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[0:00:00]
Rayanne Creemer:
Today is Friday, July 13, 1979.  This is Rayanne Creemer and Virginia Donaway with Metropolitan Interfaith Association.  We are on a grant from the Tennessee Committee for the Humanities, an affiliate of the National Endowment for the Humanities.  Today we'll be interviewing Mr. George Brown, Jr., who is a resident of the VECA neighborhood and has also been involved with the organization.  He is an attorney and we are in his office.  He is also a representative on the Memphis City School Board.  Tell me where you live in VECA and how you came to that neighborhood.

George Brown:
I live on Monticello, 1030 Monticello, which is right off of McLean, a block east of Vollentine 
[0:01:00]

and I have lived there, I think about seven or eight years.  I think we moved there in 1971.  I simply looked for – I just began house-hunting around Memphis.
Rayanne Creemer:
Where were you living before that?

George Brown:
I was living in South Memphis on Wellington.  I had been back in Memphis about three years or four years and had purchased from my father his home and just got to the point that either I was going to enlarge the home that I was living in or buy another one and – so I really looked with very few preconceived notions other than the desire to have more room 
[0:02:00]
and some of the more amenities in a home.
Rayanne Creemer:
Did you look all over the city?  Did you use real estate agents?

George Brown:
I looked all over the city but I didn't look hard.  I mean, I just think that maybe one Sunday my wife and I said, "Well let's just go look at some houses," something like that.  It was very, you know, rather casual.  I mean our decision to begin looking for another house.

Virginia Donaway:
You had no connection with North Memphis before that?

George Brown:
No, no, no.  Moreover, I mean, that should be an emphatic no because while I'm a native Memphian, I had never lived in North Memphis, never had much contact – friends or any particular interest in North Memphis; probably would go so far as to say no particular desire to live in North Memphis at that time.  
[0:03:00]

So much to my surprise, I found a house that I happened to like in North Memphis.  It's just as coincidental as that.
Rayanne Creemer:
But other than that, you had no particular feeling about the neighborhood?

George Brown:
No.

Rayanne Creemer:
The location didn't – convenience, nothing like that?

George Brown:
No, I didn't give it much thought.

Rayanne Creemer:
Schools for your kids?

George Brown:
I didn't give that much thought.

Rayanne Creemer:
You just liked the house.

George Brown:
Liked the house.

Rayanne Creemer:
Okay.

George Brown:
Yeah.

Rayanne Creemer:
All right.  Now were you one of the first black people to move into that neighborhood?

George Brown:
One of the first on that street.  I was familiar with Idlewild, which is the next street to the west or thereabouts 'cause I looked at two houses over there.  Probably I would've been 
[0:04:00]
the first on Idlewild, too.  I think I was familiar with Idlewild and Monticello and to a lesser degree, the street closer to Evergreen as you go from Monticello to Idlewild, I don't recall the name of the street.  But in that area, boundaring Vollentine, McLean, Brown and Evergreen, I would say that we were one of the first.
Rayanne Creemer:
All right and that was about 1970 – 

George Brown:
Seventy-one.

Rayanne Creemer:
- one.

George Brown:
I think.  Yeah.  I could – I should know but I think that's when, then.

Virginia Donaway:
How did – what reaction did you have from the white neighbors?

George Brown:
I didn't have any reaction.

Virginia Donaway:
You mean they ignored you or – 

George Brown:
No.

Virginia Donaway:
- they were kind or unkind or 

[0:05:00]

– is what I meant with – 

George Brown:
Oh, I'm – I find most people – I think neither.  I have and I am now so busy working and doing my own thing that I'm not sure I'm the neighborly type anyway.  So it didn't make a heck of a lot of difference then, nor does it now, who my neighbors are.  That's not a good thing to say but it really was a, you know, it had no effect on me or us one way or the other.  I was too busy; we were too busy doing our own thing.
Rayanne Creemer:
What about your children?  Did they go to school in the neighborhood?

George Brown:
Yeah.  My daughter was probably one of the first to go to Snowden, first blacks.  I think in her beginning year, she was one of – 

Virginia Donaway:
Would this have been junior high at that stage or elementary?

[0:06:00]

George Brown:
Elementary in that stage.  But the neighbors were, you know, that was really of no effect.

Virginia Donaway:
You were not unhappy in your new house – 

George Brown:
No.

Virginia Donaway:
- because of any adverse feeling anywhere?

George Brown:
No.

Virginia Donaway:
Okay.

George Brown:
No.  Shortly after I moved, the house next door to me was sold and it happened to be sold to my best friend.  So at least surely – 
Rayanne Creemer:
You think it was because of white flight or do you think – 

George Brown:
No, no, I think that – 

Rayanne Creemer:
- they were just moving?

George Brown:
- nah, I think that the people who sold my house – 

Rayanne Creemer:
Who did you buy your house from?

George Brown:
Nathan Engleberg.  You mean the former owner?

Rayanne Creemer:
Uh-huh.

George Brown:
Yeah.  They had two sons, both who were grown and away from 
[0:07:00]


Memphis at that time and it was just the two of them and it appeared that he was doing two things at that time because either at that time or shortly thereafter, he sought and eventually sold his business.  I believe that they were ready to move into something smaller for their needs.

Rayanne Creemer:
And the neighbors who sold to your friend?

George Brown:
The neighbors who sold to my friends were – the lady was a sister to the lady who sold me my house.

Rayanne Creemer:
Oh.

George Brown:
So I think that there was a desire to stay close to her sister, you see what I'm saying, so and they had no children and they had a house that was as large as ours, that is three bedrooms and den, so they probably had more house than they needed.  I think both of them moved into a condominium on Highland.  
[0:08:00]

Most of the people that I know were – and I'm talking in – I'm speaking quite limited to the streets within the four corners that I just described.

Rayanne Creemer:
Right.

George Brown:
Most of them were families who did not have any more children at home.  I know on the other side of me that they – I think their name was Goldman, that they had a son who had grown up and moved away.  There were not many – there perhaps were not any small children or so very few on Monticello when I moved there.  Most of them were just couples.  The neighborhood as you know, or may not know,
[0:09:00]

was a predominantly Jewish.  I think the increased activities of the Jewish Community Center out in East Memphis perhaps had some impact on some of the families moving out.  I guess what I'm saying, I think in many instances there were factors other than racial factors that caused people to move.  One, the change in the family and a change in the needs for living conditions because I thought what I would do ten years from now whether or not I want to live there or whether or not I would want something else.  And I think that, more than anything else, coupled with the changing complexion of the neighborhood.
Rayanne Creemer:
Well now, all right.  As time went on, though and, and 

[0:10:00]
– did the neighborhood begin to change, racially just by people moving out for natural reasons or did you yourself happen to see any problems with real estate agents causing trouble or just plain, you know, other things happening?
George Brown:
I think it changed.  I'm not sure why.

Rayanne Creemer:
What would you say the percentages are now?  I'm talking about in VECA, period, and I realize it's different all over.

George Brown:
I don't know.  I really don't know.  I would not hazard a guess.

Virginia Donaway:
What about on Monticello?

George Brown:
There's an Oriental family.  There's one house that is used by Orthodox Jews during 
[0:11:00]

holy days or religious holidays and they congregate there.  And maybe there still exists two or maybe three families on the street that are not minority.
Rayanne Creemer:
Well, they are in the minority, now?

George Brown:
Yeah, they're in the minority now, yeah.

[Laughter]

Rayanne Creemer:
Depends on where you're living.

George Brown:
Yeah, it depends on your point of reference, yeah.  But like I say, they're older families and, you know, they're older families.

Rayanne Creemer:
Okay.  All righty, well now you are the school board representative for the area; maybe you could tell us a little bit about the schools and how the school public policy may have affected the neighborhood.

George Brown:
I don't think the school – I think the school public policy perhaps had a stabilizing effect in that neighborhood to some degree.  
[0:12:00]


Snowden has enjoyed a good reputation.  With the exception of a two- or three-year period about two or three years ago, it has had principals that were well thought of, well respected and, in my opinion, effective.  Vollentine's been a pretty good school.
Virginia Donaway:
Let me interrupt a minute.  What, just for the record, caused all the crowding at Vollentine?  I remember two or three years ago, what was the elemen- I mean the kindergarten that was so – 

George Brown:
I think two things:  the change in the boundaries and the increase in the neighborhood of school-aged children.  
[0:13:00]

I mean just a simple thing.  Like in Monticello, now there are one, two, three, four, five families with school-aged children.  When I moved there, I think there were zero families, okay?  If you go to Idlewild, I would imagine the same kind of process and change took place.  So you start adding those numbers up and then you have an impact on the load of a school – very simple.

Virginia Donaway:
Excuse me.  I didn't mean to interrupt.

George Brown:
Mm-hm.

Virginia Donaway:
What about Cypress?

George Brown:
What about Cypress?  

Virginia Donaway:
Well, you were just talking about Snowden and then you moved up to Vollentine.

George Brown:
Cypress is not in the VECA area.

Virginia Donaway:
Well some of the children go there, don't they?

George Brown:
Yeah.

Rayanne Creemer:
We count that area because it's really right there.

Virginia Donaway:
Do they really go there?  Do they all choose to go 
[0:14:00]

to Snowden, mostly?

George Brown:
Most choose to go to Snowden.  Most choose to go to Snowden.  What else you want me to say?  That's – you see – 
Rayanne Creemer:
Well, I mean, obviously, you know, there are always rumors that there are children coming from Cypress that have caused problems and that sort of thing but – and we have, of course, photographed and looked at all the schools because it's part of our history; we do that.  And we have included Cypress because it is – so the children are zoned there and we were doing Snowden and so we did both of them.  

George Brown:
Mm-hm.

Rayanne Creemer:
We did not do the high schools.  We didn't do Central and we didn't do Northside, which the kids go to.

George Brown:
Yeah.  Well my point is is that Snowden and Vollentine are in the VECA area in the main and I submit that Cypress is probably – I would consider on the periphery.  Where admittedly, some of the 
[0:15:00]

children live in quote VECA neighborhood but to some degree, all boundaries in my opinion, or most all boundaries are artificial and so there's always a gray area when you start talking about boundaries.  But in my mind's eye, I don't think of Cypress as being a part of the VECA area, even though some of the children, you know, go to school there.

Rayanne Creemer:
Then you don't, I mean being that it is right there behind Edward, I guess, you can see it, can't you?

George Brown:
Yeah, but it's – I mean, if you know how it sits on the street that it's on, it sort of creates a barrier or you have to at least – 

Virginia Donaway:
It's hard to get to.

George Brown:
Yeah it's hard to get to from what one would consider the VECA area; you see what I'm saying?  It does not appear to be designed and in fact, I don't think it was even designed to serve children that 
[0:16:00]

lived west of University or Springdale, one of the – 

Virginia Donaway:
University.

George Brown:
- schoo- University.  See what I'm saying?

Rayanne Creemer:
Mm-hm.  But now the boundaries include more children than that, don't they?

George Brown:
Yeah.

Rayanne Creemer:
Unless they can get an academic transfer out.

George Brown:
Yeah, yeah.  Yeah.  Well that, but that was done without regard to existence of VECA, you know.

Rayanne Creemer:
Well then – 

George Brown:
Without considering the boundaries of VECA, you know, the boundaries of VECA are only designed to and defined for the purposes of VECA, not for the purposes of the school.
Rayanne Creemer:
Right, right.  But well, I guess we haven't really thought of it but maybe we shouldn't consider doing Cypress.  But it is one of the schools, so you know, we'd like to have your thoughts on it.

George Brown:
What thoughts on the school?

[0:17:00]

Rayanne Creemer:
Well, I don't know.  I mean obviously – are you in the Cypress district?

George Brown:
What do you mean, do I represent the – 

Rayanne Creemer:
Your children.  Your children – is your house in the district that would go to Cypress if they didn't get the academic transfer?

George Brown:
Yeah.  I believe, so I think so, yeah.

Rayanne Creemer:
Mm-hm.

George Brown:
I think so.  Yeah.

Rayanne Creemer:
Okay.  So it really is your neighborhood school unless you choose an optional school, which could be one of many, actually.

George Brown:
Well, I guess you would say it's my neighborhood school or whatever.  You know, I don't subscribe to the philosophy of quote neighborhood schools.

Virginia Donaway:
What grade – 

George Brown:
I don't think they ever existed but, you know, for that.  My children are zoned in the Cypress School if that's what you're saying.

Rayanne Creemer:
Right.

Virginia Donaway:
What grades are they in?

George Brown:
Well, now they're in the 11th and 9th.

Virginia Donaway:
So they're at what, Snowden and – 

George Brown:
Snowden and Central.

Rayanne Creemer:
Right.

Virginia Donaway:
Well, so he hadn't really had first-hand contact.

[0:18:00]

Rayanne Creemer:
Well he hasn't – you know, what I'm asking is – 

Virginia Donaway:
Except for the school board _____.

Rayanne Creemer:
- it is where, you know, your children would go but you chose optional schools.

George Brown:
Yeah.

Rayanne Creemer:
Obviously, there's a reason.

George Brown:
Because they had optional programs.  It's very simple.

Rayanne Creemer:
Uh-huh.

Virginia Donaway:
Okay.

Rayanne Creemer:
Okay.

George Brown:
And my wife taught at Snowden.

Virginia Donaway:
Well that – 

Rayanne Creemer:
Oh, well – 

Virginia Donaway:
- that makes a difference.

Rayanne Creemer:
- okay.  I taught at Snowden, too, as a matter of fact.

George Brown:
Yeah.

Rayanne Creemer:
A long time ago.  Okay.  Well now how did you get involved with VECA?

George Brown:
I don't know.  Somebody probably called me on the phone and asked me to come to a meeting and I came.

Virginia Donaway:
You represented them in some lawsuits, right or worked with them?

George Brown:
One, there was a zoning issue involving a piece of property on Vollentine and – I can't think of the street, maybe McNeil or something down there, a block or two east of Watkins.
Rayanne Creemer:
Garland?

George Brown:
It's som- Garland maybe.  Yeah.  Somebody wanted to put a 
[0:19:00]

fast food store, a convenience store there, wanted to get it rezoned.  That's been about maybe four years ago.
Rayanne Creemer:
And the neighborhood was opposed to that?

George Brown:
Yeah.

Rayanne Creemer:
They didn't want – 

George Brown:
Yeah.  And so we prevailed then and I haven't heard any more about it.

Rayanne Creemer:
Is that – 

George Brown:
I have not been terribly active in VECA lately because the meetings have been on Monday nights and school board meetings are on Monday nights.  I guess you – I'm still active in spirit, support the organization in whatever they stand for and whatever they ask me to do.  It's just that I don't attend the meetings because of the conflict, you know.

Rayanne Creemer:
What about – does your immediate neighborhood have a block club or anything?

George Brown:
No.

Rayanne Creemer:
No, it's just so you all just part of VECA – 

George Brown:
Yeah, right.

Rayanne Creemer:
- 'cause we've discovered a number of smaller clubs 
[0:20:00]

that are sort of – 

George Brown:
Yeah.

Rayanne Creemer:
- under the VECA umbrella.

George Brown:
No. 
Rayanne Creemer:
Okay now, where they were going to rezone is kind of near Vollentine Courts, isn't it?

George Brown:
Is what say – 

Rayanne Creemer:
Near Vollentine Courts?

George Brown:
Yes.

Rayanne Creemer:
You know, we have not quite gotten straight exactly what the problem is there.  Since we started in this neighborhood, we have seen a fence go up, which we know the city put up.

George Brown:
City put that up?

Rayanne Creemer:
Mm-hm.  That's what we've heard.  You know and – 

Virginia Donaway:
Do you know anything about it?

Rayanne Creemer:
- do you know anything about it?  

George Brown:
No.  No, I thought – I don't know.  It says some church owned the place down there, I don't know.
Rayanne Creemer:
Well who owned it before the church and how did the church get it?

George Brown:
I don't know.  I don't know.

Rayanne Creemer:
Do you remember seeing it deteriorate so and go?

George Brown:
Yeah.

Rayanne Creemer:
What happened and about when did all that happen?

George Brown:
I don't know except property has a way of 
[0:21:00]

going down quite rapidly if not maintained or for some other reasons.  You know one day it's looking nice and the next day it has two or three windows broken out and the next day the whole durn thing is about to fall apart.  I really don't know.  I mean I've owned property myself and it's amazing how all of a sudden you wake up and your piece of property's just a shell, you know, and it's just sort of takes place like the – and moves like the minute hand on a clock.  You never see it but all of a sudden, it's there.  I really don't know other than I noticed it go through a rather rapid process of deterioration.  But I understand, I am advised that a church of some denomination owns the property but I don't know much about it.

Rayanne Creemer:
What do you think should be done about that?  I mean here it is close 
[0:22:00]

to your neighborhood.  It really is detracting from it.  

George Brown:
Well, it's not – well, it is close.  I mean it concerns me because there's some other things about the neighborhood that are more immediately concern me but I don't know whether MHL will take it over or I assume that efforts have been made to make the landlord fix it up.  At the risk of sounding ignorant, probably the property was not monitored closely during some critical period.  Now it would take a considerable amount of money to fix it up – considerable amount of money and I'm just not sure whether it will be cost effective.  
[0:23:00]

If not, maybe it ought to be torn down and put a park there.  That's about as good a reason as any without having the luxury just to sit here and dream about what ought to be done.
Virginia Donaway:
You said that didn't bother you as much as some more immediate things.  What are the more immediate things?

George Brown:
Brown, between McLean and Evergreen.
Virginia Donaway:
We noticed that they're fixing up some of those houses.  Do you think they're going to – 

George Brown:
I haven't noticed that [laughs].  I don't have any – 

Virginia Donaway:
Oh we were by there – we went to see the Scruggs.

George Brown:
Yeah.

Virginia Donaway:
Tuesday, Monday, and drove up and it didn't look quite as bad.  They were fixing one or two houses at least.

George Brown:
Yeah.  Well maybe – 

Virginia Donaway:
Who owns that?  Do you know?

George Brown:
I have – 

Virginia Donaway:
Or why is it in the shape it's in?

George Brown:
I've heard that Russell Sugarman owns it.  I don't know.  That's what I've been advised but, 
[0:24:00]

you know, property is hard to keep up these days.  I've tried to do it and I lost a lot of money.  And it's not a simple solution just to say, "Well, you know, the guy ought to come in and clean it up."  But I think that some of the housing money and I think the community development money that I know has come in under Win Austin's program, it seems to me that that program could look at dealing with that situa- I think if there are two cancers in their neighborhood, that number one would be the property on Brown and the other would be the property on Vollentine and Watkins.  They are eyesores and they're – and I hate to even drive down Brown to get to my house.  
[0:25:00]

I try not to do it if I'm not in a good mood.
Rayanne Creemer:
Now I can see why.  That is – 

George Brown:
Yeah.

Rayanne Creemer:
- very upsetting.

Virginia Donaway:
It's awful.

George Brown:
Yeah and so, you know, what happens to Brown has some concern to me and it may have some concern to some persons who were living in that area that were trying to consider whether or not they ought to move out.  You know, I've thought about to what extent I could invest money into my house and get my money out of it if I wanted to move 10 years from now, 15 years from now.  I haven't really dealt with it much but I've thought about it.

Virginia Donaway:
That's been rental property ever since you've been there?

George Brown:
Yeah, I think so.

Rayanne Creemer:
Well part of – even putting money back into these things, the problem to a great extent are renters who may not have respect for property and sometimes if you fix it up and it gets ripped up again, then what do you do?  

George Brown:
You know, I mean I rent property.  

[0:26:00]

I have had some successes and I've had some failures.  That's just the nature of the business.  It's just the nature of anything.  Some homeowners tear up property.  You just have to choose tenants carefully; have to monitor them, and I think that people tear property in proportion to the lack of interest that landlords pay.  In other words, good property's not torn up as fast as bad property that's ignored.  So if I had my druthers, I would make the promise that I would either fix them up into townhouses and sell them or fix them up into real nice townhouses and rent them.  But make the property very, very desirable.  But, you know it's – 
[0:27:00]

Rayanne Creemer:
Do you think its proximity to the creek would make it less desirable?

George Brown:
I don't know.  I don't think that the – the people on Edward Street are closer to the creek than the people on Brown and Edwards seem to be a very desirable street, good looking street.  So I don't think that has any barrier on it.

Rayanne Creemer:
Speaking of the creek, are you familiar with what Bachman puts in the creek or anything like that?

George Brown:
No.

Rayanne Creemer:
Have you noticed – did you notice an odor when you moved there – 

George Brown:
No.

Rayanne Creemer:
- and if it's not there now or anything like that?

George Brown:
I notice an odor sometimes at night but it's not a constant, constant odor.  Some nights I've noticed odors.

Rayanne Creemer:
Has VECA acted on any of that?  Have they got involved?

George Brown:
I don't know.  I'm not aware of that.  I really don't know.

Rayanne Creemer:
Okay.  I just, you know, 
[0:28:00]

wondered if there was any involvement with the laboratory and that.  Brother Green deals with that, doesn't he?
George Brown:
Yeah.

Rayanne Creemer:
Do you know Brother Green?

George Brown:
Yeah.

Rayanne Creemer:
You're smiling.  Would you like me to turn this off?

[Dropout]

Rayanne Creemer:
About the newest proposal of I-40.  How do you think that will affect the neighborhood?
George Brown:
I confess that I haven't read it.

Rayanne Creemer:
Okay, well it's going down North Parkway near there on one way and – 

Virginia Donaway:
Parkway to Evergreen.

Rayanne Creemer:
- ______ ____ on the other and there'll probably be an interchange near Watkins.

George Brown:
I haven't read it.  I know that my natural predilection is to be against all new proposals – 
[Laughter]


- of I-40 other than the subway.

Rayanne Creemer:
[Laughs].

George Brown:
So I mean by not reading it, I don't, 
[0:29:00]

I don't admit to ignorance.  I admit that I'm just against it unless I am convinced by someone I ought to be for it.

Rayanne Creemer:
Okay but you do – 

George Brown:
I happened to read – you know, I read something in the paper.  It may have been an editorial.  I happen to find North Parkway be one of the delightful streets in Memphis.  I like to drive down North Parkway.  I like to drive down Riverside Drive and not that I like to drive that much but those are two streets that, you know, I really find – 
Virginia Donaway:
If you have to drive – 

George Brown:
Yeah, if I got to drive.

Virginia Donaway:
- they're pleasant to drive on.

George Brown:
Yeah, they're pleasant driving streets.

Rayanne Creemer:
What would you say the nicest thing about you neighborhood is?  What do you like best about living in VECA?

George Brown:
Excuse me.  I would – the proximity to everything.  Everything meaning downtown where I work, 
[0:30:00]

the library, the zoo, where I don't go as much as I should.  I pass there and say I'm going to the zoo next week and never go.  Overton Square where I go a lot or, you know, many other things.  I mean it's just centrally located and – but not in the center of things.  That's about it.  It's centrally located but not in the center of things.  Snowden's a very good school.  I like the fact that it's close to that school.  I like being close to Southwestern, even though I don't have any activities that cause me to go there but I like the proximity of the academic environment.  I like 
[0:31:00]

to drive by and see students or jogging or doing whatever happens over at Southwestern.  There's a community center on Evergreen.  There's Evergreen Presbyterian Church that's maybe the – 

Virginia Donaway:
Do your kids go there?

George Brown:
Yeah, my son goes there and that church and community center has made [dropout].

Rayanne Creemer:
Okay, you were talking about Evergreen Presbyterian Church and community center.

George Brown:
Yeah and the activities there.  I think that, as I said, have made a significant contribution to at least my son's growth and development because he has spent 
[0:32:00]

innumerable hours there.

Virginia Donaway:
Has he ever taken part in any of the church activities or just the recreation part?

George Brown:
Just the recreation activities.  And so my hat's off to them, or whomever's responsible for there being that, being a part of the neighborhood and I mean the recreational activities that have generated from Sno- I mean, not from Snowden, from Evergreen, I think have been outstanding.
Rayanne Creemer:
Does the school have activities also?

George Brown:
School has – I know we're doing an annual spaghetti supper and the school has band concerts and things of that nature, so there is a spirit at Snowden for cooperation, learning and extracurricular activities such as the band 
[0:33:00]

and things of that nature and so just the overall thing it just, you know, makes for a fairly good environment which Snowden, Evergreen Presbyterian – 

Rayanne Creemer:
Where does your family go to church?

George Brown:
We're not the most regular churchgoers.  I attend Mount Olive CME church.  My wife has a membership at Emmanuel Episcopal but we're not what you would call weekly churchgoers.
Virginia Donaway:
We weren't trying to put you on the spot.  We keep trying to find someone that goes to church in the neighborhood.  We can't – 

George Brown:
Nobody does?

Virginia Donaway:
Nobody does.

George Brown:
No.

Virginia Donaway:
Where do you all shop?  Do you shop in the neighborhood stores or do you choose to go outside – 

George Brown:
What do you mean, grocery shopping?

Virginia Donaway:
Well gro- yeah, it would have to be groceries pretty much.

George Brown:
My wife shops at Raleigh.

Virginia Donaway:
She teaches at Snowden but she drives 
[0:34:00]

to Raleigh to shop?
George Brown:
Yeah.  I don't think there's any close supermarkets in that area.

Virginia Donaway:
No.

George Brown:
You know?

Virginia Donaway:
There are a few neighborhood – 

George Brown:
Yeah.

Rayanne Creemer:
Groceries.

Virginia Donaway:
- small grocery stores.  I didn't know whether you shopped at those any or – 

George Brown:
No.  Raleigh; to a lesser degree Cecil's.

Rayanne Creemer:
Okay.

George Brown:
I shop at Matese.
[Laughter]
Rayanne Creemer:
What about the bad things in the neighborhood?  What would you like to see changed or improved?

George Brown:
Brown [laughs].

Rayanne Creemer:
Besides Brown.

George Brown:
That's about it.

Rayanne Creemer:
What do you think you can do for Brown?  I mean – 

George Brown:
I don't know.  I maybe, maybe – 

Rayanne Creemer:
What could VECA do to get Brown – 

George Brown:
- I don't know, maybe I should – maybe I should address myself to that.  You know, one can get so busy doing other things that, you know, doing certain things that other things they don't address themselves to.  
[0:35:00]

So I'm saying I just haven't – that's not been on my list of priorities.  So I'm too busy dealing with other things and hopefully that'll work itself out.  I don't say – I don't know any bad things, other than the Brown.

Rayanne Creemer:
Do you think that VECA will be able to remain an integrated neighborhood?

George Brown:
I think so.  I think the energy situation will have a positive effect on VECA.  The quality of housing that one can get for the money spent will have an effect.  There's not going to be that much new housing going up.  The quality of the schools, so I think it will, 
[0:36:00]

to varying degrees.

Virginia Donaway:
Does it matter to you whether it stays integrated or not?

George Brown:
Yes and no.  No, in that my social contacts and other contacts are not necessarily dependent on who lives in my neighborhood or my street.  Yes, in that I tend to like diversity and heterogeneity and what diversity and those kinds of things offer you and contribute to you as a person.  You know I never would've known about – I never even learned or appreciated the Jewish religious holidays
[0:37:00]

until I went into the service and some accommodations had to be made to servicemen who were Jews.  So I'm saying the fact that the neighborhood has Jews living in it makes me appreciate the fact that some people celebrate their religion in a way different than I do.  I think that's important.  I think it's important for my children to have these kinds of diverse experiences and they have had them at Snowden and in their neighborhood.  So to that extent, yes, and I think that social services and municipal services are more likely to be better if there is a responsive citizenry and that's one role that I think VECA and other people have played.  
[0:38:00]

So yeah, I would – if I had my druthers, I would like it to be that way.
Rayanne Creemer:
Okay.  [dropout]


Changes that might be coming through the schools or, you know, that might happen because it is an integrated neighborhood?  Of course you don't really get bused in or out there but – 
George Brown:
No.  I don't know of any changes, of course.  I think we attempt to – we try not to disrupt those neighborhoods that are integrated or that have an educational situation that is working and I think it's safe to say that we're sensitive to the nature of Snowden School, its

[0:39:00]


student population, the type of students that go there, the parents that are involved in the school.  So I think that there is a sensitivity to the school and to the neighborhood that has been and would be considered in whatever decisions that are made.
Rayanne Creemer:
Okay.

George Brown:
If that answers your question.

Rayanne Creemer:
Right, well I have another question, too.  Hein Park has not really at this point been successfully integrated.  We understand that A.W. Willis has bought a house there.  Do you know?

George Brown:
I heard he did.

Rayanne Creemer:
You heard he did.  Okay, well we're trying to get a hold of him to, you know, find out if he's going to be living there.

George Brown:
Yeah.  Sure, he bought a house there.

Rayanne Creemer:
Well I think he's had it for a while and he isn't in there.

George Brown:
Yeah, maybe they're getting it fixed up.

Rayanne Creemer:
Could be.

George Brown:
Yeah.

Rayanne Creemer:
Okay.  Do you see the closing of West Drive as being a racial thing or do you think it was really as they say to keep 
[0:40:00]

the traffic and the children safe?

George Brown:
Well, it's probably a combination of the two.  I mean different people probably wanted it closed for different reasons.  If I lived over there, I probably would want it closed, too so that there would not be a lot of traffic.  I mean I think that, I mean, there's certain amenities in living that people seek.  I bought a house that cost $100,000.00, there's certain amenities that I would expect to look for in a house.  It has no – that's no reflection on anybody else and I wouldn't want you living next door to me if you couldn't afford to keep your lawn up because one of the things that I would 
[0:41:00]

be wanting to enjoy would be a certain kind of lifestyle and that lifestyle may be to not have come into my eyesight as I leave my house or just as I get there, anything that's unpleasant.  I mean I know that I happen to like to – when I drive in my drive, I like for the sight that I see to be pleasant 'cause it makes me, I think it helps me go in the house on a upbeat note, if you understand what I'm saying.  And so, you know, my home is my castle and I try to make it fit for the king that I think I am, you know what I mean?
Virginia Donaway:
Yeah.

[Laughter]

George Brown:
It's no reflection on anybody else.  I mean I like for my neighbors to keep their stuff up so that I don't want to see anything ugly.  
Rayanne Creemer:
Right.

George Brown:
I mean there's enough ugly stuff – 

Rayanne Creemer:
I can see why you're concerned about Brown, then.

George Brown:
Yeah.  I mean there's enough ugly stuff 
[0:42:00]

when I look at the five o'clock news but I mean I just try to, I mean I am sensitive to aesthetics whether it's my office, et cetera – 

Virginia Donaway:
You can tell that.

George Brown:
You know, whether it's my – where I live and I just think that people function better if the environment and the ambiance is one that's soothing and warm and things of that nature.  So – and I think that anybody – most other people in that situation if they have the wherewithal to be able to consider those things, consider those kinds of things.  If I had my druthers, I would have a house wherein I could holler to the top of my lungs and the neighbors couldn't hear me but I don't – I can't afford that [laughs] but you know, I mean I think – to get back, I think surely they were both motivations.  
[0:43:00]

But I think it is normal for one to try to have an island to themselves if they can afford to have it.  I guess that's man natural tendency.

Virginia Donaway:
We need to go.

Rayanne Creemer:
Okay.  Thank you.

[Dropout]
George Brown:
We didn't get into it as many is – it think the quality of people that moved into the neighborhood – and all due respect to those who moved out – I think the quality that moved in at least was good or equal, exceeded that that moved out, saying that the educational level, the level of responsibility in the community, of the neighbors that I know and the ones on Idlewild.  We got a state representative and a 
[0:44:00]

county commissioner on Idlewild.

Virginia Donaway:
As far as ____ _____ but who's the county – 

George Brown:
Walter Bailey.

Virginia Donaway:
Yeah.

George Brown:
And – 

Virginia Donaway:
Where'd you go to school?

George Brown:
I went to Booker Washington High School, Florida Indian, undergraduate school and Howard University Law School.  So the point I wanted to make I think the quality of the people that moved in compares favorably to the quality of the persons that moved out.  Second point is that black folk, those that attain what you may define as a middle class status in terms of education and income, tend to be a little bit more law-abiding than their white counterpart; and the reason may be because most of us 
[0:45:00]

are first generation members of the middle class and we don't take that status lightly.  That is to say I do not choose to have to leave living in the environs of Monticello.  So I will take it for granted – I guess that's what I'm saying, and I don't want to go back to the good old days, you see what I'm saying, and I think that most others would view it the same way.  So I think the neighborhood has changed but I don't think it's changed for the worse or better.  It's just changed.
Rayanne Creemer:
Well, further west, on the northwest corner where the housing really isn't quite as nice – 

George Brown:
Further west, let's see.

Rayanne Creemer:
Is it further we- where – 

Virginia Donaway:
Toward Watkins.

George Brown:
Right.

Rayanne Creemer:
Yeah, right, 
[0:46:00]

where the housing is – 
Virginia Donaway:
Closer to _____ the ______.
George Brown:
Yeah.

Rayanne Creemer:
Right.  People in the neighborhood seem to feel there is crime coming into the neighborhood.  Certainly – 

George Brown:
Well there's crime all over.  There's crime from Germantown to the Mississippi River.

Rayanne Creemer:
You don't feel there's any more burglaries or purse snatchings or anything like that in your neighborhood than – 
George Brown:
Than there was?

Rayanne Creemer:
Mm-hm.

George Brown:
Probably a little more because there are more people.  There're more young people.

Rayanne Creemer:
I guess that's what I what I was referring to Cypress because we seem to hear that, you know – 

George Brown:
Yeah.  More young people and it's a reflection of the overall state of Memphis to some degree.  You know the crime situation – nowhere to run, nowhere to hide.  That's the ______.  People must understand that but that's just a function of our society.  We don't really deal 
[0:47:00]

with the criminal problem.  We don't deal with the problem of mental illness, which I think is a real problem that we just, in this society, you know, not address.  People deal with physical ailments and I think that these things are things that are impacting crime, not the neighborhood.  They going to rip me off if I'm on Monticello or whether I'm on whatever drive I would be on if I'm out in Germantown.
Rayanne Creemer:
Because they – and you might be a little bit closer to where some people are coming from.
George Brown:
They have – I mean they just drive ten more minutes.  So I don't think it's that, you know, I don't – maybe a little more but that's, I think the degrees are so minuscule that they don't bear discussion, you know, you just have to deal with it, which our society does not.

[0:48:00]

Rayanne Creemer:
Has your house ever been robbed?

George Brown:
It's been burglarized.

Rayanne Creemer:
Burglarized?

George Brown:
Which is not a very good feeling.

Rayanne Creemer:
I'll bet.

George Brown:
You know, I mean it's – it's really a bad feeling to know that somebody has come into your house.  I mean they didn't come in while I was there but it's just a real – one of the worst feelings I think I've ever had.  But I don't like it but I don't know whether there's anything we can do in a society – I don't think moving anywhere is going to deal with it.  That's what I'm saying.
Rayanne Creemer:
No, right.

George Brown:
Yeah and but that's just, you know, that's just one of the things we have to live with in this society and do what we can to deal with.  One of the things we can do, we need to put some more parks and recreational areas in the neighborhood.  We have not done that commensurate with the influx of young people 
[0:49:00]

in the neighborhood.  I mean if you go from McLean west and take into consideration Avalon and all that.  I remember I threw mail down at Avalon about ten – when I was a teenager.  Most of the families that lived all down in Avalon were, I think, not older but they were people that had children that were virtually grown up.  Well that's not the case, now, I don't think, but they have not been – there has not been any increased recreational facilities in the neighborhood.

Rayanne Creemer:
Where would you put a park or a facility in the neighborhood?  It's pretty well built up actually.

George Brown:
I don't know but if I were on the – 
Virginia Donaway:
Well Vollentine Park is behind Vollentine School.

George Brown:
Mm-hm.

Rayanne Creemer:
If you were what?

George Brown:
If I were on the Park Commission, I'm sure I could come up with an answer to that question.  People in this nation can do anything 
[0:50:00]


that they're committed to do.  You know, I don't know where but if I had the job to find a place, I could by using, you know, for example, we could use the Vollentine School ground.  We can use the Klondike School ground, the Northside grounds.  I don't – 

Virginia Donaway:
Don't they – 

Rayanne Creemer:
But don't they use those?  Doesn't the Park Commission have programs – 

Virginia Donaway:
– the community center.

George Brown:
Yeah, but I'm not sure – I'm saying that there needs to be more of that.

Virginia Donaway:
So that Evergreen Church is really the only community center type place for the kids in the neighborhood?

George Brown:
I think they got a – 

Virginia Donaway:
And that's a long ways from – 

George Brown:
Yeah, and they can only accommodate so many children and they have limited themselves to what they can accommodate and I understand why, and they have done a good job, but they can only do so much, you know?

Rayanne Creemer:
Well, think if all the churches had programs like that?

George Brown:
That's right.

[0:51:00]

Virginia Donaway:
But all the churches don't have gyms.

Rayanne Creemer:
But what about the schools?  This is a wonderful opportunity for the schools with wonderful facilities there – 

George Brown:
You got us solving every social problem under the sun now, and we are trying to deal with that one that you just brought up, too in the face of further budgetary constraints.

Virginia Donaway:
The gym at Snowden is not open in the summer, right?

George Brown:
No.  I don't think it is.  But you know, what we can do is dependent on money.  Why can't the Park Commission contract with us and man our gym during the summer?

Rayanne Creemer:
Mm-hm.

George Brown:
I don't know whether Snowden or, I don't know what happens at Cypress, but we can go all over the city.  Vance Avenue.  I know my church talked about a program up at Vance Avenue.  But we need that all over the city, 
[0:52:00]

not just in Snowden area.  There's not a good swimming pool near there, in that area.  I don't know of a swimming pool in the area, come to think of it.
Virginia Donaway:
I suppose the fairgrounds and Malone and Washington are the closest – 

George Brown:
Yeah.

Virginia Donaway:
- and none of those are close.

George Brown:
Right.

Rayanne Creemer:
Bickford is too far, too.

Virginia Donaway:
There's not one at Bickford.

Rayanne Creemer:
There isn't a pool there?

Virginia Donaway:
Well not __________.  That's what I'm talking Washington on – 

George Brown:
Yes.

Virginia Donaway:
- near Bickford but I don't think it's right.

[dropout]

Rayanne Creemer:
Thank you again.

George Brown:
All right.

Rayanne Creemer:
You were talking about the block bust and you said that blacks didn't really care?

George Brown:
I wouldn't say about block busting but you know that – I guess you would say block busting but the some did not – were not concerned about the rapid influx 
[0:53:00]

of blacks in the neighborhood and then some were concerned or desirous that the neighborhood would maintain a diverse and integrated complexion.  So I think you had different feelings and views on that subject, you know, all – you know people were not of one mind on that particular subject and I think some people didn't even care about VECA because they said, "What the heck?"  You know, "If the neighborhood goes all black, so what?"  And there's some things that's a thin line between trying to maintain a neighborhood and causing it to be stable because different people have different definitions of what is stable, you know, and so I don't think that that question that you would find everybody lining up all 

[0:54:00]

on one side vis a vis another side.
Rayanne Creemer:
Is that why VECA had trouble getting blacks to be interested in working with them?

George Brown:
I think that was one of the reasons.  Think that was one of the reasons.

Virginia Donaway:
Don't you think, though, even if you don't care about the racial makeup – I think it would make me mad to have a block buster coming in and making his profit off of me from that point of view.  Did you get that feeling from anybody?

George Brown:
Well, I mean I was concerned, as I stated earlier, why I felt the neighborhood – the character that I would like to see in the neighborhood.

Rayanne Creemer:
Right.

George Brown:
And I'm saying that other people are not concerned about that because as I said earlier, most people don't know their neighbors in the late '70s.  That's unfortunate.  So they don't care who lives where.  They're too busy making a living.  But – 
Rayanne Creemer:
But you were willing to give of your time and work with them?

George Brown:
Yeah.

Rayanne Creemer:
And have?

George Brown:
And some others, some of my friends, were not.

[0:55:00]

Virginia Donaway:
Thank you.
[End of Audio]
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