
 

A People’s History of the Homewood Neighborhood – Gayle Smaller 

 

Malaika: So Martine's told me a little bit about your story, but can you tell me where you grew 
up?  

Gayle: Well, why don't you tell me what you know.  

Malaika: Okay. Well I know that your parents raised you here and you have a long line of family 
that has lived in Homewood. But you all, you and Martine then moved into this home 
sometime in the late '90s, early 2000s. So I'm guessing there was a little bit of gap when 
you didn't live around here. That's what I know.  

Gayle: I think that's pretty much it. So I'm ready for the first question.  

Malaika: Great. So what is your favorite memory of being a child growing up in Homewood?  

Gayle: Our Christmas parties. So my parents would throw Christmas parties at our house every 
Christmas and there would probably be, maybe 75 to 100 people sometimes more at 
our house. The whole street and be taken up by cars because all of our family would 
come from St. Paul. All the neighbors came, brought their kids, you know. And so yeah, 
that was probably one of my best memories growing up as a kid. We probably did them 
until I was maybe 14. The last time I can remember them I was probably 14 years old.  

Malaika: And were events like that pretty common in the neighborhood? 

Gayle: Yeah. So, you know, it was pretty tight knit. Everybody pretty much knew everybody. So 
we would have like a neighborhood fish fry every summer where everybody would 
come out. And we'd block off all the streets, well we wouldn't block them off, we just 
kinda took them up. So yeah, that was phenomenal. And then, pretty much the 
parkway. Having access to the golf course, the creek, that kind of stuff as a kid.  

Malaika: As an adult now with your relationship with your parents, did you ever talk to them 
about why they chose to move to Homewood in the first place? 

Gayle: Shortly after, so my dad went to college in Arkansas and then when we came back the 
freeway was being built. So a lot of the black people that were around that I knew were 
relocated Rondo families. And so the timing was kinda perfect as my dad would say. So 
there were the riots that happened and then when the riots happened, a lot of the 
homeowners in this area left and so it left a vacancy with really good housing stock. So a 
lot of the people who were educated from Rondo and in a position to buy houses, 
bought houses here in Homewood. And so that's how we ended up here.  

Malaika: Do you remember any interactions between the residents who were here maybe before 
the riots and your family or this wave of new black folks who moved in?  
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Gayle: Well it wasn't really much. I mean, pretty much every house turned over, you know. I 
think maybe during that three - four year time period. Yeah, I think pretty much every 
house except for maybe the one behind us who I think you're going to interview. I think 
the Native American family that was here was here, but other than that I think pretty 
much every house turned over.  

Malaika: That's a really unique experience for a community to come in and just like start a new 
community in that place. Do you have any remembrance of what it was like to meet 
new neighbors when they would move in?  

Gayle: There actually wasn't much turnover. So from the time I was a kid until, I started starting 
noticing turnover like once I was away because I lived in South Minneapolis for maybe 8 
years. And during that time period, you started to notice some turnover. But when I was 
a kid pretty much every family that I knew as a kid remained here, you know. Then we 
had Reginald Buckner who was like a world class musician, lived directly across the 
street. They moved out and then another African American family from Texas whose 
dad was a truck driver moved in. But other than that, I don't think there was too much.  

Malaika: What did your parents do for work and what did the other adults in this neighborhood 
do for work?  

Gayle: Yeah, so it was kind of like what we see happening with like Europeans and 
gentrification, like in Northeast. It was kind of similar to that. So you had a lot of 
educators who really wanted to be in a nice neighborhood who had been working for a 
while. Or innovators, community activists. You had a lot of artists, you had a lot of 
musicians, photographers, painters, politicians, business owners, professional athletes. 
So that was, I think pretty much everyone I knew kind of fell into that field, into those 
particular areas.  

Malaika: Did those people bring those parts of their jobs back into the community? Did they use 
those skills within the community?  

Gayle: Not much. You know, the businessmen did of course. You know, Mr. King had the liquor 
store, I mean the grocery store. You know, Uncle Bill who lives behind me now, had a 
corner store/convenience store. Mr. Staton, who went on to be a senator, owned the 
liquor store. And then you had Tina, I don't remember Tina's last name. She had like 
Tina’s Dairy Land, you know. Then there was Dr. Johnson. But most people, their fields 
kind of took them out. So like Cyril Paul who lived, I mean that was like a crazy musician 
block. Cyril Paul was like a world renowned black bluegrass singer or something like 
that. He would travel all around the world, but then he would just be in Homewood. So 
the kids, like I didn't even know who he was until I got older and I was like, dang, like, 
you know. My crew, he used to kinda like hang out with us and let us play kickball in his 
yard and he's like an international musician. So no, as kids we didn't really know what 
everyone did. Like as I got older I became more interested in the neighborhood. I 
started figuring out like man, there are a lot of really amazing people right around us, 
you know. 
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Malaika: So you mentioned just now like playing kickball in the yard. Like what were the other 
things that kids said when you were growing up?  

Gayle: And that was of the thing that was odd when I moved away was as my generation of 
kids grew up, it was like the neighborhood was vacant. So there weren't really any 
young people in the neighborhood at all. But for us every single house had two or three 
kids and so we would all meet on the corner of 12th and Vincent. And you'd have 10 
kids in line for their turn to kick the ball. It was  a puzzle to kick it without getting it 
caught because it would be kids all in the yard. So we would do that. We would play 
football, we would go to the golf course in the wintertime and we played tackle football 
on the golf course. You know, just a lot of things. So there were so many kids and so 
much to do, you know, we all had little businesses. So my business was I would get, 
because I wasn't afraid of leeches and most of the kids were, I would go in the creek and 
get all the golf balls out and go sell them back to the golfers. So that was my little hustle 
as a kid. But we were creative. Like we had a couple parents, like the guy who lived 
across the street from me was in the military. But when he was home, he was like a 
carpenter. So he would help us build like go karts. And so we would have go kart races 
down Vincent. We did tree forts. I mean we had an elaborate, you know, tree forts with 
installation, electricity and you know. So it was a fun childhood.  

Malaika: Sounds like it. Was Farwell park here? 

Gayle: Yeah, it was. Yup.  

Malaika: And so you mentioned like building stuff. There's I think, a level of places to play that are 
very sanctioned, like a park is a place to play. But then also kids can find their own way. 
Would you say that most of your time was spent in these more formalized places or 
outside of that?  

Gayle: No the park was kind of for like, you know, people that were like falling in love or little 
kids. So normally you hung out at the park unless you had like a girlfriend you want to 
get on the swings or sit on a bench or something. But other than that it was for like 
families and little kids.  

Malaika: Who were your best friends?  

Gayle: So I hope they don't read this, but probably my closest friend who, and I would say that 
probably because we remained closest the longest, was my friend Andreas. He had a 
really interesting in family. His mom was like royalty in Sweden and his dad was like an 
activist from Chicago. You know what I mean, so that was kind of interesting. So I'd 
probably consider him my best friend. And then there was Thomas Beasley whose mom 
was like one of the first black higher ups at General Mills. And his dad was a jazz 
saxophone player, so we're really good friends. And then my friend Adrian, who lived 
here and was a pretty good friend of mine. And then the people who actually lived in 
this house were really good friends of mine - Red and he had a cousin named Crystal. 
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And they lived here growing up as kids, which is kind of odd being in a house that I was 
in as a child.  

Malaika: Which schools did you go to?  

Gayle: So I went to Hamilton, which is pretty far North because it was right around the time 
when kids started getting bused to school because they wanted to try to integrate a 
little bit more. And so I went to Hamilton, then after Hamilton I went to Lincoln. And 
then from Lincoln I went to Franklin, and then from Franklin I went to Henry.  

Malaika: Okay. And so it seems like not everyone at your school would be from Homewood, 
then?  

Gayle: No, so like that was kind of weird because every...So all the Homewood kids pretty 
much went to different schools. So like me and Tom and Adrian and pretty much went 
to the same schools. But most everyone else was kind of spread out.  

Malaika: Either through school or just your exploration of the city as a kid, what were some of the 
obvious differences between Homewood and the other neighborhoods that either your 
friends in school were from or that you just went to?  

Gayle: Oh, I think the biggest difference was like all my Homewood friends owned their houses. 
You know, like in Homewood divorce was a community issue. I think I remember as a 
little kid just hearing parents intervening and like saving marriages, you know. So that 
was one of the big differences. It was really family oriented. You had a lot of people who 
weren't necessarily Northsiders but were from Minnesota. Who either came here, you 
know, like our parents had came in with like five or six.  So they had grew up either in St. 
Paul or Minneapolis Southside. And so we had a real kind of community understanding 
of how the City Council worked. Like how to get stuff for your neighbors. I remember as 
a kid growing up, my parents having meetings, different people having meetings to 
figure out how we can get different stuff that we needed in the neighborhood. You 
know, if someone moved out and rented their house, like how to get that person out of 
here. It was like they really controlled what our environment looked like and how it 
operated. And it was really weird too because when I talk to people, other than my 
friend Andreas' mom who we adored each other, you know. And so it was weird 
because she was like this white lady with this hard Swedish accent and no one could 
really understand our relationship. You know, how's this knucklehead and this Swedish 
royalty lady were like so close. But other than her, I hadn't really interacted with white 
people. And being in Minnesota that's kinda odd. But pretty much everyone, you know 
our milk man, the guy that would bring us milk from the farm was a black guy. When I 
would go to the store to get my grocery lists, the store owner, all the clerks, everybody 
was black pretty much that worked at Mr. King's. So it was a different environment. I 
was a kid and I would go get stuff that kids shouldn't buy, pretty much youth 
contraband. But because I had a note from my mom or whatever it was like 'okay'. I'd be 
walking out with all kinds of stuff, you know, but it was just really that strong kind of 
sense of community.  
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Malaika: How do you think your parents and other adults built that community power?  

Gayle: I don't think it was on purpose, actually. I think what happens, I think you ended up with 
a high concentration of really intelligent people that had a strong knowledge of what it 
meant to be black and what our responsibility was. And kind of normalized black 
excellence amongst the kids that were growing up, kinda that co-parenting, dual-
parenting. So it was like when we were hanging out on Plymouth doing stuff wrong, we 
would have to look out for like 12 different cars. Not just your parents' cars, like every 
single parent. You know, if anybody saw me... I remember times when my friends 
parents would just snatch me up and take me home and tell my mom where they found 
me and stuff like that. And so I think just really having that kind of intellectual property, 
commitment to the community, knowledge of self amongst the adults all concentrated 
in this similar area, it just kind of ended up in those types results, you know?  

Malaika: Yeah, that's amazing. Your experience of not seeing many white people in Minnesota is 
really unique. How did your parents, or what did they tell you about later in life when 
you would interact with white people or was that an explicit conversation in your home?  

Gayle: Well they were pretty deliberate about it. So like right after high school they sent me to 
an all-white small town to learn what I needed to know to help me survive in the world.  

Malaika: Was that a hard experience for you or like a shock?  

Gayle: Yeah, definitely. It was difficult. Just growing up in a family where understanding what it 
meant to be black was really at the core of our existence. That was our priority. It was 
like I was a Smaller and then I was black. That was how it worked. And so getting 
dropped off, living in the basement of some 70 year old white people that would listen 
to Oral Roberts loud on the tv. And my first job, you know, I got called 'nigger' all the 
time and 'boy' all the time. I was busing tables at Bonanza in Brainerd. So that was 
pretty interesting. Dungeons and Dragons was the common thing for people to do. 
Yeah, that was odd.  

Malaika: So then you moved back to Homewood as an adult. What was that experience like? 
What did you expect to happen?  

Gayle: Exactly what's happening. Coming back to the neighborhood, we came back with a 
purpose. It was like what our parents built, it's our job to sustain and maintain. And so 
we came back with that purpose and I think over time we kind of fell into the roles 
where my wife is the Executive Director of NRRC which is the big neighborhood 
organization. We're still doing activist stuff and organizing the community.  

Malaika: Where are the rest of your friends who grew up here?  

Gayle: We argue all the time. A couple of them are back. A couple of them are working on 
getting back. I'm like, you guys, you're going to miss our opportunity. Actually I'm 
showing one of my cousins, who grew up in the neighborhood, a house later this 
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afternoon. Like everyone turned out to be like super amazing. My friend Andreas, he 
ended up getting his doctorate in agricultural business. So he's been traveling the world 
and helping the governments with their economy and how to bring back their crops. So 
he was in Egypt, helping them figure out how to bring back grapes, so he's doing that. So 
he's kind of like ehhhh. Now he has some big job with a grocery store and so he lives in 
Portland now. My friend Tom, he's still around. Just working, doing this thing, taking 
care of his family. He's been thinking about coming back and he's like, ooohhh the 
houses are they're too expensive now. It's like, man you should have came in about two 
years ago. But a lot of people are working on it. My friend Adrian, his sister is still in the 
neighborhood, but he is into film and stuff, so he wants to be downtown and all that 
kind of stuff. But they're still active. So they still participate from their different roles. 
Like Andreas, he calls in and talks about stuff and pays attention to what's going on in 
the neighborhood from where he's at. And if any of his guys he went to college with 
down at Morehouse are involved in any way, he calls them up and helps us do things. So 
everyone still really invested in it.  

Malaika: What do you tell people, when you're trying to convince your friends and your family to 
come back? What are the selling points that you use? 

Gayle: Just showing them the houses and the sense of community. It's odd now because that 
sense of community, even though the neighborhood is a lot more diverse, it's like that 
still strong sense of community is there. And it's like barriers are kind of broken down 
and we're starting to see like where we're all similar. You know, like they were looking 
at making the neighborhood a historic designation and it really got the neighbors talking 
and getting to know each other and starting to see how similar. 

 


