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Location: High Point, North Carolina 

Jonathon Pilato: It is April 12th, 2016 at 4:45 PM I am talking to Ms. Linda Willard at 

her home. So you lived here your whole life? 

 

Linda Willard: Yes 

 

JP: So, we talked a little before and so you went to Central [High Point Central]. 

 

LW: Yes 

 

JP: So what was that atmosphere like? 

 

LW: It was good, it was a large school. At that time we were the only high school , 

basically the only high school in High Point. Andrews was being built, but they had not 

yet opened or at least I don’t think it was open yet when I graduated. While I was at 

Central the public schools in High Point were being integrated, but I don’t recall that we 

had any difficulty. It did not make a difference to me who went where. When Andrews 

opened, Mr. Samuel Burford, who had been the last principal at William Penn High 

School, became the first principal at Andrews High School and he had the distinction of 

being the first African American principal of what was then a predominantly white high 

school here in High Point. And I understand that he was a very successful principal. 

 

JP: So when you went to high school I’m sure you had students who from William Penn, 

at that point had they closed William Penn? 

 

LW: No, they did not close William Penn until 1968. 

 

JP: Okay, so at that point when you graduated, did you have any students that went to 

William Penn? 

 

LW: No 

 

JP: Okay. So in the making of your notebooks you have here in collecting the 

information, did you face any push back or any resistance? 

 

LW: No, because I just collected all of this on my own. This was not anyone from the 

school that asked me to collect. Well, other than Dr. Nixon-Green asking me to collect 

the story components, the history of the school for the play that she had asked me and the 

arts faculty to write. I collected the story components and I turned those over to the man 



that was the theater arts teacher at the time, he’s no longer at Penn Griffin. And then I just 

kept collecting them on my own, so this was just a personal project, nothing that anyone 

assigned to me. Once I got started I couldn’t find a way to stop. 

  

JP: Right, so really when you were doing your own research you never really had to 

worry about dealing with individual people so you never had that push back. 

 

LW: No, [laugh] 

 

JP: [Laugh] That makes thing a lot easier, I’m sure it makes everything a lot easier. A lot 

less headaches. 

 

LW: Oh I’m sure. 

 

LW: And the few people I did talk to wthat asere more than happy to share what they 

knew with me. 

 

JP: Now who did you did you talk to? 

 

LW: I talked to Glenn Chavis, for one, and Mary Lou Blakeney. I’m on the February 11th 

board with Mary Lou, and just anybody that came along that was willing to talk to me. 

 

JP: So, growing up in High Point the culture of the city I’m sure is different then it is 

now. So even though when you were in high school, you went to High Point Central, I’m 

sure as time from when you graduated ‘til now I’m sure you’ve seen a vast change in the 

community as a whole overall. So once William Penn closed and they distributed the 

students that went to William Penn and as they went to Andrews, how did the culture 

change once the school was closed? 

 

JK: Well I was already out of high school by that time, so I don’t really know, but so far 

as I know it changed for the better, because there were more opportunities for the African 

American community then. Because integration had come along and they were more 

assimilated into the community than they had been previously. 

 

JP: Okay, so you think that overall with the school closing, and with intergration you see 

it being more as a positive? 

 

LW: Yes, except that until High Point University and Dr. Ringel got into this, the history 

of William Penn was virtually lost. And I think that it’s a major loss to the community. 

Because it is such a historic school and it’s been here for so long that to lose that history 

would be terrible, and from another perspective the William Penn Marching Band was 

well known and people used to come from all over to watch them march in the High 

Point Christmas parade, so we lost that. But overall it was positive except for those two 

things. 

 

JP: Okay. Now did you go to college? 



 

LW: Well, one year at High Point U, well it was High Point College then. 

 

JP: So did you go to school with any students that went to William Penn? 

 

LW: No 

 

JP: No? Now, how would you say going into the history of the school. Obviously that’s 

why I’m here personally, to learn about the history to do all this. So after doing the 

history continually to add to your collection of history, even though you never went to 

William Penn do you feel like you have a conection? 

 

LW: Absolutely, now I do. Because it’s a part of William Penn- Alfred J. Griffin School 

for the Arts, and of course I’ve been there for 21 years. And now I have friends like Mary 

Lou Blakeney that did go to William Penn High School. So I definitely feel a conection 

now. And one of our teachers at Penn Griffin, Hank Pressley, he did not graduate from 

William Penn but I believe he attended William Penn, but his older sisters attended 

William Penn and graduated and Hank and I are good friends. So I feel a definite 

connection. 

 

JP: Obviously you were instrumental in the mural to the sit-ins, so throughout the process 

with the murals and also when you were collecting you additional information, how many 

people that went to William Penn had the opportunity to and wanted to come back and 

work with you with the project? 

 

LW: Not as many as we had hoped, because when the mural was completed and we were 

planing our reception dedication, we sent an invitation to everyone of the participants that 

we could find an address for or a family member if they were deceased, because some are 

deceased now. And we didn’t get the response we had hoped we would get. I’m not sure 

how many actually came, but not as many as we had hoped. We also did not get as many 

community members to come in as we had hoped, because we sent invitations to all the 

elected officals, we sent one to Governor McCrory, we sent an invitation to President 

Obama, we didn’t expect him to come but we take anyone we can get. 

 

JP: Right, it’s always worth a shot 

 

LW: [Laugh] Really! I had jokingly said to one of the counselors, as we were on our way 

to a meeting one day, and I jokingly said, “if I thought he’d come I’d invite the 

president.” And Gordon says invite him, you might be surprised. But we were 

disappointed that we didn’t get the response we had hoped for. 

 

JP: Why do you think that was? Do you think maybe it was they were so far away that 

they weren’t able to come back? 

 



LW: Part of it was that, because some people moved to other states, there’s one that lives, 

I wanna say New Hampshire but I’m not sure. Or it could be age, because they are in 

their middle 70’s now. That may have played a part, but the rest of it I don’t know. 

 

JP: Now you said that there was a very underwhelming communal response to it, do you 

think maybe that William Penn is kind of the the forgotten treasure of the area? 

 

LW: Yes, it would be, it is! And I think the officals here in High Point and the state 

should have come because this was the first and only sit-in strictly by high school 

students. The one in Greensboro, the Greensboro 4, were grown men. They were living 

away from home. These were high school kids, and I think that there was at least one 

junior high school kid in our sit in. They were still living at home with mom and pop. 

And that’s a major difference and it needs to be acknowledged. We need to get out from 

under the shadow of Greensboro. That’s my soapbox. We had hoped that the city leaders 

hear in High Point would have come to see it and would acknowledge it, because it needs 

to be seen and acknowledged. Besides the fact that the kids really worked hard on it. And 

I nearly killed O’Hara [laughs]. 

 

JP: So do you think that overall, obviously with your work and with our project as a 

whole. Throughout this semester as a class we have been able to go and see all the 

different landmarks on the historical buildings associated with, or have some kind of 

connection to William Penn and are the foundation of the school. But really at least in our 

case they seem to be really scattered, and I want to say a lack of organization but more of 

a lack of recognition. Do you think that is a common theme with the history of High 

Point itself, like the city and the schools within it? 

 

LW: Yes, because as far as I know, William Penn is the only school that has ever 

acknowledged our history. High Point Central is not quite as old as William Penn, but so 

far as I know they haven’t done anything to compile their history, and they should. And 

High Point itself needs to do more about compiling of our history, because Lucy told me 

that the High Point Museum doesn’t even have things that I have in my own notebooks 

and surely the museum should have more than what I’ve got. 

 

JP: You would think. Have you been to the museums? 

 

LW: I’ve been to the High Point Museum because I needed to work with them to get 

some photographs for working on the play. But I haven’t been to see what other 

documentation they’ve got.  

 

JP: Do you feel that the information that they’ve gotten, has been more of like the 

positive summary of the area and really they don’t go into the nitty gritty of the details of 

the schools themselves? 

 

LW: Probably, and like I’ve said I haven’t seen it, but also most of the time unless you 

are doing in-depth project like you all are doing, most of the people just want to talk 



about the pretty part of it, the nice things the good things, but that’s not history. History is 

the good, the bad, everything. 

 

JP: Right. In compiling your information did you ever have a hard time finding the whole 

story, or do you feel like the information that was available was selective or did it seem 

like “here you go, here’s everything?” 

 

LW: I feel like mostly it was “here’s everything,” because I can be pretty persistent when 

there’s something I want. I can be very persistent, and I just keep digging and digging 

until I get it. Because back in the fall Mr. Cobb, Mr. Jim Cobb, who is the grandson of 

Alfred J. Griffin, came to school one day. And I leave at noon and he came some time 

after noon, so I did not get to meet the gentleman. But he wanted to see the school he was 

here in town to meet with some of his former classmates, and they were telling me about 

it the next day, and I thought “ugh of all the days to miss a visit like that,” now I didn’t 

know he was coming. I asked Dr. Green if he had any contact information, and she said 

yes, he left his name address and phone number, email, and I said, “May I have it 

please?” And she emailed it to me. “You give one little thing of contact information and 

you’re fair game.” And I emailed him and told him who I was and what I wanted, and he 

has been most generous about sending me photographs, and other information [thinking 

out loud as she is looking through notebooks]. 

 

JP: So you’ve said you’ve talked to a few people as you collected your information, did 

they ever mention anything about the culture of the school of William Penn or anything 

like that? 

 

LW: Not really, because I was just looking for the history of the school, but from what I 

understand, they were very close the student body was close. But I haven’t really talked 

to anyone about it. The person to talk to about that would be probably Mary Lou 

Blakeney. 

 

JP: Okay, [Mrs. Willard is giving me the contact info]. 

 

LW: Mary Lue Blakeney, do you need her email? 

 

JP: That would be great. 

 

LW: That I know I have. [Laugh] 

 

JP: Thank you for your time, I appreciate you be willing to meet with me and give me all 

of your wealth of knowledge on the subject. 

 

LW: You are welcome [laugh]. It’s something I really enjoy. 

 

JP: Well I have definitely enjoyed the process, going through the files so it was definitely 

worth the trip over, even though it was only a 10-minute drive still. 

 



LW: Yeah. It’s been fascinating for me to gather all of this information because I found 

so much that I had never heard, never knew. 

 

JP: I’m sure, all of this has to be years of work and I only flipped through it a few hours, 

and you could give me a lifetime and then I might get all of it down. 

 

LW: [Laugh] 

 

JP: But again thank you. 

 

LW: You’re quite welcome. 


