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Dillon O’Gorman: It is March 20, 2015, around 10:30am. I’m sitting here with John Barber, a 

William Penn Graduate. My name is Dillon O’Gorman, I will be conducting the interview today. 

So tell me about your life before William Penn, you know, growing up as a child, and what you 

can remember from that. 

 

John Barber: Well I’ll tell you what I was born on the South side, as I can remember, we 

moved to Daniel Brooks Project, we were really one of the first families in there. And as a kid I 

just remember moving over there and seeing men working. It was family orientated. And we 

grew up in Daniel Brooks, we had a center, we took showers on the weekend, and we had 

Washington Terrace Park, and basically like I said we grew up Daniel Brooks socializing with 

families. It was a situation where everyone know everybody and everybody’s family was your 

family. We had our home where we grew up as kids. Then we went to Leonard St. School. And 

then Alfred J Griffin school open up, and we were the first class at Alfred J Griffin. And then I 

went to William Penn in 1956, and we played football and with our coach, well he ended up on 

our football team, which we went on to win the championship, and that was our first 

championship in 21 years. And as I remember, Carver High School was our rival, and we hadn’t 

beaten them in 21 years, and I remember as a freshman, I came off the bench and caught a 50 

yard pass, and we upset them, and won the first championship in 21 years. And as I remember, 

our football team was close-knit. And as a freshman, there was Everly Grand, Howard 

Brockman, we had Manny Marks, and he was a hard-running fullback, you know, and if you 

didn’t know him you’d think he’d been out there three or four years, he was a powerful runner. 

As far as I’m concerned he was one of the best backs to ever come out of William Penn. So ask 

me some questions so we can keep it in focus.  



DO: Were any of those guys on the football team, the freshman year, did you grow up with them 

in the same housing area? 

 

JB: Manny Marks. We were sectioned off. He lived on Furlow Street. But in grade school, we 

grew up together. And Vaverly Grand was from the South Side, and when the school merged, we 

came out of grade school into William Penn, then we became knit. And we’d know them, you 

know, and it was a situation, you know how it always was about the girls, from that side, you 

know, leave our girls alone. You know it was one of those situations, it was a new experience for 

me, seeing all those people coming from the South Side, we merged in together, because in high 

school, you know, you met new people, you blended in. 

 

DO: What did you typically do on the weekends or after school? 

 

JB: Ok, after school we practiced football, and I worked through yards, and on the weekend I 

raked yards, you know that’s where I made my money, I was always working, I would say a jack 

of all trades, I worked at a grocery store, and then we were at Washington Terrace, playing 

basketball, you know pickup games of basketball, what we call rise and slide, as long you won, 

you kept playing, And the losers choose another team, and swimming, and like I said with the 

music, and entertaining each other in the neighborhood. 

 

DO: With the raking and the grocery store, was that the only way you worked, or did you have 

another job maybe that you worked in the summer? 

 

JB: Basically, I would work at the store after school and on the weekends, and in between that I 

would do yards. It was all year round. 

 

DO: And was that to make your own money or was that to help with your family? 

 

JB: Make my own money, do something of my own. I was independent, I never asked my 

mother. I learned how to work at an early age, and I was always working, you know doing 

something on my own 



 

DO: Would it be just you working the yards, or did you do it with friends? 

 

JB: Sometimes I'd get a friend to help me. And then I had another friend I grew up with Bobo 

Robert ?? and later on we would do work together. We'd go all the way over to what’s called the 

white section of Emerywood and rake yards up there. You know we'd get regular customers and 

they'd let us take care of their yards. Sometimes, you know, late in the evening they'd pick us up 

and take us home. 

 

DO: Were these mostly black families or white families? 

 

JB: These were white families, but around the neighborhood we did work for black families. 

And at Daniel Brooks we had coal stoves. When the coal man would dump the coal off, we 

would put it in the bins for them, and they would give us 50 cents or a quarter. 

 

DO: And the people that would pick you up and drive you home, were those white families? 

 

JB: White families. We knew they were pretty well off. We know they had the money. 

 

DO:  Would you say you had a good relationship with them? 

 

JB: Yes we had a good relationship with them yes. 

 

DO:  Did you feel any tension with them or anything? 

 

JB: We were too young. We knew about segregation, but we were young. We didn't feel the 

tension of what they felt in your southern states. Because now, I still read about history, your 

really Alabama and Georgia, [that] was foreign to us. We would pick it up in the news. But still, 

you know, we were young, we actually couldn't feel the tension until later on in life. 

 

DO: So, once you got to high school, you graduated in 1960? 



 

JB: 1960 

 

DO: So then the segregation happened- 

 

JB: Okay, now about that segregation. D&B Prewitt was the supervisor. And there was 

segregation.  All the black principals were under pressure. And Mr. Burford was feeling the 

pressure. And he called an assembly and tried to discourage us from going up to Kress’ on Main 

Street, thats where the work was originated. To us, it was a challenge, so we didn't pay him any 

attention. Now, I remember veverly grand, and lot of the fellas from south side my brothers, and 

some of your former graduates, Willie Rice. They had already originated. And they would wait 

for us at school, and all of us in the senior class went up there and supported it. 

 

DO: Can you tell me a little more about Mr. Burford. He is real popular in all of our interviews. 

 

JB: You know what he was a stern teacher. He was a stern teacher. I went to school. You know 

you had to be disciplined to stay in school. I was not a trouble maker. But really, I didn't know 

him that good. 

 

DO: Was he fairly new? 

 

JB: He'd been there a long time. He'd been there for some years. But really, we went to school. I 

know he was the principal, but I really didn't know him that well because it’s like we walked 

around him. As I always say, we gave him a run for his money. You know, we were always 

trying to outsmart him. And he would be on your trail if you messed up, you know, but as a 

whole, I didn't know Mr. Burford that good. 

 

DO: Did you have a good relationship with any of the teachers? 

 

JB: Sure I really liked our assistant football coach, who didn't get much credit, Mr. Mosley. Mr. 

Edward Mosley. My freshman year, I was drafted and put on the varsity team. And at that time 



you had like Wilt Chamberlain or Oscar Robertson were the big stars. The coaches put a lot of 

pressure on me. And I really didn't like basketball that well. I was basically... I liked baseball and 

football, and I was coming under a lot of pressure from our Senior coach, and I was was trying to 

live up to his expectations, and our assistant coach took me aside and told me, you know, I 

wasn't Oscar Robertson, so just play my game, you know, but I went on and made All-State my 

Senior year. My junior year, I went to coach, with the pressure I wasn't going to play any sports. 

Mr. Atkinson called me and talked to me, and he made Veverly Grand and I co-captains of the 

football team, and we made All-State and I played in the All-Star games. But I would like to say 

about the students, I'm trying to get this right. I enjoyed coming to school because I could mingle 

with the other students. And you know we still had this stigma, the south side and the east side. It 

wasn't a war, but there was this stigma between us. As a whole, I enjoyed going to school, being 

with people you know. Like i said, Veverly Grand, Ben Harper, Ben Brockman, I got to know 

him because I originate from the South Side and you know, we had our quarrels, and what you 

call your cliques at school. 

 

DO: Would you say that the basketball team or football team were the popular guys in school? 

 

JB: I don't think- We really didn't get exposed the way you do now. Today's category, we 

would’ve been superstars. Because families, see back then, families took care of families. Your 

mother and father were working in the factories, and they didn't have time to come to your 

football games the way they do now. You know football is number one, but back then it was 

orientated and taking care of the family. 

 

DO: One of the big things we've heard about this school is the famous marching band. 

 

JB: Oh yeah, yeah, yeah. William Penn had one of the best marching bands in the state. I think 

now, if I can remember, 1954 it was right before Christmas, and it was real cold, and I was 

working at the store and they had them on the radio, and they passed through review up on Main 

Street, and if I can remember now, they said they were making 90 steps a minute, or more. And 

they had one of the best bands in the state. 

 



DO: And they were on the radio, you said? 

 

JB: Yea, they were on the radio, and they passed a review. Yeah I remember that.  

 

DO: So they would march and the radio followed them?  

 

JB: Yeah, and they had a review stand. 

 

DO: Wow, that’s crazy. So was that a separate entity, or did they play at halftime at games and 

stuff like that? 

 

JB: Well, yes they did, and they marched in competition, during parades, and they would drill. 

In fact, I remember, when we were kids we used to follow behind the band. They would march 

all up and down Kivett Drive, and we'd follow behind the band. 

 

DO: Did you have any friends, back to the South versus the East side, I was just thinking about 

this, was only your friends on the South side?  

 

JB: I mingled Southside and here. You know, a fellow I grew up with, James Dawson, Bobo, 

Frank Chavis, Wennis Weaver. And see we had Daniel Brooks, our playground. And older men 

like Randolph Reid, Russell Giermo would take us aside and drill us in football. Basically the 

sidewalk was the minor league, and when we got to high school, we were tough because we 

played sandlot ball with no pads. And during the segregation, we would go to Apple Ridge (??) 

Stadium on Sunday and climb over the fence, and play with the white boys from Senior High. 

And I'll tell you Cornell Johnson was the star then. We'd go out on Dunday and play with them.  

 

DO: Did the parents of the white kids have a problem with that? 

 

JB: No we didn't have a problem. No, every Sunday, and where the Catholic church is, before 

they built the parsonage, we used to go down there and play across the street. 

 



DO: Did you attend an all black church? 

 

JB: Percival Hall, on Elkin Street, I grew up in that church when it was a little wooden building. 

I think he's on your staff, my mind’s too tied up on me now, Robert Brown. He’s on your staff, 

isn’t he? 

 

DO: Yep. 

 

JB: Yeah, Robert Brown's grandmother taught us at Sunday School. We had a wooden building 

and we had a wood stove, and we would all sit around the wood stove. That's when it was the 

wooden building. And his grandmother taught us Sunday school.  

 

DO: We were at the February 11 Association dinner, some of us, and Robert Brown spoke there- 

 

JB: And then Robert Brown's brother, he was an All-State football player with us. 

 

DO: Was he? 

 

JB: Yes 

 

DO: So did you have any relationship with Mr. Brown? 

 

JB: I didn't know Brown too good, I never saw him that much. When I was small, I remember at 

the recreation center, he was one of the directors at the recreation center. He was at A&T in the 

ROTC, but anybody got going, I didn't see him that much, but I knew him because his 

grandmother...He was.. we grew up around him, I knew who he was. And his brother, his half 

brother, Herman Reese was a hard-nosed football player who later joined the police department 

here. 

 



DO: Basically, what we're focusing on would be the desegregation process, which is a little bit 

later than when you graduate. So, we wanna get a history of what the school was like a bit more. 

So, I know, did you end up going on to university at all? 

 

JB: Yeah, I went to North Carolina Central a year. 

 

DO: Central? 

 

JB: Yeah, in Durham yes. 

 

DO: What did you get your degree in? 

 

JB: No, no, no I went to the Navy. I was going back when my father died. I got a line on a good 

job up north so I didn’t get back to school. I was supporting my mother after my father died.  

 

DO: What did you do in the Navy? 

 

JB: I was a machinist mate And so I was in engineering, yes, ran the ship. 

 

DO: And you did that for-- 

 

JB: Five years. 

 

DO: When you went off to NC Central, going back there was, you know-- A&T had the sit-ins 

in Greensboro, and then they did the ones at the Woolworth's in High Point. Did you know 

anyone that was part of that?  

 

JB: No I didn't know anyone in Greensboro. But High Point, you want some names? It was our 

senior class. Yeah, our whole senior class supported it, contrary of what this other woman is 

writing about. Like I said, we all went. I remember Robert Bostic, Agnus Collins, Barbra Griffin, 

and Coralee Baker. I remember some of those on the Sit-in. And, I think Josephine Bauer was 



there. I remember a picture, but I remember those names at the counter, plus a whole lotta other 

people. Because like I said, the whole school followed. We led the way. There was a lot of 

unsung heroes. I can remember like yesterday, the whole school followed. 

 

DO: So kind of the end of your Senior year, that was when it kinda started to escalate you would 

say? 

 

JB: Yes. But I mean I worked in factories, where they had colored and white, and black. You 

know, but you was aware that you couldn't go into the white bathroom. But as I said, I was a 

young man. It didn't dawn on me until later. But then I read history. But I do know, reading on 

paper, it was Alabama. I read about your dogs and we saw then, And then in the Navy, I think it 

was about '63, I was on my way home when it came on the radio that they bombed the church in 

Alabama; killed some kids, you know. 

 

DO: How your relationship between whites and blacks in the Navy? 

 

JB: It was so and so. The Navy was still pretty prejudiced. I was the black in my division, and I 

think there was about five of us on the ship. And then there was three of us on the ship. And you 

had to be tough, you know? 

 

DO: Where were you stationed? 

 

JB: I was stationed in Norfolk and in Philadelphia. 

 

DO: Did you ever go off the ship and into the city? 

 

JB: Oh yes I did, see I stayed with Roses, but on the weekend I'd stay with them, and I ventured 

out, you know, I went to other parts of New Jersey. 

 

DO: And what would you say the relationships were? 

 



JB: Well see the city was wide, and I mean it was larger than around here. And you know like 

the relationships, you know a lot of prejudice is hidden. You couldn't see it. You saw what you 

saw, and there was a lot of hidden prejudice. Well like I'm saying, in the city I worked at ???, I 

made helicopters in the Vietnam War, and I saw writing on the wall. I saw racial slurs on the 

wall, but basically, we had good working relationships. 

 

DO: Were there slurs on the walls in factories? 

 

JB: In the factories, yes. Bus stations. 

 

DO: One of the things we've been learning about in class, we read a book called Klansville 

U.S.A. and it focuses mostly in North Carolina, I know they had a big chapter in Greensboro. 

Did you notice them at all around here?  

 

JB: When we were small, we heard about them. But like I say, see we were pretty well protected 

in the city, and what I read about the Klan, I think your basic problem was like your rural areas. 

You know, where they can really control you. See, around the cities, I remember, I saw pictures 

in the papers of Klans marching. But it was all the same when I was young. I really didn't know 

what all of this meant until later on in life, when you got the full focus of it. And I'm saying, 

when you go uptown, we had relations with the white people, with the mailman, the insurance 

man, the Rawleigh man. They would come to your house and sit down and talk. And then you go 

down the street, somebody may holler racial slurs at you. But we knew a neighborhood that 

could be dangerous to go there, we wouldn't go there. And then sometimes, the fellas who were 

on the South side, they would walk back, because I used to walk over to see my people and my 

friends, you walk up Main Street through Krogers, Garden Street it was easy. You might have 

some problem with white fellas and girls sitting in the cars behind Kroger, and you may get beat 

up and they run you, and then you catch them and you beat them up, you know, that kind of 

thing. But I don't think anybody got killed or slain out of it. You read in the paper your real 

Southern states like Georgia, Alabama. Until I started reading history, you didn’t know all this 

really transpired out west. Around here, your sit-ins , that’s the biggest aspects I can remember. I 



remember the Greensboro sit-in. But in my senior year, they talked about it. Some of the football 

players, but otherwise William Penn, we know about that because we participated in it. 

 

DO: With the William Penn sit-in, here in High Point. Do you remember, how did it kind of 

come about? How did they collect the whole class together and say, you know, this is what we 

want to do? 

 

JB: Well as I remember, I think it was just a challenge. As I said it, Mr. Burford had called 

assembly. And he was under pressure from D and B Pruitt telling us not to go. But all I 

remember, Jimmy Rice, beforehand, they had told us, and they said they would wait for us 

outside the school. And they led the way, and we followed them. So Jimmy Rice was one of the 

big originators, and I don't know if this ever came out, because he was the one that made us 

aware. He told us about the demonstration uptown. He said wait outside the school. And they 

were standing there at the doors, I think we got out at 3 o'clock and they were waiting, and I 

remember the whole school followed. We got to Main Street, there were some fellas there, 

hollering racial slurs, but we went on-- there was the police, and there was the whole school. 

 

DO: So, it had already started by the times you got out of school?  

 

JB: I mean the crowds were there. You know, like I say, once there were racial slurs. Now the 

white people, they didn't, you know none of them bothered us, you know, I heard racial slurs, but 

we marched all around the Kress’. I remember the whole school 

 

DO: And the police there, were they trying to keep things peaceful? 

 

JB: Well as I remember, I didn’t see any trouble. I remember the police being stationary. But all 

the cops and security are uptown, and we marched all around the Kress, and I remember on the 

way back, a bunch of white fellas, they wanted us to get off Main Street. I wasn't mad, it was just 

childish. And to me, it was like a joke. And I said, "We don't have to go to Main Street." I said, 

"You get out," I said, "we can fight about it right here." They wouldn't get out of the car. I was 

by myself. I didn't have any problem. 



 

DO: So would you say for most of the students that went, it was more of a challenge from Mr. 

Burford? He said don’t go, and you said we’re definitely going. 

 

JB: It was a more of a challenge, it went on yes, We were told, you know, "c'mon." And we 

went on. Yes. That’s how I remember it. 

 

DO: So did you have any brothers or sisters? 

 

JB: Yes I did. 

 

DO: Were they older or younger? 

 

JB: I had 3 brothers... Two brothers and sister older, and I had three under me. 

 

DO: Did they all go to William Penn? 

 

JB: They graduated from William Penn, yes.  

 

DO: Your youngest, did any of them not graduate? 

 

JB: No, all of them graduated. 

 

DO: Do you know when the last year was? 

 

JB: My sister, I think was 1964 

 

DO: So there was six of you? 

 

JB: Well no, there was seven. 

 



DO: What was it like growing up in a house with seven of you all close in age? 

 

JB: Well my older brother, I didn't hardly know him, he left and went to the Marines, and he was 

All Golden Glove boxing champ. With the rest of my family, my mother was the strong arm. She 

was real disciplined, and we had rules to follow you know? And she kept everything in order. 

Now my daddy, you had to really make him mad, then he would take over. But it was a house of 

law and order. You had chores, we were brought up going to church on Sunday, and you know, 

we had discipline, that's what it was all about. It was families. That's the way Daniel Brooks was. 

It was families. We know each other. Everybody looked out for each other. You couldn't make 

atrocities and get away with it, you know? You just couldn’t get away with what kids and people 

do today. 

 

DO: What did your father do for work? 

 

JB: He was a night watchman at the YMCA.  

 

DO: Did he do that his whole life? 

 

JB: Basically yes. 

 

DO: What about your mother? Did she stay home? 

 

JB: She cooked in a restaurant. High Point Quick Lunch was sitting right there on Kivett Drive. 

It was in the Army-Navy Store, the High Point Quick Mart, yeah she cooked there about 30 

years. 

 

DO: Meals at home were good then? 

 

JB: Oh yes, yes! 

 



DO: Could you tell me a bit more about a typical day at school? Do you remember how the 

schedule would work? 

 

JB: We went to class in the morning, you took your English, you took your math. You did your 

routine, and then you had your study period, and then you had your lunch period. And then I 

took bricklaying, carpentry, and then you came home, then you had football practice. And we 

had assembly in the morning, you know.  

 

DO: You had assembly every single morning? 

 

JB: No, it would all depend. Basically, like on Friday, 

 

DO: And were the assemblies kind of like a review of what had happened that week? 

 

JB: Well they'd have prayer, and then you'd have a program, you may have a speaker, and then 

Mr. Burford would speak, sometimes a student would speak. 

 

DO: Did you have a favorite subject or a favorite teacher? 

 

JB: I liked Ms. Campbell, Ms. McConnell. And then we had Ms. Spate, and then we had one 

teacher, Ms. Spike, she left, went to Philadelphia and when I went to Philadelphia, I tried to 

locate her, but I never could. And like I said, Mr. Mosley. These are some of your favorite 

teachers. 

 

DO: What was your favorite subject? 

 

JB: I think I like biology, mechanical science. 

 

DO: Was that was later lead you to engineering?  

 



JB: No, well see, when I was in the Navy, I just took up a trade. I didn't know much about 

mechanics. And so I took engineering. That taught me a lot about engines. We had to turn on our 

machines and I learned how to do that. They gave me some insight on rebuilding engines. 

 

DO: What made you join the Navy? 

 

JB: Well I knew I was going to be drafted. So I took the Navy over the Army. 

 

DO: Was the Navy drafting as well, or was it just the Army? 

 

JB: I chose the Navy, then my draft papers came. 

 

DO: Your oldest brother was how old? He went to the Marines right? 

 

JB: Well see I think he went in when he was like 15. He put his age up. After they put him out, 

he got back in. He lives in California now. He did about twenty-four years. He fought in the 

Korean War and he was in Vietnam. I think he came out about '68. He did about 24 years there.  

 

DO: Have you talked your siblings about how, maybe, their experiences were different at 

William Penn than to yours? 

 

JB: Well see they didn't go to William Penn, they went to Andrews. William Penn had closed 

down.  

 

DO: What’s your most memorable experience with William Penn? 

 

JB: Well, like I said, one of my most memorable experience was going out for the football team 

in '56. And then like I said, I came off the bench and caught a 50 yard pass, and we beat Carver 

and went on to win the championship. 

 

DO: Did you win any more championships or was that the only one? 



 

JB: In ’60 we were runner ups, and then the class of '61 came back and won it. 

 

DO: Since you were at [North Carolina] Central, did you come back and watch the class of '61? 

 

JB: Yea, I came back and watched the games. See one thing about our conference. We were one 

of the smaller schools in the conference. And Dudley was our rival. And it think it ran for a long 

time. The refs always favored the other teams. And we got a Coach Meadows. You know they 

had Freddy Mill, he played with the Globetrotters. Meadows came, he became our basketball 

coach, and we really learned the fundamentals, and we beat Dudley. And I remember him saying 

"You see, now they put on their pants the same way you do." I remember a couple of 

tournaments, and it was close, and the referee called fouls that caused us to lose.  

 

DO: So, did the basketball team win the championship or the football team? 

 

JB: We had two runner-ups in basketball, and we upset Carver. My sophomore year, we upset 

Atkins, they were number one in the state. We upset them, it was a real blow to them because 

they had a write-up in the paper because they had to build a new trophy case because they had 

[so many championships]. See they were one of the bigger schools in our conference, and 

Winston-Salem's a big city, so they had written a write-up about how they had to have a trophy 

case to put the trophy, and we upset them. We got together and changed our tactics. And then we 

played for the championship, we should've won that, but, you know, when you play a hard team 

like that, it takes everything out of you. I can remember those games, see you ran out of gas, you 

didn't have anything left. It was so easy we couldn't win because we was too tired. Then we went 

to state, and we lost in the first round by seven points. 

 

DO: Did you play only other all black schools? 

 

JB: All-black schools yes. 

 

DO: Did you ever have any scrimmages or anything with white schools? 



 

JB: No, we didn’t. I remember Coach Tony Semien (?), who was the coach at the high school 

[High Point High], because he came on our sidelines when we was going for the championship. 

And then see I drove for the Presbyterian Home for about 23 years, I was their medical transport, 

and when he retired out there. I'd be taking him to the doctor and we'd talk about a lot of 

incidents when he was a coach up there. 

 

DO: What position did you play? 

 

JB: In football, I played end, plus I was a special, I kicked. 

 

DO: Do remember how far your biggest kick was? 

 

JB: Well I would just kickoff. 

 

DO: Were there a lot of field goals back then? 

 

JB: No, we didn't kick a lot of field goals, but in practice I could kick a field goal from 50 yards 

out. Mr. Mosley would work a lot of the practice kicks. I practiced 50 yards out. 

 

DO: You think you still could? 

 

JB: [Laughter} No, I doubt it. 

 

DO: What were some advantages of attending William Penn versus a different school? 

 

JB: We were close knit. We cared about each other. But I'll say a disadvantage was the white 

school had more. Your facilities, you had more. When it came to football, you had more support, 

you had better equipment. In fact I used to like to go and watch the [High Point High] Bisons and 

the different teams that were coming to play. I was impressed with the different uniforms they 

had. Cause you know, we had old stuff that was hand-me-down. 



 

DO: Did you have to buy the old equipment, or was that provided to the school? 

 

JB: It was provided, but it was limited. If you was first string, you had to prove yourself first or 

second string, then you got the new uniforms, if not, then you came in with the old equipment. I 

remember when I came off the bench and caught that 50 yard pass, I had one of them old 

uniforms, but I didn't think about that. You were just glad be part of a team. It was fascinating 

cause, you know, you've got the crowds, it was a new experience. 

 

DO: Did you notice the quality might have been lower with the books in school? 

 

JB: Oh yeah, we had old books. Our old books were passed down. The thing of it was, we used 

what we had to provide each other. That’s what we were told. We didn't cry. We were aware to a 

certain degree. We were using passed down, and these were not new. But, we took it and made 

the best of it. 

 

DO: One major thing we've been hearing about through different books and things we've been 

looking into, some of the organizations, you know, the NAACP, stuff like that. Did you have any 

involvement or did your parents? 

 

JB: No, because as I said, I wasn't quite aware. I was too young. I know about the NAACP, we 

know they were for equality. But still, being young, I couldn't focus on what was going on, as I 

could, now as a man. 

 

DO: Did your parents have any involvement? 

 

JB: No, my parents didn't because they were always working, trying to take care [of us]. We 

were aware of the NAACP, and then later on I became aware of Roy Wilkins. But still, we were 

focusing. They were working for us. We were focusing more on the family. It was like they were 

our watch dogs. See now, people get involved. They come outside the house more. Basically, 

back then it was your home. Certain people, your mothers and fathers, were in the home. We 



know about the NAACP, but your father and mother were focusing on the home, we had other 

people working for us. 

 

DO: Would you say the closing of William Penn had a dramatic effect on the community? 

 

JB: Yes, I do. Yes, I do. Because this was our heritage. Why take our heritage, and send us to 

someone else? So in other words, let you make a choice. See, when you have your heritage, you 

can always come back to it. When you grow up in your heritage, then you go out and learn 

what's going on in someone else's heritage. But when you out in someone else's heritage, and you 

come back, you really don't know what's going on in your neighborhood. See, just like when I 

lived in Philadelphia and Washington, everybody knew what was going on in our 

neighborhoods. You know, Andrews and these others should be a choice. If I don't wanna go 

here, then I got a chance to go there. 

 

DO: So, you said when you came back five years after you were in the Navy, you came back 

home. Were you down here when William Penn shut down? 

 

JB: No, I wasn't. I wasn’t here. I was living in Philadelphia. 

 

DO: Was anyone writing to you or anything like that? 

 

JB: Yes, they were. I was kept up on the situation. 

 

DO: Another think we've been thinking about, we read a lot of memoirs about other people's 

experiences in other schools. One thing I noticed, maybe not a cause, but a correlation between 

some of the worse off schools and drugs and violence. And that continues today. Was there 

anything like that in William Penn? 

 

JB: Oh no, not with William Penn. We didn't know about that. You didn't hear the word drugs. 

Very little alcohol. We didn't know anything about drugs. I heard about drugs up north, but see, 



William Penn was strict too. They'd put you out if you were disorderly. You just couldn't come 

to school and act like the way they do now. William Penn put kick you out. 

 

DO: Did that stem back to Mr. Burford being so strict, or was that the whole administration? 

 

JB: Oh it was Mr. Burford and the administrators. Plus your parents. You know, you didn't have 

kids living in broken homes back then, the way they do now. And the drugs, we were protected. 

We didn't know about drugs. Drugs were not in our neighborhood. Very little alcohol, you know, 

you didn't have the kind of problems you have today. 

 

DO: So they were strict on the drugs, did that stem down to the students? Did you find that your 

classmates were really serious about education? 

 

JB: Oh, yes, yes, yes, because that was your curriculum, being serious, and respect for each 

other. They wouldn't pass you if you couldn’t do the work. I know I wanted to play football, so 

that's why I kept my grades up. 

 

DO: What did you have to keep to play on the team? 

 

JB: I think you had to at least have a C average. Because they wouldn't pass you. 

 

DO: Did you find that the football practices after school, did that interrupt any homework that 

you had to do? 

 

JB: No, because we had study period. And I'd catch mine up on the weekend. Sometimes, when 

I'd be too tired to practice, I just wouldn't go.  

 

DO: Was there a punishment for not going to practice? 

 



JB: Well the coach would scold you. But you just you go in with your tail in between your legs, 

and just try to ride it out. That's the way I would do. You don't talk back to your coaches or your 

teachers. That was a no-no. We didn't do that. YWe had respect for them. 

 

DO: What was your typical practice like? Was that everyday? 

 

JB: Everyday yeah, field exercises and running through your plays. Well during the fall, you 

didn't mind as much, but in August when you was getting broken in, when it was so hot. That's 

when the drudgery came. But during the fall, it was cool, it wasn't as taxing on your body. I think 

when you first start practicing in August and  up to September, that's when you hated to go so 

long. Sometimes you didn't wanna practice, but you did anyway because you didn't wanna get 

scolded by your coach. So you practiced when you didn't want to. 

 

DO: Do you experience, or do you have any bitterness about any of your experiences there, or is 

it only good memories? 

 

JB: I mean, you saw things, the way some students got treated over others.  It was a challenge to 

me. You saw it and then you had to live with it. But I think I was just focused on what I was 

trying to do.  

 

DO: So when you say some students got treated differently than others. Was that teachers 

favoring them? 

 

JB: Yea, they were in different clubs. Your daddy, your father, your mother. I looked at it, when 

you see it long enough, you learn you can't change it. My mother told me to focus on what I was 

trying to do.  

 

DO: Was there any questions that you thought I would ask that I haven't asked you yet? 

Anything that you wanna tell me that we haven't talked about yet? 

 



JB: No, I think you basically covered everything. But I'd just expressing that the sit-ins at 

Kress’, it wasn’t just orchestrated by one or two people. The whole school took part in it. And 

you know, there's always a lot of unseen heroes. Like I said, Mr. Mosley, he was an unseen hero. 

He would talk to you. See Mr. Atkinson wanted to win, but Mr. Mosley- I didn't like to be 

pushed and talked to in any kind of way- but Mr. Mosley was an unseen hero. Plus, a lot of your 

other students. There were some good people came out of William Penn. 

 

DO: Did Mr. Mosley or Mr. Atkinson, did they teach as well?  

 

JB: Yes, I took physical education under Mr. Atkinson. 

 

DO: What was a typical physical education class like back then? 

 

JB: Well we played sports and then you learned certain parts of your body. And we had tests on 

them. It was just like in other classes. You learned parts of your body, hygiene and the make up 

of your body, physiology. 

 

DO: So back then, physical education was a more well-rounded health class. 

 

JB: Yes, yes you exercised, maybe one day you played basketball, but you did exercise. You did 

pushups, climbing the walls, testing your strength, building up your strength. 

 

DO: And did any of the girls participate? 

 

JB: No we were sectioned off. We had a gym, where we had a curtain. You were sectioned off. 

And that reminds me, you didn't see obesity back then the way you do now. Because people's 

habits, you know we walked a lot. A lot of kids didn't have cars, which they have now. The kids 

in Southside, they walked. You didn’t have money, but we were used to walking. Because I 

walked from Southside all the way back home. That was the routine, most of the kids from 

Southside, they walked to school and walked back home. 

 



DO: How long was the walk? 

 

JB: Maybe 25 or 30 minutes. And it was a routine thing, and that's why you don't have obesity as 

you have now. You didn't have the cars back then.  

 

DO: So, I think we can wrap it up there. If there's anything else you'd like to say, we can 

continue. 

 

JB: Well like I say, Washington Park, Daniel Brooks, that was the main focus, you know. Like I 

say, South Side, that was their life, this was our life over here. Like I said, with this world what 

we talk about now your grocery stores. You didn't have all your shopping malls you know. But, 

basically, when it came to blacks, there was a lot of relation because a lot of mothers worked as 

maids. I do remember, on some occasions you had to go in the back door. Like your maids, you'd 

have to go through the back. But then again, I'll say, we knew about it, but it didn't have as much 

effect as it did your grown people. It had more effect on them than it had on us. We were told 

where to go and what not to do. And then traffic was not as fast as it is now. 

 

DO: Alright, well thank you so much for your time! 

 

JB: OK 


