to say that, I had 
not planned to come back to High Point, I really hadn’t. Because at that time, when 
you said, when we came out, we said you listen baby, when I get out of here we ain’t 
coming back, there ain’t nothing here for us. So, but because of my aunt’s wishes and 
having some property—they had worked hard for what they had achieved, I just did 
not want it to go to no one. 
 
JG: Yeah 
 
BK: So I came back, and that’s how I happen to be back in High Point. 
 
JG: Oh wow. 
 
BK: Because I certainly was not on my radar. It was not. Because at the time I had 
signed a contract after I retired to work abroad for five years. 
 
JG: Oh where? 
 
BK: Oh I was going to be in Spain, 
 
JG: Wow. 
 
BK: And I was going also be in Belgium. 
 
JG: Oh I love Belgium. 



 
BK: Yeah! I know, so I was looking forward to, I was really looking forward to the 
Scandinavians…Belgium and the Scandinavian countries. Oh I was so looking 
forward to that, but I was able to get out of the contract because she wished that. 
And there was sort of a situation that had to have letters and all of that, providing to 
show seeking to be relieved from that. But anyways, so basically I think about 
William Penn. 
 
JG: Yeah…so is there anything you kind of wish I would have asked or that really 
stands out that we kind of haven’t talked about at all?  
 
BK: [pause] I think one of the things that we didn’t talk about, and we don’t have to 
put this in but it stands out because my Pastor, church, the school, everything 
connected to William Penn. William Penn was the catalyst, but everything was 
connected. And that was the fact that I did remember about William Penn for a long 
while, that we had second hand books. We never got new books. 
 
JG: Yeah. 
 
BK: And sometimes those books were very very bad. They really were. My pastor at 
that time was the President of the NAACP, so he really went to bat to try to get 
better books for William Penn. I just remember the first time I saw  a book that the 
pages were not torn out or were not frazzled, had not been written in, or whatever. 
And I was so very happy about that. That yes! I don’t have to—and it was just so 
good. That maybe doesn’t clarify much but it stays with me. When you’re kind of 
used to it. But when you see it kind of looking at the book from the outside when 
they give you your book, you’re like oh geez. 
 
JG: Yeah. 
 
BK: And when you try to get another book that maybe worse than the one you got, 
and that stands out. And I guess the other thing that stands out is that when I 
graduated I was—Quakers. High Point has a very close relationship, historically, 
with the Quakers. With the American Friends, and so I had a chance to go to a—
through William Penn and those of us who wanted to—we could speak on Quakers 
and their relationship to William Penn and High Point. That was one of the things as 
seniors that you could do, and you could get a thousand dollar scholarship. 
 
JG: Oh wow. 
 
BK: If you—whoever wanted. And I did speak, but I didn’t win. But I knew a lot 
about the Quakers and I wanted to know more so I got a stipend that enabled me to 
go to work at a Quaker work camp the year that I graduated—the summer of the 
year that I graduated. And it was in Georgetown, South Carolina. And I guess that 
was my first—I had done some service work here in High Point. But that was my 
first exposure through William Penn—to servicing, giving service, you know you’re 



gonna give back. I knew I was gonna give back because someone helped me, and I 
knew that. But you see it in action, that’s something. That summer in particular, that 
particular work camp, that is what they called them at the time, was in Frogmore, 
South Carolina. These were islands off the coast of South Carolina and they were, 
had been predominately inhabited by black people because when slaves left, rather 
so that they would not be so harassed, they went to these islands and they 
developed a whole culture there. That’s where you’ve got the Geechee and the 
Gullah and all of that. That comes out of those islands off the coast of South Carolina 
and Georgia. So I was able to go there. 
 
JG: Wow. 
 
BK: And to help them build in Frogmore, a library, to put down sewers because they 
didn’t have them. They didn’t have them at that time, to help them in their farming. 
Because you had people there that they—Friends had who could do all types of 
things. So you were kinda like teaching a system. What we did was when the 
agricultural people came to teach us how to do it, then we knew what to do and how 
to do it. We then had to make sure that they were doing it correctly and at that time, 
I was the only black one. 
 
JG: Oh wow. 
 
BK: So that was an experience, but I mentioned it because it came out of William 
Penn.  
 
JG: Yeah. 
 
BK: And so that was quite an experience because people came—we had one from—
two from France and Germany. I just got exposed to, and all over the United States 
Really. And that was quite an experience for me that I will always remember 
because from that I got to really know—I got very close to one person. She and I to 
this day we do—not as often but we do keep in touch because she’s in Europe. 
 
JG: Oh wow. 
 
BK: She married and she’s in Europe. But that was good for me, that experience that 
William Penn gave me and that was at least the enabler, I would always remember 
that and to know more about my own culture. Because, you know, those islands, 
then you have also the people who can tell you about, yes we came from this 
plantation, when we were freed. We came from this area, and we are here. And then 
I heard the first time, it’s called Geechee, you may have heard the word and Gullah, 
and that was the language that, that was almost the language that the slaves had. 
 
JG: Oh wow. 
 



BK: And they kept it because they kept themselves separated and to hear that, and 
not understand it. It took me two weeks to understand that they were saying its 
time for dinner, you know, you can come to eat now, finally got that together. But, I 
used to make, sometimes you would make fun, “Oh yeah, you from South Carolina? 
You Geechee?” But I found out that’s nothing to laugh about because that’s a lot of 
history. That’s our history, and the Gullah, and I’m hoping, it is getting smaller, were 
trying to bring it back, because that too is our history. 
 
JG: Yeah. 
 
BK: And I want—we want that to be brought back. I did go down last summer to the 
Gullah festival. But to have helped them, to better themselves, to learn how they 
were farming, there’s a whole science to that but to have helped them and to get 
them libraries, and to get them schools that were built, to be able to do that with 
William Penn having exposed me to that—I’m very—very happy about that. Because 
I remember my brother [laughs] when he took me down from William Penn to 
Frogmore, he said there ain’t but one way off this island, you do know that? This 
bridge we on, now you know that? And he was very concerned about [laughs] 
leaving me. “I don’t know that I should be leaving you here” [laughs] He said, you 
think? I said, yeah, my aunt and my parents they all knew but then of course, they 
sent him to look it over. And of course he didn’t know what, but everybody was so—
there was one other black person and she, her name was Florida Yodell. And she 
was the councilwoman whenever the council was. And so he yeah but you have all of 
the numbers, and all of that. Because you know, if anything jumps off, you get to that 
phone real quick. Because keep in mind cell phones and all that stuff weren’t at that 
time. And I said okay. And he said get there because I don’t want nothing to happen 
to you down there. But it was one of the most beautiful summers I have ever spent 
in my life, it was. It really was. It was awesome, as one of the young men who lived 
on the island, his parents had come from one of the plantations, his grandmothers—
his mother’s grandmother had come and so they now had property on the island. 
And it was just like the one that was very similar to that, the one that is so wealthy 
now in South Carolina is and the one—Hilton Head was like that in the beginning. 
 
JG: Oh wow. 
 
BK: Yes, and then the developers came in and bought the land and so that was 
where that was. And Kiawah was really black only, pretty much and developers 
came in and bought all the land. Now okay, can’t even go in there unless you have so 
much. But that was good because through William Penn I was able to learn more 
about my own history and that ignited a spark in me about my history. Then to this 
day, I, every time I get the chance to spark anything about my own history and 
heritage, I do it. And I think that we have to continue to do it. There was a spark that 
I said through William Penn was ignited. And I am now writing a—putting together 
an outline, it may become a syllabus that I want to teach, not necessarily in college 
but I know I need to teach it to my own people here. Because you know, there’s a lot 
here in High Point that with us, with my own people, that needs to be, they need to 



be empowered. They’re not, we’re not empowered. They don’t believe they have the 
power, and I do know that I’ve seen transitions from powerlessness to political 
power. And you know that if you don’t have political power these days, you ain’t 
gonna do nothing, you can’t. And so I think in order for us to be able to know who 
you are. See, you gotta know who you are, and what you bring, before you can do 
anything. You cannot fulfill yourself completely if you don’t know from whence you 
came. And I believe that with all of my heart, so I am trying to get, doing somewhat 
between a syllabus and an outline of black history just to teach it myself to the 
people who will come, my people, anybody, but particularly I think here in High 
Point, knowing the history of High Point. 
 
JG: Oh wow. 
 
BK: And particularly the Black History. It is sorely needed.  
 
JG: It is, yeah, definitely. 
 
BK: I want to finish that by July, and get that going maybe for the fall. Maybe I’ll 
teach it at the Ritz, which is kind of a gathering place now. And have classes maybe 
once or twice a week, so we’ll be informed about ourselves. Because like I said it’s so 
hard to pull, and I know that High Point has a black history that is quite different, it 
really is. Because when the Quakers took over William Penn and it became public, 
they brought black teachers in. It wasn’t like the teachers came from the area. The 
teachers came from north, mostly.  Even the black teachers came from north, so that 
within itself made for a kind of separation. And that separation has permeated, it 
has kept itself that way. We don’t tend to lift as we climb. We don’t. We don’t see 
ourselves here—now I’m talking about my people, black people, ethnically—we 
don’t see ourselves as wee. We see those that are “formally educated,” and those 
that are not. And there is a separation. I’m constantly saying, when I hear “You 
know, they” that it’s not they, it’s we. We have an obligation. We do. If you move upo, 
and my aunt and my mother never let me forget that. My mother passed before I got 
my doctorate. She got sick and she had cancer. And when she knew she wasn’t going 
to make it, she said “you didn’t finish your education.” And I said “Yes I Did! You 
know I did!” And she said “No, no, no, no. I’m talking about your doctorate. You 
haven’t finished it. I want you to promise me that you will. I want you to do three 
things. I want you to take care of your father. Your brother (I had a brother who 
drank a little bit) I want you to do what you can to help there, and I want you to go 
back to school to get your doctorate.” Well you know, I was like what? And she said, 
“No, what I want you to know when you get it that you have an obligation to reach 
down and pull your people, bring them.” And my aunt had done that too, it was a 
thing that she put in my ear. The person with whom I talked yesterday, Bob Brown, 
we had a conversation about that. He said “Burdell, we’re not doing what we’re 
supposed to be doing.” I said “I know that.” He said well you know, and then we 
went into almost a whole diatribe and dissertation. So he said when he slows down 
he’s going to really help me. I think that’s why empowerment is difficult. Of course, 
you can pick people here, there, but many times we’re looking just for ourselves. 



And when you’re trying to raise a people’s standards to see what they are, you 
cannot be for self. And you may die and it still hasn’t happened, but you’ve got to 
know that and be able to believe that it will. And that’s what I want, so hard, I’m an 
officer in the Washington Street Neighborhood Association. I belong to an 
organization now, a women’s organization, which is about one hundred years old, it 
started in 1924. Almost all of us have just about died out now, but it has a whole 
history within itself so we’re trying now to re-establish it. There are only four of us 
left. There are actually six in all, but two are inactive, so that leaves four of us who 
are active. So we’re attempting to get new members so that legacy can be moved on 
and that history of that organization, that Afro-art organization, that these young 
women, who do seem to be interested, will be able to carry on and do something 
and keep moving, keep the women, because our young women need so much, here 
in High Point. Just when I see it I’m almost in tears because of the fact that they don’t 
seem to…and I’m talking about grass roots, of course you’ve always got some who 
are going to school and so on, but I’m talking about grass roots. I want them to know 
that they’re worth more than what they are getting. You’re worth more. You don’t 
have to settle. If you come together and you know who you are and you know hay 
you’re about you will not accept certain things. You just won’t. So if we can just get 
these twenty young women, and I think it will be about 15-20 young women, who 
are themselves in position to do, and we can get that to go out to these other young 
women who are coming up, then I think that would, that I want to do. Because I 
think that the young women here, the young black women, they don’t’ see 
themselves as being worth too much. They have no self-worth. And that just hurts 
me when I see that, because they come out and they don’t fix themselves up when 
they come out. And this may be judgmental on my part, but when they do fix 
themselves up there’s more of them hanging out than there is hanging in. And so this 
is something, this is a culture thing, you have to pass this on. This is where I got 
mine. And see when the civil rights movement came, we were so happy. My 
generation, I think, broke the chain. Because we were so happy for our children-- 
they will get a better chance, they will get more, they will be able to do more—that 
we dropped the cultural ball. And when our kids went to predominantly white 
schools,   we didn’t keep giving them that culture, and we lost it. My generation and 
the next generation lost it, we didn’t do it. And we’ve got to pull us back together. 
Because we’re never going to do what we’re supposed to do until that happens. OK, 
I’m getting off the soapbox now. 
 
JG: No, you were great. I love listening. So fascinating. I mean, you’re just such an 
amazing person. 
 
BK: Oh well. I’m just thinking she didn’t ask me all that, and I’m sorry. I’m sorry. But 
you delete whatever you have to delete. 
 
JG: No, you’re fine. Oh my gosh, you’ve done so much with your life. Your’e a 
phenomenal person. 
 



BK: Well, I’ve tried. My whole thing is that I do believe that you have but so long on 
this earth, and you’ve gotta leave something for somebody else. You cannot let it 
stop with you. Economically, we do that. Please hear what I’m saying. That’s one 
thing about other ethnic groups- they pass on to other generations. You will know 
that this house or this farm that, the next generation, you rad how houses have been, 
farms have been, businesses have been in families for years. We don’t have that. 
That’s one of the things, we had it. We did have it. In Oklahoma, believe it of all the 
places in the whole wide world, you had Black Wall Street. You had it in Florida. You 
had it here on Washington Street, But things changed when integration came. A lot 
of that was just wiped out. The last figment of it was the Kilby Hotel. And see we had 
been trying so hard to get that family to see beyond and see further. But the family 
couldn’t see that, they couldn’t see it. And so therefore it sat there and it did nothing. 
Now my church which is right next to it and is a historical church, we can’t get the 
money to repair it. We may have to have it torn down because we have tried every 
way we know, everywhere we know, to get money. Because to get that redone, from 
every estimate, and we’ve gotten eight or nine, it’s going to be $300,000. We don’t 
have that kind of money. We’ve got a little bit, but we don’t get that because our 
membership is old, it’s dying out. I’m one of the oldest persons there. It’s just so 
hard- every generation has to start again. That’s hard. My aunt was so aware. She 
said I want you to take the house. Whenever you come back to North Carolina, 
you’re going to have to buy a house. You’re going to sell, because three families had 
bought a brownstone together back in New York, I was the only single person. But 
she said if you come back here, then you’re going to have to have a place to stay. I 
know you want to get a condo in Greensboro, I’m aware of that. But I’m passing this 
onto you, because you know how I feel about that. And it’s because of how she felt 
about that, because of what she said to me, each generation should not have to start 
over. SO if we can get that, and even the preacher preached about that, he really did, 
she did, she said it hurts me, and it does. You look at it and you say “Jesus. It’s so 
difficult for us to see it. And then we don’t have it, and we don’t even know how to 
get it.” So another thing I’m trying to do is to start an incubator for a STEM program 
here in High Point. Because it can be done, I’ve seen it done. And talking to a person 
who has had a kindergarten but has closed the actual students, but has the property 
and the place. So I’m hoping that we can get that going. There’s so much that’s 
needed. And like I say I won’t live to see it, but if we can get it started. OK, I’m 
finished. 
 
JG: You’re fine. Don’t worry about it! No, I’m fascinated with it because I’m a non-
profit minor…I’ve done volunteer management, I’ve worked for Susan G. Kommen 
up in Winston…Reach out to me, I’m around. I’m more than willing to help always. 
I’m going to keep this and give it to Dr. Ringel. 
 
 
 
 


