
Madison Homan:  Good afternoon this is Madison Homan here for the William Penn Project. 
The date is December 10, 2015, and I’m here with Mrs. Andrews.  Hi, Mrs. Andrews.  Could you 
just give me a little background about your connection to William Penn?  
 
Mrs. Andrews:   Well, obviously I wasn’t a student there, but I grew up in High Point, and knew 
a lot of very, very fine African Americans who went to school there.  I knew that it was a very 
fine school. I knew that the teachers were very highly thought of and looked up to in the black 
community.  And, as I say I knew a lot of black folks that went to school there.  And I know 
anytime that mother would need a babysitter for my sister or me, or some extra help in the 
house, something like that, she would always call Mr. Burford, who was the principal.  And 
everybody thought the world of Mr. Burford, and he would recommend somebody that could 
help her.  So I just knew a lot of folks that went to school there.  I was very saddened when the 
school closed, and it enraged the black community.  They had always felt like second-class 
citizens anyway, and I think this was taking their school away from them that they were very 
proud of.  And nothing could have been finer than when we were kids at the Christmas parade 
when William Penn High School Band marched down the street.  You’d never heard such music 
or seen such dancing or anything, they were absolutely wonderful.  Their athletic teams were 
good. And of course Andrews High School was built to replace William Penn.  Why this was right 
at the tail end of integration and all that.  So it was a whole new phase of education for both 
blacks and whites.  I could understand their feeling of frustration.  I would’ve felt the same 
thing about Central, which was High Point High School in those days.  And of course they just 
shut it up, and didn’t do anything with it for a long time.  And there it just sat.  And it’s a very 
beautiful building, and it was very well constructed.  And it sat there for a reason.  I suppose 
because they didn’t tear it down immediately or make other plans for it immediately.  And so 
there it sat for about ten years.  And then there was some discussion going on about it in the 
news and all that the papers.  There was an article that said the school was going to be  
demolished probably.  And that upset me a great deal.  I thought there’s got to be another 
purpose for that building.  So when I read all that in the paper… well let me go back just a 
minute.  I was on the Guilford County Joint Historic Properties Commission.  Which was made 
up of representatives.  We were appointed by our city councils from Greensboro, High Point, 
Jamestown, there was another small community, and some in county area.  That had started 
during the bicentennial when we realized that there was a need for a preservation effort in 
Guilford County.  That we were losing too much of our history, of the historical buildings.  I was 
one of the first ones appointed.  Well I helped to organize the thing, but then I was appointed 
by the city council just to be on that.  So I was very conscious and aware of the historic 
buildings.  We had done a, a guy from the Department of Archives and History in Raleigh had 
spent quite a bit of time here.  His name was McKelden Smith, and he spent a lot of time here 
with a group of us.  We went around and showed him the historic buildings, and historic areas 
and that kind of thing.  And he did an enormous survey of the whole county, of the historic 
buildings.  Of course William Penn building was one of them.  From that standpoint I was 
extremely concerned.  And from a personal standpoint, because I hated to see that building 
torn down.  So, Dr. Edwin West was the superintendent of the High Point City Schools, now this 
was before we had merged the city school systems into one Guilford County school system.  Dr. 
West was a very nice man, and always very receptive to what citizens had to say.  So I wrote 



him a letter about it, explaining some of the things about William Penn.  I came across that 
letter the other day when I was looking for some other things, and made a copy of it and gave it 
to Glenn Chavis.  Because Glenn, you know, he wrote the history of the school and all.  But 
anyway, Dr. West was very receptive.  I sent a copy to Dot Kearns who was on the school board 
at the time and is a lifelong friend of mine.   
 
MH: I had the pleasure of interviewing her.   
 
AA:  Have you met her? 
 
AA: Yes, we had a great lunch. 
 
AA:   So anyway, it kind of took off from there.  Nobody had really every brought it to their 
attention that this really was a historic building, and all of that.  Furthermore, I’m not going to 
call any names, but the architect for the school board, had told the school board that the 
building was structurally unsafe.  Now, it was not structurally unsafe, it was built like you 
wouldn’t believe.  It was such a strong building.  That was his way, because he was ready to 
design and build another school building. I could see through that.  Then the others saw 
through it too when we got into it.  But anyhow, with hardly anytime at all we got some 
advisors to come from the Department of Archives and History in Raleigh.  And they came up 
and spent, oh I guess a day, going over the building and through the building.  And of course 
you got the best advice you can get when you get them.  They said there’s nothing structurally 
wrong with this building. It’s as sound as it was the day it was built, and it worthy of National 
Register designation and it should be preserved, so forth and all and all.  So I guess then that, 
Dot Kearns because of her position on the school board and all, really was the one that got 
behind it.  Because she was at the right place and she was so very much for it.  So we began to, 
you know, form committees and do all those things that you have to do in order to get 
something going.  We raised money, Mr. Burford of course by that time was retired, I think he 
had retired by that time.  We set about trying to get the word out that we wanted to save that 
building and so forth.  He helped us with that.  I remember us stuffing envelopes and licking 
stamps.  Everybody got their, well our son would go with me, and he’d help stuff envelopes and 
everything, I think he was about ten or eleven at the time.  It was just a big effort on the part of 
a lot of people.  It was so good, it was such a good way too, I think, for blacks and whites to 
come together in a common purpose, and to work together.  I met so many fine people that I 
would not have known had it not been for that.  Very dedicated people.  I was so glad to see 
that it finally began to come together, and I think its perfectly wonderful what has happened 
over there now.  It’s really making a huge impression, I think, on the cultural part of education 
with the school and everything, it’s very impressive.   
 
MH: The students are amazing over there.   
 
AA: I had a lot, other people had a lot bigger parts in it than I did after it once got going.  For 
one reason I went back to work and I didn’t, hadn’t been working, and I went back to work.  
That ties you up a lot from being able to do as much as you’d like, but I’ve never lost interest in 



it and I helped as much as I could through the years to get it going and get it moving.  I’ve been 
very, very thankful that it was saved.  I think it’s meant a lot to the community that it is.  I hope 
it will have another hundred and however many years to go.   
 
MH: You mentioned, when you started working with the project, and you started drumming up 
support, was it hard to get the word out?  Was it hard to gain that support? 
 
AA:  Well… in High Point it’s always hard to drum up support for history.  It still is today.  We 
are trying to save the Little Red Schoolhouse one more time.  People, they are very slow to get 
involved.  The support was there, I think.  And black people were very, they wanted to support 
it, but most of them did not have the funds to really do it in a big way, but they did what they 
could.  They had bake sales and rummage sales, and did things like that to raise money.  And of 
course we sent out numerous letters and got money, support that way.  But the bulk of the 
money of course later on, came from Guilford County Schools.  It did have some private funding 
in it.  But any kind of, because the city owned it… I guess… I’m trying to think how it was set up 
back then.  I guess the school board owned it.  The school board of course is part of the city, it’s 
all different now with the county.  All that is different.  Ultimately, there were grants and there 
were other things.  Then it was put on the National Register, which always helps.  If you are a 
National Register building.  But it did take a lot of… I remember Judge Sammy Chess was one of 
the major ones in trying to get money, and Lawrence Graves.  Some of the real leaders in the 
black community were very helpful in doing that, and wanted to do it.  They wanted to see it 
done, they had all gone to school there.  You know, it meant a lot to them.  I think one of the 
best things to come out of it was that we could work together and respect each other and trust 
each other.  I think that was one of the things that meant the most to me.  Because having 
grown up in a segregated society, you know, you don’t have that experience like the kids do 
today, like you’ve had.  So that was very important I think.   
 
MH:  Now, when the school closed, it did greatly effect the black community, but did you see 
any type of resistance movements or did anyone try to keep the school open in ’68? 
 
AA:  I don’t think there was resistance.  I don’t remember that much about that.  I know that 
the black people were very upset about it and I know they did not like it.  I knew that, but 
whether they openly tried to do anything about it, I don’t remember that much.  I don’t 
remember that.   
 
MH:  Yeah, one of those things, acknowledgement that Andrews was a step forward?   
 
AA:  I mean they didn’t like that.  You know, they didn’t like the fact that they were going to 
have to go Andrews.  I know, I’ve heard some of them that were in that last class, that last year 
over there, that they were very, very, very perturbed and upset.  They didn’t want to be 
uprooted like that.   As far as if there were any overt, like marching or anything, I’m not aware 
of it.  Of course that was the year.  That was the same year that Martin Luther King was killed, 
and that Bobby Kennedy was killed.  There was a lot of racial unrest and tension, and I can 
certainly understand why there was.  There were some racial problems, there were some 



problems in the black community when Martin Luther King was killed.  But not like there were 
in other cities because… oh they tried to throw bricks and set fires and did a few things like that 
but never like, not big like it was in other places.   
 
MH:  Did this bigger sense of racial unrest throughout the country, did that have an effect on 
students when they entered Andrews?  Did that create any sort of divide? 
 
AA:  I don’t know.  I wouldn’t be any judge of that because I probably didn’t know a handful of 
white students that went to Andrews, because you know it was the way they split the 
neighborhoods as to who went where and all that.  So you know it was all more in the 
northeastern part of the city, and the southeastern part of the city.  So I really don’t know 
about that and of course I was long out of school by that time.  So I wasn’t, you know, aware 
that there was.  But I know that it was the best thing that school board could’ve done was to 
make Mr. Burford the principal.    
 
MH: Of Andrews? 
 
AA:  At Andrews.  He went from being principal at William Penn to being the principal at 
Andrews.  And that, I think, made a tremendous difference in how it all went, because the black 
community so admired him and thought highly of him.  I think if they had opened Andrews with 
a white principal they probably would have had a lot of problems.  So that’s probably one of the 
best things the school board did.   
 
MH: Was he loved by all at Andrews? 
 
AA: I think so.  Everybody respected him.  Really respected him.  And he became one of, if not 
the first, one of the first black city councilmen, in High Point.  ‘Cause see we were still coming 
out of the 60s, even in the late 70s and early 80s it was still entirely different from what it is 
now.  
 
MH:  When they talked about demolishing the building was that the first time that you got 
involved with really trying to save the school, or keep it open? 
 
AA:  Yeah, because there had been no… you know it just sat there.  Like they couldn’t make up 
their mind what they were going to do with it. 
 
MH:  And no one else had spoken up in all those years? 
 
AA:  No, because like I say it was just sitting there.  I guess people kept thinking well they’re 
going to renovate it and use it for something and then, you know, that didn’t materialize.  So 
there really, as far as I know, there was nothing done about it until, I think it was ’77 or ‘ 78. 
 
MH:  Were there, I know you mentioned a few names already, but to you was there a key 
player or a key person that really just led the charge to reopen William Penn?  



 
AA:  Well, I would say Dot Kearns probably did a tremendous amount in rallying the troops.  
Because she was in a position to do it.  And Mr. Burford.  I would say that when it got started 
that that’s, that they were the ones that really did.  There were some other… what was his 
name?  Jerry somebody.  He was a young black man that was very much involved in it.  I can’t 
think of his name now.  There were quite a few of the leaders in the black community that we 
all came together to try to save it.   
 
MH:  Was there one person in particular that really helped with the funding? 
 
AA:  Not that I can remember.  It was a lot of small donations.  A lot of it when we got started.  I 
can’t remember any one person or persons that really gave a lot.  ‘Cause as I said it wound up 
being done, it was public funds.  Much more than the private funds.  But then they had done 
things, you know to furnish it and all that with private funds and all.   
 
MH:  Do you think putting the building on the National Registers list, do you think that was 
important to keeping it open as well?  Do you think it would’ve… 
 
AA: Yeah, I think anytime you have a National Register building you can’t just go in there and 
tear it down.  Without all kinds of reasons for doing it.  I think that was an important step.   
 
MH: Do you think there was a possibility of it being torn down had that not happened?   
 
AA:  Oh probably so, but I think by that time the public outcry was great enough to make them 
think twice.  Plus, the fact that they had been told by that architect that it needed to come 
down.  That is was unsafe.  And that was absolutely not true.   
 
MH:  The building is gorgeous.   
 
AA:  That was not true.  I’ll tell you something, he knew I had been instrumental in getting 
those people up here from Raleigh and he never spoke to me after that.  So he knew what he 
was trying to pull.   
 
MH:  And you think it was all more personal motive with him? 
 
AA:  I think it was political, you know, “hey man I’d like to build another school, and I’d like to 
make that money and so we’ll just tear that one down and put one over there in place of it.”  So 
he told them, you know, it was unsafe.  It wasn’t.   
 
MH:  Did you ever encounter anyone else that was against the reopening of the school?   
 
AA:  No not really.  I don’t think so.  I think once the momentum got going people thought hey 
this is a good idea.  It can be used for something.  So I think, you know, what its become is 



different, its unusual, and I think that from my observations the kids that go there just love 
being there.   
 
MH:  From what I’ve seen, yes.   
 
AA:  So I’m glad it was saved.   
 
MH:  I think those are all my questions that I had.  Was there anything, another memory that 
stands out that you would care to share, or anything you thought I would ask that I didn’t? 
 
AA:  One of my memories. I can’t remember what the occasion was but there had been a big 
drive and a lot of publicity in the paper.  Our son had a paper route.  Anyway there was an 
article in the paper about what we were doing and we were all going over to William Penn for 
some sort of ceremony and I couldn’t begin to tell you what it was now.  I was interviewed for 
that article and I told them how my son had given his paper route money for William Penn.  So 
they wrote about that in the paper.  He went with me that afternoon when we went over there 
for whatever it was.  Judge Chess was there, and it was so cold.  It was freezing cold.  The wind 
was blowing, and Alan, my son, had on probably not enough heavy clothes.  Judge Chess said, 
opened up his big overcoat, and he said “come here, boy, get in here.”  And he stood over there 
with him Alan wrapped in his overcoat, you know.  I always thought that was such a nice 
gesture and so symbolic of what we were doing because there was Sammy Chess, who was the 
first, I think he was the first black judge, and this young white boy, who had seen his mother 
trying to raise money.  You know and they were standing there huddled up together.  That’s 
always stood out in my mind.  But like I say it was a very interesting time and one that meant a 
lot to me, because of the people that I met and got to know, worked with.  A lot of them have 
died now.  Just like a lot of white folks have died now.  ‘Cause that’s been awhile.   
I think, you know, I think it’s a good thing for High Point that it was done and the building was 
saved.  And I think ultimately, it probably helped with race relations, because they were so 
upset about it being gone out of their lives, and I think it probably was a good thing for the race 
relations at that time.  I just wish something would happen to help the race relations that we 
have today all over this country.  It is just unfortunate.   
 
MH:  Well if you can think of anything else I’d be happy to talk with you some more, or if you 
just want to give me a phone call.  But I really appreciate your time today. 
 
AA:  Well, I can’t think of anything else right now, but you certainly asked me questions and got 
me going didn’t you.   
 
MH:  Good. That’s my job. 


