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GLORIA RHODES:  Today is March 30, 2010.  We are at the University Club Room at 

San Diego State University, Librarian Information Access, interviewing 

Mr. Harold Brown for the Oral History project and Creating Communities project 

for Special Collections and University Archives. 

  Good morning, Mr. Brown. 

HAROLD K. BROWN:  Good morning, Gloria. 

GR: I’m going to ask you some basic questions, and I’m going to let you go with the 

flow. 

HB: Okay. 

GR: When and where were you born? 

HB: I was born in a town by the name of York, Y-O-R-K, Pennsylvania.  I was born 

May 6, 1934.  York, Pennsylvania is a….  Born into a working class town, and a 

working class community.  I’m the youngest of seven children.  Three of us are 

still living, the others are deceased. 

GR: Can you tell me a little bit about your parents and family background? 

HB: Yes.  I didn’t have a father, so I grew up without a father, but I grew up with a 

very strong, loving, and caring mother, who was tough as nails.  She supported us.  

My brothers….  Being the youngest, I was there when my older siblings were 

gone, married and gone.  But she was a domestic and did other kinds of jobs to 
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earn enough, and also through the welfare system was able to care for us.  She 

lived to be a ripe old age of ninety-four. 

GR: Wow, that’s wonderful!  So you felt almost like an only child, huh, there for a 

while?  Did you have any brothers and sisters at home when you were going to 

school? 

HB: One sister, who is seven years older than me, and one brother who is four years 

older than me.  And so I grew up kind of with them as my older siblings.  And 

then the others were around.  They weren’t actually living at that house, except 

for my one brother who recently passed away.  He came back and lived with us.  I 

had a very fun growing up, in spite of everything.  We didn’t have money, and we 

didn’t have any kind of influence in the community, but we just enjoyed.  We 

didn’t know we were poor.  I mean, we knew we were poor, but everyone else 

was poor within the black community. 

GR: That’s what I tell people all the time.  We were very poor, but we really didn’t 

know it, because everyone lived that same sort of socio-economic rim.  And we 

had family, and that was kind of what was important. 

HB: Exactly.  We had family, we had love and security, and had enough food to eat, 

although it wasn’t the right kinds of foods, as we look at it today, but we had food 

to eat.  And we had enough to get by on.  We had friends and relatives and so 

forth.  The biggest—I won’t say the biggest, but one of the great impacts on my 

growing up was living in a town where there were segregated communities, and 

job discrimination, which was characteristic of America, and all of the towns that 

I knew about, growing up, around Pennsylvania and so forth.  We all were under 
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the same conditions.  We had segregated communities where we were confined to 

live, and had very few jobs, and those we had were the lowest-paying jobs.  No 

housing integration, and so we went to segregated schools, at least through the 

elementary years.  So that was one that had a significant impact on my life, much 

more so than not having money and not having food. 

GR: I see what you’re saying.  What was the work force in that area, other than 

domestic for the women basically. 

HB: Well, the work force, I mean, there was farming in that area, but in the urban 

areas there was just a lot of retail, and there were a few companies that hired 

numbers of people.  But, you know, no large manufacturing. 

GR: Was the farming like sharecropping farming in the South? 

HB: No, this was just a lot of corn farming.  And this was all outside of the city of 

York.  It was mostly around in the county areas. 

GR: Okay, so you were not born in San Diego, so what brought you to San Diego, and 

when did you arrive in San Diego? 

HB: Well, I came to San Diego in 1953.  My days of growing up involved a lot of 

sports.  I was fortunate enough to have some skills in that area.  And so I was 

invited to come to San Diego State on a basketball and baseball scholarship.  

After high school, I was guided by my mentors in high school to attend Penn State 

University, which I did.  During my freshman year I found that there was no 

scholarship there for me for some reason, which I’ve never been able to determine 

what that was.  But there was no scholarship, so I stayed there for one semester, 

and came to the place called San Diego State College. 
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GR: So you were recruited here, or someone knew someone who knew someone? 

HB: There were two people who played for San Diego State, two fellows who were 

out here, I think, through the Navy, and ended up going to San Diego State, and 

playing basketball at San Diego State, from my home town.  They knew about me 

in high school, where I was an all-state basketball player and so on.  And so they 

came around to my house and talked to me about going to San Diego.  I said, 

“Going to where?!”  (chuckles)  And so I had already committed to go to Penn 

State, which I did.  But when things didn’t turn out at Penn State, I ended up 

telling the coach out here that I was going to leave Penn State.  Of course he had 

still extended the invitation to come to San Diego State, which I did. 

GR: Okay, on a scholarship? 

HB: Yes.  That’s a story in itself.  The scholarship is not as people think today of 

scholarships.  I mean, people thought of scholarships, like my son.  Our youngest 

son went to Stanford on a basketball scholarship.  And Stanford, at that time, 

1981, tuition was about $20,000 or something like that.  When I came to San 

Diego State on a scholarship, my tuition was $30.00. 

GR: Oh wow!  How times have changed! 

HB: How times have changed.  Well, it was $30.00 per semester, and a job. 

GR: At the time, that was really good.  So they paid for your moving to the West 

Coast? 

HB: No. 

GR: No.  You had to…. 
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HB: You had to get here, and you had to have a place to live, have a place to eat, and 

that sort of thing.  So I stayed in….  In fact—there’s so much involved in these 

answers—but I came here as a…. 

GR: Oh, that’s fine, take your time. 

HB: I came to San Diego State primarily to play basketball and baseball, because I had 

dreams of becoming a professional baseball player, and couldn’t consider 

basketball.  I was not nearly tall enough for basketball.  So I thought maybe 

baseball.  And I had been invited by the St. Louis Browns, minor league training 

camp. 

GR: So you are good, huh! 

HB: Yeah, to play baseball, which I went there in Thomasville, Georgia, for training, 

minor league. 

GR: Approximately what year was that? 

HB: That was 1950, right after I left Penn State.  So that was 1952 [unclear]. 

GR: So in between the time you came to San Diego State? 

HB: Yes.  And so I went through spring training, and ended up with injuries, went 

back home, and just waited to return to school, which was then going to be San 

Diego State.  So September of 1953, I came to San Diego State.  And when I got 

here, people familiar with sports know that when you transfer from one university 

to another, you have to wait out a year for eligibility.  So when I came to San 

Diego, the coach here, knowing that I would have to wait a year, said, “You know 

what you should do is go to a community college, San Diego Junior College 

then.”  And he said, “Go there, and then you can still play for a year, and keep 
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your skills up, and it won’t count toward your eligibility.”  Well, upon 

investigation there, I found out that that was not true.  Wherever I played after my 

initial year of playing ball at a university, wherever you played, it still counted 

toward your eligibility.  So I went there for a year, and so I ended up not playing 

until I came to San Diego State. 

GR: Because had you played then, then you would have only had three years of 

eligibility at San Diego State? 

HB: I would have only had two, because I played at Penn State my freshman year, but 

I didn’t finish my freshman year.  I stayed there for one semester, came to San 

Diego, and went to the junior college for a year. 

GR: What junior college? 

HB: That was San Diego Junior College. 

GR: What is it now? 

HB: It’s San Diego City. 

GR: City College, okay. 

HB: Uh-huh.  And so I was drafted in the army during that time, and I spent two years 

in the army, and then came back to San Diego. 

GR: Where were you stationed when you were in the army? 

HB: I was stationed mostly at Fort Monmouth, New Jersey.  I was in the signal corps, 

and I was a signal corps…. 

GR: I’m not familiar—what’s signal corps? 

HB: Communications.  They called it signal corps. 
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GR: Was that a good experience, the army?  I mean, I know you had no choice in the 

matter, but…. 

HB: I wouldn’t describe it as a good experience.  It was an obligation to be fulfilled. 

GR: Okay, that’s fair. 

HB: Made it through that, and came back to school. 

GR: So what were your impressions of school?  Were you a student athlete, or an 

athlete student? 

HB: When I started out….  Well, I’ll go back to high school to answer that.  In high 

school I had some very good mentors, and they were always reminding me, 

although I was a “star,” in quotes, athlete, they reminded me now that education is 

important, and don’t be—I forget the term my one teacher used to use—don’t 

be—I think he said, “Don’t grow up to be a dumb jock.”  And so that stuck with 

me. 

GR: That’s very good advice right today. 

HB: Yes, it was.  So I came to accept the fact that education was important, but still I 

was a basketball player and a baseball player, and I had aspirations to continue 

that in college, and then wherever else that I could play.  I loved sports, and I was 

good at it.  And so I ended up at San Diego State.  I played in the army, then 

played here.  But the more I got into college, I think probably during the years at 

the San Diego City College, when I was there, education became more and more 

important to me.  Of course when I came to San Diego State, I was, like all of my 

teammates, I mean, we were students who actually played sports, played 
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basketball, played baseball.  But we were students, and education was the main 

reason then for being in school—not to play sports. 

GR: Right.  What was your major? 

HB: I started as a physical education major.  [Every question] unveils all kinds of other 

stories.  I grew up wanting to be a teacher. 

GR: So did I, because that was what people were.  African Americans were teachers.  

I’d tell people they were teachers or preachers. 

HB: Yes.  Exactly.  That’s all I knew.  I mean, my exposure was to teachers.  And I 

wanted to be a teacher.  And what did I love doing?  I loved sports. 

GR: Right, so that was a natural. 

HB: That was a natural.  So I declared physical education as a major, and then as I got 

more involved into college, I decided I wanted to be a speech therapist, which is 

now called speech pathology.  And so then I went off into speech, and took 

courses and so forth along those lines.  I got to the point where I got very tired 

and I was ready to….  My eligibility was finished playing ball, and I was ready to 

get out and go to work.  And so I decided to take my degree in physical education, 

and then finish my work in speech pathology—which I didn’t do.  I saw myself as 

having a speech clinic, which I never did.  I went and I got a teaching job, 

teaching physical education here in San Diego, at a junior high school, which they 

call those middle schools now. 

GR: How long did you teach at a middle school? 

HB: I was there six years. 

GR: And what middle school was that? 
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HB: Started at Hale Junior High School.  I was there for a year, and then half of the 

faculty went over to open up Einstein Junior High School.  Both of them were in 

the Clairemont area. 

GR: Okay.  What was the racial balance there? 

HB: There was no balance.  There were two African American teachers, me and one 

other person.  And then I think there were two black students, who were the 

students of the teacher, the lady who taught.  That was it. 

GR: Oh wow.  Okay.  And what year was this? 

HB: I think it was 1960 or ’61 that I started teaching. 

GR: Since it was obvious you were the minority in many ways, how were you treated 

by students, parents, colleagues? 

HB: I always say that it depends on the leadership.  Since business management 

became my area, I talk about that a lot.  Leadership is so important, and it sets the 

tone, no matter what organization you’re in.  And where I was in those schools, 

we had a person who was a very good leader as a principal of the school.  And I 

had just a wonderful time there, teaching.  I loved teaching.  I guess that may have 

been at the top of the list, probably, of my experiences.  I loved teaching, I had the 

respect and the camaraderie of the faculty, and of course the principal.  He was a 

person….  He never said it or talked about it, but he demanded that kind of 

school.  That’s the kind of school that he wanted. 

GR: So he set the tone, from the top. 

HB: Yes. 

GR: That is very important. 
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HB: He would not have tolerated any….  In fact, Gloria, that was when I was leading 

the civil rights movement here in San Diego. 

GR: During your tenure at the junior high school? 

HB: My tenure at Einstein, yes. 

GR: How did you get involved in that?  You came here at an early age. 

HB: Yeah, I started out in the area of race relations in college, in about 1950, before I 

graduated.  It was about 1957, ’58, while I was here at San Diego State, I joined 

an organization on campus called The Wesley Foundation.  Wesley Foundation is 

a religious Methodist group. 

GR: Right.  They have that little house or church right there. 

HB: It’s still there.  Different location, but it was there when I was….  Wesley 

Foundation was popular when I was a student here.  And we went around, we had 

a group…. 

GR: So it was a religious-based foundation? 

HB: Uh-huh.  We had a group in the Wesley Foundation that went around to various 

churches and places to speak on race relations.  And I was one of those who did 

that.  And so that’s where I really got started in the area of race relations.  Then I 

joined an organization called the El Cajon Valley Open Housing Committee.  

That committee was concerned with integrating the neighborhoods in the La 

Mesa-El Cajon area.  And so we did a number of things there, having petitions 

circulated for people to express themselves as to whether or not they would want 

a Negro—back in those days—living next door to them, and those kinds of things. 
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I then met a person by the name of Jim Stone.  Jim is now deceased, but 

he approached me and asked me if I had heard of the organization The Congress 

of Racial Equality—CORE.  I don’t know if I had or not.  I probably hadn’t at 

that time.  And so he told me about it and invited me to join.  I joined the 

organization, and became its chairman.  After my first year of teaching, I accepted 

the nomination as the chairman of the group, which I did, and was elected as 

chairman.  And that’s where I spent the next … eight years leading the civil rights 

movement. 

GR: Okay.  In San Diego. 

HB: Uh-huh. 

GR: Who was Jim Stone?  Was he affiliated with the group? 

HB: Yes.  I don’t know what Jim’s affiliation was, but he was aware of it and knew 

about it, when we formed, a small group of us formed a chapter of the Congress 

of Racial Equality here.  And then from then on it was CORE who was 

conducting demonstrations and marches and trying to break down segregation and 

discriminatory barriers, which we were successful in doing in conjunction with 

what was going on in the rest of the country. 

GR: What were some of the more visible disparities in San Diego at that time?  What 

was the focus of CORE?  I know with a group like that, you have to take steps to 

break down those barriers.  So what were sort of the key issues that you wanted to 

confront? 

HB: Our primary focus was in the area of job discrimination.  It was just pathetic.  

There just weren’t….  The society, I always describe it as our economic society, 
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our system of capitalism to me was practically closed to blacks.  You could go 

around in this city, as you could in most cities, and you wouldn’t find any blacks 

working in areas.  There weren’t any working downtown.  You couldn’t get a job 

as a cashier in a grocery store.  You couldn’t drive a bus.  You couldn’t be a 

stockbroker.  You couldn’t be a teller in a bank.  I mean, all those…. 

GR: So you couldn’t even get what we’d consider blue-collar jobs today.  You 

couldn’t even get those back in the day? 

HB: No, uh-uh.  No. 

GR: So what were African Americans doing here?  Or blacks and Negroes. 

HB: There were some working out at General Dynamics, and we had some teachers. 

GR: In what capacity at General Dynamics?  And I assume the naval station also. 

HB: Yeah.  Mostly General Dynamics where blacks were working.  But there were 

also some people, I think, working at Ryan. 

GR: And Ryan was, what kind of…. 

HB: They were all mostly defense contractors.  The others were working everything 

from—well, it ranged from domestics to, I guess, working in hotels, retail. 

GR: Were they working like in cafeterias and cleaning in hotels, and things of that 

sort? 

HB: Probably all those positions. 

GR: Did you say Ryan? 

HB: R-Y-A-N Aeronautical. 
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GR: So you led the charge for CORE to sort of even the playing field and open jobs.  

How did the group go about that?  So that was like the first civil rights group in 

San Diego that was in the organized front? 

HB: Uh-huh, it was the only civil rights organization. 

GR: Was it led by African Americans? 

HB: Yeah, I was the leader. 

GR: And the whole group was the membership? 

HB: Oh, the membership?  No, the membership was mostly white.  The majority were 

whites, and a considerable number of people of the Jewish faith, because Jews 

understand slavery and discrimination and stuff that they’ve experienced even in 

this country discrimination.  That was one of my big concerns, was not being able 

to get much participation from the black community here in San Diego.  And even 

when there were a few of us who were arrested several times during 

demonstrations and had to spend time in jail and so on, we couldn’t get the Negro 

population to participate to any degree.  There were some in CORE, but mostly 

the ones who were in CORE—blacks and whites—were all professional people. 

GR: Do you have an idea why you didn’t get a larger participation from the blacks at 

that time? 

HB: Yeah, I have an idea, but, you know, I don’t have any proof.  I could cite several 

reasons, probably, that at least I felt.  One was that I always felt that fear was a 

great factor in that the blacks were very much afraid, as they are today, of 

reprisals.  In this country, whites had the money and the power, and power gives 

you the opportunity to make decisions regarding other people’s lives.  And when 
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racism is involved, you can exercise that power in favor of your racist views.  

And so back in those days, I mean blacks, just like in the South, knew pretty well 

what could happen to them.  So I’ve always felt that the fear factor was great.  

There were a few who had the courage to take the risk, stick their neck out, 

because of what we believed in.  But very few were willing to do that back in 

those times.  And I think that was probably true throughout the United States, 

even as much as we held to the [beliefs?] of Martin Luther King and so forth.  I 

mean, you know, there were people who would not get involved back in those 

years.  There weren’t that many, especially in the North and in the West—there 

weren’t that many blacks that were involved in the civil rights movement.  Many 

like to take credit for it now, but they were not. 

GR: Was that extent of your—I mean, it was great—but that was where your focus 

was politically, was to round up support to work on things that you saw that were 

addressed?  The equality wasn’t there. 

HB: Yes.  I decided that I would commit my life to trying to erase the barriers that 

were so apparent.  And to me, as a kid growing up, and being so affected by that, 

that I was determined to do what I could to remove those barriers so that my 

children would not have to go through that. 

GR: That’s wonderful. 

HB: So that’s what I did.  That moved not only….  I mean, it moved us not only into 

the job discrimination, but also it moved us into housing discrimination.  I mean, 

blacks could not move to other areas of San Diego, other than those confined 

areas that the so-called powers that be designated for blacks to live in.  And the 
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other areas were closed to blacks through the process of a housing covenant that 

was there. 

GR: So it was legal? 

HB: Yeah!  I mean, well….  Yes.  You know, to say it was legal, I’m not sure whether 

that was legal, but it was a practice.  And it wasn’t until the Rumford Act that 

addressed housing discrimination and so forth, did it become actually illegal in 

the state of California to discriminate in housing on the basis of color or ethnicity. 

GR: What year was the Rumford Act passed?  Was it in the sixties? 

HB: Yes, it was probably around ’65, around in that area, I think.  But CORE was 

involved and our demonstrations were directed at housing discrimination as well 

as job discrimination. 

GR: So you had demonstrations, marches, rallies, and all of that? 

HB: Uh-huh, sit-ins and marches and coin-ins. 

GR: How did you get the word out?  Through churches, flyers, social groups?  I saw a 

smile on your face! 

HB: Because, you know, I have always said that you can’t have a movement without a 

communication system.  And the best communication system that Negroes had 

back in those years, and still have, are the churches.  Well, we would print flyers 

and distribute flyers around to churches and various organizations, barber shops, 

beauty salons. 

GR: Things are still the same. 

HB: Yes it is still the same.  And some churches would accept us, others would not.  

I’m talking about all-black churches.  What we had back in those days was a 
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black newspaper called The Voice, which was started by a friend of mine, and 

through that Voice newspaper we were able to get the word out, too, as to what 

was going on. 

GR: So it had a pretty strong black readership. 

HB: Yes.  The paper, Voice and Viewpoint, now, it still exists.  But back in those days, 

see, back in those days, Gloria, blacks, through this system of discrimination, we 

lived in pockets.  Around the country it’s true too.  We lived in pockets where you 

knew people, where you could get to people. 

GR: Right, yes I do. 

HB: Yeah.  So now, in San Diego, we’re spread out all over the place.  But back then, 

there was such a thing as a black community, where we had our barbershops and 

beauty salons and churches and retail shops and things like that.  We had some 

economic base within this whole city.  Although there are pockets, there were 

pockets of blacks living in different areas of San Diego, just like in my hometown 

there were pockets, a handful of blacks over here, a handful of blacks over at this 

part of town.  But we pretty much knew everybody, because the number was 

small, and we were pretty much all in the same area. 

GR: Now, when you finished, you were at the junior high school, and then you got 

involved with CORE, and then what were your other—how did you get involved 

in the business world?  Was that right after your junior high experience? 

HB: Yes.  Well, not immediately after, but what I did was, although I was very, very 

happy teaching school, I wanted to—something inside me, I wanted to move out 

and do some other things. 
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GR: That would make more of an impact to the community? 

HB: Yes.  So I decided, I said, “I want to get into business and learn business.”  I’ve 

always had this thing inside me, this voice that was speaking to me over many 

years, about the importance of economics.  And so I decided to go into business 

and to go into the business world.  Even while I was teaching school I decided to 

learn about selling.  So I went to car dealerships where there were, again, no 

blacks.  I went there and finally got a job part-time, selling cars.  Then, you know, 

I did that for a while, and I was invited to apply for a position with the United 

States Peace Corps.  There was a position open as the deputy director in an 

African country.  And so that was another fulfillment of mine, a desire to visit 

Africa and to find out firsthand what Africa was about.  So I applied for that 

position and was selected as the deputy director of the Peace Corps in Lesotho, 

Africa. 

GR: In where? 

HB: L-E-S-O-T-H-O.  It’s [pronounced] Le-su-tu or Les-so-thoh.  So I did that, and 

one of the organizations that led up to that, that I didn’t mention, was we formed 

also in 1960, a group of us formed the Afro-American Association.  The purpose 

of that organization was to inform and educate black Americans about our plight 

in America.  And that was a very interesting experience, too.  As I said, a small 

group of us. 

GR: Who were you informing? 

HB: African Americans. 

GR: Throughout San Diego, or the world? 
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HB: Just San Diego.  I mean, we held rallies, and we would go to parks, and we would 

speak every Sunday at a park.  So then we’d have various activities.  But that was 

one of the things.  The person who started that group was Joshua von Wolfolk, 

V-O-N, W-O-L-F-O-L-K.  Joshua was a little older than we were, and had 

introduced us to a number of things [phonetic]. 

GR: I would assume African American? 

HB: Yes.  He introduced us to a number of things regarding our life here in America.  I 

would kind of, if I had to describe it, I would say it was almost like a forerunner 

to the Black Muslims philosophy, although it wasn’t.  I don’t even know if—

yeah, I guess I did know about the Muslims back in that year. 

GR: So it had some of those same…. 

HB: It was to educate the black man. 

GR: Okay.  Good way to put it. 

HB: So that was my introduction to that.  Of course we did a lot of reading and a lot of 

studying and discussing to educate ourselves, as well as trying to educate other 

blacks. 

GR: So this Afro-American Association was a spin-off from CORE? 

HB: No, it was a forerunner to CORE.  I was in that before I became the chairman of 

CORE.  It was almost like simultaneously done.  The Afro-American Association 

was not an organization that addressed the issues of job discrimination per se, or 

housing, or education per se. 

GR: It was more to mentor the core values of being an African American? 

HB: Yes. 
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GR: This group was more involved in the inner person and getting things right as a 

person. 

HB: Yes. 

GR: Building character, moral values, and all of that. 

HB: Exactly.  A lot of the mental part.  And CORE was involved, of course, with 

attacking those issues directly to produce tangible results. 

GR: Okay.  Actually, that’s a pretty good thing:  work from within to strengthen who 

you are when you go out, too. 

HB: Absolutely. 

GR: That’s really wonderful. 

HB: And it fit well with me because when I started out speaking in the Wesley 

Foundation, [unclear], I spoke just about every time on the importance of self-

concept, and that was my theme.  And I guess, if you [were to ask] why did I 

speak about that, I guess it was because I was speaking to myself, and growing up 

in a segregated society and discriminated on the basis of your color, and all of the 

subtleties of the racial situation, it’s very easy to grow up with an inferiority 

complex. 

GR: That’s right.  Or that, and/or anger and issues. 

HB: Absolutely, with anger, which we’ll talk about later probably. 

GR: The membership for the Afro-American Association, was it both genders, male, 

female, or…? 

HB: Yes. 

GR: And all Afro Americans? 
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HB: It was open to all African Americans, but only a small group of us were in that 

organization, too, just like CORE.  You see, back in those days, what I would 

like…. 

GR: So the make-up was whites? 

HB: No.  The Afro-American Association was all black. 

GR: Okay.  But even though it was all black, you didn’t have that many who 

participated in or became members? 

HB: No, uh-uh.  You see, one of the things that we tried to educate people about was 

color.  And how color had become such a dominant feature in America, and how 

color was used, as the expression goes, as a badge of dishonor.  It was also 

perceived as a badge of ignorance and…. 

GR: All those negatives. 

HB: All those negatives.  So that’s what “black” was.  And so that’s how they defined 

it.  People didn’t want to discuss that, blacks didn’t want to discuss that.  I mean, 

blacks were afraid.  The Afro-American Association, we introduced the word 

“black” into San Diego. 

GR: Oh!  Okay. 

HB: We introduced that word.  And I was the one who introduced it at our black 

summit.  We had decided that we would no longer use the word “Negro” and we 

would substitute the word “black,” because “Negro” only meant “black” in 

Spanish anyhow.  And we said we didn’t speak Spanish.  So we were speaking 

English, and so we introduced that word.  But when we would use the word 

“black,” we could see other blacks recoil.  They hated to hear that word, because 
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it was always used negatively against us.  And when we would introduce each 

other as a black person, or talk about black people, they hated our guts.  The 

blacks.  The didn’t want to hear that.  So it was grinding away at helping people 

to understand that the word Negro was just something that was used by the white 

community to describe us, and had all the negative meanings of the word. 

GR: We were mis-educated. 

HB: Oh! without a doubt!  Without a doubt. 

GR: Had to teach again. 

HB: Of course there’ve been books written by African-American authors on our mis-

education. 

GR: That’s right. 

HB: And so that was really a wonderful experience, because not only did we study and 

learn ourselves, but we were able to teach other people.  So we introduced into 

San Diego the foreign concept of Negro history.  (chuckles)  Which was accepted 

about as well as a severe cold in winter.  People—and I’m talking about blacks—

I’m going through my mind now—I mean, there were times when we were 

challenged so strongly about what…. 

GR: By having a week, by that time, to talk about the accomplishments of the black 

person. 

HB: Yeah.  We set up classes in Negro history.  And I even taught young people on an 

individual basis about black history, where did we come from, and who are we 

today, how did we get here?  You see, that’s why it’s so important.  What we’re 

doing now is to try to help people understand (emphasizing each word) how we 
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got here on March 30, 2010.  How did we get here?  We don’t mean how did we 

physically travel, how did we get here, to where we are. 

GR: As a people. 

HB: Exactly, as a people. 

GR: And it is important.  And you know….  And our students know Martin Luther 

King, Rosa Parks, but you’re right, they don’t know the history of what the whole 

make-up of San Diego is about.  And like you said, how did you get to where you 

are today?  And how did you get to Lincoln High School or whatever school you 

were in? 

HB: Or how did you get to this position as an executive at Bank of America, or one of 

these other companies—American Express and all that.  I mean, how did we get 

there?  That wasn’t (slaps table for emphasis) there.  In fact, if you even had 

revealed a thought that you wanted a position like that, you’d probably be killed! 

GR: Yeah, it’d be like Joseph in the Bible (laughs), put in prison for years!  But this is 

important.  Out of all the accomplishments of CORE—and I know there were 

many—what do you think were the three most important accomplishments as far 

as people moving forward, and specifically African Americans moving forward in 

San Diego? 

HB: Without a doubt, it was our addressing the job discrimination in San Diego.  

CORE was the only organization that was out there beating the drums and 

fighting for destruction of those barriers that would not give opportunities to 

blacks—and of course any non-white—opportunities for jobs.  Now, that was 

[unclear].  If we look at San Diego then, and look at San Diego now, or even the 
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year 2000 and 1990.  If we measured the difference then, you would see that 

there’s a vast difference in African Americans now having opportunities in so 

much of our economic system now, than we had back in those days.  I mean, I 

look at my sons.  I mean, my sons could never be doing the things that they are 

doing now, if they had grown up during my era. 

GR: How many sons do you have? 

HB: Two. 

GR: And where are they? 

HB: One is in Philadelphia, who teaches at Temple University, and previously taught 

at University of Maryland.  And my other son is in San Jose, and he’s a senior 

vice-president of a company in business.  I mean, those are positions that we 

couldn’t even dream of.  I mean, in San Diego, when I came out here, we had a 

few black teachers who taught in schools in the black areas.  And we had lawyers 

who had law offices.  They didn’t work for any of these law firms.  They had their 

own businesses in the black community, except one, and he was downtown.  You 

know, you could go on and on.  You couldn’t work in banks or in stores unless 

you were cleaning them up as a custodian and so forth.  And CORE addressed 

those issues.  We were very unpopular.  We were hated by many people.  We 

were shunned by blacks. 

GR: I can imagine, back in the day, they looked at CORE as troublemakers. 

HB: Oh!  They called us troublemakers and communists.  What was the other? 

GR: They had just accepted the status quo. 

HB: Oh yes. 
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GR: And didn’t think there was a way to improve.  And all it took was…. 

HB: When you say “they,” you’re referring to who? 

GR: African Americans. 

HB: I don’t know whether they….  Such a mixture of feelings, I guess, back in those 

days.  There were some who supported us, but did not participate. 

GR: And like you said earlier, out of fear of…. 

HB: Yeah.  Most did not, and others….  There were those, as many who didn’t agree 

with what we were doing, as those who agreed.  And so we were kind of left out 

there by ourselves.  But that’s why I felt it was so important when this library, my 

alma mater, where my career was, and where I’m now an alumnus and a retired 

administrator and so on—when they did this exhibit about the African-American 

experience, and never even mentioned the civil rights movement, which was the 

most important thing that happened in our cities and in our country to African 

Americans during that period.  I mean, that was it! 

GR: It was definitely a vacuum, a hole that was really big. 

HB: Absolutely. 

GR: So I’m glad we have an opportunity to include such a pivotal movement and point 

in San Diego history.  Because my thing is, it would have been a disservice to 

students, the young people. 

HB: Oh, absolutely.  Oh yes. 

GR: They need to know this.  And this is really….  They can do what they can do now, 

based on that foundation “back in the day,” as they say. 
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HB: Absolutely.  And also, Gloria, you’re right, it was a disservice, a serious 

disservice to the students.  But it’s a disservice to all of America who don’t really 

understand that period, or have some understanding and some acceptance of what 

happened.  Because my thing is, is that (raps table for emphasis) if you don’t 

know that, and you don’t know what happened, you don’t have a pretty good idea 

of what went on, things can happen in the future that will cause the same 

conditions that we had back in those years. 

GR: That is true. 

HB: And that’s one of the issues that I have.  The other issue is that I think America, as 

a nation, needs to feel some pride in having come through that period. 

GR: Oh, absolutely.  Right. 

HB: I mean, that was an accomplishment.  Those were some growing times and 

troubled times that we as a nation came through that period.  And we ought to be 

able to say, “Hey!  We did it!” 

GR: Yeah.  You’re talking about overcoming, this is one of the things. 

HB: Yes!  Absolutely!  And not push it back up under a rug and don’t want to discuss 

it like we’re doing in America today. 

GR: Yes.  I agree.  One of the things on here is law enforcement.  What were your 

perceptions of the police and did you have any encounters with them, working, 

and marching in demonstrations?  I can imagine you did have some encounters 

with police. 

HB: Oh yes.  Law enforcement, including the courts and everything, they were 

practicing law, and they weren’t interested in who discriminated against whom, 
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and all of that.  You broke the law, you went to jail.  We knew that, we 

understood that, we accepted that.  But we were not going to let it keep us from 

breaking the law, when we felt those laws were unjust and unfair.  And so we did 

that, we were arrested, and we served our time.  But, we were never actually—

none of us were really mistreated by the law enforcement people here.  They 

arrested us, the few of us who were arrested, they arrested us and I personally was 

never mistreated.  I was not handcuffed.  They marched me over to a car, put me 

in a police car, and took me to jail.  The chief of police and others were perceived 

by the black community of us as part of the racist system in America.  And they 

carried out their duties (chuckles) well. 

One of the things that I always mention when it comes to law enforcement 

is that they learned too.  I have a specific example, a personal example, of that 

learning.  I was arrested once or twice or so—I don’t know how many times—

arrested by a person by the name of Bill Colander [phonetic], who was a 

patrolman back then, and he became the chief of police, and then became the 

sheriff.  Well, Bill, on the way down, we would talk about these demonstrations, 

what I was doing, why I was doing it, and [so on].  Bill and I grew into a great 

friendship over the years. 

GR: Wow.  So he had respect for what you were doing, and the way you were doing it. 

HB: Yes.  He appreciated that. 

GR: That’s wonderful. 

HB: And I guess maybe it had something to do [the fact] he is Jewish.  As I said 

earlier, Jews understand slavery, they understand discrimination.  So I’m sure, as 
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he grew up, he was exposed to some of that too.  But he did, he understood it.  I 

guess my point is that out of struggle and turmoil and hatred and all of that can 

grow some positive things.  And people can grow from that and learn from that as 

that example I just explained.  Bill grew, and I’m sure others grew as well, 

through that experience.  But I can’t say enough about those people who 

participated back during those years.  And that’s why I’m just going to fight with 

all my might to make sure that somehow they are remembered and that they are 

appreciated. 

GR: Oh, that’s wonderful. 

HB: Yes, they did a tremendous job. 

GR: You sort of hit on the housing earlier, when you were saying African Americans 

or blacks lived in pockets.  What was the racial situation of those?  Or it was just, 

“Okay, we’re here, and everybody’s getting along okay,” and the whites would 

interfere?  Or it was just, “This is our”—meaning African-American—“area, and 

we do our thing here.” 

HB: As I understand it, when blacks first came to this area of San Diego County, they 

were given places.  Not given—they were allowed to live in a certain area.  

Southeastern San Diego became that area, but it was an area called Logan 

Heights, which was an area that was synonymous with “black.”  That’s where 

most of the blacks lived.  We lived over in those areas.  And then you had another 

pocket that was in Linda Vista—another pocket of blacks.  And then there was 

another pocket out in….  Now I can’t remember the name of that pocket of 
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blacks.  That was another area.  Of course you had a small pocket in La Jolla of 

domestics. 

GR: Right.  I think that was a characteristic of San Diego, is that that’s where we lived 

in Logan Heights, then moved.  Then southeast San Diego—Logan Heights was 

part of southeast San Diego.  Then blacks started living outside of Logan Heights, 

in other parts of southeast San Diego, and for many, many years that was the area 

where blacks lived.  And many whites today still think that that’s where we live, 

in southeast San Diego.  I say “many” whites—I probably shouldn’t say that. 

GR: But there are some. 

HB: There are whites, yes.  It just happened the other day, where a white person who 

knows me and my wife fairly well, knows our background pretty much, and they 

know where we live.  But he referred to where we lived, “over there,” which he 

meant that we lived over there in southeast San Diego, from out here in the San 

Diego State University area.  So as recently as a few days ago, he was saying that. 

GR: He was kind of stuck. 

HB: Well-meaning, nice person. 

GR: Did not want to…. 

HB: Yeah.  I mean, he thinks we’re all still living over there.  He didn’t know.  

(chuckles)  Now, that’s a good thing. 

GR: That’s very interesting. 

HB: Another good thing about, goes even back to when you asked me about my 

childhood.  You were laughing, and I’m laughing, and we find the humor in that.  

One of the things that was so nice about growing up in the family where I grew 
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up, we had such a great sense of humor.  Humor was just there all the time.  We 

find humor in so many things that probably weren’t very humorous. 

GR: Right.  But I think it was how we dealt with the issue.  Even now, my family gets 

together every Christmas in North Carolina.  It’s different for the young kids.  

Like my son is twenty-three, and it’s different for his age group, because we go 

over the same stories and we laugh [unclear]. 

HB: Same here. 

GR: And he’s just, “Ohh-kay.” 

HB: I know, I know.  Even I get tired of those stories. 

GR: But they always come up! 

HB: The (raps table for emphasis) same stories over and over and over. 

GR: Oh, that’s so true! 

HB: My wife has to sit through that stuff.  She kind of enjoys it too. 

GR: Yeah.  But it’s just….  I think—I’m just interjecting a personal [comment]—we 

have to hold onto it, to appreciate where we are. 

HB: Absolutely. 

GR: And hopefully get our children to [realize], “Things weren’t always like you’re 

experiencing.  Mom and Grandma had to go through some things.” 

HB: That’s right.  Sure did.  Oh boy. 

GR: Now, you came here as a student, so you lived on campus? 

HB: There was no campus housing.  I lived….  As I mentioned, I was in the army.  

When I was discharged from the army, I came back to school, and we had 

veterans’ housing. 
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GR: In San Diego? 

HB: Uh-huh.  There were two sections in San Diego of veterans’ housing. 

[END PART 1, BEGIN PART 2] 

GR: I want to fast forward, if I may, and I would like for you to give us a little insight 

to your experience here at San Diego State, working in different capacities and all 

of that.  And did you graduate in four years? 

HB: No, because we had to do a fifth year for a teaching credential, so I graduated on 

time, oh yes. 

GR: Very good!  I asked about your experience here as an employee. 

HB: Well, like any place of employment, I had good experiences and bad experiences.  

But I had a lot of good experiences.  This was an all-white university, and I 

counted, back in those years, when I was a student I counted about twenty-five 

black students in the whole university.  My body was used to it, because I grew up 

in Pennsylvania, small town, with a very, very small black population of a white 

town.  And you learned to function in that kind of environment.  So when I came 

to San Diego State, I learned to function in that environment.  I didn’t like it, but I 

functioned in it and as a student I became on the student council and things like 

that. 

  But as an employee, it was a job, and I got along pretty well with people.  

Some incidents that were, I felt, racial, but, you know, I got along fine.  I met 

some fine individuals here, some whites who were very humanistic and just nice 

people.  In fact, when I started here in 1971, in Central Administration, there was 

a group there, an acting president and a vice-president, and several others in 
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Central Administration.  That was a great time.  I mean, these were people who 

were what I call fine human beings.  And I’ve met some fine human beings in this 

world.  And they fell right into that category, and I watched them one by one 

either retire or pass on.  They’re no longer here now, but they were fine human 

beings.  The university was smaller, but, I mean, that was a very good experience. 

  After that experience, I ran into the ordinary things that happen to a black 

person in an almost completely white environment.  Some of us are able to 

maneuver through that, and others aren’t.  But, you know, I have to say that my 

experience with San Diego State was a good experience.  It would not have 

been….  You know, sometimes I reflect on suppose I had been in a black 

university as a student and also as an administrator.  I’m sure my life would have 

been pretty different.  But socially here, we had trouble even maintaining one 

fraternity here at San Diego State.  I mean, whereas in a black university they had 

all the fraternities and sororities and so forth, and a whole different…. 

GR: That’s a central part of the social climate in the African-American community at 

our institutions.  I must say—and this is really the truth—people have utmost 

respect for you.  I’ve never heard anyone say anything negative.  You were very 

well thought of on this campus, so that’s a good thing. 

HB: Yes, it is. 

GR: You have left a good impression. 

HB: And I feel good about my experience at San Diego State.  Even if I had been at a 

black university, it wouldn’t have been perfect.  But I met some really fine human 

beings here.  Besides being bright and so forth, they were just fine human beings. 
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GR: I think it’s a lot to do with what you said earlier in the interview, with that self 

concept and working within to create the best person that you could be, that you 

were able to take those characteristics and input or just be a part of the central 

person who you are as a leader.  And people see that when you are looking at 

values and things that you want for the best, for the welfare of the people who are 

working with you, and also for the community at large.  And that speaks volumes 

to how a leader is, and people respect that kind of leader.  I went to a 

predominantly black university.  My first position was at an elementary school in 

Norfolk, Virginia, which was predominantly black.  And then I moved here to 

California, and the tides were turned.  But it’s just those core values.  I don’t care 

where they put you, you tend to go with the flow. 

HB: That’s right.  Absolutely.  And depending on you, as you were just saying, you 

make it happen. 

GR: That’s right. 

HB: And somehow if you create that person of respect and all those good qualities that 

you worked on during your growing up, you have those, and you extend that to 

other people.  I think that attracts people, and it really….  I think the old saying 

that we hear, “it brings out the best in people.”  And I think people of high 

quality….  I always said that I like to walk with giants.  And I’ve been fortunate 

enough to have come in contact with giants during my lifetime.  I think what 

happens is, you have to kind of be at a place where you sort of attract people, you 

know, of like mind, and even like soul and stuff.  And so yeah, I have to say I feel 

I’ve done well here at San Diego State, and I’ve contributed. 
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GR: How long did you work here? 

HB: Thirty-three years. 

GR: Oh my goodness!  You retired in…. 

HB: I retired in 1997, and came back as a consultant until 2004.  So I was here from 

1971 to 2004. 

GR: Okay.  That says something in itself that if you weren’t doing a good job here, I 

don’t think they would want you back as a consultant!  That’s very good!  So 

what were some of your most significant accomplishments?  And this is the 

whole—it asks specifically for CORE, but this is just your….  You know, if you 

stepped back and said, “Wow, this is what….”  You know, like those dashes in 

between your life, although I hope you have a long ways to go, but what do you 

see as accomplishments? 

HB: I’m sure that among the top would be to have led the civil rights movement here 

in San Diego; and also was part of the decision making on the national level of 

CORE.  I was the regional chairman as well.  I was the chair of this western 

region of CORE.  And what we accomplished there has to be one of my top 

achievements. 

  Another top achievement was the formation—I should say the 

development of the Afro-American Studies Program/Black Studies. 

GR: Here at San Diego State, right? 

HB: Uh-huh.  Yes, I think that was…. 

GR: That’s wonderful. 
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HB: Yes.  Some people had really gotten black studies concept program started here at 

San Diego State.  And the program was in some serious trouble.  I was a banker 

on Wall Street in New York, trying to get back to San Diego from Africa.  I was 

called by a friend of mine, an African-American friend, who was part of getting 

the Black Studies Program started here at San Diego State.  He called.  The 

program was in trouble and they needed someone to really come and develop it 

and so forth, and said that the university was going to hire someone as assistant to 

the president, and who could also take that responsibility and do it.  So they told 

people here at the university that there’s one person who can do this, and that was 

me.  And so they called me in New York and asked me would I be interested.  

And I thought about it and thought about it.  Yeah, I did.  And so I ended up 

coming back to San Diego, working at San Diego State in 1971, and was able to 

take what they had and develop it into a full-fledged curriculum with professional 

faculty.  I hired all the faculty.  (aside about a sneeze)  Yeah. I put together….  

Rob [Rob Ray, Head of Special Collections & University Archives, SDSU] will 

see that stuff, my papers and stuff. 

GR: I’m going to look through them.  I can’t wait. 

HB: And I promised I would do that for two years and develop it.  I did that, and it 

turned out to be a really great program.  Developed a major and a minor.  And one 

of the accomplishments that’s unknown, really, by only a very few people, and 

some of them don’t want to admit it, but one of the accomplishments was that I 

was able to get our courses that we developed—worked very, very hard, the 

faculty that I hired worked very, very hard to develop these courses.  But we were 
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able to get our courses—there were certain of our courses in Afro-American 

Studies that would fulfill the general education requirements, just like all other 

courses.  Back in [those days?], that was an achievement.  Because I checked with 

some of the other universities around the country—Harvard and others—they 

hadn’t been able to do that.  And so I was able to do it.  People say, “Well, how 

were you able to do that?”  I was able to do it because there were two things:  I 

was an administrator in Central Administration, and I was working with some 

very fine people.  [Because of] those two things, I was able to get a lot done that 

other universities weren’t able to get. 

GR: So you were in the midst of the decision makers. 

HB: Yes, exactly.  Absolutely.  With the president, the vice-president.  We were a 

small [group].  We not only worked with each other, we were friends with each 

other and respected each other. 

GR: That is just so important. 

HB: Yeah. 

GR: And I tell you now that a lot of our African-American students go there—it’s 

Africana Studies now—but when things get really rough, when they feel they are 

just isolated, I’ve heard them say, “I can walk in there and I know that I feel that 

there’s a place….”  So even….  That was so important to start that. 

HB: Absolutely. 

GR: Because, you know, it’s 2010, and there are still students that come to the library 

and they talk about how they are still the “only” in a class. 
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HB: That’s right.  Absolutely.  And I know the experience well.  That was one of the 

things that you had to sell to people, not so much the people in Central 

Administration, but I’m sure there were people around the campus who 

wondered, “Why are you having this kind of thing?  Black Studies?!  What is 

that?!”  But I’m telling you, it’s survived all these years, and we try to explain to 

people that every student needs a comfortable environment.  And when you have 

an all-white university and a few black students over there, how comfortable is 

that?!  Let’s reverse that.  Let’s take a few white students and put them in an all-

black university.  How comfortable would they be?  So what I did when I 

developed the Afro-American Studies Program, is I added a counseling 

component to it.  Now, this was back in 1971 and ’72.  I added, and I brought in a 

psychologist, old friend of mine, Norm Chambers.  You probably know Norm. 

GR: I do. 

HB: Brought him in to head up….  He was teaching at San Diego, at the City College.  

I brought Norm in to set up a component of counseling where black students had 

a place to go for counseling and the kinds of things that counseling would 

provide.  That was a terrific program. 

GR: So even before it was considered politically correct or even in the whole grand 

scheme of things, you were looking at the holistic person, the holistic student, 

when it was a little more than just in your class, but just “we need to work with 

you as a human being.”  So that’s great! 

HB: I hadn’t thought of it that way, but…. 
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GR: That’s exactly what it is, though, and that’s what these students see when they 

have a rough experience.  It’s like, “I can go back here, and I can just be who I am 

and just let it all….  And I won’t be judged because I’m crying because this took 

place in class, or because I felt uncomfortable when this subject came up.” 

HB: Yeah, exactly. 

GR: Oh, I just think it’s really great. 

HB: Well, that was one of the things that I felt I would credit myself with 

accomplishing.  I’ll tell you a couple of other things, and I’ll try to be more brief.  

One of the things that I developed was a program called Self Help Through 

Neighborhood Leadership.  It was a leadership training program. 

GR: Self Help Through…. 

HB: Through Neighborhood Leadership.  And that briefly was funded by the federal 

government’s Anti-Poverty Act back in those years.  I took thirty-five people 

from the community over there in the neighborhoods—no particular criteria for 

admission into the program or anything.  If they were interested in providing 

leadership to the communities in that area, and if they resided in that area, [we] 

enrolled them into a program and set up a curriculum.  This was back in 1966.  I 

set up a program there and a curriculum.  All my curriculums always include 

something on economics.  And thirty-five people, and it was heralded by one of 

the sociologists out here years later, I found out.  It’s considered one of the best 

programs that they ever had in San Diego, not because…. 

GR: So the participants were community people? 
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HB: Uh-huh, just community people.  And I set up a curriculum, which always 

includes a couple of things of mine.  One is public speaking training, and the 

other is economics.  I keep those two in everything I do just about. 

GR: Very important. 

HB: So yeah, that was one.  And then there was another one that’s like I was getting 

ready to say before, people don’t know about—a few.  But you know, I was vice-

chairman and chairman in successive years of the San Diego School Integration 

Task Force.  You guys have got some stuff on the Carlin case and everything. 

GR: Right, we do. 

HB: Larry is a guy I’ve known pretty well over the years.  Larry Carlin and his wife.  

They were the ones who actually used their names to file a lawsuit.  But what I 

did was, the first year I was vice-chairman, guess who was chairman—Bill 

Colander.  Bill was the police chief, and he was the chairman.  They asked me to 

be the vice-chairman.  And we had a good group of people spread over the 

political spectrum. 

  The second year, I became the chairman, and what I did was that there was 

a judge who was in charge of this case, by the name of Judge Louis Welsh 

[phonetic].  And this was a lawsuit that was aimed at desegregating the schools 

that were segregated in San Diego.  So it was desegregation.  I felt, again, that, 

you know, that as far as black people are concerned, it’s not that we need to sit 

next to white people in order to learn, it’s that we need to learn.  And we need to 

have the opportunities to learn.  So, I mean…. 

GR: And quality materials to enrich…. 
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HB: And quality. That’s the word, quality education.  So my idea was, which I 

presented to Judge Welsh, was that what we’re doing in desegregating the schools 

is fine.  I have no problem with that.  That’s what people want.  That wouldn’t be 

my primary objective, but [they were doing that?].  But, we need to be just as 

concerned about quality education for black students as we are about 

desegregating black students and busing them all over the place.  I said, “We need 

quality education!”  And he was another really nice, nice person.  [unclear] very 

nice person—understanding, he wanted to understand.  And so he said, “Hal, 

there’s just no way we can do it.  I mean, it’s the law, this is a lawsuit, and the 

lawsuit is desegregating the schools.  There’s no way we could get quality 

education.”  So I did some research and stuff, and I sat in my office right on 

campus, and I wrote and wrote, rather than send him stuff.  And he and I would 

get together and we would discuss.  Finally at the end of the summer, he said, 

“Hal, I think we can do this.  We can make this lawsuit, we can incorporate 

quality education in to make it kind of like a dual lawsuit.”  So we got together 

down in his office and we talked and talked.  And what he did was he divided the 

task force into two.  He had the regular task force, which I was chairman of, but 

he also divided into it as a committee of the whole, which I was the chair of that 

committee, of the whole, which was the whole task force.  And he made quality 

education part of the lawsuit.  Now that’s something that people don’t know.  I 

consider that one of my greatest accomplishments, because, I mean, I felt so 

strongly, and still do.  I mean, it’s about quality education.  Who we get to be with 

and all that is a whole ’nother question.  But we need quality education.  You see 
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we don’t have it today.  Almost 50% of black students drop out of high school?!  

And many who go to college don’t finish because they’re not prepared the way 

they should [be] and so on.  So anyway, I consider that one of the top things that 

happened in my life and that people don’t know about. 

GR: Well, they will now!  (laughter)  Only a couple of more [questions].  This has 

been just so rich, so it’s been great.  Who would you say had the biggest influence 

or [has been the] role model in your life, and why? 

HB: I was thinking outside my home.  I mean, my mother.  Yeah, my mother had the 

biggest influence on me.  I wanted to please her.  I don’t know if she knew it, but 

I always felt making her proud made me happy.  And so she was my greatest 

influence.  Outside of that, I didn’t have any….  You know, many people were 

just heroes.  But the person who was my hero that I respected as I was growing 

up, especially through my teenage years, was Chester Buchanon, 

B-U-C-H-A-N-O-N.  He was the—I don’t even know the title—physical 

education director of the Crispus Attucks Community Center, where all the blacks 

went as we grew up.  We couldn’t go to the “Y” [YMCA, Young Men’s Christian 

Association], so they created—like a black school, they created a black 

community center for us, which was a very good experience for me.  Chet 

Buchanon was a person that I’m sure I emulated in a number of ways.  He was 

very much of a disciplinarian and teacher, was one of those spit-and-polish guys 

who out of the navy….  And he taught us basketball, baseball, everything—

archery, shuffleboard, tennis.  I mean, we just had an array of activities that I was 

exposed to:  gymnastics, volleyball. 
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GR: That’s amazing. 

HB: It was amazing. 

GR: More than just basketball! 

HB: Absolutely, more than basketball.  And so he was one of the persons that I have 

always had the utmost respect and admiration for.  And then, of course, one other 

person was Jackie Robinson.  I was a baseball player, as I mentioned, here.  When 

I was in school, Jackie Robinson came into the major leagues and played for the 

Brooklyn Dodgers, and I thought I was going to be the next Jackie Robinson.  

(laughter)  I fell a little short! 

GR: Just a tad. 

HB: Just a tad. 

GR: Have you read that newest biography out?  I think it came out this year. 

HB: On Jackie?  No. 

GR: I think it was this year.  I’ll have to look at the title for it.  I’ll get it. 

HB: Yeah.  So that was my other person that I really—I followed him.  And then, I 

don’t know [if he was] a hero or not.  Cassius Clay/Muhammad Ali, he’s younger 

than I am, but he was one that I followed with immense interest and admiration.  I 

was one of those who was rooting for Muhammad Ali back in the early days 

when everyone else hated him, including a lot of blacks. 

GR: That’s right.  He stood firm on his convictions. 

HB: Oh man, I identified with him so much.  I suffered through every punch.  I never 

told him that.  I met him once, but I didn’t tell Muhammad Ali, “Man, I suffered 
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every one of your punches right here!”  Yeah, those were three people who I 

knew, and there were people throughout history, of course. 

GR: Right.  Okay.  There are some other questions I’m just going to touch on.  What 

do you think are some of the major issues still facing minorities in San Diego 

today?  Probably the same ones back in the day. 

HB: Same ones back then.  I mean, first of all, my biggest concern is that we have no 

voice.  And by that I’m not talking about protesting, I’m talking about a voice, a 

voice that speaks out on behalf of the concerns and interests of African 

Americans.  And we don’t have that.  Secondly, we have a tremendous problem 

with education or lack of.  We just need to get our students to the point where we 

have numbers of students who are eligible for the U.C. system, a number of 

students who are eligible for the state college university system, and get them in 

and out of school.  Now, we need to do that! 

GR: I like what you said, “in and out.”  Because it’s like a revolving door. 

HB: Absolutely.  And the third thing that we need to do is to learn how to execute an 

economic participation in the economic mainstream of San Diego, and to focus on 

wealth building as well as education building.  Those would be my three 

priorities. 

GR: Very good.  And another I’d like is, what would you say is the biggest change that 

you’ve witnessed in San Diego since you’ve been here? 

HB: Oh, I guess….  The biggest change would be in the area of providing jobs.  You 

know, jobs are so important in our society.  I mean, our economy now, what’s the 

top thing in our economy?  Jobs! 
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GR: Jobs.  That’s right. 

HB: And we could have told the president of the United States that when he first 

walked in the office.  Some of us would have told him that if we had had the 

opportunity, because, you know, the economy and jobs is Number One.  Even 

before you get to tackling racial issues, you’ve got to get the country on a solid 

footing. 

GR: Well, do you have any questions? 

HB: No. 

GR: If you could go back, is there anything you regret doing, or wish you had done 

better?  That’s just that old standard…. 

HB: That’s all right.  That’s….  (long pause)  I’m trying to think. 

GR: That’s okay, we have time. 

HB: I still wish that I can, before I close my eyes permanently, I would like to develop 

a system in economic development.  Oh, since I mentioned economics, I didn’t 

mention that as one of the things that I felt was one of my achievements, was to 

develop that community economic development program.  I left that out.  That 

was a chief…. 

GR: Yes. 

HB: I wish that—and I’m going to try to do this—I think there’s one more (sigh) deep 

breath left in me, and that is to—which I tried to do, but I need to start it again.  

When I say “I,” I don’t mean just me, I alone.  I’m concentrating on myself 

personally, but there were people….  There was always a small group of people 
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who were with me in doing these things.  And so that’s implicit, I hope, in what I 

say. 

GR: Oh, right, yes. 

HB: I wrote a white paper to develop….  Excuse me, I called it a white paper.  The 

only reason I didn’t call it a black paper was because people wouldn’t understand.  

But anyhow, I wrote a white paper on economic development, which resulted in 

our forming the Black Economic Development Task Force.  We formed that in 

1987, and we presented this idea of black economic development to the black 

population of San Diego, which was met with sparse support.  But there were a 

number of people who were involved.  What we did was that we held black 

summits and seminars and we helped small businesses.  Our thing was to get the 

message out to black people to start them thinking about economic development.  

And this was way back before any of this stuff about economics now.  I mean, 

way before—Obama was a kid probably, back in those days.  So people had a 

hard time saying “black eco …eco … black what? … black econom ….”  You 

know, they couldn’t get it out.  Those three words [black economic development] 

didn’t really fit into their brain right.  So it was a job getting that out to people.  I 

mean, black economic development.  What is collective action in terms of people 

coming together to do things economically, rather than politically. 

But I must say that it’s very difficult in San Diego.  I would like to be a 

part of a group that put together something in the area of economic development, 

or creating wealth and that sort of thing.  I would have to probably spearhead it 

like I did for the other things.  But in this city it’s very difficult, because this is a 
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conservative city.  It’s an overall conservative white population, overall 

conservative black population.  It is also an unprogressive black population, a 

black population without any what I see as any real ideas for future progress and 

that sort of thing.  We’re a reactionary group of people.  When something 

happens, we react, like the UCSD thing.  You know, we’re all up in arms.  And I 

say, “Wait a minute.  That’s fine.  Let’s support those students and everything.”  

But, I mean, let’s put together a vehicle or some strategies for addressing the 

things that cause that kind of thing.  And so I would like to see us put together 

another organization that had widespread support of the black community.  When 

we had the Black Economic Development Task Force, I put forth the idea of a 

black community fund, which I said, “You know, I think most of us can afford a 

dollar a week.”  I think I set it on the basis of a week, a dollar a week, not a dollar 

a month.  A dollar a week, twelve dollars a month—yeah, that’s what I said—that 

we would form a community fund, so that when people got into some…. 

GR: Sort of like on the guise like churches have the benevolent funds. 

HB: Stuff like that, yes.  So what I would like to do now, I would like to see us put 

together an investment fund.  Now that I’m in real estate development, I know 

what can be done in that area to produce some of the financial benefits that others 

have been enjoying for years and years and years, and we have not been a part of. 

GR: So that’s what you’re in now, real estate? 

HB: Real estate development.  It’s actually real estate and land development. 

GR: That’s good, to be self-sufficient. 

HB: We get some clout economically. 
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GR: That’s right, that’s what talks.  You have some power behind you. 

HB: Absolutely. 

GR: And you will look at politicians coming at you for things.  I mean, because it’s 

like, okay, this is where the wealth is, and this is where the capabilities of 

increasing that wealth is, and this is where you have those legs to grow that 

wealth. 

HB: But see, my problem is—I mentioned leadership long time in our conversation 

here, but where’s our leadership that talks about that?  I don’t have a national 

platform, but maybe—you asked me a question, what would I have done 

differently.  I might have, I was kind of in line to be the national—which I could 

have competed, I think, easily, for the national director of CORE.  But it would 

have meant not living in San Diego—living in New York and traveling around the 

country every day.  I chose not to do that. 

GR: Who is that?  Leroy….  That national was…. 

HB: The national director, initially, was Jim Farmer.  And then Jim resigned and Floyd 

McKissick, who was a good friend of mine—he’s deceased too.  And then after 

Floyd, CORE became no more, except for a fellow who was in CORE at one 

time, by the name of Roy Innis who became a Black Republican guy.  And he 

somehow—I don’t know how he got the charter, but he somehow took that and 

called it CORE, Congress of Racial Equality, which he headed.  And I don’t think 

he had more than one or two people in the whole organization.  But see, this is 

what I’m talking about when I asked that question initially about who sort of 

monitors this stuff?  Because I got a call one time about—Roy was asking 
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somebody for a donation, who knew me, called me, and asked me about it, and I 

told him, “CORE has been defunct, man….”  And here Roy is.  I knew Roy. 

GR: Ride on the backs of what was, just because the name has….  Yeah. 

HB: That disturbs me. 

GR: One thing I did ask other people is if you had a message for our young people 

today, what would that be? 

HB: Easy.  Think! 

GR: Ooo, I like that. 

HB: Think.  Now, what does that mean? 

GR: They are one of the most reactionary groups of people. 

HB: Yes!  Yes!  Think! 

GR: That is very true. 

HB: Don’t take what I say or someone else says:  Think for yourself.  Don’t accept just 

because someone is the president of the United States, or the president of Russia, 

or whatever—congressman, congresslady.  I mean, but think.  Listen, but think.  I 

mean, do we really need, for instance, do we really need to control the thinking of 

the world, as America has been doing now since around 1945?  The plan is to, 

through military might, influence and control the rest of the world.  And we’re in 

Afghanistan and Iraq.  We’ve put more bombs and things on those people and 

killed more people, trying to get them to do what?  We say “democracy,” 

“freedom”—whose freedom? 

GR: That is exactly right. When you’re falling apart in all different pockets of the 

United States of America, falling through the cracks. 
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HB: Yes.  Absolutely. 

GR: Yeah. 

HB: So that would be my message:  Think. 

GR: That’s a very good message. 

HB: And for all that means.  Because if you’re a thinker, and you think about the 

plight of black people, sooner or later you’re going to say, “Well, now wait a 

minute, man.  We’ve got to do something about this.  What can we do about it?”  

Of course it takes money and power, influence.  Do we have that in San Diego?  

No, we don’t have that.  We can’t influence anything.  CORE, during those days, 

we were able to influence things.  And they wouldn’t do certain things without at 

least thinking, “How would CORE react?”  Now they do anything, they make any 

decisions—and I’m not saying they’re making all bad decisions, or that they’re 

making decisions in opposition to what African Americans want.  But the fact is, 

whether it’s desalination or whether it’s….  I mean, we ought to have a voice.  We 

live here as American citizens and San Diego citizens.  I know I’m out of synch 

with most black people. 

GR: No, I think you’ve got the pulse on what’s goin’ on. 

HB: That’s what I mean, I don’t know what black people want—or do they want 

anything?  I think a lot of it is they want to be left alone, just be left alone and live 

their lives without….  But, you know, you can’t be left alone. 

GR: I’m shaking my head, because no, that’s not even….  (laughs) 

HB: I mean, for a better life.  Look, we’ve got our children, we’ve got our 

grandchildren, and we’ve got the rest of our lives.  I want to live in comfort as 
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much as anyone else.  But there are sacrifices that need to be made in order to 

enjoy the rest of our lives.  And just like during the civil rights movement in 

America, it made it better for us to be in the positions that we are in:  you and me 

and millions of other people. 

GR: And you’re doing things to leave your children—you and your wife too—you 

want them to be in a better place or space then you were. 

HB: Absolutely, yes. 

GR: And I want that for my….  Like you say, it still goes back to….  I could just….  If 

more students would do that, you know, that thinking thing, they wouldn’t be 

dropping out of school, they would actually think before they would—you know, 

in their classrooms to do the best they could be. 

HB: Absolutely.  They’d go from “C” students to “B” and “A” students. 

GR: They would!  Because they’d know that the power is behind an education, and an 

education’s behind getting to be an independent person, to create wealth and help 

other people create wealth, and work as a group.  Yeah, that’s a lot. 

HB: Oh, I’ll tell you!  That’s one word, but has so much implications. 

GR: Love it, yeah.  Well, I thank you, Mr. Hal Brown for this interview.  It has been 

enlightening, it has been enjoyable, and I really do believe that people will learn a 

lot, but I think they’ll walk away from this to think about, “What can I do to make 

this a better place?  How can I become involved?  What are my positives and 

everything that I can bring to the table to make this whole place a better place?” 

HB: I hope so. 

GR: Thank you. 
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HB: You’re welcome. 

[END OF INTERVIEW] 


