
 

A People’s History of the Homewood Neighborhood: Jenny Downy 

 

Ms. Downy: I have to make sure what I say matches with your grandmother cause we came about 
the same time and we didn't fix it all up for any history preservation; we're preserved 
ourselves. I think it's wonderful you're doing this just for the opportunities you have for 
yourself and what you can share. 

Savanna: You said you came here in ‘68, right?  

Ms. Downy: And the neighborhood had been pretty abandoned. So there were many, many empty 
houses, very poor services from the city.   

Amina: And was the neighborhood pretty mixed with the people that were living here? Was it 
diverse? 

Ms. Downy: No. It was predominately black. The neighborhood had been occupied by Jewish people 
because Jewish people had not been able to buy a house any place in Minneapolis. So 
many of them had rented down on Eighth Street where many other renters lived and 
then when that ban was lifted, mostly all of them moved to North Minneapolis to the 
neighborhood called Homewood. The violence of the sixties... We had a very unneeded 
war in Vietnam, and we had assassinations of Kennedy and Martin Luther King, and 
there was much fear all over, but the Jewish people left rapidly because of the riots, 
because their businesses had been destroyed. I think the answer to the riots, they were 
all over the country, but Martin Luther King said 'violence is the voice of the unheard'. 
And most of the violence of the sixties came from people who had been left out, who 
were filled with anger and rage, and destruction of Plymouth was the reason that the 
Jewish people abandoned their homes.   

Amina: And was it just in this area?  

Ms. Downy: Homewood was specifically for Jewish people and it was mostly, well...The religion of 
the Jewish people or faith, whatever you call it, said they had to walk to church on 
Sunday. It's really their synagogues and we had five in the neighborhood. The Rabbi was 
left and a couple of Jewish families, maybe five. So, their synagogues were empty when 
the people moved, so there wasn't any need for the Rabbi to stay. So we were lucky. We 
found this house, so we bought the Rabbi's house and that was the end of it. But it was 
some very dilapidated housing. The city codes had not been enforced and so the houses 
were in bad condition. For instance, things like public services, water, phones.  

Amina: Do you know why the city didn't take action? Did they just not know? 

Ms. Downy: Because this is where the unacceptable people lived. I don't mean unacceptable, the 
people who were powerless, the powerless people who didn't have a voice. That's why I 
really enjoyed Martin Luther King's very kind remarks. Plymouth was destroyed in 
response to, I think, the killing of Martin Luther King. That had happened that April of 
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'68. Oh no, maybe a little earlier. Anyway, so the property had been abandoned, many, 
many. We formed a vacant housing task force as residents with a conscience who said, 
'what can we do?' Because the people who were moving in didn't have the money to fix 
things up. So they bought the house and there was a title called "as is". So when you 
bought the house you knew it was falling apart but it was "as is". So that was a term that 
a lot of people moved in under because it meant shelter. The houses were very cheap. 
We bought ours from the Rabbi, he was the Rabbi for that Plymouth and Queen. Let's 
see, what was the, Kenneseth Israel, was that it? Anyway, they had five, since their 
people had all gone and since they had to walk to church on Sunday and he was there 
and nobody was walking because the houses were empty. And the people who moved 
in were people are very limited means. This is one place they knew they could live, not 
necessarily in the other part of the city. I'm sure that people moved to other parts, but 
this was where it was economical for, for black people or white people, that's why. We 
didn't move for that reason. We moved because we had six children and we had 
experienced the riots and the anger all over the world. I mean especially in this country. 
So we said if we're having a family, our family was starting then. If we're having children, 
it's our responsibility to expose them to the whole world with some morality and ethics 
to who they are and what their needs. What kind of people they're going to be. When 
all the headlines were murder and the excuse of race and things like that. We were very 
happy to find this house. We bought it from the Rabbi. We were warned thoroughly. 
When we came to look at it, they brought us to Golden Valley and came here because 
then you didn't know that, they thought. But Pat had taught American Studies and we 
knew we had to do something better for ourselves and our family. And so anyway, that's 
how we bought our house and it was cheap and it was pretty falling apart because they 
knew they weren't going to stay here. They didn't move though because of race. We had 
five Jewish ladies come here and tell us all about when they moved and how they 
moved. Most of them, their children had grown and they didn't want them living here 
alone because they were fearful and so they just left their houses for whatever price 
they could get. And the Rabbi left cause he was out of work, and so they moved him to 
St. Louis Park and then he had people who could walk to church.  

Ms. Downy: So our house, I don't know what it's worth today, but Pat was teaching and we didn't 
have a lot of money and we had six kids, so we paid. We looked at all the houses that 
were for sale and they were all like $20,000, I don't think any were more than that. Ours 
was $19,000 and they were called "as is", which meant if it leaked or didn't have a roof 
or you know, that's okay. You bought it as is and you knew you were going to have to fix 
it up. But what we also knew was that the city, the taxes we were paying were not 
producing what they should. The service that we all were paying for was. So we formed 
a Tuesday morning housing meeting. And since I had little children, we met here every 
Tuesday and we had the office of the city who was responsible for housing. We had 
them come to our meeting...we would turn in the address, like the house next door, had 
no windows and one door and there were six people living in it. So any city functioning 
agency should have closed that down, but they didn't. So we got all the addresses, we 
did it walking. We'd walked every block and then we would notify if it was empty. And 
then we went down to the city and found out the landlord and then we said to the city 
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guy who came here, we want action on this now. And so they were really good. We 
called our group the Vacant Housing Task Force and we did do  tasks, we worked.  

Ms. Downy: And that was in probably the seventies and the early eighties. We had democratic 
government in charge and we had really good grant money. People could get grants to 
fix them up. So that was very helpful because if people who were unemployed or you 
know... First of all, we thought our taskforce on housing, we had two goals. One was to 
try and see if we could do something about the jobs because jobs were poor and then if 
they got jobs, they could afford to buy a house, they could be homeowners. So it was 
not for maybe 10 years, I think it was under Carter, I'm not sure, but anyway, the 
Congress at the time gave us some really good money through the city, but they did 
answer. And so that's how home ownership happened here. And so that just took a lot 
of personal concern and work. Nobody was paid anything. We just met and said this... 
So this house next door with the money that that came from... Our first goal was don't 
tear any house down, like they did further down on Plymouth up at Troy, a lot of those 
houses down. But we said in Homewood, we don't want any houses torn down. We 
want money to repair them and this was due to be torn down. The corner house was 
due to be torn down because they were in bad shape and that government money came 
through. And this one they tore down. He's so happy, he didn't live there then, but they 
even took the basement out. They were that good then when we had Democrats who 
knew what ethics were about, that people were entitled to decent housing. So that 
brought us up to how we got the housing fixed up and then jobs did get a little better 
and people could get loans, but loans were different than grants.  

Ms. Downy: You had to have some income, you know, if you went to buy a house you had to say, I 
don't know what they say today, but a lot. And our purpose in this, the whole move was 
to preserve this neighborhood for this generation as well as the next. To make it a 
livable community. To make the city respond with what they're supposed to do. We 
want good schools. We went better protection and we want just to know that this is for 
the fullness of life. The diversity happened, it didn't happen at first, and I don't know 
that that's even an issue because people live here because they know this is a good 
place. That was our purpose as your grandma will say too, that, you know, we didn't do 
it for any public acclaim to say this is Kenwood. In fact we used Kenwood to get our 
needs. When our furnace was out they left it out for a week. And so finally I said to the 
gas company, 'if we were in Kenwood, would we get served sooner than a week'? And 
he said, 'you betcha'. They knew. They knew that people here. The first month we were 
here, we couldn't get a phone and so I would walk up to the one remaining little Jewish 
store, a delicatessen, and use their phones. So I asked the phone company, 'we've never 
not paid our phone bill, so what's the problem'? And he said, ;well, we can't find 
anybody to go out there'. So you know, people settled for that. And that's how the myth 
about the Northside being so bad, you know. It wasn't bad or because of people who 
lived here, it was bad because of the inequities. People knew if they moved in here, you 
know. When I would go downtown and write a check, they would say, 'oh my, how can 
you live over there'?  
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Ms. Downy: And they'd say it. They'd say it very truthfully like 'that used to be such a nice place', you 
know, they could say that to the wrong person. They said it to the wrong person for me 
because I said, 'I'm going to put my merchandise back. You don't need my check and I 
don't need your stuff'. And there's always been that call, which we've learned from each 
other. When people are negative about this place, it's your responsibility to teach them 
on the way. But when hate and violence rules like it did in the sixties, it takes a lot of 
time whatever it is. So that's kind of where we are and where we came from and why 
we help to develop this neighborhood because it's all of ours. There wasn't anything 
about who can move in because they're making a lot of money or whatever. When the 
Jewish people lived here, it was about money. They tell you when we had the Jewish 
women over and they'd told us, they said, 'well, only the professionals lived here'. The 
rest of them lived on Eighth Street and you know Eighth Street was Olson highway and 
that was public housing. Many of the Jewish people grew up right around that 
neighborhood until they lifted the ban on Jewish people owning houses. Then they 
moved up here. But I think on this block, when we went over to the history center and 
we did a study, this house was a liquor store, Phillip's. And then there were three 
dentists and two theater people in just like a three block area. So they had the money 
and they couldn't move any place but Homewood. So when we had the city inspector 
out and he would say, 'oh, these houses are beautiful. They're made so well'. Well, they 
were made so well because the professional people who had the money wanted to 
move to Kenwood and they couldn't get in there. So they went to Kenwood and got the 
plan and built the house here. And I know that was true of this one because there was a 
family on Washburn and they put their house up for sale and it would only get a certain 
amount, you know, like say maybe $30,000. I don't know what it was, but it was on the 
corner of Washburn and 12th. And so they went over to Kenwood and they priced the 
house and he said, sure, I bet they found it's double over there, but location, location, 
location. So, so we were lucky that we got in this. This side of Penn, Homewood, Penn 
through here. And then, Oak Park up to Plymouth. Then the other people, we had one 
of them interviewed and her husband worked for a laundry and she said, 'oh, the skilled 
workers couldn't have moved over here. They had to live on the other side of Penn'. And 
so every place has its class, upper and lower income or whatever, color, whatever it 
goes by.  

Ms. Downy: So a little sign on the door that says you're Homewood doesn't mean anything to me. 
We had just such rich, wonderful, wonderful experiences together. We did it together. It 
wasn't white or black. It was those who needed shelter and you're own need to be 
human. Hopefully you'll never have to experience that violence of the sixties. You know, 
when good people just get shot and hate takes over and rage and anger and you know, 
those are the things we'd have to think about. Not about who thinks this is the best 
place to live. You know, I don't think that's gonna prove anything to anybody. I mean, I 
don't know why we'd want to sign on the door that says Homewood, you know, it's just 
so rich in its history and in the people and we want our own people. When we would, 
when we were saving the houses we thought we're going to save them for those who 
can get a job or not with the grant money. We got good safe living conditions. So I don't 
know if that answers or not, whatever your question.  
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Savanna: Can you tell us about the gated community that used to be Homewood?  

Ms. Downy: Well, gated being it was just for Jewish people. 

Amina: Well we heard, you know her dad that used to live on the corner? He told us about how 
the pillars used to have gates on them.  

Ms. Downy: Those stone pillars were primarily, I don't think that the Jewish people did it 
intentionally. But when we did it to rebuild those pillars, it was primarily to mark that 
the Jewish people didn't cross Plymouth. And when we interviewed there was a young 
fellow, a Jewish fellow who grew up here and he came from St. Louis because he was a 
dentist and he wanted to tell us. And he said, you know, we thought our community was 
always safe. That's why we put those pillars up and it meant that anybody else stay out 
of here. And that was his word for it. And then they redid the pillars because they just 
said it kind of denotes that's where the Jewish people can live. And that was from Penn. 
They only put the stone on Penn, on the south side of the street. So in that sense that it 
was for Jewish people only. I imagine when they first lifted the ban that Jewish people 
could buy, they probably put that to denote that for other people. But it kind of had to 
be people with money, that was kind of a hidden thing. But the Jewish people I know 
who went to where that Pastor Paul's, Lincoln School, you know that big church that is 
behind Lincoln School on that other side of the street? The people who went there were 
the working class and they didn't move over here because they didn't have the money. 
So I guess you could say it was just the Jewish people that lived here. But they didn't all 
live here and you can't really say Jewish people with money in professions. But that's 
what who was for. Because of the housing they could build and had the money for. And 
after the riots there wasn't any distinction at all. They snapped down the pillars some 
places and then Homewood just decided they'd like to have it built. Our task force 
decided that would be good. So we did it with volunteers and donations. 

Amina: Was that recent or was that right when you moved in?  

Ms. Downy: No, it was probably recent for you, I mean history for you. I imagine we did that. They 
were up when you lived here, weren't they? So I imagine that was something that 
happened 20 years ago when they started. I would think so. Probably in the nineties. We 
had some programs, there was a government program that we applied for. When we 
had our weekly meetings, we got a lot of information. There was a program that for 
young people, you could apply for the house if you promised to live there three years 
and fix it up. What happened? We thought we were attracting wonderful permanent 
people, but they lived there for three years and made a lot of money and moved. So it 
was a program that was government sponsored that you would just do what you could. 
And it was for cheap, you know, I don't know how much but probably affordable for 
young, that's who it mostly applied to. But again, we lost those things when Reagan 
came along. And worse, Nixon.   
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Ms. Downy: There was a wonderful program called..and we all supported it big time. That people 
could, the house across the street after the old lady died in there, the city bought it for 
like $24,000 and they fixed it up and then people who lived in public housing could 
apply and they could buy it pretty cheap. Not cheap by an income, but you know, they 
were moving from there and they already had some government money. So a family 
moved in there and we supported it firmly but the people who moved in didn't really. 
Well they didn't have the money and they didn't know how to fix up a house. So the 
houses became pretty...I think we had three on this block. The rule that we set was only 
one to each block, so everybody in the neighborhood could help them. You know Pat 
only learned by doing but it worked, and other people too. So we thought we could do 
that, but the program didn't last because each family that got a house was supposed to 
get monthly money, like $250 a month to give them lessons of how to fix the plumbing, 
how to put a washer on the sink, you know, or things we wouldn't know. But along 
came old Nixon and he froze those funds, even though Congress had given them to help 
people, how should we say it? Just to give them the skills that they were lacking. So that 
grant money was frozen and so the houses came in disrepair. That's my recall of it. We 
raised a lot of fuss over it, but politics does make a difference, it's terrible to say. But 
you know, we've had people who said, oh yeah, after the sixties you have the money 
and the housing will be updated it and it wasn't. But some good things happened. But all 
of that is about what people need to do in their own conscience. Not put a sign on the 
door and do away with your windows and all of that. There is more history here. What's 
built this community are the people. It's hard to say that because people are removed.  

Ms. Downy: When we first moved in it was bad, but it was ok. We fixed it up as we went along. And 
so I lost the key the first week we were here. And so the houses were mostly empty. 
Mostly this one had people and then a falling apart house behind us. So I had taken the 
kids to the park and we came home and we just had one car and it was gone. So I 
thought I'm going to see where somebody is alive in these houses. So behind us there 
was a house that was in shambles, just shambles and they were squatters who'd just 
come in and it was a woman and about three or five kids. So I knocked on her door and 
told her where we live and she said, 'I know I've seen you coming and going out of 
there'. So at least she knew I wasn't going to rob her or anything. So I said, 'I don't have 
a key to get in'. And she said, 'honey, I've got some boys, Squeaky and Tinky, and they 
can get in any place'. I was so grateful I thought, thank you. So she called them down 
'Squeaky and Tinky you gotta let that lady get into her house. She's got these kids here.' 
So they were back in minutes and Squeaky said 'piece of cake. We got you in there 
good.' And so I came over and he'd said, 'You just climb on that little roof there. You 
know little roof over your door? Well you just climb on there and that window there 
wasn't even locked.' So he went through the window and came down and opened the 
door. I thought that was the best hospitality that I'd ever had.  

Ms. Downy: And so we always had Squeaky and Tinky for their birthdays. They were real, real poor. 
She was, you know. Things have improved somewhat I think for single moms, I think 
that's taken a lot of fight from some people and they've gotten it. But we always had 
their birthday party here and oh, they watched out for us. And you know, people are 
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people, they wanted to help. Somebody said 'you stayed after that? Didn't you know 
better than that?' You know, but it's just ignorance that people are. I said that's the best 
welcome we ever had. We didn't get a phone, we didn't get our heat turned on, but we 
know somebody that knew how to break in. But I think we've just always depended, I 
think the whole community has depended on each other for a lot of things. It wasn't 
about who could pay you back, you know, it was just about if somebody needed 
something and you had it, then it was theirs. So then you felt the same. I don't know if 
that was because of deprived by the system or deprived by the economy. Either one of 
those people could claim, but I think there's always been an answer for needs in this 
community and we sure don't need the history center to tell us that.  

Ms. Downy: I think experiences are what's truthful, you know. We don't have to believe them all, but 
it sure helps to know what you're dealing with. What could anybody tell you without 
finding out the history? I think that's what you're doing and you might get different 
answers, but everybody has a version of what happened. And why it is such a 
community. I can't imagine really what they could sell it on other than the people who 
live here. And when the people who live here, they've heard from them that they don't 
want, we don't have to have glass block windows, clear windows or whatever. You 
know, we're not meeting the needs, the needs of the people here have been well met 
by the people who live here, not by outsiders. People who have been denIed and 
they've learned how to come through it, you know, it hasn't been easy and it hasn't 
always been successful, but you know, we have better schools and better service for our 
taxpayers. What's owed people was never, was not always fully given. And it took the 
work and people and the honesty of the people here that you know, and of course there 
might be one or two like there are any place, but that's not the history we want to 
leave.  

Ms. Downy: This house was whatever. And the Jewish people said to the kids who came from 
NorthHhigh, I'm going to find that tape and play it for you because she took the kids 
upstairs and looked all over and she said, 'I want to tell you, boys and girls, Netanyahu, 
the Jewish leader, slept in this bed when they used to come here and get money for the 
Jewish people. And we're so ashamed of him, and he's just rotten, good for nothing. But 
this neighborhood is dealt good things. Our Jewish community was close together and 
we were put out. Now you are here as, you know, new people and you're going to make 
it because that's how we made it. We stuck together.' And it was really good for the 
people at North to hear because she said they didn't build 94 for nothing, that freeway.  

Ms. Downy: And she was like 95 years old and had been the valedictorian at North High because the 
Jewish people all went to North High to school and she said 'they're going to treat you 
that way, but you'll get it together on your own. You will, because that's this 
neighborhood.' And that they had all gotten together and left. And they didn't leave out 
of anger. They left out of fear. They were mostly alone, old ladies. And when the 
Plymouth burned and all their stores were burned and destroyed their bakeries and 
everything. But that was out of fear for the people who were alone. But she said 94 
wasn't built for the suburbs, it was to keep. Why do you suppose North residents have 
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to go down to Lyndale to get to south. And you know, when you think about it, it makes 
sense. And she said you can't get into South Minneapolis from North Minneapolis. That 
was her view. You know, they put that highway in there to keep us right over here 
where we belonged. But you know a little bit of that, that's how stories start though. 
That was probably her version. I'm sure the highway department had some other plan, I 
don't know. But people make up their own reasons for things and so you have to back it 
all up I think with what's happening. But we're off of the questions.  

Amina: So our next question is, do you know about Nellie Stone Johnson? What can you tell us 
about her? 

Ms. Downy: Oh yeah. Nellie was just, well you know that there's going to be a full statue of her in the 
state capitol? The only woman in the state capital up where they all are on the first 
floor. Nellie was a champion of honesty and very compassionate, in that she was an 
elevator... I've got the book if you want a book. But when she came here, she was rural, 
raised on a lake whatever. Anyway, her dad was a farmer and she came here young and 
got a job as an elevator operator and very independent and worked as the elevator 
operator and began to see the class differences. So labor, she dedicated herself to labor 
and she's the reason that we have a Democratic Farm Labor party, the DFL. I'm going to 
get this book because you can take it and I think I have another one. If you need any 
information or something, but she was really in the Northside and did a lot of 
everything. I like this, that they used for Nellie. 

Ms. Downy: (reading) Faced with courage and relived again. Nellie was really, why don't you file this 
if you need anything. This is a favorite. Nellie told everybody what to do, whenever. You 
just became her friend when you had her views. That was when she was 90. Oh here, 
this is even better, the write up. You can have this, those are just. She didn't have a car 
so Pat would drive her and so at her ninetieth birthday party, that's where she was. Oh 
this is when she got Pat, he gave her a big drink of juice and she said, 'wait till you're 90. 
I won't be around to hold the glass right, put it to my mouth'. That was nice, but this is 
good. Just, you know, the highlights if you wanted to put anything. Oop, where's the 
first part? Well anyway, it's really good because she was associated with the 
communists because of course, the communists were the right way to go for the good 
of everybody. That article there, maybe you can read that together because it pretty 
much gives. Here, and this is about the statue that's going to be in the capitol. This is 
how she got around, everybody supported her. So we used to have picnics and when 
she'd want to go to Congress or go someplace. She was self employed and self 
maintained. So she wanted to go to D.C. and we did that. But this is about the statue, 
she was the first black person elected the citywide office in Minneapolis. And so, that 
was very important because this was called the White Anglo-Saxon Protestant city. 
That's what people referred to Minneapolis as and Jews and Catholics and Blacks were 
often considered second class citizens. But take that because there's a lot of good stuff 
in there. You can read that and take out what you want because that's about how 
they're going to put the statue and it gives a nice story about her. But we met Nellie and 
the first DFL precinct meeting and she lived in the apartments over there. 
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Amina: In the Homewood apartments? 

Ms. Downy: And and then she would come over, or you know, we'd be in the precinct caucus for the 
Democrats. That's really where you get things done. So not all politics are bad, but 
anyway, so that's how we became friends with her. And then she would know about the 
Congress and their actions. She'd tell us how to go get them. But that's really good 
information because Nellie was just a stronghold for everybody. And she was elected to 
the library board. And she never did run for public office but she always showed up for 
anything. She used her voice and sometimes that's all you can use, but it was enough. 
When Nellie appeared, people heard her and worked for it. And it's in the article, I'm 
sure, that she's the reason that...she worked for labor, the unions supported her and 
she was able to get right things, you know. And justice that workers were owed. So read 
the article because those are really good and that she really earned her title and 
hardwork. And she knew what candidates to support. So she taught us all a lot about: 
'do you know how they work? Do you know what their issue is on health? Or you know, 
do you know that hospital? Would you like to see certain things happen?  

Speaker 4: And so she was a very vocal person, I think, from when I knew her. She was aware of 
everything. She had her shirt and zipper shop and she supported herself with her sewing 
and it was called Nellie's Shirt and Zipper. And she redid suits and men's, like Dayton's 
would send, if somebody wanted some fine item and it didn't fit, then they would send 
it over to her. And she had a little office above one of the storefronts on Nicollet Mall. 
And that's how she earned her living. Never living high, but had a lot of leadership 
qualities which we need to work on again for people, you know. She didn't care what 
they called her and how much they believed her, but it was right. And better wages, 
better housing, you could always mentioned Nellie's name when you were looking for 
something and know that before long everybody would know about it.  

Speaker 4: So she was just an admirable person. What they've done is establish a Nellie Stone 
Johnson Scholarship Fund and it's mostly unions, but it's a lot of the teachers. Because 
in the community college they had 33 scholarships. They have a fundraiser just once a 
year, but this year there were 33 students that had gotten her scholarship. So that's the 
way they collect money. But you know, she really believed in education. She didn't have 
a college or anything, but she served on the board of the community colleges, which 
again, makes school available for everybody. You don't own property to get to a 
community college. And those were started in '68. Yeah, that's when they started 
throughout the state, which made education available for everybody. But Nellie was the 
backbone of that too, so she just did a lot of things.  

Ms. Downy: She'd be pretty indicative of the Northside, I think, somebody who just worked at it. Not 
any name or prestige or class, but she got herself known. So that's the story of Nellie, 
but that article is the best because we all have to have a presentation. We've had some 
meetings here, different labor people are the ones who got it started. I think they 
collected $80,000 but they needed $100,000 so they don't have that yet, but they've got 
the sculpture already and a place in the capital. So that that was a big thing, you know, 
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to just represent like that article refers to Minnesota as, I don't know, all those 
negatives they said about us. Anyways, she was a significant mover there for all of us I 
think, but that's for Nellie, the life of an activist.  

Savanna: Do you think there is an issue with the way the history of North Minneapolis is being 
presented? If so, could you tell us why?  

Ms. Downy: I think the problem is the people. People have a voice here and it needs to be listened to 
and then agree or disagree. Nobody comes in and presents anything to us as the best 
way, we decide that based on communication. I think we just don't need things 
presented. We can understand. We can understand and make our decision collectively. 
We've always done things collectively from its beginning. When we all came together, 
we didn't always agree, but we never had a presenter. When we were looking for grants 
and accountability from the systems, we didn't have a speaker. We'd let other people 
know about it and we'd see what people thought. That's as simple as I can say.  

Ms. Downy: Everybody has a voice. You know, look at the unions. It might not be better wages, or 
not just unions, what Nellie started was that people had to be heard. And so what do 
you when you know something? You can measure up when you're with equal people. 
But it's not that you have to live in the Northside, but it helps to know the history and 
how we got to be what we are. If they think it's such a fine neighborhood that they'd 
like to advertise it. We don't need to advertise. We're here because we have our own 
reasons and not because of the train or the golf course. We're here because of the 
people, our neighbors. That's what I think, maybe some people have different values, 
and of course they're entitled to those values. But it's your duty and mine to let them 
know there's much more here. What grew this neighborhood was not on who got a 
better deal on a house or who got the grant to add a deck. Those things are, I think 
that's a form of racism. I wouldn't say that out loud or not any louder, but why do they 
make this difference? Why do they think that we here need them to put a sign on the 
door that says we're important? It's a realtor. And the realtor's views are different than 
ours. How much money can you get?  

Savanna: Is this about the historical designation? 

Ms. Downy: Yeah, there are people who've had an advantage. I'm not saying all of them are, but 
they've never been where people here. Like Martin Luther King says 'the violence is the 
voice of the unheard'. Well we're not violent yet, but you know, active like Nellie says 
here 'the life of an activist', well that's what you're going to be because you know what's 
right and you've got a good conscience that is going to tell you what's right. And part of 
it, more than anything, you've experienced it. And when we moved we had experienced 
it and we said we don't ever want our kids to have to know that somebody can do that. 
And we came from Duluth, at the University where Pat was teaching American History 
but they didn't want history where job corps, you know, brought a number of students 
from inner cities. And it was a wonderful program. And so kids who were out of school, 
they gave them an opportunity for career training, so they brought them to Duluth, 
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which was crazy. Brought them from urban Chicago and those poor kids would come in 
and they were used to hanging out on street corners and they would hang out on the 
street corner in Duluth and then they got taken in for vagrants. They didn't do a thing 
but to have a place to go because they put them all up in the north forest, way up in the 
forest for the nothing. And they were going to teach them a job. What kind of job 
training, if you came from Chicago, would you get in a forest but cutting trees? You 
know, so the programs, but it's kind of in my history and that's not even to be dealt 
with.  

Speaker 4: But you know, the programs aren't meant. If that history place wanted to come in here 
and do something, they could study it and see what are the needs? Are they asking 
that? What are the needs over here? We'd like to hear from you people. Instead, along 
comes Tootsie and she says, thIs is what you need. I mean it is, that's the racism and I 
think that you don't call it that, classism, whatever, you know. Pat taught a history class 
and the head of the department said to him, 'I don't want anymore of this No Vietnam 
Stuff out you. Look at the prisons, they can put all of them over there and we'd save 
$7,000 a year.  

Speaker 4: That's what we wanted to protect anybody from in our thinking. But you don't, until you 
hear it, you don't think those things are alive. But why don't they ask, what's the best 
thing we can do for you? We have these two guys all dressed up in slick suits and 
making a big sale and they're going to convince you all and they're going to get a raise in 
salary and she's going to sell more houses. So I think the truth: is the goodness of this 
community and the success because of effort and the effort was because of our care for 
each other. When poor Pertis living next door, she came at night with the gun cause she 
said he was shooting at her. Well it was too bad and you couldn't say that's the way it is. 
But he was angry, he'd gotten stopped by the police because he had a bad taillight or 
something. But all these things you learn about, you know, from the down unders and 
up aboves too. And there is a happy medium. But life goes on and we're going to stay 
right here and you all, we'll be writing a book about you - this trio of activists that 
stopped them. They said (reading), 'Nellie embodied eloquent radicalism. She made 
strides of improvement for the welfare of society at large'. And what would we benefit 
by them coming here? We don't ask that of everybody. You don't have to say you're 
goIng to pay your way or anything, but there's nothing there. So if they get it, it'll be at 
their own doing, I guess. Because you've worked hard on it. So what else do you need to 
know? 

Amina: I think that we got all that we came for.  

Savanna: Yea, we got so much.  

Ms. Downy: Well I know that it's too much, but there's such a wealth of everything here in the 
people. The children of the people who have witnessed that, you know, we take that 
into account. Look at people today, there are jobs available, schools are available, better 
health is available. We all don't understand that. You know, because I knew people had 
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to struggle but you know, when people have been firsthand, those folks, that realtor, 
what does she know? Except that she drops off candy now and again. I wouldn't think of 
eating it. And people are entitled to their beliefs, you know, whatever. But I'm sure glad 
you're doing what you're doing, for yourself as much as anything because there's a lot of 
good history. Your family is a part of it, you know, and that's what we should be 
honoring. That we still have a neighborhood because people have homes for their 
family. So it might be personal and selfish, but it's not for, you know, organizations or 
better salaries or something.   

 


