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DEBORAH

“LGAMD IN THE MIDDLE, DEBORAH FORD ANIY) HER FAMILY. THE FORDS
HOUSE WOULD BECOME JUST LIKE THE OTHERS THAT THE CITY HAD TAKEN
WITHOUT OQUESTION A PLOT OF LAND OVER WHICH CARS WOULD

THUNDER FOE CENTURIES TO COME; I'Ts HISTORY AMND LEGACY EMPTIELD
OUT AND FILLED WITH CONCRETE.”




long 25th Street, hundreds of
women and men watched the
empty road with babies in their
arms and children by their side.
Waitresses wiped their hands
on their aprons and mechanics
stood in their overalls. Rocking
chairs leaned on the curbs and
housewives left their houses
o stand in tree-shaded front

yards.

A little Black girl named Deborah stood with her mother,
Rosie Ford, gazing out at the oncoming motorcade in the
cold sun.

Her father, Johney, wasn’t there to see the city police and
state highwaymen parade across 25th. Even though most of
Winston-Salem had shut down, he was still working. Mr.
Ford usually had one day off, and it had already passed.

Deborah looked out at the crowd. Cameras were snap-
ping on either side of the road. Even a priest in his robes
stood there, taking pictures. An entire kindergarten had as-
sembled with a big sign and an American flag, the stars and
stripes swaying in the wind. Dozens held Confederate flags;
little white girls and some young men, who waved their flags
to the news cameras passing them in cars.

“The President’s coming,” Rosie Ford told her daughter.

Before he would clean his lunch plate at the Babcock
mansion down Reynolda Road, President Harry Truman
rode in the White House limousine across 25th. His pro-
cession of hundreds of police cars and motorcycles passed
thousands of residents and visitors that lined his route from
the Smith Reynolds airport.

“Wake Forest Day” had arrived, and its national and local
newspaper heralds crammed themselves into buses, cabs and

motor cars to stalk the presidential procession. People stood
on the roofs of the exhibit buildings of the old Liberty Street
fairgrounds to gaze down at the spectacle.

25th Street had never seen anything like it, the road least
of all. It had been used to an easy kind of traffic: the slow
tread of automobiles and feet. Only the rain made walking
the dirt paths and streets difficult.

But there was plenty of land on which the crowd could
gather for a glimpse of Truman, the President who hadn’t
gone to college, come to break ground for a school that the
Reynolds family had willed a hundred miles east from Ra-
leigh.

“Most of these thousands will only be thinking one
thing: That’s the President over there,” wrote a Winston-Sa-
lem Journal and Sentinel columnist on Sunday.

He was right. Nobody knew what this new college would
bring. Little Deborah had no idea that Wake Forest would
carve itself a path to the city— one that would lift her par-
ents’ house out of the ground and carry it somewhere else.

The crowd of thousands watched as the President passed
them by; the convertible sailed past the bungalow and four-
square homes of 25th; on through the orange and gold cov-
ering of the maple trees and the green open fields of Reynol-
da Road to the white facades of the Reynolda estate.

Hours later, Truman shoveled his first spadeful of dirt
from the mound where Wait Chapel would spring forth.
As he walked back up to the speaker’s podium to face the
battery of photographers, they shouted, “One more shot,
Mr. President!”

In a moment Truman was back down the stairs with
his shovel to break ground three more times; the President
of the United States planting a seed that would stretch its
network of roots throughout Winston Salem and break the
ground right back.
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on-Salem:"busine
0lds Tobacco kind of domineering indt
money saved from the Air Force, Ford became a
member of the growing class of Black profession-
als and small business owners in the city.

Johney started a business of his own in the
middle of 14th Street: a café called Little Rose
Garden. Music and the smell of meat on the grill
would float out into the road, welcoming Black
customers that many lunch counters and restau-
rants turned away. It was a steady crowd for Mr.
Ford, and in it, his favorite customer: little Deb-
orah, who would come to visit her father at work
and enjoy some ice cream.

Back then, there were plenty of small, Black-
owned businesses like Mr. Ford’s on neighbor-
hood streets. At the end of his workday, Johney
would drive home from East Winston to 25th
Street, where corner and grocery stores had
sprouted up on nearby Cherry Street. These were
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he municipal courtroom

at City Hall in Win-

ston-Salem was packed.

Hundreds of people

stood in the halls out-

side and jostled to get

in. Although they were

separated from the building by a thin line

of policemen, their voices were so loud that

the people in the room couldn’t even hear
themselves speak.

It was a hot August night in 1959, eight

years after the President had visited Win-

ston-Salem and broke ground for the new

college. Change — or modernization, as
city leaders called it — had finally arrived
in the city.

Truman’s successor had brought
with him the most rapid phase of infrastruc-
ture development in American history: the
new interstate highway system, which was
in many ways the perfect opportunity for
the Winston-Salem city government. If you
pushed through the crowd outside the mu-
nicipal courtroom in City Hall, youd find
the aldermen of the city and members of
the Winston-Salem Redevelopment Com-
mission. They had come to discuss their
plan to renew the slums and impoverished
places in the city. But after three hours of
explanation and no questions from anyone
else, no one had learned much of anything
about what was going to happen in East
Winston.

That plan would later result in the new
foundation for the city — a series of high-
ways and public housing projects to con-
cretize existing segregation with the elbow
grease of federal government dollars.

For the members of the redevelopment
commission, renewal was just another
word for destruction. Decades of racism
and dominant white authority had created
unimaginable levels of poverty for African
American people. Living conditions were so
bad for African American communities in
the city that the city had decided to simply
destroy them and either move the people
somewhere else, or leave them with no-
where to go.

Government officials and city engi-
neers had helped to create the very con-
ditions that they considered so abhorrent.
Throughout the decades, they had labeled
and sectioned off Black people into specif-
ic neighborhoods and urban areas through
segregation, restrictive housing covenants
and discriminatory real estate practices.

City leaders had a blueprint for the
“All-American” vision of Winston-Salem,
and it was already being developed thirty
years before the introduction of new road-



ways and the interstate system. The city
government had a guiding public develop-
ment plan that carefully designated where "
African Americans lived, which was mostly T

on the eastern side of the city, developed b > I\

a planner named Harry L.tyShaner gPW}’ e O e S
In 1937, the Home Owners Loan Corpora-
tion (HOLC), an arm of the federal govern-
ment, provided a residential security map
for Winston-Salem that assessed creditwor-
thiness by color-coding mortgage security
risks. Although the colors were green, blue,
yellow and red, the map really only had
two: black and white.

African American areas of the city were
marked in the red, “hazardous” designa-
tion. These neighborhoods locked residents
into generational poverty. Areas classified as
high-risk on HOLC maps became increas-
ingly segregated by race and suffered long-
run decﬁnes in home ownership, house val-
ues and credit scores. The swath of country
property and white homes on Reynolda
Road were graded an A. The land where his-
toric, working-class Black neighborhoods
stood earned Cs and Ds.

Up until this time, throughout the coun-
try, Black people had been essentially ex-
cluded from mortgage lending. The federal
government put its stamp on discriminato-
ry real-estate practices by giving a warning
to insurers and private lenders about some
neighborhoods and urban areas: “Rap-
id-Negro infiltration.” Even homes that
might have been well worth a mortgage
loan were discounted by this documenta-
tion.

African American people were forced
into the cheapest communities available.
Fifty years before the redevelopment of the
city, the old 180,000-gallon Winston-Sa-
lem reservoir had cracked and flooded some
bottomland. A working-class Black com-
munity, named “The Pond” was confined to
the area. For decades, rainwater would store
industrial runoff from tobacco factories and
attract mosquitoes, causing tuberculosis. In
one area of the community, there was only
one outhouse for as many as 50 people. But
for residents, there was no help from their
landlords, and no escape because of Jim .
Crow sanctions and federal loan policies.

Help would finally come from the Win-
ston-Salem government, but not in the way
that the people had expected or wanted.

Btenda sits on her porch with
her two boys, Tobiyas and
Treyvon. Their family is just
one of those on Thurmond

v leaders had noticed . Street dealing with a rise in.__ T
City leaders had noticed unsanitary con- rent price; an issue across Win- & =SS

ditions in neighborhoods across the city,
and they were alarmed. Polio had spread
across Winston-Salem in the 1940s, and the
language around the disease had communi-
cated that it was a sickness primarily caused
by the unsanitary conditions of poverty.

ston-Salem for.all .tenants. e ,:I-_,F,-,,"': Iy
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“The lesson seems to come harder, but sure-
ly we are learning now that we must wipe out
slums, the general breeding places of disease,
vice and other evils,” reaf a Winston-Salem
Journal editorial on July 9, 1948. The Journal,
as well as newly elected Mayor Marshall Kurfees
and the Winston-Salem housing authority, had
a clear idea of where the “slums” were located.
In April 1951, the Winston-Salem Board of
Alderman created the Redevelopment Com-
mission to find “blighted areas” and redevelop
them.

The Winston-Salem city government had de-
cided to take action and clean up their city. The
Pond was the first slum on their list.

The city destroyed more than 300 dwellings.
Then they built Kimberly Park on top of the
rubble. In his study on the midcentury trans-
formation of Winston-Salem, historian Shane
Cruise notes that thousands of people were dis-
placed without an opportunity to move into the
area’s new housing development.

Urban renewal continued through the de-
cades in Winston-Salem, strengthened by the
introduction of the interstate highway system.
A trio of federal, state and city governments in-
stalled the biggest landmark ofg their “modern-
ization” of Winston-Salem — a giant dividing
wall between the white and Black towns their
blueprints had created. They named it U.S.
Highway 52.

The price tag for accelerated economic growth
and activity would be the living space of 16,000
people, most of them Black. The city strong-
armed these families out of their own homes
with the use of eminent domain. Although ur-
ban renewal policy stipulated that homeown-

ers had to be paid a fair market price for their
property, the land along the new highway route
wasn't part of that plan. With no new hous-
ing being built in East Winston and full pub-
lic housing, displaced people were out on their
own.

On the north side of the city, the city gov-
ernment saw another opportunity to modern-
ize the city. Wake Forest, the private, all-white
Baptist college that the President of the United
States had welcomed would need an expressway
to the city.

Planning engineers drew up a north-south ex-
pressway in the style of the “farm to market”
roads system that would lead students, faculty
and suburban and rural residents to downtown
commerce. People outside of the city would
have a direct connection to Marshall Street. The
highway would link to U.S. 52. The decision,
it seemed, was a no-brainer. The expressway
would doubtlessly lead to substantial economic
growth and become one of the most well-trav-
eled and efficient roads in the history of the city.
The choice could yield in ways that city leaders
couldn’t even imagine: when the industries of
Winston-Salem would collapse near the end of
the century, this road would prove to be one
of the most critical arteries to the new beating
heart of the city: Wake Forest University.

The only thing standing in the way? A vi-
brant, united community of four Black neigh-
borhoods, and in the middle, Deborah Ford
and her family. The Fords’ house would become
just like the others that the city had taken with-
out question — a plot of land over which cars
would thunder for centuries to come; its history
and legacy emptied out and filled with concrete.
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Johney’s destination, Wake Forest’s carefully curated
campus, still-remains one of the city’s most charming
attractions. It’s the park in the middle of the parkway.

When I'm sitting in her living room, asking about
her father and his Sunday drive, Deborah smiles as she
remembers her father. :

“I paid no attention to that,” She chuckles. “And it
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it did.”
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