
Synopsis of Charles Walker Interview 

Charles Walker, owner of 11 K Street Auto Parts", has lived and 

worked in the Hi 11 top Area of Tacoma, Washington for the pas t 

thirty years. As an active and respected member of the business 

community, he has witnessed the changes that have impacted this 

area. 

Mr. Wal ker 's life and his views come from hi s military experience 

as well as that of a Black business owner in a part of town that 

has a reputation it continually strives to overcome. Active in 

civic groups and social clubs, Mr. Walker has kept a pulse on a 

community that steadfastly refuses to give up. His memories reveal 

what it takes to survive in an area that seems to have more going 

against it than for it. 

Mr. Walker contributes his success in business to the ideal that 

one needs to return to the community a portion of what one receives 

from it. This combined with Mr. Walker's belief that hard work 

mixed with fair treatment of others demonstrates to the reader what 

it takes to survive in this world of racism and economic 

exploitation. 

This interview illustrates that even with a sometimes ambivalent 

history, there is a strong sense of pride in the Hilltop Area. 

From gangs and drugs to social change and community activism, the 



From gangs and drugs to soc ia l change and community activism, the 

Hilltop area has risen and fallen, yet still exists. Although 

people may come and go and the colors of their skin may not be the 

same, residents of this area have a rich and meaningful tradition 

of working together to survive. 



CHARLES WALKER INTERVIEW 

By Michelle Treat 
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Go od morning l adi s . · And how are you t his morn ing? Well , y ou want 

me to start with my life I suppos e? This is Wal kers life! I wa s 

born in Lexington, South Carolina a hundred years ago (chuckle). 

When I was three months my mother and father migrated into New 

York, s o I actua lly grew up in New York. That was in Harlem if 

anyone is famil i a r wi t h New York. The jungle, in other words, and 

basically, it wasn't easy. In those days we had the gangs. 

Dif ferent from the gangs today, but gangs. To survive you had t o 

be in a gang, othe r wise you didn't survive in H2rlem in thos e d a s. 

So I grew up rather rouqh . 

was on t he waterf ront . He 

believed in bei ng a rough, 

person. He instilled in 

My father, he was a steved or e, which 

was one of those tou h peop le. He 

tumble and go for y oursel f type of 

me at a young age t hat in order to 

survive, you got to protect yourself. So I grew up with the 

understanding that you have to be independent to survive, in ord e r 

to survive, I should say. 

At seventeen , I was in a little bit of trouble, so I had to get 

out of town. I joi ned the army in order f o r someplace to go. I 

ha d never been out of Ha rl em in my seventeen y e ars, so I didn 't 

really know a ny thi ng ab ou t the wor d other t ha n the streets of 

Har l em. So I wenc i nto the army a nd hand l e d ba s ic t r a ining a nd 

what not, and I advanced rather f ast. I was a Mas ter Ser g e ant 

after nine mont hs , b e i eve it or not, and that was in 19 47 . And 

n eed l ess to say , I tr ave l l ed all over the world. 
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I went to Alaska in 1949 and I was stationed up there, up nor th in 

Big Delta. We wer e testing cold arctic equipment and I got caught 

in a blizzard and I froze. I stayed in Walter Reed Hospi ta l two 

years and they said that I was never going to be any good anymore 

and that they wanted to discharge me. I refused to go, so I stayed 

in the a rmy twent y -two years. 

Be fo r e I ret i red I f ound a service station that was vacant. I 

wa s looking forw r d to r et i rement, so I opened the serv i c e station 

to run part t i me. It turned out that it became not only par t time, 

but more than I could hand l e , so I ended up having six people 

working for me in less than a year and a half. I was still in the 

service. I had the s t ation five years before I retired actually. 

And I had two when I retired. I had a full time army career until 

I made "Dealer of the Year", and the colonel saw it on the front 

pages of the local paper, and he told me "Sarge, I think it is time 

for y ou to retire". 

Needl ess t o say I r etired, and devoted the rest of my time running 

my stations, which I r an for twenty eight y ears befor e Ec ol ogy came 

al ong and said t hat I had to update $20 0,000 worth of repairs. 

Needl ess to s ay, $2 00,U UO was not quite what I had in mi nd. So , 

I came over h ere a nd r an my parts store which I had own e d (for) 

twelve years before I sold the station. Someone e l se had been 

operating it i or me (during this time). I was just, you know, an 

absentee owner, I guess you might say. 
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After I closed the station, I devoted my time in here until my 

eyesight went bad. I couldn't see any farther, so I had to get 

out of here. I sold (the s tation) to another guy, who turned out 

to be not only blinde r than I was, but a bum. So after e i ght 

months, I had to r eturn from retirement, and take it back, 

r epossess it or what eve r word you wan t to use. 

Ge tti ng on to his area, th r ty year s on the corner of 15th and K, 

has been an experience in itself. I found that you had to have 

s ome t ype of mean background in order to surv ive. It wasn't the 

easiest corner, and anyone that has any knowledge of Tacoma wi ll 

tell you that 15th and K is still notorious to a degree. But 

fortunately I have never had a problem. 

I've always tried to treat everybody fair, you know. Whatever 

their background was, I got along rather well with people. Out of 

my thirt y ears, and of all the robberies around here, I've never 

been robbed, not once . 

confront ed as a r obbery. 

Had a thousand break-ins, but never 

But the ar ea I've seen change, oh, dramatically. When I opened the 

station in '61, le t me back up, when I came to Tacoma in '50, my 

wife and I and one child and we lived in the Hilltop area. We 

were living over on 12th and M, which is now the senior citizen 

building. We lived there for two y e a rs until I could buy a home, 

and then we lived at 12th and L. Then we lived at 14th and be t ween 
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L and M, and then I bought a home up on 23rd and Cus hman. We 

li ved there si xteen y e ars. In the meantime, I was running the 

s t a ti on be f ore I r et i r e d f r om the service. 

I went to Kor ea in 1 95 3 and I was back in Korea in '61, so I had 

two tours of servi c e in Kore a plus Germany. Getting back to the 

ar ea, when we moved into this area, a black face was rather rare. 

It was predomi nantly at that time Italians. I'll t e ll you a little 

story. My wife and I wer e sitting in the living room one day and 

she jumped up and started screaming. I said "What's wrong, have 

you gone nuts?" She said "I just saw a black face go down the 

str eet !". It was that r are . 

We had a community house in the area, at that time, that was run 

predominantly by Ital i ans, and a lot of Swedish people were here. 

My wife was very active in that, in f act, my kids grew up in t ha t. 

It was strictly community things that they had, homemaking and all 

that. In those days they were working with children very strongly. 

That was the area in ' 53 to '58. 

Then the Blacks started moving in much heavier. The area became 

predominant black. From '58 to the mid 60's, it got real bad, real 

bad. Robberies, we didn't have drug problems, but we did have a 

l ot of robber i es , stea l ing and what not, and killings. Then it 

turned a gain, and went back predominant white, believe it or not. 
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The Bl a c ks moved o ut and we were getting back into normal times and 

the streets got safe agai n . People were moving, similar to what 

it i s t oday . We had a littl e so-ca l led riot back then, 1968 . 

They call i t th e " Mother 1 s Day Ri ot'', or something to that ef fect. 

But it really wasn't a riot. It was just a bunch of kids running 

up and down the street, breaking out a few windows, but that made 

us famous in Tacoma for a while. 

Also in '68 we had a "Now, Mr. Lincoln" Program. What the "Now, 

Mr. Linc oln" Progr a m was all about was we were raising seed money 

i order to put minority businesses in, to fund them so that they 

would have the seed money t o go with the SBA ( Smal l Busines s 

Association) to g et funding for new busines s e s. A very successful 

affair, we r ais ed ap r ox i ma te l y $32,000 in one night. I t wa s a 

city wide affair. We got very good support. Out of that $ 3 2, 00 0 

we put twenty-nine minorities in business. And out of the twenty­

nine within a year and a half, they were all gone. Not one 

survived. That was sad, a poor track record in other words. 

But to be blunt wi th you, we didn't know what we was doing. We 

were new to that type of thing. We didn't secure the loans and we 

didn't follow through on the loans, but it was a learning 

exp e ience . And out of that "Mr. Lincoln" came the Bl ac k 

Bus inessmen's As soci a tion which we had approximately 139 members 

when we closed down, which was in 1975. But we stayed o n t h e 

r ecords in 01 mp1a unt il 1~84 , wh e n I too k it off the rel s o f t he 
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or g a n iza ti on . We had a n ic e club house where we had everybody from 

t h e mayor to the t op bankers com i ng in there for lunch, eating 

Kentucky Fried on c ouches. We really had a nice thing going there. 

Unfortunately, in 1975, the building was burned down, well actually 

it was blown up. They actually blew it up, we don't know to the 

day wh o did it, but that was the downfall of the Association. We 

neve r could get the members interested aga in to real l y funct ion. 

Or gani z a tions I have b e longed to ... oh God eve r ything. I was a 

founder of the Cavi ler o Me n' s Soc i a l Club, a private club, which 

is now a th r i v ing or g a n i za t i on with a p r oximately 30 0 members now . 

The NAACP, I ' m a member st i 1, and a board member of the Urban 

League. I've been a board member for twenty years, I just got off 

of that boa rd l a s t ye a r . They gave me my twenty year pin, and when 

I retired from here they gave me a blast out at the Sheridan, which 

was nic e , I appreciated it. 

And then I thought I had sold the business, but it didn't work out 

so I had to come out of retirement and come back to work. What am 

I missing ladies, you need to help me a little bit, what haven't 

I touched on, wh a t do you want t o know? 

How did membership in the Urban League affect you in your business: 
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Exposure. I was the Nominating Chairman, believe it or no t , fo 

my whole twenty years on the board, and I got to meet an awful lot 

of people. See we wanted execs, everybody, anybody, to put on the 

board. And I had to go and make contact with these people to see 

if they would serve, etc , etc. and that gave me a lot of expos ure 

which in the me antime helped me in my business. 

cus tomers, yo u know. 

Why d id you decide to l eave the Urba n Le ague? 

Well I was t ired. Twenty years is twenty years. 

They became 

What is your perception of the Black business community t oday, as 

it e xists, and what do you t h i nk has led to the changes that have 

taken place? 

Well I think that this particular area for black businesses is a 

wonderful opportunity as of right now to get in on the ground 

floor. I have a feeling that within the next five y ears, this is 

going to be the most thriv i ng community in the city, due to 

location, du e to the input t hat they are put t ing into it as of now, 

and the g rant money they are getti ng up h e re. They have great 

plans fo r th is area. And if a person don't seek i t out, then they 

are gonna mi s s t he boat. 
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The only thing that I think is that if a Black enterprise person 

wanted to get in here on the ground floor, right now, they need 

some training. I f ound that over the years that the problem with 

the Black businessman and woman, is the fact that they go in 

blind. They have no knowl edge of what they are doing. Funding-­

they have no i dea that you can't take a thousand d ol lars and 

e xpec t to ope n a b us i nes s it just doesn't work. 

You gotta have the r ight capital, and you got t a have the r i ght 

locati on. I feel that is what the Black Businessman's Association 

was all about, to try and help people to achieve those things 

before they went in and laid their dollars down and in six months 

they had to walk away and their entire investment was gone. So 

that is the basic thing I think we really need back into this area, 

someone who can give these people that expertise into going into 

business. Otherwise it is just a waste of money, and you know, no 

one has any money to throw away. 

Secondly , I f e el that if a person don't look into th is and fi nd the 

ri g ht loc ation, and f in the product that is needed in the area , 

you know, everything isn ' needed in an area. Th is is a low income 

area, and st ill is, and you can't come in here selling $7,000.00 

products when the peoples pocketbooks are only $29.95 . You got 

to have the product that a person can afford. If you come in here 

marketing the wrong product you are not going to survive, and 
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peop l e are not coming into this area yet to buy. They still think 

that this area is taboo, the dreaded area, which is untrue, but 

that what's out there. 

The media do e s n't he l p. I f someone get knock ed d own, it d oesn' t 

matter how they go t knocked down, they ar e gonna put it on the 

f r ont page you know, "On K St r e et, the Hi lltop". That is the 

bad image that we have got to live down. We need some good PR to 

come out of here. 

If I was to go into business now, I would f i r st try to figure out 

what product the area needs, and there are a lot of needs in this 

area that are not here. But I would definitely choose this area, 

I really would. I really think that this is a good area, and I 

think that in five years this will be the prime location. I don't 

have any prob l em with Blac ks getting into business, but they need 

to do the i r homewor k o efo e they start trying to figure it out, 

that's my only bel ief. 

What r o le do you f e l t hat Black Businesses p lay in the Black 

commun ity? 

Th a t's a toughy. The only reason that I say it is a toughy is out 

of the track record of thirty years, we only have approximately 

fi v e survivors that their kids could say "you made it". I can 

only speak for myse l f , b u t I get a lot of respe c t which over the 
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e ars I 've almost had to demand. You kn ow, t hey don't just give 

it to you without a li ttle bi t of demand. o u gotta let them know 

that you ar e here for their benefit, and that you a re h e r e to tr y 

to help t hem, and that you are here to try and serve them, but at 

the same ti me you don' t want any problems, if that makes any sense! 

Kids today that are out there on the street are unfortunately 

hooked in all this mess. In the mornings when I come in and the 

nights when I am leaving, I always get a "Mister this" and a 

"Mister that" and "How are you today", and "What can we do to help 

you " etc. 

to hear. 

with me. 

Even t hough I know that they can't (help), it is ni ce 

I've kn own them since ... and now they are ... they grew up 

You gotta get their respect first. 

their respect in order for them to respect you. 

You have to get 

The guy that I 

unfortunately so ld the b usiness to for eight months, he didn't have 

their respect and unfortunately they hurt him, they definitely hurt 

him. You can't get hurt if you want to have them on your side. 

I read that you would give credit to people who didn't have the 

money even though i t wasn't authorized by Exxon. What has been 

your relationship with the people that live in this area? 

Wel l I go bac k to the s ame thing that I aid bef or e, y o u c annot 

live in this community alone. I know the community, and I know it 

i s a low inc ome community. I kn ow peop le mean wel l, but they just 
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don't have the funds. They don't make the money that is required 

to car ry on a household. An old junker in th i s area is a person's 

li ve l i hood. 

When I left here I had four boxes full of promissory notes--two 

dollars worth of gas, five dollars worth of gas, twenty-nine 

dollars worth of repairs. But I felt as though I was part of the 

community, so I owed the community. The station was good to me, 

I'll be honest with you. It let me raise three kids. I lived a 

fair l y comf ortab l e l i f e , and without the community I couldn't have 

done that. So If l t that I couldn't t a ke and not gi v e, and I d i d 

it with an open heart. I felt as though the people deserved a 

break, and I was basicall y the only service cent e r in the area for 

quite a few years, and they really didn't have any place else to 

go. 

I was had, I'm not saying that it was all just out of the kindness 

of my heart, I was had. I was had good. If I had the money that 

I gave away I'd probably not be sitting here, not talking to y o u, 

I'd be in Bermuda somewhere! My bookkeeper estimated that I gave 

away a bo u t $300,000 over the year s . But I don ' t r egr e t it by any 

means, I'd do it all over again. Unfortunatel y in a par t s s t or e 

you can't be that generou , but in a station you h a d a lit tle bit 

more flexibility. Here my q l v inq days are over ! 
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What led you to stay on the Hill through al l of your successes? 

Community need. Like I s ai d, if I had closed the station ten years 

ago, it really would have been a disaster for the area. so that 

was, l ik e I said, basically the only outlet. Then we had another 

Black guy come a l ong, Baldwin's Tire and Brake. He's been in 

business now approximately eighteen years. He is about the only 

outlet left now, except I . am going to try and run a repair out of 

here now for people. Hope f ul l y , I can do it on a limited basis, 

on e mergenc i es and what no t . We are gonn a try and s ervice the m 

best we can . But that was basi ca lly the reas on . There was a 

need--the area de t i nitely n eed e d it. They s t i ll need it, i n f ac t 

we have people coming in here everyday saying "When you gonna open 

your station again. " . Never, you know--that's gone. But I miss 

it, I really do. I was very reluctant in closing it, but due to 

the financial condition I didn't have any choice. I was forced 

out in other words. Otherwise, I'd still be there. 

What kinds of act ivities are going on in this area now to bring 

back businesses, improve s afet y and to give a more positive i mage 

of the Hi l l t op a r ea? 

I find that tod ay we have more communi t input. The people in 

general, themselves, are getting more pride with i n the area. They 

are getting out there now and s ay ing "Hey, we want our sa f e streets 

back". We have a lot of programs now that are also putting in 
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input, Safestreets, f oi:: example. They are fo rming community 

leadership type things to develop the people, into bringing out a 

good neighborhood, in other words. And it is working. It's really 

wor king. Since I've been back I've seen people walking up and down 

the street, and a e a r ago you didn't see people walking these 

streets. The only ones you saw were the ones you didn't want to 

s e e wa l ki n g t h e streets. But now it's the general public beginning 

t o come out. Th e upper end of K Street now is beautiful, it is 

real l y clean. Fifteen South ... it is st ill hai r y. 

Police are trying to do a good job, but they move them off of this 

cor n er and they move them on to another corner, and then they catch 

up with them on that corner and they move them back to this 

corner. Th e y are t ry ing, and they are doing a good job, I have to 

give them credit. 

Daytime has usually been fairly safe, but now is it beautiful, but 

they still come out at night. Every morning when I come in I have 

to s p end twenty minutes cleaning up the front, but that is better 

t han when they were standing out there all day. It used to be 

twenty of them standing out in front of my door, not in my 

entrance, but acr oss the front of the building, and you know that 

was ug l y . I had to s ay "Hey, move on here", and they would respect 

me and move on, but in five minutes they would be back a gai n. You 

know it was a full time job. But now we don't have that. Well, 
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there is still a little bit of it, but nothing that compares to 

what it was a year ago. 

Th e y are mak i ng q ui te an i mprovement in her e, y eah, and I still 

think that it is the community leadership that is actually doing 

it, the p eop le th ems e lves. They are not depending on t h e police 

department alone to try and do the job, which i s wonderful I think. 

How would you describe the ethnic make-up of the Hilltop now? 

I think that it is a general mixture now. We have the Cambodian 

population that has really increased in the area. Blacks are still 

heavy, but whites are also moving back into the area now. Cheap 

rents, cheap overhead, cheap everything in th i s ar ea. Property is 

cheap, but you can't really find it now, they are buying it up as 

fast as it comes. Bu t I would say, it is a general mixture now, 

it is not predominant anyth ing. I really don't think so. I think 

that we have a good strong mixture of all races, and they seem to 

be ge tting along. 

In the sixties many Blacks came to the Hilltop because they 

couldn't find housing in other parts of Tacoma, and were pushed to 

this area. Did you experience this? 

I've experienced racism, if that is the question. In fact it is 

st ill here today. F o rtunately, I've never, well I can't say that 
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I've never had it, but I demanded mor e or less res pect. You know 

"What do you want? You want to buy my pr oduct, I appreciate it". 

In f ac t a t one t i me m busines s was 70:30 wh ite . And all came, 

I felt, from servi c e. I treated everyone alike. When we had our 

so called gas s hortage, I sold gas eve ryd ay , for two hours, fi r s t 

come first served. I didn't have any f avoritism. Whomever got i n 

1 ine for two hours, they got gas, So that helped me a lot. 

People said "He y man, you've been fair". And they continued coming 

after the gas shortage was over, which helped me to survive even 

more so for that much longer. But it is definitely here. 

Housing, I can't recall ever being where you couldn't live where 

you wanted t o if you had the money. Unfortunately, if you didn't 

have the money you couldn ' t rent. Yo u couldn't 1 i ve in a two 

hundred d o llar nei hborhood, for example, when the Hillt op was 

for ty. You w nt wh ere y our money would let ou go. And it sti l l 

exists today. If you don't have the six hundred dollars for rent, 

you can come up here and look for one for a hundred and ninety­

five. It is basically the same thing. There was discrimination, 

I'm not saying that there wasn't, but if you had the money you 

didn't have problems. 

would le t them land. 

Like I said, they landed where the money 

I'm not talking it down, it (racism) def i nit e ly exists, and I am 

not say ing that ther e wasn't places in Tacoma that wouldn't rent 
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to you. Th e b i ggest ones that I heard of we re the mixed marri ages 

cases, there was a lot of racism in that, back in the old d ays . 

How has racism changed in the last thirty years? 

Like I said, it still e x is ts, but people are not as open now as 

they once were with calling people names, and etc. They still do 

i t, but I think that now they do so more behind closed doors, not 

out in the open like in the old days, even ten years ago. I think 

it is much more behind the scenes now than it is out in the open. 

They would say , ''Hey, you are a no good so and s o ", you know, and 

I don't think the use those words anymore as openly as they us ed 

to. 

But going back to when we had the ''Now, Mr. Lincoln" that was in 

'69, we had more private homes giving parties, white, than we did 

black throughout the city. We were going into white homes . They 

opened their homes up having little cocktail parties , whatever, 

that one night. I personally went into approximately fifty homes 

that one night, and ninety percent of them were white, that were 

c ontributing to t h e cause. I'm not say ing t h a t bl a c ks didn't wish 

to, but they jus t didn't have the means to do it. So I would say 

the ci t y was o p en back i n '69, to try and help minori t i e s to get 

off the ground. But we did have a good p r o r am. 
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What do you personally consider your greatest accomplishment] 

Survival. My survival re~lly was my greatest accomplishment. In 

this particular area, to survive thirty years, that is quite an 

accomplishment and I am told that every day! You know, "How did 

you do it?" and "Hey what's your secret?" And its just like I 

told you at the beginning, treating people fair. If you treat 

people fair, I t hi nk in turn they will treat you fair. But I 

(also) think that my twenty years in the serv ice was an 

accomplishment , it t aught me a lot. I learned world t rave l, which 

I never would of on my own. The army was very educational. I 

th i n k t hat it al so attributed to my staying in business for that 

length of time. Thirty-one years, especially for a small business, 

is an accomplishment for anybody these days. 

it was even tougher, believe me. 

And when I went in 

Is there anything else in your earlier life tha t made you 

determined to make it as an independent business person? 

Yes, my father. My fat her taught me at an early age to be 

independent and that you gotta be tough in order to s urv i v e in this 

life. I didn't us ed t o li ke my old man. I thought he was t h e 

worst person in the world. But in my growing years, I found that 

he one of t he gr eatest men that I have ever known. 
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I think that the greatest person who had an influence on my life, 

and this is going back to Harlem, back in my young days, was Adam 

Clayton Powell. I attended hi s church, actually I grew up in his 

church, what little bit I did go. I went only because my mom made 

me go, but he was an influence on my life. Adam Clayton Powell did 

some of the greatest things I ever saw a man at that time, a black 

man, achieve. He was outs poken, he was a lead er . He had a 

membership at that time of over 4,000 people, and in those days to 

have a congregation of ov e r 4,000 people ... that was a sizeable 

following. He stood on the corners of Harlem, on soap boxes. He 

talked in the cold, and in the sleet, and the rain in order to get 

where he went. He ended up as you well know, as a congressman out 

o f New York, the first Black. He was really an idol of mine, and 

I followed him throughout his lifespan, in the end it wasn't too 

good, but he was human. 

But I think my old man, when he stressed to me, you got to be 

independent, you got to fight for survival, I think that helped me, 

I really do. And I still believe that today. The world doesn't 

owe you a 1iving, in other words, you got to earn it. 

What was your greatest threat to surv i v al over the years on the 

Hilltop? 

Economy died rea l bad in here in the l a te sixties. Funding was 

non-existent, and in order to survive then y ou had to just scratch. 
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I almost went under, three or four times over the years. And lets 

face it, I was giving away too much. I was putting all of it on the 

books to try and survive, and I ended up not g e tt ing any of it 

back. That was a hard lesson to learn - - give-- but you got to have 

a . limit. So I would say it was my own personal downfall, that I 

actually got too lenient. I was giving more than I was receiv ing 

in other words, and I almost went under a couple of times doing 

that. But it was a lesson I learned the hard way, but fortunately 

I was able tb overcome it. I would recommend anytime you are in 

business you can't give away more than you are t ak ing in, it just 

doesn't work. 

What about the other businesses in that period that didn't make it? 

There were a lot of them, that didn't make it. Going back to 

funding, they opened their doors and didn't know what they were 

doing. They didn't have enough funding in order to carry them over 

the hump. When you open a new business people don't just s tart 

flocking through the doors spending money. You got to have a 

cushion to carry you until you can get it u p and going. And most 

of them just didn't have it, even the ones that we gave the seed 

money to. They were being funded properly through SBA and t hey 

would go back for more and SBA would say "No way !". So they would 

sit and wait until they had to lock the doors. Funding is bas i c 

business anyway you look at it. If you don't have the proper 

funding to over c ome the hardships of the business you j ust don't 
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make it. Like corning back in her e now, I got to start from 

scratch, I've got to rebuild it. If I don't have eno ug h to carry 

me through, I am in tr oub le . But fortunately, I hope I have enough 

savvy to work myself to rebuild it. 

The guy that was here for eight months ran away eighty percent of 

the customers. This was due to the fact that he didn't know what 

he was doing, and due to the fact that he didn't have what he 

needed to sell. When they came through the door, he just sold off 

what I (had) left here and didn't replace it. So now I've got to 

fill all of the gaps. 

What y ears were the roughest times up here for businesses? 

The sixties were bad, and the late sevent ie s were also a real hard 

time in the area. The economy got real bad. That's when a lot of 

businesses here on K Street, the thriving ones, moved. They saw 

it corning. You used to be able to find anything you wanted on K 

Street-- furniture stores, grocery stores-- we had practical ly 

anything you needed- - shoe stores-- everything was here. We had 

nice drug stores in those days. They are all gone. We need to 

bring them back. 

What do you think is the major element keep ing this community from 

coming back ? 
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p .R. ! It is bad. People out there now, you say, "My business is 

on K Street" and they s a y "Well I'm not coming u p there, I'm not 

coming". We have a body shop right up the street, he is the best 

body shop in Tacoma, but when people call and he tells them where 

he is located, they say "No way, I am sorry but I'm not coming down 

there". That is from the P.R. coming out of the newspapers and 

what not. They give it that bad image. Even though it is far f ~om 

the truth. People are under the illusion that it is bad up here, 

that people are driving (around) and shooting windows out, and you 

know, that's not true. But to me, the image now in the area has 

been tainted throughout the media. In fact they are still doing 

it. You read everyday, you read (in) the paper, "Shooting on 15th 

and L", "Shoot i ng on 19th". Ther e ar e shootings all over the 

city, but they don't put chat in the paper. If they do, it is way 

on the back page where you never even get to reading. I would say 

that we need more good P.R. coming out of the area about the good 

things that are going on. 

What businesses along K Street have been around for many years? 

We have some o ld businesses on this str eet. We've got Helen 

Richards Insurance, she's got over thirty-five years. Paulson ' s 

on 1 1th and K has g o t in forty years, and Brown's Candy, Johnson's 

Candy, Johnson-Brown, whatever, he's (been there) forty something 

years . We go t some old businesses that are st i l l hanging on, but 

we can count th em now. Only about six, I would say that are left . 
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How many businesses were here during the peak? 

The K street Boosters, which is the oldest organization in the city 

of Tacoma, and is still on record as an organization, had a 

membership at one time of 137 that I recall. I was vice president 

once, but that was a hundred years ago. We had a membership of 

137 at one t ime, a nd that was in the surrounding area of 

approximately ten blocks. We wouldn't take anyone in if they 

weren't a business wit h i n the so called K street Booster district 

at that time. I would say we had a good 50-75 thriving businesses. 

Not black busines s es , general. At the h eight there was probably 

five or six black businesses, percentage wise about one percent. 

There wasn't too many black businesses. 

When were black businesses at their peak? 

If you took in the taverns, we would peak out at about twelve-

fourteen at one time. It was in the mid-seventies that they 

started building somewhat. But I don't think we ever had over ten 

or fifteen and that's including taverns and beauty parlors and 

barber shops. Those were the biggest thriving black businesses. 

We had several beauty parlors and several bar ber shops and two or 

three owned black taverns. 

But legitimate businesses, I guess you might call beauty shops 

legitimate business, or a tavern a le g itimate business. But I 
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mean, I guess what I am trying to say is that shoe stores or 

something like that, no we didn't have owne rship, no. 

Well I have to admire you ladies for coming out and trying to give 

us a nice history. It wasn't all ugly. I hope that whatever I had 

to contribute will benefit something. 
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