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Malaika: So can you tell me a little bit about who you are and when did you move into this 
house?  

Ms. Vivian: I came to Minnesota as Vivian Jenkins. I married a classmate from college after I'd been 
here a couple of years. I first lived with a friend from college over in Bryn Mawr. And I 
didn't know I was the first black person to live in there. And it was awful. It was a 
fourplex, was pretty new at the time. And my roommate found it and she was white, 
from college. So people complained, you know, 'you're walking too loud', stuff like that. 
They did things like unpin my clothes on the line and let them drop down into the dirt 
and grass. One morning I came out and my new Pontiac, somebody had taken like a 
screwdriver and just destroyed the ignition. I had to get a new starter and a whole 
bunch of stuff. My car had to be towed. And then I was very nerve wracked, of course, 
living there and one day I came out, I was just about 20-21. I came out and somebody 
had put a pile of dog shit in my car, right under the driver's seat. So my first impression 
of Minneapolis was not good.  

Malaika: Where did you move here from?  

Ms. Vivian: From Omaha. So we moved. We split up. She was a teacher at Bethune so she went to 
live in Edina with her friend. I had been helped by the church I belonged to. There was a 
student at Augsburg, social work student, I needed a roommate. And she didn't have a 
place to live either. So this time I thought I would start the looking. She looked too. 
Anyway, I found a lovely duplex 927 Russell Avenue North. A black couple owned it. And 
I forgot to say that before that I didn't know anything about the divisions in 
neighborhoods or who lived in them and so forth. That was a Finnish neighborhood. So I 
had tried to find a place over there. It was on Milda side of the street, you know where 
Milda's is, right? Okay. So I thought I was safe outside of Bryn Mawr. And there was a 
sign that said apartment for rent, on that nice brick building - it may have eight 
apartments in it, newish. And this older lady came out and it said ring the bell, so I rung. 
She said, 'oh, it's been rented'. I said 'Oh, oh, okay'. So I went away. I had to go up and 
down Glenwood quite a bit. The sign was still up there a week later. So I stopped by and 
I said 'if the apartment isn't rented, I'd like to look at it'. And she said 'No, it's rented. I 
just haven't taken the sign down'. And being the hot-head that I was, I took the sign 
down and handed it to her. 

Malaika: Around what year was all of this?  

Ms. Vivian: Oh that was in '67. So that's part of it. And we had a lovely time. This family, they really 
had turned it into a triplex. So there was a basement apartment and two white girls 
lived in the basement. And my roommate, who was white, we lived upstairs and the 
family lived on the first floor. And they were childless. They had come from Detroit and - 
oh help yourself oranges by the way, they're really nice and seedless - And Dot and 
Jerry. And so our life with them was wonderful. They adopted a little baby, Tyrone, who 
was just wonderful. And so of course all of us doted on him. So she's still a friend. She 
lives around there on Oak Park. But anyway, so I come to this house because when I got 



 

A People’s History of the Homewood Neighborhood – Vivian Jenkins-Nelsen 

married I was... my roommate got married before I did. And so I had the apartment 
alone so my husband moved in with me, my then to be husband. And then we bought 
the duplex down there on the corner and lived in that. I could see this house out my 
kitchen window. And so my husband was coming home for lunch one day and he saw 
the realtor putting the sign up. So he said he drove on and parked and walked back and 
a young couple had come up the stairs just before him. And the guy said, 'well, too bad 
it's gone'. He said, well, tell you what. He said, 'If their credit doesn't clear' He said, 'I'm 
a vet, I'll give you $10,000 more than you're asking, and we'll paint it,' because it needed 
painting. That's how we got this house.  

Malaika: Wow. Did you know, had you met the people who lived here before?  

Ms. Vivian: Uh uh. There were black screens, this was all screened in. No one ever saw the woman 
who lived here. There were volunteer trees all around. When we bought this property it 
had 26 trees. And they were all volunteers, they were like trash trees, you know? Places 
they shouldn't have been and clogging pipes and all kinds of things. But so my husband 
being the handy guy he was, cleared them. It was like being on the prairie I guess, but he 
cleared it up.  

Malaika: So there were lots of trees and work to do outside and you needed to paint the house... 

Ms. Vivian: It was messy. And we didn't know anything about the history of the house, but we loved 
old houses so. The couple who lived here were both smokers. I mean all the woodwork 
was coated with nicotine. Windows were coated with nicotine. You could tell they had 
been wealthy, but she had like six little dogs or five little dogs and neighbors poisoned 
some of them. Oh yeah, it was not good. And it turned out that the realtor was the son 
of her best friend and her executor, so we got the story from her. But we weren't able 
to get into the house for almost a year after we bought. It was always some something. 
And it was wall to wall Persian carpets in both of these rooms. There was a glass 
chandelier which my husband immediately, he lived in Europe so he knew these things, 
you know, he was in the army so he said 'that's Waterford Crystal'. I had never heard of 
Waterford, what was that? And he said 'that is a Waterford crystal. By the time we got 
in here it had all been swapped out to plastic stuff. The rugs were gone. And I'm saying 
to myself, you know, but you could tell they were made for the place. Anyways, I'm 
wondering what kind of money these people had, you know. And found out that this 
was the second farm house. There been a first one and it had burned down, which was 
not unusual. And the reason we couldn't get in the house was because she had been, 
the wife who lived here, she'd fallen down the stairs and broke her hip and then had a 
heart attack almost within a week and died. So she had been his mistress and though 
their mother had been gone for quite a while, they hated her. So, two things were 
happening. They started, they'd been married for years, a suit against her, saying that 
the father wasn't really in his right mind and blah blah. And that went through the 
courts pretty fast and they lost, of course, because we're a dual property state. Anyway, 
and he was a businessman so they couldn't prove that he had done, you know she had 
done anything really. And then they were looking for a two carat diamond ring that he 
had given her. And she looked like May West and there were pictures of her in costume 
with big fur. And she would go as May West to parties and stuff. And she was a beautiful 
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woman. Her dad was, she had come to the cities from one of the small towns, Walker, 
Minnesota, where her dad was the sheriff. And they had sent her to finishing school in 
the Cities at, oh God, one of the Catholic schools, I can't remember. But anyway, so she 
lived in this house after he died. She lived in this house like 20 years by herself. So he 
was older than her of course, I shouldn't say of course. But he was, significantly older. So 
that's the story. Oh and this house and this land had been a gift from the farmer who 
owned this farm. This farm went all the way up to Penn and it went back here and they 
sold off the majority of it to the Bell Mortgage company for development. And the big 
old houses you see here are part of that development. And this was the first gated 
community in Minnesota. And the posts are still, the stone posts are still here. Now 
some years ago one of our neighbor boys here, he was a senior in high school and he 
was very much into photography. And Frank, what was Frank's last name? Anyway, the 
block clubs and so forth got behind it. There was a show on, what is it, it used to be 
KTCA. It's KPT, the education program.  

Ms. Vivian: What are they doing here? 

Malaika: In the next block over it looks like they're doing something in the road.  

Ms. Vivian: Oh there he's going up the wrong way. What is that? Anyway, what was I telling you 
about? I forgot. 

Malaika: Your neighbor Frank was taking pictures or...  

Ms. Vivian: Yeah. So anyway, the educational channel got involved and they got a grant to research 
the gates and it turned out they came from a farm. Kids were involved in this 
photography project, from the high school. And I think George who owns the, George 
and Bev who own the gallery, I think they were involved in it, I can't remember. But 
anyway, they found the farmer and the kids went to, oh, and the stones had fallen out 
and the kids had knocked them out, so forth. So they were kind of wounded looking and 
so they went back to this farm. They stayed overnight. They picked stones, fixed the 
thing. And so it was a lovely project. And this, as you probably know, was a Jewish 
neighborhood? And this was the only gentile house. 

Malaika: When you were, when you first moved in, in the first few years that you were here, 
were there still people of the previous generations of homeowners here? And what was 
the sort of transition like? 

Ms. Vivian: Most of them had had left, but right across the street in that little house there was the 
last minyan. And so you would see, what was his name? We were friendly with him. And 
then there was Frank who was behind here in that house across the alley. And then 
there were some elderly Jewish ladies that lived next door to my brother when he had 
the duplex on Queen and Oak Park. So he had one and then we had one. And so we 
were friends and one day one of the gentleman, they were all standing around out, you 
know, and they came over here and said, where's oh I forget the guy's name. I said, 
'yeah, I know you're the minyan'. And they were surprised that I knew what it was. 'But 
where is he', you know, blah, blah, blah. That was before the day of pagers and so forth 
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and so on. So 'we need to call his son, call the son'. The son came rushing over and 
whatever his name was, he came driving up in this bright red car. He had a new 
girlfriend and they'd been shopping and he forgot all about the minyan. It was pretty 
cute though. But anyway, so yeah, there people were still living here. 

Malaika: And then who were the other types of people who were moving in in the same wave as 
you?  

Ms. Vivian: Well, there were a lot. There weren't very many black people in here when I first moved 
here. In fact, you should talk to Dot, my friend who owned the duplex and I lived in 
because she can tell you even more. Let me see if I got her stuff in here. Aren't cell 
phones wonderful, what did we do before? I still call her Dorothy Lee, but her name is 
Dorothy Rasford. And I'm trying to think. Her husband is a lovely man. He's from Liberia 
and he was the photographer for the President. Just a lovely guy. And so he does a lot of 
photography. Well, I haven't talked to Dot probably in a year, that just makes me feel 
bad. I better check in on her. Last time I checked, they both had heart disease. But 
anyway, she had a beauty shop. She opened up on Broadway and about, it's barbershop 
now. It's right across from the CVS. She opened up a manicure shop, she was a 
manicurist and she also had some beauticians in there. She was the first black 
manicurist. So anyway.  

Malaika: So there weren't many black people moving in?  

Ms. Vivian: Nope. And you know, there was a mixture of people like the couple right across the 
street. They were here when we moved in and they were a biracial couple. And he 
became a principal and she ran a daycare out of the house, it was a very, very good 
daycare. Beverly Propes was here on the end of the street, she and Victor. This was an 
interesting split because the German Jews lived this direction. They were wealthier, 
more educated and so forth, so on. And Russian Jews, Polish Jews, et cetera lived on 
the... And there were times you could, if you were driving slowly in the summer when 
there were houses on Plymouth, you could hear people speaking foreign languages.  

Malaika: You said it was like an interesting mix of people in terms of race. Was there also a mix in 
terms of income level or was it?  

Ms. Vivian: Yeah. Definitely. And, that was one things we liked about it.  

Malaika: And even though there was this mix of people, did you feel like the community was very 
integrated or were people still pretty separate?  

Ms. Vivian: Yeah, because there was still, what's the word? There was still a strong, there was a 
sense of movement between the old and the new, if you will. And people were busy and 
I mean people were working and so forth. So there wasn't a strong neighborhood 
presence. And so that's how things like NRRC and Northside Housing, it became 
something else, but it was Willard-Homewood Organization or WHO. And so my 
husband and our first, his best friend, our first black Alderman, Van White, those guys 
started that organization. And one of our tenants was the executive director, was the 
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director of the organization. And so because there was a move really to help people 
start, people of color and different incomes, start to own property instead of just 
renting, these organizations sought to help with all the kinds of things you need to know 
as a homeowner. There were lots of classes and then they started loan programs and so 
forth and fix up stuff. And you know, contractors did not want to work here for black 
people. And so by, at least I know Willard-Homewood had a cadre of contractors, a lot 
of them came from small towns like in Wisconsin and Minnesota because, you know, 
they didn't care. It was money, hey, you know, it was green, they didn't care. They didn't 
seem to have, well let's put it this way, they hadn't grown up with the prejudices against 
the Northside. And this was one of the best kept tax secrets for a long time because tax 
folks were afraid to come to the Northside and they would just guess, you know, they 
would just write stuff.  

Malaika: The appraisers and things?   

Ms. Vivian: Yeah, right. They didn't mess with this neighborhood. 

Malaika: What was your role within the Willard-Homewood? 

Ms. Vivian: I didn't. I had no role in that. None.   

Malaika: What did you do for work then?  

Ms. Vivian: Oh, for work, I came here to be a social worker at Phillis Wheatley and then I went back 
to graduate school at the U and moved into teaching at the U and from there I went to 
Augsburg and from there I went to Hamline and then back to the U and then back to 
Augsburg, so yeah.  

Malaika: Was the Willard-Homewood Organization your husband's full time work or?  

Ms. Vivian: No. He was just a board member. He was the oldest board member when it became 
Northside Housing.   

Malaika: Did you have any children? 

Ms. Vivian: Uh uh.   

Malaika: Were there many children in the neighborhood?  

Ms. Vivian: Not when we moved here, there are now. Lots of white families with babies.  

Malaika: Are there any particular, or what did people do for social events? So you said there 
wasn't that much community feel, the neighborhood organizations kind of helped a little 
bit, but... 
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Ms. Vivian: Well, the neighborhood organizations were a later thing and George and Van had gone 
to HUD, to ask for money to help stabilize the neighborhood and give people housing 
assistance and so forth. And they were turned down and the next time they went they 
took a reporter with them. They got money to start. So anyway, you know people, if you 
knew people, you did things with them. But this has never been a neighborhood where 
people partied together and that kind of stuff, you know. People pretty much get to 
know their neighbors I think in a variety of ways. One way was just walking, you just 
meet people out walking and like that. Or somebody had a business, you know, when 
you heard about it, people were very aware of trying to keep money in the 
neighborhood. Excuse me. So yeah, I mean like for example, one of my childhood 
friends who also before me became a faculty member at Augsburg, I just was talking 
with her last night and our families have done stuff throughout the years and so forth. 
So your network of friends becomes theirs, you know, that's kind of how, it was more 
organic in that way.  

Malaika: You mentioned businesses and keeping money in the neighborhood, were there 
businesses located in the neighborhood? 

Ms. Vivian: Oh yes indeed. When I moved here, Desnick Drug was where the funeral home is now, 
on that corner. There was a, as we used to call them in the South, a filling station, kitty 
corner, and eventually a black Navy vet who I knew from childhood owned it and he still 
lives over here but his wife has passed. Anyway, I help yourself to these, because I have 
a bagful of them. There was a bakery. There was a supermarket sort of, I mean, it wasn't 
huge, you know, like you think of supermarkets, but there was a grocery store. It was a 
grocery store and it was where the university's, what is that called? 

Malaika: The UROC? 

Ms. Vivian: UROC, the UROC. There was a liquor store, the Staten's owned that, they were black 
couple, eventually. I mean all of the business establishments were owned by Jewish 
folks when I moved here. And then when they moved out, black folks came in with their 
businesses. And was it Mr. King? What was his name? It was Mr. King, with the 
supermarket, I can't remember. Oh yeah, I was gonna say I remember there was no Elks 
club when I moved here and there was an elderly couple, he used to come make the 
rounds at lunchtime, who were raising money for the Elks club. And I forget their name, 
but anyway, they sold little sweet potato pies and everybody would just rush around 
and the lady had this box. And when he had a good sale the little man would say, and 
they were both kind of tiny people and he would go 'Thank Jesus for God.' And then 
he'd do a little Christian dance. It was so sweet. Yeah but sweet potato there was were 
so good. I bought sweet potato pies every day. But they made it over there. But anyway, 
and then there was the Youngs owned, they lived down the street from Dorothy, they 
were the first owners of the first black barber shop over here and it's still going, but I 
don't think they own it anymore. Do they, do you know?  

Malaika: I'm not sure.  
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Ms. Vivian: Okay. So yeah. So this had been a lively business corridor and I was trying to say, the 
council member was Pumpkin Joe Greenstein was his name and he owned a grocery 
store down near Lyndale and he would give away pumpkins to kids for Halloween. 
That's how he got to be known as Pumpkin Joe. Yeah. So that was fun. But he lived right 
up here by the church here, the white one. He lives I think right across the street from 
there. But I think there were, I can't remember how many synagogues, but they were all 
active when I moved here because that white church was a synagogue. There were 
houses across the street where the Tabernacle is now and this synagogue, Mikro 
Kodesh, over here, that was still active. One over on Washburn is the children's center. 
That's what I can remember. But yeah, they were all active and you would see people 
walking to the synagogue that you wouldn't see during the rest of the time you'd see 
them going to Synagogue.  That was always a mystery to me, is where were those 
people during the day, I couldn't see them. Anyway, so yeah. So that was that then and 
this is now. We even had a co-op at one point, tried to have a co-op and the grocery 
store, that didn't last long, but man named Matt Eubanks attempted to do that. And I 
was here during the so called riots on Plymouth.  

Malaika: Why do you say so called?  

Ms. Vivian: Well, you know, as riots go, a lot of people, me included question what was called a riot, 
you know what I'm saying? And it was pretty pejorative and it could bring down things 
like the, what is that, the national guard and stuff like that. And at that time, most black 
people my age were coming into the black power movement and so we saw them as 
rebellions, if you will. So there's always been a question about what is a riot and who 
says so.  

Malaika: So working at Phyllis Wheatley and generally in your other work, how was Homewood 
seen by other Northsiders? 

Ms. Vivian: That was the upscale place on the Northside. It's where wealthy people lived because 
the mansions on that end. There was a football player.  

Malaika: Mr. Eller? 

Ms. Vivian: Mr. Eller, yeah, Carl. And the people who started first, what is their name? Carl's house 
is right here and their house is right there, right next door. They are alongside Oak Park. 
And their family had started the first beauty shops inside of department stores in the 
country and I forget their name. They sold the company at one point and then they 
bought it back at another point. But I'm not sure, the older people are now gone and 
Carl is about the only person who is still there. Because all the other houses have turned 
over and I don't know the people in them anymore. But at one point I did know who 
was in every house, all of those. So, but there were, the Cramer Electric Company 
further closer to Plymouth. Berman Buckskin was the house right on Washburn, you 
know, and it's kind of sits on that hill. It has a driveway and then it goes down to the 
railroad tracks.  

Malaika: I think so.  
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Ms. Vivian: I think they say that's the largest backyard in Minneapolis, I thought I heard Jackie say 
that once, but don't quote me on it. But yeah, a lot of businesses were here. And there 
were Jewish twins who lived in the house behind mine. They had grown up and left and 
oh, what was their name? I knew David. He was in state politics and the twin just died. 
You could still, you would still see Jewish people at funerals, at black funerals. So there 
was a comradeship between black people and Jewish people, at least in my limited 
view. And I did see that, I should say. 

Malaika: So if you could kind of walk me through the decades...the decade shifts that I have 
heard, you know, the late sixties, early seventies this new wave of folks started moving 
into the neighborhood. And then I've heard around in the eighties or so, there was a 
new flux of people from like Chicago and Detroit coming into the Northside and maybe 
more gang activity, drug activity. Was that happening in Homewood with as well?  

Ms. Vivian: Mmhmm. In fact, a house on that little alley right there and that one right there were, 
there were two. And in both cases there were young men who went to prison and came 
home and then they hooked up. And so this street was really their street, so to speak, 
and you know, there were parties in the street and stuff like that. And then finally 
people got over being afraid and block clubs started up strongly and so forth. And then 
the city started this 'problem house' thing where if you called in, if there were so many 
calls or police calls to a house or particularly to a rental property, then things could 
really change pretty fast. When I say that, I mean people could be forced to, that is I'm 
talking about whoever owned the property, could be forced into some various, I don't 
know what you call it exactly, but they'd have to straighten up.  

Malaika: Is there any other themes that you would define in the eighties or so?  

Ms. Vivian: Yeah, I think that was when they were calling it Murderapolis. We saw a rival gangs 
move in and they basically felt Minneapolis didn't have the kind of sophistication or 
police scrutiny that they were under in the larger cities. And so yeah, you know, at least 
one of the agencies, The Way, have you heard about The Way? Did work with gangs. I 
did a girl gang study and one of the folks who worked for them was one of my 
informants. I don't mean informants, what am I trying to say? She was one of my key 
people who helped explain what was going on. We started some police community, my 
friend who I mentioned before was on faculty at Augsburg, she and I started some 
police community relations around that time. And we did stuff like retreats with folks, 
with City Council and police and so forth to open up communication because the kids 
and the cops were clashing, particularly out here. And we even got the attorney, what's 
his name? Mike Freeman's office involved, but it wasn't Mike Freeman, it was before 
him. I forget who it was. But anyway, so when events would happen there was some 
place to be able to have dialogue. And we got the public schools to let the kids come 
once a month to the meetings. And we didn't want to publicize that in any way because 
it would just throw things off, you know, really. And we wanted people to be able to 
have facilitated, honest conversations. And we had retreats, for example, Denny Green 
would come from the Vikes and people like that and you know, talk with the kids and so 
forth. This wasn't about keeping the kids in line. This was about having the kids' voices 
heard and it turned out that what we happened on was that there wasn't enough 
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recreation, that there weren't enough jobs for kids in the summer. So we worked on all 
of that.  

Malaika: Were there major political or social trends kind of in the nineties?   

New Speaker: I should go back to the eighties too. There was more political involvement. People 
running for office, that kind of thing. People of color, I'm talking about now. And we 
were also, I think, beginning to see on the one hand you had the gangs who people 
thought mistakenly were kids. They were not. Kids were involved. They got kids involved 
and they would tell them, 'they can't put you in jail because you're a kid'. And then the 
next thing you know they would be trying some kid as an adult. And that became a real 
problem. And one of the other things I was going to say too, is that schools were 
beginning to change during this period. The problem I saw at least when I moved here 
was that there was not strong involvement of parents in schools. And there was a lot of, 
something I had never seen before, there was a lot of putting kids out of school. I mean, 
like you'd be sent home if you came to school without pen and paper, sent home. I'm 
like, what? So you see kids in the street and there were truant officers. They had real 
active business, the truant officers did. You could also be whipped in school, caned. I 
had never seen that in public school. So that was, you know, it was very interesting. And 
I came from more solidly black neighborhoods, you know, I had never lived in a mixed 
neighborhood, actually. So, there was more a sense, a social sense. And the black 
pastors here, they were spokespeople, some of them not all of course. But the scrutiny 
on them was pretty high too. So it's like a small town here. People know each other's 
business too much. So whoever was in the limelight, so to speak, I don't even know why 
they call it that, but I'll have to look that up. But in Minnesota, I noticed that a lot of 
people who were leaders, were backed by white people and controlled by white people.  

Ms. Vivian: And there seemed to be, at least this was my feeling about it when I moved here, is that 
people who lived and were born here tended to have more...now see this is right in my 
just coming right out of college years...seemed to be more agreeable in a sense, than 
the people who moved in, let's put it that way. And I used to say that you get ahead in 
Minnesota if you didn't raise racial issues. If you did, you got tagged pretty quickly as a 
troublemaker and this and that. I can't tell you how many times people told me, they'd 
like pull my sleeve and say 'We just don't quite do that here', you know, kind of stuff. So, 
I don't mean being discourteous or anything like that, but there seemed to be, as I said, 
a tacit agreement, a quiet agreement, a secret agreement. Not secret, but a quiet 
agreement that if you didn't rock the boat...I'd never heard that expression before. 
What is that, 'get along to get along', something like that. I'd never heard that 
expression before, but that was definitely, I was told that many times. So there was this 
turmoil, but the turmoil sort of had a cap on it if you will. And turmoil had been going on 
for years, but there just wasn't enough of a volatile mix. And it was people from here as 
well as people from outside who finally just said enough, you know, started talking and 
changing things. There was a lot of work in the beginning, my former boss, he was the 
first director of the Urban Coalition and trying to get black jobs and so forth and so on. 
And so there was a real push in the seventies and eighties for jobs and so forth and 
more education, more scholarships and stuff.  
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Ms. Vivian: I ran a scholarship program at Augsburg and but their idea of a scholarship program was 
to go to other cities like Chicago and recruit. I'm like, no there are kids already here, let's 
get these kids here. So we did. And so we had a good mix. And the Vietnam War was 
going on too. So there was a lot of activity going on around that. And I'll never forget 
folks coming back from the service and Dot's husband was one of them, her second 
husband, Bill, and the emotional trauma. I got to, in that case, I got to live with it so, you 
know, it was really quite upsetting. And you'd hear him yelling in his sleep. He slept with 
his gun under his pillow, that's all the kind of stuff that was left from the war. So on the 
one hand, everybody wasn't disturbed or perturbed. You had a lot of people coming 
back with new skills that they had learned in the service. So there was that, trying to get 
people from the service into jobs and able to use their, what was then called Veteran's 
Preference. And so that was a program that my husband was really trying to encourage 
people to create jobs that would have a veteran's preference. So what that meant was 
you know, that would you get a couple extra points on a test or something. I should also 
mention that the civil rights organizations and the state civil rights office, all of that 
came into being during this period. I was on the advisory board for the first one when 
they first opened the office at the state, the women's advisory board. And we got cases 
pretty much that they didn't want and one of the first cases that we dealt with was...I'm 
eating this. I like these little tinies. They're are only about three good mouthfuls...was a 
case involving gay rights. And so that was interesting. And Minnesota was the epicenter 
for gay rights and that was at the U, one of the students there, Jack. It has been 50 years 
ago now. It was a big thing that was, he made the cover of Time magazine. He was a law 
student and his lover was, he was at the U, and his lover was a young librarian at the U. 
Jack and what's his name? We're Facebook friends. And I was on campus when that was 
going on. And you know taking over schools, colleges, black students were taking them 
over. That happened at the U when I was there. It happened at St. John's and a number 
of places where students did takeovers and that was trying to force some Afro-American 
curriculum changes and getting staff positions. So there were things happening all over 
political, economic, psychological.  

Malaika: So if we fast forward to today, how is Homewood? How is this community different?  

Ms. Vivian: Well, with the storm, that made the largest impact, the biggest change in one afternoon 
that the community's ever seen. We lost over a thousand families. Landlords just walked 
away from properties. I was out of town when it happened. I was down in Rochester 
and I was at the League of Women Voters conference and we drove back from 
Rochester. But neighbors were calling me saying there's been, they didn't know it was a 
tornado. They were saying it's been a big windstorm. And saying 'were you safe and is it 
down there and blah blah blah'. But we were in the dark for four days here and it was 
hot. We have strong community here because neighbors from that street and from this 
street meet in the alley at Mr. Brown's house, his garage. So everybody brought their 
food out and we roasted for four days as people's freezers and so forth went on. I 
should say, we grilled or they grilled and everybody, like I said, shared and so forth. But, 
it was just appalling really. And a friend of mine who was a state senator called me up. 
His dad and my dad were friends. And he said, 'can I come over and will you show me 
around?' This was after we could get through the streets. He said, 'because we should 
have a special session'. And we did not have the special session. And when the people 
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came from FEMA they said oh, we had enough volunteer help. So we did not get the 
money we needed. And the deal is, as my friend said to me, that whenever some 
national, not national, whenever some tremendous thing like this happens, some kind of 
disaster, it doesn't matter if you're Republican or Democrat or Independent, they come 
together. They have a half day, if that. Everybody votes off on the funds and easy peasy. 
But that didn't happen for us. And so then we're just not able to come back from it like 
we should have or could have, I think. At least that's my opinion. And so it made it very 
easy then for the gentrification to happen.  

Malaika: And are you seeing gentrification now?  

Ms. Vivian: I think so. I think so. Of course, it has to be said and I want to be clear about this - the 
price of housing has gone up all over the country. So there isn't a community that it isn't 
involved in this. But our housing stock just took a whack. Just absolutely a whack and we 
had so many people who I think were just traumatized by this whole situation. I know 
the kids were because every time it would rain or there would be a big storm or stuff, 
the kids were just very upset by it. So it had both a physical and a psychological effect on 
the community. And the other thing I want to say about that is that as we look forward, 
I think with global warming, we're going to see more of this. And I think we've got to be 
more prepared as communities. And I know the Neighborhood Hub is working on 
disaster preparation and so forth. Because we just can't get caught like we were before. 
Just can't. And look at that bus just speeding down the street, it's a city bus.  

Malaika: Is there anything that I didn't ask you about that you'd like to share?  

Ms. Vivian: Well, I think we've seen some interesting changes in the police here. Before and after 
Jamar Clark's death. And it shows, I think, that systems have to change and they can 
change and they will change if both the community and the police engage with the 
change. One group can't make it happen if the other side isn't willing, able, ready. But 
this is a partnership. That is the only way it can happen. And I'm just feeling like with all 
the attention and with all the national conversation on this, I think we're at a point now 
where we should be able to make some serious change in how we engage with each 
other. Because if it doesn't change, it will be more dangerous for police and it will be 
dangerous for us, particularly the kids because that's where the rubber hits the road. 
They're out there, they're out and about and at a certain age you can't be there, you 
know what I'm saying? They're not little kids anymore. So there's that whole thing. And 
my husband used to say, and I remember him saying it to the Police Chief at the time 
that, this was right after the Rodney King thing, that cops had to learn how to deescalate 
situations, not crank them up. Because every time a cop stopped anybody black at that 
point, it was on. And the chief agreed with him. And he said, there's a safety deal both 
ways, it goes both ways. And everybody's armed now so you never know, you know 
what I'm saying? So, anyway, it just makes for heightened and more unhealthy 
situations, let's put it that way. And so there are people working who are working on 
this and doing good work. The Police Athletic League folks and I'm just trying to think, 
what is that? Oh Adams', there are generations now of black cops. So when I first came 
here there were two black cops. Red and what was the other guy's name? I forget. 
There were two black cops who worked the Northside. Nobody ever thought there 
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would be a black chief ever. And that hasn't been an easy career rise for him by any 
means. So the neat thing was, I was having lunch after church with a friend of mine and 
we were across the street from church having some soup and there were two cops in 
uniform. And the chief had been to speak at our church and she's a white woman and 
she said, because he made such a positive impression, and she said to one of the cops, 
'Is he really as good as he looks and says?' The guy said, 'yeah. Oh absolutely.' And so 
both of them were vets. I mean, they had like 20 years on both of them and the one 
said, 'I just hope people give him a chance.' And coming from a white cop, I thought, 
wow, things are possible. We're not where we...what was that old expression? We're 
not where we want to be, but we're not where we was.  

Ms. Vivian: So I think there's a strain of hope now. I'm starting to feel like we'll never be over the 
effects of the tornado. But we said the same thing when the disturbances on the avenue 
were going on. You know, there used to be houses and things, businesses where there's 
blank lots now. And I'm wondering when those are going to be something that is 
lifegiving and wonderful for the community. You know what I mean? We don't need just 
another bunch of cheap housing and I don't know what we need, but I think even those 
lots could be beautified. They can be made into a lovely park, you know, seeds, flowers, 
that kind of thing, fountains. I mean we don't have anything lovely like that. It's just me, 
but you know a destination. Someplace you would walk to. And I just don't mean like 
another park park but you know really something more beautified or beautiful or 
something. So anyway I think you've covered all the points. I just wish there were more. 
That there was more economic development on this end. I'll feel like we got there when 
we have a dry cleaners. What do we have? Another pharmacy, a bakery, place to go sit 
and have coffee so that we can encounter other people in the community. And when we 
had those things, I should say that, when we had places for people to meet and eat, you 
could meet and get to know folks. Not just take out stuff but a place where you can sit, 
places where you can sit. Have a meeting and so forth. And some of those are starting. I 
think Sammy, his place is gonna open soon, isn't it? Where is his new place? I can't 
remember. But one of the good things is, what was it called? Nextdoor. Where you can 
see what's going on, talk to other people. I gave away a couple of window air 
conditioners. They were still, while I was upgrading and you know, I just like went on 
there. Because I was reading, I saw somebody said, 'anybody have an air conditioner?' 
And so two different people came and took them and it was just before that crazy first 
heat wave. Yeah. So I liked that. I check it and see what's going on. You know, it would 
be a nice to have a place to book club, so I have to trap people in my house and run my 
own coffeehouse.  

Malaika: This is really wonderful. This is great perspective so thank you so much.   

 


