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MR. MCDANIEL:  Well, let’s just kind of start with, I’m just going to ask you some questions, and, you know, we’ll talk for 30/40 minutes. Yeah, just look at me. Tell me how you ended up in Oak Ridge.

MR. GOLDEN:  Well, I guess I was like, 11, and other people had moved to Oak Ridge because of jobs, my parents moved here because of trying to find employment.  I’m originally from Auburn, Alabama. I guess we moved here in 1949 or 1950, like most people who migrated here looking for employment.

MR. MCDANIEL:  What did your parents do?
MR. GOLDEN:  They did not come as part of the plants, in fact, they did not work at one of the Y-12s or X-10s at the time. My mom worked maid service work, like a lot of African-American women did at that time, and my dad worked at McCrory’s as a custodian.

MR. MCDANIEL:  OK, so that was 1949?
MR. GOLDEN:  1949 or 1950-ish.

MR. MCDANIEL:  Now were you born then?

MR. GOLDEN:  I was born, I guess I was about 1, 2 years old, then, so I was a babe when I first moved to Oak Ridge.

MR. MCDANIEL:  So what was it like growing up, growing up in Oak Ridge at that time.

MR. GOLDEN:  To me, growing up in Oak Ridge at that time, was just like growing up in any other city, you know, you enjoyed your childhood. You had certain things, of course, you realize that some of the time period, we look at the time periods of the ‘50’s and ‘60’s and realize segregation and those type of things we had to deal with. I remember growing up here, you know, at that time, we attended Scarboro Elementary School, which was the African-American elementary school at that time. The school system was still segregated to a point.  After leaving Scarboro Elementary School, I attended Robertsville Junior High School, of course Oak Ridge had two junior high schools, Robertsville Junior High School and Jefferson Junior High School, and at that time, all the black students went to Roberstville Junior High School.  I guess that’s what started my athletic career, participating in some extra-curricular activities, there at Robertsville, later, from Robertsville, and of course on to Oak Ridge High School.

MR. MCDANIEL:  Now, when, were you in school when integration occurred, or were you out of school by then?

MR. GOLDEN:  The schools integrated to a point, at that time.  I always tell people Oak Ridge integrated in phases.  When I was growing up, we had a black elementary school. But from junior high school on, I attended Robertsville Junior High School, which was an integrated school. But of course, at the time, as I stated earlier, with the two junior high schools, all the black students only attended Robertsville Junior High School.

MR. MCDANIEL:  Why is that, is that just how they had it set up?
MR. GOLDEN:  For [inaudible] with the district and how the district was set up, and it was easier, closer to go to Robertsville than to go to Jefferson Junior High School.  So that’s why I said at the time, that Oak Ridge didn’t really have total integration, in fact it, Robertsville, I guess is when some of the things really started hitting me.  Like I said, I participated in the sports there at Robertsville, a lot of football, basketball, track, the whole nine yards.  But my ninth grade year, I was lucky enough to make, be elected captain of the basketball team. But at that time, African-American students could only play at home ball games. I couldn’t play away ball games at that time.

MR. MCDANIEL:  Yeah, tell me, I had heard a little of that story, so tell me a little bit about that.  So ninth grade, was that still junior high?

MR. GOLDEN:  Ninth grade was junior high school, at that time it was seven through nine. Oak Ridge had a 6-3-3 system.  Elementary was 1st through 6th, then junior high was 7th through 9th. In junior high school, you could participate your 8th and 9th grade year, 9th grade was considered varsity, as it relates to junior high.  I played 8th grade ball at Robertsville, then in my 9th grade year, I was elected captain of the team.  I guess it was the first away game, when it finally hit me. Coach called me in his office and told me for some reason I couldn’t go and play in that game that night. The first, you know the initial shock, like, well, Ok, did I do something wrong?  Or did I mess up in practice? I couldn’t play that night because of me being an African-American student. At that time, other schools would refuse to play Robertsville if they had African-American students, so I was only limited in maybe playing half the season, in playing all the home ball games.  But it changed the next year, which would have been the ’63, ‘64, or ’62-‘63 school year, when I made the team at Oak Ridge High School.  I was able to travel the whole nine yards and play the whole season with them, because Oak Ridge school board system at that time, made the decision that if our athletes couldn’t play away then we wouldn’t play you at all.  So that’s like what kind of started my career in playing on at Oak Ridge High School.  I was lucky enough again, I guess in my senior year of high school, to be elected captain of the team.  And I think that at that time, I was the first African-American to be elected captain of a public, integrated school athletic team in the state of Tennessee. I was one of the first to participate in the state basketball tournament. Before, Tennessee had two separate basketball tournaments, one for black high schools and one for white high schools. In 1965, I think, was the first time African-American athletes played in the state basketball tournament.  And then in 1966, my senior year, the two state tournaments became one state tournament, all became one state tournament.  At that time, I think we had three all-black high schools to participate in the 16-18 team tournament. 

MR. MCDANIEL:  Now, now, this was the time of federal mandated integration, I suppose, you know.

MR. GOLDEN:  Right, I think Oak Ridge really integrated their system in 1957, I think Clinton was 1956, and I think Oak Ridge was 1957 when they integrated their educational system.

MR. MCDANIEL:  What was it like, I mean, I’m not talking any about, for this project, I’m not talking to any African-Americans about integration in Oak Ridge or just integration. I know they had huge issues in Clinton, and I know some folks say it wasn’t as bad in Oak Ridge, but what was it like for you as a young person in Oak Ridge?
MR. GOLDEN:  Well, it wasn’t as violent time as you’ve heard about in Little Rock, Arkansas, and Clinton, these type of things, because Oak Ridge did not go through the violent stages.  And yet you still felt some of the, being deprived of some opportunities to participate in some things, even though, you know, I was able to participate athletically, and some things in school, and you might have developed some friendships, or supposedly some friendships with individuals in school, didn’t still, when you might see each other downtown, or they was with mom or dad, or other social settings, that warmthness and friendliness that maybe you tried to share in school wasn’t really there, so you realized some of the times in the situations that really, really being able to totally participate and being a total part of a community was not really afforded to you.  So you tried to take advantage of some of the opportunities that you had, and hopefully things would change later.

MR. MCDANIEL:  Mmm hmm.  What, do you remembered instances that were, I mean, that really made an impact on you as a young person, you know as far as segregation?
MR. GOLDEN:  I guess the first instance was back in elementary school, when here I’m seeing myself, I’m the leader of the team, but I’m only the leader part-time.  And I thought if you were a leader, you were a leader for the total time, but I guess that was the first real impact, the first time I really experienced some things.  You know, can you picture yourself being the leader or something, but you can’t lead away, you can only lead at home, so then you’re really that total leader.  But then, on the other side of things, there was progress, and you see some things change that, luckily enough. Some individuals on the school board or people in the city said, “Ok, we’re going to make a firm stand.  That if our athletes can’t participate totally, we’re not going to play you,” which I thought was a very courageous statement at the time, that realizing that maybe there were some possible repercussions, or if some schedules could really be filled. But at the same time, I think it showed enough fortitude for some individuals to step forward, to make that real positive stand, and say we’re going to make a change, and that was a real, strong, positive statement.  I think it showed, as going through school, and trying to take advantage of some things, being elected captain of the team, I guess that showed the other white athletes, students on the team, the acceptance and the respect, I think we had and shared for each other, which was another strong statement. They did not have to elect me captain of the team, but you know, I think we was able to look beyond color and look at a person’s skill levels or leadership capabilities, and say, “Well, I wouldn’t mind following this person.”
MR. MCDANIEL:  In hindsight, do you think that was maybe a bit unique to Oak Ridge, or do you think that was just kind of the trend throughout the country? Because, I guess the reason I ask that question is because, you know, the people who did come to Oak Ridge were, you know, from big cities, and probably a little bit more educated, at least, the whites, were a little bit more educated, a little bit more sophisticated, so to speak, than maybe most folks in this region.  

MR. GOLDEN:  I think that’s true to some extent.  I think Oak Ridge being that melting pot, what is a very high educational melting pot, some of the things they had not experienced, wouldn’t grow up in that southern tradition, if I may be bold enough to say. They didn’t have those southern, that southern background as far as really being able to want to make a change or allow a change to happen in a positive way without the violence or the negative type of things that was, other cities went through.  I think the education level perhaps made a big difference in the lack of violence as it pertains to integration.

MR. MCDANIEL:  Did your parents realize that at the time, and communicate any of that to you?

MR. GOLDEN:  Oh, my parents realized it, because you couldn’t help but realize it, realize some of the things. But as far as really communicating, I tell people I got my real basic roots at Scarboro Elementary School and growing up in the Scarboro community.  At Scarboro Elementary School, you know, had the all-black teachers and the black principal and stuff. I think they instilled certain principles and things in us, such as don’t concern yourself with things you can’t change, concern yourself with those things that you can change, don’t be afraid to reach out and reach for opportunities as opportunities become available. Scarboro’s a really close-knit community, and the teachers could pick up the phone and call my mom or dad or my mom and dad could pick up the phone. I used to tell a lot of people, if I got in trouble, I want to get in trouble closer to home, because the further away from home, that mean I’m going to get that many whippings before I get home. So, I tried to get in trouble closer to home, but I feel the community helped raise me, and helped mentor me, and helped me establish some values, some things that I wanted to do. The teachers there at Scarboro was very influential in my life, along with the community, the church there was very instrumental. I attended Oak Valley Baptist Church, I grew up there and still attend there.  So the total community was a big influence on me, to help me adjust to, as I term, stepping out of my box.  My box was the Scarboro community.  My school was there, my recreation opportunities were there, my worship service was there, but you have to step out of that box sometime: stepping out of that box and going next to junior high school, and stepping out of that box and going to take advantage of going to the swimming pool, and stepping out of that box and wanting to go Downtown shopping. But being in that box, and that box help raising me and guiding me, gave me the wisdom to step outside of that box. Me wanting to step outside of that box and see what else was out there.  But that basis of my real being came from growing up within the Scarboro community, the teachers and everyone there at the Scarboro Elementary School and the Scarboro Community.

MR. MCDANIEL:  Speaking of the swimming pool, was it segregated, when you were young?

 MR. GOLDEN:  It was segregated earlier, but it integrated when I was, in, elementary, junior high school.  Not that a number of African-American students stepped out of the box to go to the pool, but the opportunity was there. Sometimes I would catch myself as one of only two blacks students there at the swimming pool.

MR. MCDANIEL:  When you were growing up here, do you know kind of the percentage of blacks in Oak Ridge?

MR. GOLDEN:  I think Oak Ridge was always kind of maintained right within that 7ish to 8 percent of the Oak Ridge community.  That’s for some time, I think.  People will be deceived now, I think at one time you had, when you still have a black neighborhood. But as it relates to the African-American population of Oak Ridge, you probably have 60+ percent of the African-American population of Oak Ridge, if not higher, that don’t live in the Scarboro community.  They’re scattered throughout.  When I was coming through on the other hand, you had probably 99.99% of the African-American people that lived in the Scarboro community.

MR. MCDANIEL:  Was that because it was set up that way during the Manhattan Project?

MR. GOLDEN:  That’s my understanding. It was set up that way during the course of some times. At that time, again, we still remember the times of the ‘50’s and ‘60’s, a total integration was not throughout the South, and Oak Ridge was a southern city in a southern state, and you think in terms of economics, the employed, employment situation of most African-Americans was not in that professional category.  The professional African-Americans came later on during Oak Ridge history, late ‘60’s, ‘70’s or so.  And, of course, that population was just like, a lot of the population in Oak Ridge, where they would come and stay two or three, four years, and then rotate somewhere else.  Until probably, early ‘70’s, mid ‘70’s, that population started staying in Oak Ridge.  So now, you’ve gone from seeing just basically black teachers or ministers as it relates to who you really saw day-to-day, to now, seeing those scientists, seeing those engineers, seeing those accountants, seeing those type of professionals, which changed the economics of the city.  As the people started moving in, and, of course, some people could afford different styles of homes, different price ranges, and that’s when Oak Ridge started integrating, and black individuals started living in other parts of Oak Ridge.  Me, myself, I live in the Burnham Woods area.  I would have loved to continue to live in Scarboro and raise my family in Scarboro, but the type of home that I wanted, could afford, and was not readily available in the Scarboro community. 

MR. MCDANIEL:   Well that’s interesting, that’s good.  Well, so after you graduated high school, what happened, what did you do?

MR. GOLDEN:  I was fortunate to receive a baseball and a basketball scholarship to Stillman College, it’s located in Tuscaloosa, Alabama, it’s a historical black college and university system. I graduated from Still with a bachelor’s degree in Health Phys. Ed. and Recreation, and I finally wound up back here. But as a side bar to that, most people kept wondering why I attended Still, being an all-black college, after coming through Oak Ridge and being in the integrated school system all my life.  And I tell a lot of them that sometimes I was just tired: I was tired of being the only one, I was tired of being in the spotlight.  And that since I just wanted to be a, quote, “regular” student per say. Stillman was a good academic school. It offered the academics that I was interested in, and that’s why I decided to attend Stillman, had a wonderful time of Stillman. Thanks to them, that’s where I met my wife, and had a great time at Stillman.  And Stillman helped me continue to grow, and continue to look at the big picture. Because even at that time we had an exchange program with the University of Nebraska, where we would send two or three students each semester to the University of Nebraska, and the University of Nebraska would send two or three students, I guess, as an exchange program, to have the opportunity to appreciate different cultures, different diverse groups.  Students that, I thought that was a very unique opportunity, at the time, doing the six students that you would have, this all black school and this white school, predominately white school, that would interchange students, that would offer students that experience. 

MR. MCDANIEL:  So after you finished college you came back?

MR. GOLDEN:  Came back to Oak Ridge, worked for the city of Oak Ridge, and Uncle Sam decided he needed me. So he tapped me on the shoulder and drafted me. So I served two years in the Army in active duty in Germany from ’71 to ‘73, and had another wonderful, wonderful experience, different times, there. Finished my military career as it related to active duty time, and came back to Oak Ridge, and continued to work for the city. I guess I worked for the city for the next 28 or so years before I finally left them after almost 30 years of service. And that’s how I got into county government.  But I still stayed a part of the military, I was part of the Army Reserves. I was with the 49th Civil Affairs group out of Knoxville. And I’ve seen some of the things in Desert Storm that would hurt [inaudible]. That’s why, looking at Katrina, I helped in Homestead, Florida, after Hurricane Andrew, being after I got back from Desert Storm. 

MR. MCDANIEL:  Wow, so how did you get into politics?  How did you decide to run for office?

MR. GOLDEN:  Like I kid, I tell most of my friends, I’m not a politician, I’m an elected official.  It’s something about Oak Ridge being my home and wanting to give something back to the city.  I’d always kind of been involved in different boards here in Oak Ridge, Housing Development Corporation, ADFAC [Aid To Distressed Families of Appalachian Counties], Boys Club, Girls Club, Big Brothers/Big Sisters, I’ve always been kind of a community-oriented person, a civic-minded individual. I thought that I would take that chance. You know it’s easy to stand on the outside and complain about city government or what officials are not doing or what they should be doing.  So I said, “Well, let me just attempt to throw my hat in the ring, see if I can attempt to make a change.”  At that time, I think Oak Ridge was going through increased spiraling tax increases, and I was concerned about that.  And then I just offered myself for public service to see if I could attempt to make a change, rather than standing on the outside and complain about what people should be doing.

MR. MCDANIEL:  Do you think it was difficult, was it a difficult campaign, being an African-American at this point in Oak Ridge, or did you think that there were any particular challenges that you had to overcome because you were African-American?
MR. GOLDEN:  No, I think Oak Ridge had made, I certainly hope that I had established myself as an individual. Hopefully people can look at me, not just as an African-American, but as an individual that I think, will always try to do what’s right.  We might not agree on things, but hopefully people know that I’m going to attempt to do what’s right.  I’m an Oak Ridger, and I care for Oak Ridge. I think this is the first time I have run at this kind of history [inaudible] in Oak Ridge, as it relates to African-Americans: to my knowledge it was the first time, we had two African-Americans serving on City Council, and to my knowledge that’s the first time that Oak Ridge has ever had two African-Americans.  Of course you always have the discussion about running from districts or running at large and all, but this was an at-large election, that Oak Ridge elected council at large, I think, speaks volumes for the city of Oak Ridge, to elect two African-Americans at large.  I can’t think of too many cities that this type of thing might happen, be it Northern, Southern, Western, cities that it would happen.  So I think it speaks very positive volume for the citizenry of Oak Ridge.  

MR. MCDANIEL:  Let’s talk just a little bit, this has all been very good, but let’s talk a little bit about your knowledge, either growing up in Oak Ridge and being here since 1949, basically, continuously, except when you were at college or in service, but it was still your home. Let’s talk a little bit about the African-American experience in Oak Ridge.  I mean, just in kind of philosophical terms.  Do you think that the African-American experience in Oak Ridge has really been any different from the rest of the country?  Or from the South?  I mean, just in general, with, you know, going through integration, and opportunities that arise, and things such as that.  I know that’s kind of an ambiguous question, and all, but…?
MR. GOLDEN:  I think that generally speaking, African-Americans in Oak Ridge experienced some of the same things that other African-Americans throughout the country experienced, ok?  Now, how can I say that, I think there’s overt racism, where I just don’t like you, and I’m going to show you that I just don’t like you.  To that subtle racism, that, I can pretend like I like you and everything’s going fine, but I’m going to only let you progress to a point.  I think Oak Ridge goes through that stage.  You don’t have necessarily the overt racism in Oak Ridge, you had the subtle type of racism in Oak Ridge. I used to study city-bias infrastructure, and you’re just coming up, and you’re trying to see as a young person, where was that real black department here, in city government?  Where was that black principal, where was that black superintendent of schools, or assistant superintendent of school, where is the leadership positions?  You know, sometimes we can get deceived with numbers, we say, well, 10% of our work force is made up of women or minority individuals, true statement.  But where is that 10%?  Is that 10% in entry level positions, or is it in mid-level?  Let’s take it apart and see what percentage of women or minorities is in top, key positions in the company that make decisions.  I think that sheds a whole different light on it.  We can always use numbers to say a number of things.  We can say we don’t have the violence, you know, we talked in terms earlier, of Clinton and the violent times they had with integration.  Where Oak Ridge did not have those violent times.  But, because Oak Ridge did not have those violent times, did that mean the African-American students were still afforded the same opportunity?  Was the playing field still the same?  Sometimes because we don’t see it, we think that everything is rosy.  When it’s not rosy, then you start peeling back the layers.

MR. MCDANIEL:  Do you think it’s still that way?

MR. GOLDEN:  Yes, yes, I think Oak Ridge still has some things to improve on.  I think there’s been some progress, please don’t get me wrong about that, there’s been great progress. But I always think there’s room for improvement, to level the playing field.  And that’s I think, all in the individual wall, just an even, level playing field.

MR. MCDANIEL:  And how would you like to, what are maybe some examples that you would maybe like to see take shape in Oak Ridge?
MR. GOLDEN:  Just judge the individual for the individual.  And if an opportunity comes up for a promotion or other opportunities, make sure the individual’s still on the same playing field.  Don’t continue to judge that individual by their group.  Get to know the individual.  I think as one individual progressed and another individual progressed and sometimes things might change. Sometimes we don’t have the opportunity (coughing) sometimes we don’t have the opportunities to meet each other, whether it be sociably, whether it be in the work place, because sometimes, you know, we’re always going to go to a comfortable environment.  Something, I think, if we’re in a social setting sometimes, out, we’re all going to migrate to a group that we feel comfortable with, or an individual we feel comfortable with.  I think sometimes we’re afraid to just step across, and I’d say, get out of that box to meet someone else.  And I think, until we’re really just able to meet different people in different situations to get a chance to know individuals, and don’t judge the individual as a group.  If we’re in group settings and some negative statements or a negative comment is made, don’t just sit there and remain silent. Because silence, some people might take that as acceptance, when really it might be eating you up on the inside.  But sitting there silent, people say, “Ok, well, Willie agrees with what I’m saying, even though it’s a negative thought.”  Willie’d either remove himself from a situation or say, “Hey, that’s not really true.”  So to get to know the individual rather than judge the individual as a group.

MR. MCDANIEL:  Do you, I mean, I don’t know, do you have much knowledge about the African-American experience during the project?  During Manhattan Project?  I mean, I’m sure you know some?
MR. GOLDEN:  The main, the basic, little knowledge of basic conditions I have in the early days, the African-Americans would be at the Manhattan Project, and those early projects that people worked on, were basically within the labor force.   You did not have the professional African-American that maybe worked on some of the projects during those times.  Because again, like I stated earlier, the professional African-American in Oak Ridge at that time was the educators.  Oak Ridge didn’t readily recruit other professional African-Americans, be they engineers or scientists or what have you, until later on, later on.  So Oak Ridge had to go through a early-growing acceptance stage, when I say, judging a city by its infrastructure, that infrastructure to me in those early stages was not totally complete.  Because, what I saw as an African-American sitting next to this individual in church, or growing up with, was a teacher.  Now I can sit next to, my son was able to see an accountant, was able to see an engineer, and was able to see a scientist, so, that’s when students could start saying, “Well hey, I can be an engineer, or I can be a scientist.”  Because now they’re exposed to this, before, if you don’t see people of color, people that you can relate to, in certain professions, you have a tendency to not even think about that profession.  That’s if you know, there’s a lot of individual’s time, and a lot of black colleges set up in time as being teaching colleges, because that’s what they saw, teachers.  That’s who had the respect in the community.  You didn’t readily see a scientist, or a doctor.  

MR. MCDANIEL:  Hmm, that’s interesting?  Anything else, I mean I think this is pretty good, I mean, I’ve got plenty, is there anything else you want to comment on or talk about?  I mean, that’s what I really wanted to talk to you about, the African-American…
MR. GOLDEN:  Well, I guess basically, like we’ve talked in terms earlier, I guess I’ve seen kind of the, hopefully, not the full gamut, as of yet, but I’ve seen the progress along that way.  I saw, I’ve seen, from coming from 99.9% of the African-American community living in one area in a neighborhood, to now, 60 or so plus percent of the African-American population living outside.  I’ve gone from seeing a non-, seeing an African-American NOT being a department head of city government, to seeing a city individual being a department head now.  I’ve gone from not seeing black principals in the school system to, in some cases, seeing two or three principals in the school system.  I’ve gone from not seeing that black scientist or engineer, to seeing numbers of them.  I’ve seen Oak Ridge grow through those stages.  And I would hope that, if it continues, that’s why I say, I hope I haven’t seen the full gamut yet.  I hope that some, one day, we can see in Oak Ridge that individuals can just truly be just judged ad individuals, and we can accept a person as the person, without looking at the person as being part of the group, and the group is bad, so that person is bad, but get to know, get to know the individual.  And I see good days and positive days ahead for Oak Ridge.

MR. MCDANIEL:  Ok! 

[End of Interview]
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