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Jake McDowell: Alright. So thank you for meeting with me today, this should only 

about, maybe thirty minutes to an hour, depending on how long you want to talk. So I 

guess we’ll just start off with where were you born?  

Dr. Gerald Truesdale: I was born in High Point, North Carolina, on the so-called south 

side.  

JM: What did your father do for a living?  

DT: My father was a laborer; he worked in manufacturing companies and factories all his 

life, basically a minimum wage type employee. My mother was a domestic type who 

cleaned homes for prominent citizens in High Point.  

JM: Alright. What did you do for fun in your teenage years?  

GT: I played baseball 

JM: What position?  

GT: I played shortstop, third base, and I pitched.  

JM: So all the important positions [laughs] 

GT: Absolutely. Well, that’s the one thing that probably saved me from going awry, I’ll 

say, in High Point, because back in those days there was nothing for young black kids to 

do except get in trouble. There was no facilities, there were very few that ahd been 

developed then, they’re much improved now, to keep kids busy. So baseball, I played 

organized baseball from age five up til about fifteen.  



JM: Alright. Well, I have a question about Penn-Griffin. Do you remember what classes 

you liked at Penn-Griffin?  

GT: Well as you know, when I came through, Griffin was the middle school, we called it 

junior high school, and William Penn was the senior school. I’m sure you’ve done history 

on both schools. William Penn was actually started by the Friends, by the Quakers 

JM: Yeah the Quakers 

GT: Because the city of High Point would not start schools for young black kids, so the 

name was appropriate. I attended Fairview Elementary on the south side, then all the 

kids, from all those schools fed into Griffin middle school, or junior high school back 

then. It was a very nice school, basically very modern, it had good teachers, and I 

remember, every grade seventh, eighth and ninth, back then, having had some really good 

teachers that put us on track to be ready for the high school curriculum.  

JM: Absolutely. 

GT: And, I had special interests and love for our band director J.Y. Bell, who more or 

less taught us music instruments from fifth grade, elementary school all the way through 

William Penn So that was a good outlet I had back in those days.  

JM: Now what was it like growing up during that time?  

GT: Which area do you want to start with, which part of my life [laughs]? 

JM: As a teenager what was it like growing up?  

GT: Well your teenage years, alright, you can imagine going back then. It was a time of 

civil rights, it was a time of Vietnam, and it was a time of being a poor black kid from the 

south side of High Point. So your chances were kind of, nullified so to speak, unless you 

had to really really use education as a weapon to get out of that atmosphere. But also on 



the other side, it was a good time, very community orientated type feel, I mean we were 

poor as heck, but everybody was close then you know, true community,  

JM: Very blue collar 

GT: Oh, definitely. The average probably I would say, the average income for families, 

for about a year was about two to three thousand dollars, I would say.  

JM:  Wow 

GT: Yeah. Then of course my mom worked as a domestic for about a dollar, a dollar ten 

cents an hour, that kind of stuff, and we all qualified for back then, there was sort of like 

that free cheese and that kind of stuff. My mother and father would not let us do that, we 

did not want any handouts. So we never accepted that, so each one of us had a chore that 

we had to do, chip in, to survive.  

JM: Absolutely 

GT: So we were poor as heck, but we never went hungry. Now we didn’t eat the best of 

foods but the food was nutritious, my mom was a great cook, and she could take some 

stuff and make a really good meal out of it, some meager things you know?  

JM: Yes sir 

GT: So growing up then overall, was happy, good teachers back then, at William Penn, 

we had teachers who, one fact you might want to know, is that during the whole period, 

we were using the old textbooks of High Point Central. So like all those books were like 

way behind, knowledge based, they would get the new books, we would get the old 

books. But what we had were energetic young teachers at William Penn who, most of 

them would tell us just to put the books down. They were outdated. So they would make 

syllabi, based on current events, for example, in biology, when we were still talking about 



algae and paramecia and stuff like that, whereby it was the age of DNA, molecular 

biology, stuff that we would never have known about, but my teacher Ms. Kendall set up 

a series where we got brought up to catch up with the gap of knowledge. Because we 

were using old textbooks that nobody wanted to know about, you know? So, that was 

done to prepare us better for college. If that had not been done, I don’t think most of us 

would have been ready for any kind of college.  

JM: Yeah, you know, we did read about some things in Greensboro, like how it was 

more passive kind of a thing to desegregation then a city say, Atlanta. But no less of 

course any other city, it was just far more passive. I do have a question about the civil 

rights movement, did you play any kind of a part in the sit ins, at the Woolworths?  

GT: I did, I did some unofficial ones. Actually we had done an unofficial one before the 

famous one in Greensboro, the four from A&T. We had a couple, there was a preacher 

back in those days, I think his name was Reverend Covington or something, I can’t 

remember his exact name, and he was out there and we actually did march a few times. 

We knew that things were not right and you go to public facilities and every public 

facility you go to you’d see colored, you wouldn’t see black, you’d see colored or white. 

Colored, white. If you go to the local bus station, you’d see this nice big area, waiting 

areas for whites, and a quite small area for coloreds, with bathrooms, you talk about 

expense, doubling expenses now, all that was done back then but nobody cared about it, 

they’d have two bathrooms, water fountains, I mean it’s the same water, crazy, but that’s 

how it was.  

JM: That’s insane 

GT: But that’s how it was.  



JM: So at Penn high school, William Penn High School, what was your favorite class 

would you say?  

GT: Good question. My favorite class, I should say classes, we had advanced English 

humanities, class that one of the teachers started to give us an advanced English 

humanities outlook, similar to what you would have in your first year in college, that was 

fine, but I liked science and math a lot too, so advanced math and chemistry and physics 

were my better classes. I like all the classes, but those were my better ones.  

JM: I have a question, I heard that it wasn’t Main Street that was the main drag, it was 

the street adjacent to William Penn High School.  

GT: Well Washington Avenue was our main street. 

JM: Yeah, that’s what I heard. 

GT: That’s where you had all your black businesses, you had a black theater, all the basic 

stuff was there. Otherwise, we couldn’t go downtown to the movies, back then you had 

the Center Theater, I think it was called the Pointer Theatre, way later on, in the early 

sixties, they finally let us come, but we had to sit way up in the balconies, where they put 

chicken wire across there 

JM: Chicken wire?! 

GT: Yeah, we had chicken wire across there, thinking that we were going to throw stuff 

down on them, you see. So we had to look through the chicken wire to see the movie 

[Laughs], to enjoy it you see? But that’s how it was.  

JM: That’s crazy. Chicken wire to watch a movie. 

GT: Chicken wire. Yes sir.  

JM: Good lord 



GT: You ask every one of us, you’ll hear the same thing, I guarantee you.  

JM: So what movies were playing at that time? 

GT: Oh, the movie that scared the heck out of me back then was the first Godzilla. And 

then it the one with the blob, what was it called? 

JM: I think it was just The Blob. 

GT: Yeah, The Blob. Those were the scariest movies. 

JM: So a lot of science fiction movies back then. 

GT: That’s right. And it was a big treat to see the movies, man. Of course, my family, we 

couldn’t afford a TV until the sixties. And in my neighborhood, the south side, there was 

one TV. One family had a TV. And what they would do, in the afternoons, is let you look 

from the outside through their window, about an hour or so, and stare in there. It was 

amazing, but we had one TV in the whole neighborhood.  

JM: Alright, so let’s backtrack a bit. So in your childhood, what would you do for fun, 

you know, other than baseball. I mean what else would you do? 

GT: I loved to read, I liked music. We didn’t have a car or anything to travel, but my 

mom was an avid reader, so she would sit down and tell us about different things in her 

readings, kinda make you feel like you were there. Anyway, we liked that, we were a 

close family, a family that would eat Sunday dinner together and eat everyday together, 

actually,  

JM: Sounds like my family. 

GT: And back then, which is still a nice park, Washington Terrace Park was there, and 

that was probably one of the nicest black parks in the whole state. So every weekend they 

would get people from the whole state coming in to see that park and I enjoyed going 



there, and the swimming pool and all that kinda stuff. Not a lot to do but we enjoyed 

ourselves. And try to stay out of trouble as best you can, but it was tempting to get in 

trouble all over the place, it was easy to do. But you think about people being god-

fearing, I was father fearing. You know because I knew what the ramifications of some 

things would be. So you know it’s stuck in you mind at all times.  

JM: Same thing with me you know, you do not, yeah.  

GT: So if you choose to do it now, these are the results.  

JM: Yeah, there is a consequence to every choice.  

GT: There’s a consequence, exactly.  

JM: So did your friends for that reason, did your friends, get into some mischief when 

you were kids or? 

GT: Not much at all, not much at all. You see, the thing about it is that is that when we 

were coming through it was a serious time in life because you had the Vietnam war, and 

they had a lady, I can’t remember the officer or names, title-wise back then, but every 

city had a, usually a woman, who would be in charge of selecting kids for going into the 

army. Draft them, that’s the term, drafting. So we knew that if you didn’t go to college, 

you had a good chance to get drafted. And I swear there was a lady up there who knew 

almost everyone of us in that neighborhood. And the kids who say went to college and 

dropped out or whatever, they were drafted within weeks, man. 

JM: Oh my gosh 

GT: Yeah, one of my best buddies went to the marines, I’ll tell you that story in a 

minute, but I attended Morehouse College in Atlanta, and every semester I would get a 

certified letter from this lady, stating me to report to duty for examination for the U.S. 



Army in Richmond Virginia. So it shocked me, I said, whoa, so I called her, you know 

back then in the dorm, you had these, you probably don’t know about this, these pay 

phones, at the end of the hall 

JM: Oh yeah, I remember leaving my house with some change just to use the phone.  

GT: That’s right, but see you had to wait an hour or two just to use it but I would call her 

up man and I would say Miss So and so, I’m in Atlanta, in Morehouse. “No you aren’t.” I 

was told you were in the neighborhood last week walking around. I said what? So I 

would have to get my dean to send certified letter to her, every semester, until my junior 

year, to keep her off my back.  

JM: That’s incredible. 

GT: So I’m trying to study man, and I’m worrying about that, so I said well maybe if I 

take more hours they’ll leave me alone, so I took 23 hours. 

JM: You took twenty-three, at Morehouse?  

GT: At Morehouse  

JM: Oh my god 

GT: It was a kicker. But I wanted to make sure I didn’t get drafted.  

JM: At Morehouse, 23 hours, that’s… 

GT: That’s hell, and I was a chemistry major too, chemistry-pre-med.  

JM: One of my teachers went to Morehouse and he goes, “Yeah that school puts you to 

work.”  

GT: What’s his name?  

JM: Oh, Keith White.  

GT: Hmmm, Keith White. You don’t know what year he finished, do ya?  



JM: I can look that up for you 

GT: No, you don’t need to look it up now.  But other than that, we’d have fun, in terms 

of teenagers, we did the simple things. Back then you didn’t have the drug scene so the 

worst you could do was get high a little bit, drink wine, and if your parents found out 

about it that was the worst thing you could do. So now it’s drugs and every damn thing 

else, you know? But we always had good models in the community to oversee what you 

were doing, and if you were seen doing something that wasn’t right, you were gonna get 

your butt whipped.  

JM: That’s right 

GT: By whomever sees you, okay? So you get whipped then, and when you get home, 

they’ll have called your parents so you’d get another one. 

JM: [Laughs] You’d get another one, that’s right.  

GT: So that was, I know now that kids say “you can’t hit me,” and all that kinda stuff but 

for me, it kept me from doing a lot of stuff I mayhave done otherwise.  

JM: So it was a beneficial thing 

GT: Heck yeah, because you know, I got whipped a few times, I know how it feels, I 

never forget how it feels. So that was the deal, but academics were number one, saying 

that this is a way, a mechanism, to escape this. And the community wanted you to. If you, 

say for example, a parent asked you, it’s not are you going to college but which college 

are you going to? And you better have a good answer, if you didn’t have a good answer it 

was looked down upon. Yeah, it was looked down upon.  

JM: Well good choice in Morehouse. 

GT: Oh yeah, best four years in my life 



JM: Yeah? 

GT: Yeah.  

JM: Well tell me a little bit more about Morehouse, then. 

GT: Morehouse College changed my life. Before Morehouse College, I got a full 

scholarship to go to Notre Dame.  

JM: See, I’m a Notre Dame fan so now I feel a little bit sad about you going to 

Morehouse.  

GT: That’s right, but at the last minute I got recruited by a guy who said if you want to 

be a chemistry major, we have a great chemistry professor there and blah blah blah, and I 

thought about it, and true he was, I mean he changed my life, Henry MacMay. And I 

looked at him as my mentor, he’s deceased, but I look at him as my mentor, because he 

instilled in us the discipline of perseverance, and he made us understand the universality 

of competition, you know, and the international thing, you’re not just competing against 

kids from Atlanta, he always mentioned the Japanese, the Germans, that kind of thing, to 

be able to compete, you don’t just want to look at things locally, regionally,  nationally, 

but internationally, and that’s the kind of things he instilled ,and the school kinda did that 

too, it was part of his program of leadership. You meet some Morehouse guys, some say 

we’re kind of arrogant [laughs] but instead of that, it’s more of being self-assured. But it 

was a great experience,  

JM: Yeah, because I’ve met Mr. White, who works trying to get more I would say 

minority students at the private school I went to in Atlanta, and he went to Morehouse,  

GT: What school did you go to? What, like a prep school?  



JM: Yeah, I went to Holy Innocent’s Episcopal School, because I went to public school 

all my life until I moved to Atlanta, where my mother thought I was going to get shot. 

Which I had to explain to her, no mom, we’ll be fine.  

GT: It’s not quite that bad 

JM: Yeah, it’s not quite that bad.  

GT: Where do you all live there? 

JM: We live right within the city limits. Do you know the Lovett School? You know 

where the OK Café is?  

GT: Yeah. 

JM: Yeah, we live right near the OK Café. Right around that area. And my Dad works 

hard to keep us in that area. 

GT: I hear you. You’re still in that area?  

JM: Yup, my parents are still there, and they’re loving it.  

GT: Yeah, see I went to Morehouse and then to Chicago, University of Chicago for Med 

School, then I went back to Atlanta to Emory, where I did my general surgery. 

JM: I am actually in a kidney study at Emory right now. My mom got her transplant 

there.  

GT: Yeah, great program 

JM: you wouldn’t happen to know Dr. Chapman would you?  

GT: I do not. No, but any time you need a really expert opinion or a surgery or what not, 

it’s hard to beat.  

JM: Well, I do have a question about um, you know, when did you first really get 

interested in med school? 



GT: Good question, I first was a chemistry major, but I wasn’t declared a pre-med until 

my sophomore year. Back in those days the Ford Foundation had a program for kids from 

historically black colleges to go to three Ivy League schools to study for the summer, it 

was called the summer intensive study program. Whereby you went to class with all the 

other students, you didn’t get any preferential treatment, but you had to go in there and 

compete just like everybody else. And that’s where I was going to go to Harvard for 

chemistry at that summer and the lady interviewing me stopped and she said, you know 

what, have you thought about medical school, and I said not really, and I’ll never forget 

her, she was a tall New Englander, with that real, like a Kennedy accent, so at first I 

couldn’t understand her totally, but as we went on to talk I could understand her more, 

and she asked if I thought about medical school and I said I hadn’t thought about it, and 

she said, I’ll tell you what, instead of you formally applying for this, which I think you’re 

going to get in, look atthese brochures and I’ll be back tomorrow. So I did, and I thought 

maybe I should look differently and look in all areas, so I decided to do the med-school 

thing, the health careers thing that summer, and man, that was the best thing that 

happened. So what happened is that they put us in these hard-ass classes like bio-

chemistry, and I was just a freshman, but we took bio-chemistry, and I took spizology, 

and then a treat, now this was the treat that got me, on Wednesday afternoons, they gave 

us the white jackets to put on, and we went over to Mass General, and we rotated and 

went on rounds with all of the residents and the senior residents, and that was it, man. 

JM: So you were ready after that?  

GT: I put that jacket on man, and that was it, so we got a chance to see patients, and this 

is it man, I’m gonna do the chemistry, because I love chemistry but I’m gonna be a pre-



med. And that was it, that was what did it, so I chose to go to medical school rather than 

grad school.  

JM: Now what made you choose cosmetic surgery?  

GT: Well, in medical school you got to choose where you do your residency/internship. I 

was undecided through my second year, and my third year at the University of Chicago 

we took elected courses, and one course, believe it or not was called animal surgery, and 

the set up was immaculate, it was better than any operating rooms I’ve ever seen. And 

these animals, we’d put ‘em to sleep, we wouldn’t kill them, just learned how to operate 

on them, and one of the assistant chiefs of surgery ran that, and I didn’t understand what 

he was doing, what he was doing was seeing who was interested in surgery and to 

acknowledge our performance. So about two weeks into it they gave us a piece of pork to 

practice tying knots and everything, [Laughs] and you had to take that home every night, 

it was like a piece of hide. 

JM: A piece of hide, yeah. 

GT: And I said, if nothing else I am going to learn these knots, and after two or three 

weeks, I thought I was doing pretty good, so the guy asked me in class, “son what’s your 

name?” So I told him my name, and he said I want to talk to you after class. I said, oh 

hell, he’s going to throw me out of the damn class. I’m trying to put these knots in as best 

I can, you know? He’s going to throw me out of the damn class. So I went to see him and 

he said, well how do you like the course? I said, I love it, I love it, or in other words can I 

please stay in? Because every week we’d advance to a different surgery, and he said of 

course you’re staying. In fact, you’re doing the best job of anyone we have right now, 

and I looked at him and said, what?! So he said what I’m saying is I want you to gear 



toward surgery as your profession, so he said I’m going to set you up and rotate with 

these surgeons, so that’s what I did. Three months here, three months here, three months 

here. So my advisor was Dr. Rosen and he was the open-heart surgeon, and I said, hell 

I’ll do open heart surgery. I loved it. But the mortality rate was high. Sick people, you 

know. Some of ‘em are gonna make it, some not. 

JM: Especially with open heart surgery, 

GT: There you go. And I couldn’t deal with that here. So we sat down and talked, and he 

said are you ready to get going for open heart, and I said well, I love the surgery, but I 

don’t like the outcomes. He saidwhat do you mean? I said the mortality and the 

morbidity. He said what do you think you want to do, I said I’m not sure. I said one thing 

I do know is that I want to do something that is meticulous but also a little more creative, 

and when I said that he said wait a minute and picked the phone up right in front of me 

and said that I got a student here who wants to come down to rotate with you guys a little 

bit in plastic surgery, do you got any space for him? I thought he was calling 

northwestern or something you know? He was calling Emory, he had a buddy who was 

assistant chief down there and they set it up for me going for three months down there, in 

the home of the peaches you know?  

JM: That’s right, and the Braves. [Laughs]  

GT: Man, I was on the road the next day. I got to see all of my old buddies in Atlanta, 

some old girlfriends, and all that kind of stuff, and it was great. And what happened is 

they put me up and I rotated with plastic surgery guys every day, and that was it. That’s 

why I chose plastic surgery. So it’s like all of this been kinda planned you know?  



JM: It all works out, yeah. So kind of, if any, what level did the church, what impact did 

the church have on you?  

GT: Very much so. I grew up in a Methodist church on the south side of High Point, it 

had a very nice minister, Reverend McCloud. And the thing I remember about his was 

that he was one of the pastors who allowed the children to participate. 

JM: Oh those are the best ones. 

GT: So as you know some months have five Sundays. The months that have five 

Sundays, that fifth Sunday would be youth Sunday, and he would allow us to organize 

the whole program for church that day.  

JM: Now, see I would have been a Methodist had I known that. 

GT: That’s right. The whole youth choir thing and our youth choir had about 60 people, 

‘cause one thing that was understood was that you get your butt up and go to church back 

in those days, but he was a real kind even-spoken type guy and just always looked out, I 

felt, for the kids, and that was very important to be part of that church. It was kind of a 

quiet church, kind of quiet church, it was always good, I enjoyed the preachers and all of 

that kind of thing. I kept that thing on in Atlanta, though I chose a Baptist church because 

I enjoyed the service more. Church has always been a big part of me even though I feel 

that religion and what you feel and what you believe is a personal thing.  

JM: Absolutely 

GT: And you don’t have t go to church to be in contact with whatever being or supreme 

power. If you wish to do that, I think you could have that opportunity. But I feel 

personally that I have been blessed in my life because I think about all the permutations 

that could have gone different ways, I’ve been blessed, I’ve been helped, I always 



remember the people who helped me, like the lady who asked me to do pre-med versus 

the grad school, so definitely church is important and I try to instill that to my kids, you 

know,  

JM: So are you married?  

GT: Yes, two children. My wife is a professor at Bennet College,  

JM: Oh alright, yeah 

GT: She’s doing a lot of research on the first year experience, which every school is 

doing to try and retain and keep those first year students going, you know? Then I have a 

son who’s at the Elon Law School and he’s studying law, and I have a daughter in 

Atlanta, she stayed in Atlanta after she finished Spellman, and she does real estate and 

has her own cosmetic company.  

JM: Good for her. 

GT: Yeah, so she lives out there and passed Buckhead out that way, Druid Hills. 

JM: Oh druid hills, absolutely, yeah.  

GT: So she loves it, she’s not come home since she’s left college. 

JM: Now does she drive like an Atlanta driver or?  

GT: She’s a fast driver anyway, but she loves it down there.  

JM: Except for the traffic, of course.  

GT: The traffic is terrible, I mean that’s the only thing I don’t like about going back now. 

JM: It’s like if you have to get anywhere between the hours of 3 and seven, leave early. 

Now you mentioned your friend who was the marine… 

GT: Yeah, bad outcome there. Louis Gill, quiet-spoken gentleman, he attended Virginia 

Union University in Richmond Virginia but dropped out I think in the first year or after 



the first year and he was drafted just a few weeks after that into the Marines, he chose the 

Marines, and he went down there for basic training at Parris Island. He was a good-

looking guy man, built, they had him toned down, every muscle, he was indoctrinated to 

the point that he felt he could probably tear this building down if he wanted to. He was 

invincible. So he stayed home a few weeks, that’s the deal, and then you know you got to 

go over, and he went over and got shot up, three or four months after he got over there. 

And the story, it’s written, he and some of the guys were in one of those big old 

helicopters, they were gonna parachute them over this zone, and it turns out that in the 

trees were sharpshooters, just waiting, and these guys were parachuting over there, they 

had no chance, and at his funeral, they had no part of his body left enough to identify 

him, he was identified just through his… 

JM: His dog tags.  

GT: Dog tags, yeah. So it was just a sad thing, a sad funeral with a big picture of him. 

We have some other cases of guys in our class who went over, were exposed to Agent 

Orange, things like that, I know him, I told you, we have a pretty high mortality rate in 

our class, we’re getting older, but a lot of us passed years ago from different things. 

JM: From Agent Orange 

GT: Agent Orange. No doubt about it, there’s probably some things we don’t know about 

yet, so it was a rough time, it was a rough time and then you had civil rights and Martin 

Luther King getting shot, and all that all together, you know what I mean, Robert 

Kennedy getting shot, it was just crazy almost. 

JM: So Martin Luther King getting shot do you remember where you were? 



GT: Oh yeah, I was a freshman at Morehouse, I was a freshman right there at 

Morehouse.  

JM: Well you know Atlanta was… 

GT: I was right there, I was right there. For the whole thing, they had the funeral that 

whole thing at Morehouse over there and his body was laid at Sister’s chapel at Spellman, 

and you been on Spellman’s campus before? 

JM: I have, yeah. 

GT: You know Sister’s chapel? The line was from there, all the way past Clark’s AU, 

and down to, used to be called Hunters Street, they changed the name to Martin Luther 

King Drive, and that’s a long way.  

JM: That’s…yeah  

GT: That’s what, a mile and a half, a mile or something?  

JM: Two miles, yeah.  

GT: And that’s what the line was and people were just patient, nobody raising cane or 

just, everybody just wanted to see him, I remember I just wanted to see him. 

JM: Atlanta was Martin Luther King’s city  

GT: Oh yeah, and I participated in some of those voting things and that kind of thing.  

JM: Well tell me about that, the voting laws and all that.  

GT: Presently or then?  

JM: Then 

GT: Well then the whole point was to get the people out to vote, because back then not a 

lot of people had cars, the older people couldn’t get to the polls, so we were working with 

SNCC, and the whole point was helping people to the polls, to vote, and it was very 



effective, very effective, and especially when the demographics of Atlanta changed, and 

you had more blacks than whites, because when I went to Atlanta, that’s the first time I 

saw so many role models of color in different professions, because I didn’t see that in 

High Point. In High Point you would see a teacher, a preacher, you know, not much more 

than that. And I’m not degrading those people, I’m just saying you didn’t see the upper 

echelon professions. 

JM: You saw more variety in Atlanta. 

GT: Yeah, you saw more variety. You saw, like Otis Tillman was my doctor and he was 

the only black doctor in town. Otis Tillman, you know Otis? 

JM: I don’t, no.  

GT: Well, he and your president are best buddies, they’re really good buddies, they 

really are, so people like those, some dentists, but when you’re in Atlanta you go 360 

degrees and you’d see people and meet people, a lot of the Morehouse guys were 

professional guys all over the place, and we had a great president named Benjamin Mays 

and if you get a chance to read about him sometime, and he was a powerhouse motivator, 

and we had to go to chapel every Monday, and it’s about an hour and he’d get in there 

and you’d think you would conquer the world by the time you got out of there. He always 

believed in academics, leadership, and service and he always said when you finish 

Morehouse, you have to aspire to become the very best in your field, of anybody, who is 

alive or dead.  

JM: Wow 

GT: Now that’s pretty profound, isn’t it? 

JM: That’s very profound. 



GT: That’s what he said. If you don’t do that, you have not done what a Morehouse man 

would do [laughs]. 

JM: Wow, that’s putting a lot on you guys.  

GT: It is. You have to produce.  

JM: So, in High Point, you said you participated in some sit-ins. Was there anything else 

you did in civil rights?  

GT: Yeah, actually a lot of people don’t know this, I was supposed to have been the first 

black kid to integrate the High Point school system.  

JM: You were? 

GT: Yeah. In 1960, okay. They chose me of all the kids in High Point, they chose me, for 

Ferndale, and at the last minute my brothers got on me, saying that if you go there we’re 

going to disown you and blah, blah, blah and they got to me and so what am I going to do 

here and I backed out at the last minute, and they chose two sisters who lived a half block 

up the road from me from the south side of High Point and they went and did well in fact 

one is a law professor at Rutgers right now, and the other is a business professional in, 

she might be in Atlanta, after going to Ferndale and High Point Central, and that’s a little 

known fact, not an important one, but I was the first one to integrate the school system. 

So it was just volatile, one thing I remember one time, you know forces can always 

polarize people. Not just on color, but on socio-economic grounds, and back then it was 

real slick on how they pitted some of the poor whites against the poor blacks. And the 

way it was set up was that if you go High Point Main Street, and you get to a certain 

point, North Main becomes South Main, and back then South Main on down that way 

you have a lot of citizens who were poor white. We were just over from there on the 



south side, the poor blacks. I never forget one night, there was a rally, and marching, and 

those people came up and I guess defuse what we were going to do. I was pretty young 

then, and for the first time in my life I was called the N-word and all those people had big 

signs that said N’s go home, that was kind of whoa, wow. But the thing I couldn’t 

understand because these people are judging us based on color, but we are both in the 

same situation. You know? So the only way to advance from that is to work together and 

use education or whatever because the powers that be wanted that to happen. And back 

then furniture was gold, furniture was gold, I bet you had about 6-700 percent markup at 

furniture, man.  

JM: 700 percent?! 

GT: Oh yeah, sure. Sure. No doubt. I used to work at a company called Myrtle Desk. I 

lied about my age, I told them I was 18 though I was only 15, and I started off making 

only $2.50 an hour. And the first job they wanted to give me was to take a big band saw 

about like that, and cut strips of fabric only an inch and a half wide. And have my hand 

over here as the guide instead of a machine guide like that, my hand was the guide. 

JM: Your hand was the guide?!  

GT: I said no sir I can’t do that. He said, why not? I said I want to keep my hand!  

JM: I like my hand where it is.  

GT: I told him I want to be a doctor one day. He said, what? And man, I was the 

laughingstock of the factory that whole summer, and everywhere I go, the guys would be 

looking at me and laughing and I said one day I’ll come back with my degree and show 

this guy. So when I finished University of Chicago, that was the first thing I did. Now 

that guy had died about 6 months before that, so I was not able to do it, but it’ll show you 



how you can use a negative moment to motivate yourself positively, and that’s the name 

of the game that’s called life. You don’t dwell on it, you just keep on trucking. You don’t 

hate, you don’t hold internal feelings negatively you just say, I’m here, I want to be there, 

what do I need to do to get there? I can’t dwell on this here. And you are going to have 

some hiccups, you are going to have some times when you fail, but you get strengthened 

by that.  

JM: I just have a couple of questions for you sir. Did Malcolm X have any big footing in 

High Point specifically, or?  

GT: I would say none at all, but in Atlanta, it did. Because that’s when I was reading a 

lot then and that’s when I learned a lot about Malcolm X that I did not know and heard 

hearsays about him and you don’t learn anything until you research the facts. I think that 

he was a much not understood entity in that period, and I didn’t appreciate the Muslims 

until I went to Chicago for med school. They had a big presence there, so I met some 

people who were Muslims and I kind of inquired about it and I like a lot of the things 

about them in regards to their discipline and terms of how they protect their women, they 

don’t disrespect them, their diet is better, less pork, I think no pork.  

JM: Yeah, no pork, yeah. 

GT: Yeah, and they had their own stores, so they were kind of enterprising, entrepreneur 

types. Now some of the stuff that Farrakhan preached was extreme, and I think a lot of 

that was to get the attention to it, and you make your choice about that, you know, but 

any group you know there is some positives. But I think that Malcolm had got too big for 

some of the people in the organization and I think that was why he got assassinated.  

JM: That’s actually what I came to as well.  



GT: He got too big.  

JM: Now at William-Penn high school, was it William Penn, I always want to say Penn-

Griffin?  

GT: William Penn, they changed it afterwards, later on. 

JM: So when that was desegregated do you remember what was going on? 

GT: My class was the next to last class at William Penn And so ‘68’s class was the last 

class at William Penn. Okay. So then they built Andrews, so they did allow our principal, 

Sam Burford, to become the first principal at Andrews.  

JM: They did? 

GT: Yes sir 

JM: Okay 

GT: Sam Burford was one of the few black city council people too.  

JM: So was this still a Quaker school at this time?  

GT: No, see what had happened is that after the Quakers started William Penn, the city 

of High Point finally took it over in about 1921. So it became part of the High Point 

school system. But at the same time we used all the old books, and at graduation and the 

superintendent would come to graduation, I’m not going to mention his name, you go up 

to get your diploma and shake his hand, and I got the first water handshake I ever got in 

my life. I said man, but yeah William Penn that was good.  

JM: So I think that was about it sir, is there anything you would like to add?  

GT: That’s it. I appreciate you. I don’t think I’ve had anyone interview me like this in a 

long time. In a long time.  

JM: Well, thanks very much.  



GT: Nice meeting you, good luck.  

 


