
An Interview with Samuel E. Wright 

An Oral History Conducted by Claytee D. White 

The Boyer Early Las Vegas Oral History Project 

Oral History Research Center at UNLV 
University Libraries 

University of Nevada Las Vegas 



©The Boyer Early Las Vegas Oral History Project 
University of Nevada Las Vegas, 2007 

Produced by: 

The Oral History Research Center at UNLV - University Libraries 
Director: Claytee D. White 
Editors: Barbara Tabach and Gloria Homol 
Transcribers: Kristin Hicks and Laurie Boetcher 
Interviewers and Project Assistants: Barbara Tabach and Claytee D. White 

ii 



The recorded interview and transcript have been made possible through the 

generosity of Dr. Harold Boyer and the Library Advisory Committee. The Oral History 

Research Center enables students and staff to work together with community members to 

generate this selection of first-person narratives. The participants in this project thank the 

university for the support given that allowed an idea the opportunity to flourish. 

The transcript received minimal editing that includes the elimination of fragments, 

false starts, and repetitions in order to enhance the reader's understanding of the material. All 

measures have been taken to preserve the style and language of the narrator. In several cases 

photographic sources accompany the individual interviews. 

The following interview is part of a series of interviews conducted under the auspices 

of the Boyer Early Las Vegas Oral History Project. Additional transcripts may be found 

under that series title. 

Claytee D. White, Project Director 
Director, Oral History Research Center 

University Libraries 
University Nevada, Las Vegas 

iii 



Table of Contents 

Only child, born in 1946, and raised in Washington DC; his parents migrated from South 
Carolina in 1927. Mother was a maid; father was a "jack-of all-trades" who passed away 
when Sam was 11. He tells of working a maintenance crew and saving money to attend 
Howard University. He describes his 1960s experiences including the influence of 
Stokely Carmichael and the black power philosophy; riots in Washington and later 
remorse over his actions 1 - 6 

Desires to "build a better world"; mentions PlaceMakers, a non-profit organization he 
and friend Bob Fielden have started. Talks about his mother and her wisdom; graduate 
studies in city planning at Howard, on a fellowship from the Department of 
Transportation. Internship at DOT. Shares imagined projects to improve transportation 
(PRT, Maglev); also proposed train between Los Angeles and Las Vegas. Answers the 
question about how he came to live in Las Vegas—via California. Describes local bus 
system of 1979 7 - 1 8 

Talks job opportunity in Las Vegas, started by a call from Mayor Bill Briare, lack of 
commissioner support to build public mass transit system, and his initial commitment to 
give the job task two years. Says he "reinvented myself three times while I was here." 
Talks about strategies to making the bus system finally happen in 1986. Explains stages 
of completing transportation projects; left-turn pockets, beautification, Las Vegas Blvd. 
needs, pedestrian movement studies, and such. Got one of the first IBM PCS in the city in 
1980 to assist system development and the advent of computer mapping 19 - 26 

Importance of addressing east-west flow of traffic and changing Desert Inn Road into an 
arterial -designed in the mid-1980s, opened in early 1990s. Talks about current "shovel-
ready" projects. Shares stories about Westside black neighborhood of 1980s: joined St. 
James, got involved in political scene and joined NAACP 27 - 30 

Explains closing off of streets to make way for freeways, repercussions that have 
occurred throughout the country, specifically talks about closing of F Street and resulting 
protests in 2008-2009, creation of Symphony Park area adjacent to the Westside 
neighborhood; F Street Coalition; his explanation of urban removal vs urban renewal. He 
details the purpose of the Pioneer Trail, finalized in 2001, to document history of local 
minorities and founding groups; funding of trail and its markers, longtime residents of the 
area 31 - 4 2 

Talks about future projects he envisions, for example activities along Pioneer Trail. His 
opinion why F Street was closed to through traffic; his commitment to community; 
NDOT politics of getting things done. Growth of RTC staff, focus on transit, highways 
and air quality, his computer system responsibilities. Answers the question "what makes 
a good community?"; Talks about "Placemakers" his community project more. Shares 
about his son who is deaf, and some of his challenges with schools; view of technologies 
spurred in and for desert communities 43 - 61 

iv 



Preface 

Samuel Wright was born in 1946. When his father died, his mother raised her son while 

working as a maid in Washington D.C. Sam candidly talks about growing up in 1960s 

during the racial riots and shares that he was influenced by black activist, Stokely 

Carmichael during that era. 

He attended Howard University and mapped out a career in public transportation that 

eventually brought him to Los Angeles and then to Las Vegas with a personal invitation 

from then Mayor Bill Briare. Sam arrived in Vegas in 1979 and worked for the RTC for 

26 years. During the interview he cites steps in improving the transportation systems of a 

quickly expanding city. When he first started his computer department numbered 13. By 

1990 there were at least 200 people on staff. 

Sam's career gave him unique perspectives of the community and spawned his interest in 

preserving local history and stemming the ruin of neighborhoods that might be in the way 

of "progress". He and his friend Bob Fielden, a Las Vegas architect, started a non-profit 

organization called PlaceMakers, which Sam also talks about here. 
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This is Claytee White. I am with Sam Wright. It is October 8th of 2010. We're in the 

Reading Room of Special Collections, UNLV. 

So how are you today? 

I'm fine. 

Wonderful. I'd like to welcome you to UNLV. 

Thank you. 

And I'd like to start by just talking about your early life. 

Okay. I was born in Washington, D.C., in what has recently been called D.C. General. At the 

time it was called Gallinger Hospital. It was a private hospital. My mother and father were from a 

small town in South Carolina—Gaffney, South Carolina. They left the south and came north with 

the great immigration of black people to the north and settled in Washington, D.C., in 1927. 

I was born in 1946 after my father came back from Second World War and I grew up 

there. I don't have any brothers or sisters. I'm an only child. I attended many different elementary 

schools in Washington, D.C. My family moved around quite a lot in those days. I had a pretty 

happy childhood. I had a lot of friends. Lived in a lot of different places. I attended Catholic 

school because I kept getting in trouble in public school. So my parents took me out and put me in 

a Catholic school. I excelled there and went on to high school. 

So what did your parents do for a living? 

My father was a cook and my mother was a maid. My mother worked in two households most of 

her career. She took care of these people's homes for them. My father had many different jobs. 

He cooked in many different places around the city. He also was a janitor at the same time. He 

did odd jobs painting and electrical work. My father often called himself a jack-of-all-trades. 

And he was good at all of them. 

Well, great. 

So I learned a lot of little things from him, from electrical work to painting to carpentry, some 

basics in all of those areas because I would go with him on many of these jobs. 

So did you work as a teenager? Did you have a job? 

Yeah. I sold newspapers when I was a teenager when I was in high school. I also had the 

opportunity to work at the National Institutes of Health as a student in my sophomore, junior and 
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senior years of high school. Essentially what I did there was cut grass. The National Institutes of 

Health has an enormous campus. It's the size of this university, essentially. Lots of beautiful 

grass and trees. So I was part of the maintenance crew. That's how I made the money I needed to 

go to school, to go to college. Every summer I worked there and cut grass, hauled trash, took 

experimental parts from animals to be disposed of because the National Institutes of Health had an 

enormous experimental facility there with all kinds of animals that they used and somebody had to 

dispose of all of that stuff. So our maintenance crew got all the dirty work. So I got a chance to 

see a lot of very interesting projects ongoing, as well as I cut a lot of grass. 

So what part of Washington, D.C. is that? Is that southwest? 

Well, the National Institutes of Health is actually out in Maryland. So every day I would commute 

from my neighborhood in the city out to Maryland. I spent most of my time in Washington, D.C. 

in one neighborhood. That's an area very close to Howard University, about ten blocks away. It's 

an area at Georgia Avenue and Park Road. It's an old neighborhood. My father passed away 

when I was 11. So my mother couldn't afford to live on her own without us moving into public 

housing. And so in 1960 we moved into this brand-new housing project right there at Georgia 

Avenue and Park Road and we stayed there until I graduated from college at which point I moved 

her out. After I got my first job, I moved her out of that neighborhood and we moved to the other 

side of town. But we lived there longer than anywhere else we lived in the city at Georgia Avenue 

and Park Road. 

Okay. That's interesting. So did you go to school at Howard? 

Yes. When I finished high school, I started Howard University in 1964. I was there during all the 

years of the sixties basically. I was there from '64 to '68 for my undergrad work and then I went 

back in '70 and completed my graduate work in '74. 

Okay. So you were going part-time for the graduate work? 

Started off part-time and then I got a fellowship from the Department of Transportation, which is 

how I got into transportation in the first place. My original desire was to be a land-use planner to 

produce plans for housing and community development. But in those days the money to go to 

school, which is how as you know many of us wind up going to school, the money for school was 

in transportation. I had no knowledge of transportation at all, although like everybody else in D.C. 
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I used the buses every day. But the money to go to graduate school was from the Department of 

Transportation. Their university research program allowed me to have a full ride, took care of my 

living expenses and my tuition and my books. 

So what did you have to give them in return for that kind of an education? 

What I had to give them in return was a full-blown research project. Interestingly enough, in 

undergraduate school my major was history. My specialty was in historiography. So I had a good 

grounding in how to do research. So I used that knowledge when I went into graduate school to 

develop this research project. At the time that I was in graduate school the country was going 

through its first energy crisis. Myself and one of my colleagues in graduate school -- he did the 

first piece of work that looked at the impact of the energy crisis on transportation facilities in the 

District of Columbia. We actually got farmed out as graduate students to the consultants who 

were doing an even larger energy crisis project. And our piece of it was just focused on 

Washington, D.C. They were doing it for the whole nation. And so we actually got it published. 

Under the Department of Transportation University Research Program we got our research 

published. 

That's fantastic. What was it like in Washington, D.C.? 1964 to 1969 were very turbulent 

years in Washington, D.C. 

Oh, my goodness. 

So what was that like - the protests as a young black man in Washington, D.C.? 

Well, growing up in Washington, D.C. we were always impacted by what was going on in the rest 

of the country. We could see it, we could hear it, but we weren't actually involved in it. But at the 

same time Stokely Carmichael came to our campus before he went to a lot of other places. He 

preached—and I mean preached—the black power philosophy and it caught fire throughout our 

campus. We, and I especially, were so impressed by him that we rose up and overthrew our 

administration building before Columbia University did theirs. 

I remember that summer so well because Columbia did theirs in the fall. We did ours in 

the spring of that year. We told James Cheek, who was the president at that time, that we wanted 

a new way of dealing with the world. We wanted a new university. We expected them to do 

more. It's so ironic because James Cheek was one of the original lawyers to be involved in the 
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Brown versus Board of Education suit. But here was another generation of young black men and 

women saying, okay, what you did was fine then, but you haven't done anything since then and we 

want to move forward. So I was with that group of people who originally sat down in the 

administration building and commanded that Howard University change. 

So do you remember any of the specific changes you were asking for? 

There was such an enormous debate at the time about how to do this. The changes that we 

wanted: we wanted more emphasis on blackness because Howard University, for all of its quality 

education, still was locked into that mind-set of light black people versus dark black people and 

pride in being who you were as a black person. Howard University was still very much entangled 

in conspicuous consumption as Alain Locke and some of the other black historians identified. It 

was very "gooshie" as we would say at the time. 

And we wanted to break that mold. We wanted to get out of that perspective and attitude. 

We appreciated the education but the education needed to carry us forward. We couldn't stay in 

that old world of light is bright, okay, and light-skinned black people run dark-skinned black 

people. We were proud of who you were. We were proud of our hair. As a matter of fact, the 

way you wear your hair now came about during those times. 

That's correct. 

We were very proud of who we were and we weren't happy anymore with an administration that 

wanted to continue on as we had in the fifties and the forties. 

Wow. This is amazing. I moved to Washington, D.C. in 1969 just after they had had riots 

and had burned down part of the city. 

Okay. 

I guess it had happened a few years before. 

Yes. It happened in '68 when Martin Luther King was killed. 

Yes. That's correct. In '69 is when I first saw a city that had been burned. 

Yes. And I am ashamed to say I was part of that, too. 

So tell me about that time, Martin Luther King's death. 

Well, again, we were all very proud of who we were. There was a big controversy ongoing 

because Stokely Carmichael, along with others, was saying we had the right to defend ourselves. 
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We didn't have to take this crap anymore from anybody. We could stand up and protect and 

defend ourselves and if necessary with guns. And it was a big controversy going on as to how that 

should be done. Meanwhile Martin Luther King was still preaching nonviolence. And many, 

many black people were moving away; young black people were moving away from this idea of 

nonviolence. It was the only way to handle the issues that we were dealing with. 

And then when he was killed it was like all of the anger and frustration that we felt about 

what had happened to us over the last hundred years just boiled over. It's like we just didn't want 

to take it anymore. We were just so angry that we went out into the streets and we burned and we 

looted and we did shameful things that as an adult when I look back on it now I'm sorry that I took 

part in it. But I was so angry just like all the others. I was so angry at the world which we had to 

deal with as black men. We were just full of anger. We all participated in those riots. We all 

drank the liquor from the liquor stores that we got. 

Then the next day we walked out on to the street and we looked around and we saw what 

we had done. I was ashamed because we hadn't done anything to the neighborhoods where the 

people had hurt us. What we had done was burned all the local neighborhoods. We just reached 

out and attacked the first thing that we saw. And ultimately we were the ones that suffered. Not 

only did we suffer then, but then the white community started touring the neighborhood by the 

thousands. They came from Maryland and Virginia. They gawked in their cars with their 

windows rolled up, doors locked, looking at the loot. They looked at the burnt buildings and they 

looked at the destroyed streets and they looked at the trash. It was like they were spectators to our 

misery. I hated them for it, but I could do nothing to stop it. 

That's when I realized that that kind of violence doesn't solve your problems. It only 

creates situations which are difficult, even more difficult for us. We had to go out of our 

neighborhoods from then on. For the next 30 years black people in D.C. had to go other places in 

order to get basics because many of those stores never came back. The people just wouldn't come 

back. And I can understand why. 

After that it was a difficult year for me to try to finish school. That was my last year. 

This was your last year of undergraduate school? 

Yeah. And I had to drop out and take a break. Mentally and emotionally I was devastated. I 
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finally went back and finished later on. But '68 was a very, very difficult year. 

Wow. So you finished in '69? 

Seventy. Yeah, I finally finished in '70. 

So you went to graduate school starting in '70? 

Seventy-one. 

Oh, so you took a one-year break? 

Yeah. Yeah, I took a break. 

Did you take a job then with transportation? 

No. As a matter of fact, that year and a half actually that I took a break, I worked at Gallaudet 

College. 

Ah. Yes. 

I worked in the library there because, while I was a student in undergraduate school at Howard 

University, I had worked at Howard University's library. So I had learned how libraries worked. 

And I loved working in a library. So when I took this break I looked for work in a library and I 

got a job at Gallaudet College. 

So just for the record tell what kind of college that is. 

Gallaudet College was at the time the only college for the deaf in the world. 

Rochester Institute for the Deaf was not a full university at the time. It was numero uno. 

They needed a periodicals librarian and I had learned how to bind periodicals and do all of that 

kind of stuff. I learned everything but cataloging in the library, beginning to end. So I went to 

work there in the periodicals library. I got myself together and went back and finished school. 

It was so interesting that year and a half that I worked there. I learned sign language. I 

learned all the issues that the deaf have to deal with. They are a subculture in and of themselves 

separated. And then black people who are deaf are even a subculture within that subculture. And 

the difficulties that deaf people have surmount anything that we have to deal with. So I got to 

experience that whole world. It's so interesting that—ten years later I had a son who is deaf. 

No. 

Yes. God prepared me at that time for what was to come. 

Yes. So did your son go to Gallaudet? 
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No. No. That all happened out here. 

So I finished undergraduate school. I loved history, but I didn't want to be a teacher. As a 

matter of fact, my professors were very angry with me because they had arranged for me to have a 

scholarship to Princeton to go get a degree in history. 

They saw you as a Ph.D., a fellow professor. 

Yes. I turned it down because I didn't want to teach. I wanted to do something because of my 

experiences to try to make the world a better place. I really wanted to produce the kind of work 

that you have on the wall over here. I'm sorry that we can't show this on your tape. But that's the 

kind of work I wanted to do. I wanted to try to build a better world. 

So describe that. 

Those are drawings. Actually, they are site plans for - it could be either the Twin Towers - or 

CityCenter that's here in Las Vegas. And they are a number of different perspectives that are 

being presented there. That's the kind of work I wanted to do. I wanted to try to create a better 

world. I wanted to take what I knew about history and try to use it to make the world a better 

place because I realized that so much of what had happened was because people were ignorant of 

the history of their own country, as well as the rest of the world, was all about. Somehow that had 

to be brought into what our current life was. We couldn't continue building our communities the 

way they had been built because the way that our communities had been built separated us. The 

history of a large part of why we have racism in our country is because we've all been separated. 

Right? So if we could rebuild our communities such that we were required to communicate, to 

integrate on a natural basis rather than falsely setting up a neighborhood over here, a Chinatown 

here and a little Italy there. 

So describe the ideal city of Sam Wright. 

Ah. I saw the ideal city in my graduate work in city planning, Brazil, which became my master's 

thesis. I did my master's thesis on Brasilia. Brasilia at the time was designed with this enormous 

central complex where all of the other major roads came into the center and everybody came 

together for work, play, commerce into the city. But outside of that they lived in these large super 

blocks. At the time they had a transportation system such that people could drive -- there were no 

streetlights and people drove from one end to the other. They parked their cars outside of the 
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super blocks. And then you would go inside, which is where everybody lived in these beautiful 

high-rises. At the time I thought that was the perfect way to live. And then I discovered that 

living in all those high-rises is not exactly the way people should live. 

So the way I would describe my ideal city now—my ideal city would be a place where, 

again, you have — I still believe in the center. That core. But what needs to be in that core are the 

things that bring people together. There needs to be spiritual institutions in that core, there needs 

to be a market in that core, and there needs to be government in that core. Those three elements 

together need to be in the core. Around that core the ideas of the greenbelt need to be integrated 

into the residential areas. But the residential areas don't need to be separated and cut off in 

cul-de-sacs like we've seen. People need to have a way of going from one neighborhood to the 

other. 

And how do we prevent one neighborhood from becoming Italian, the next neighborhood 

Jewish, the next neighborhood African-American? How do we prevent that? 

We don't prevent it, but we create situations where they come together. People are naturally going 

to live around the kind of people they like. That I realize you can't change. But what you can do 

is create a situation where if somebody wants to live in that neighborhood they can. There's 

nothing that stops them from living in that neighborhood. But you find opportunities where they 

can come together and help to create the community. So between each one of these there would 

be a natural area where they can get together, local neighborhood services, a cleaners, a video 

store, a day care center. 

A park. 

A park. And all of these services would be integrated around this park. This park would serve 

this, this, and this neighborhood. You have all of these clusters connected by a good 

transportation system, a street system, a circulation system that enables cars to come and go but at 

the same time not dominate what happens within the neighborhoods. So often our street systems 

have been used to separate communities. Our freeways and our roads have been used to separate. 

We don't want to use them to separate. We want to use them to bring people together. So the 

roads then get built around these neighborhoods with arteries from the main road into the 

neighborhoods. But the neighborhoods are clustered together. 
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Okay. That sounds wonderful. That sounds like a great way to live. 

And I've created a nonprofit organization, called PlaceMakers, that an architect friend of mine, 

Bob Fielden, and I have designed to try to create this kind of community. 

So where are you thinking about doing this? 

We've started it already here. We're working on it. 

Where? Can you say? 

No. I really can't say at this point. 

Okay, good. You don't have to. And you're at liberty not to answer whatever question I ask 

that's a little too intimate or too — 

Sure. 

Okay. I wanted to get back to that year and a half between — and another thing, how did 

your mother feel about your participation in the protests in Washington, D.C.? 

Well, I need to explain a little bit about my mother. My mother is a very strong woman. She 

raised me with the attitude that I was somebody. I may not have a dime in my pocket, but I was 

somebody and I didn't have to take crap off nobody. My dad was exactly the same way. They 

were the kind of people that they didn't care where they were they took crap off nobody. You 

mistreated them or abused them and my dad would cuss you out and walk out. He was a warrior. 

And my mother was very much the same kind of person. So they always taught me to stand up for 

myself and believe in myself. And they also taught me to think for myself. 

They told me when I got to the fourth grade - and they called me Junior - they said, 

Junior, you've gone farther than we've ever gone in school already at fourth grade. You're going 

to have to handle this on your own now. We can't help you anymore with school. But you can do 

this. You can do this. We believe in you. So they taught me to be independent at a very early 

age. 

And when it came time for me to go to college, my mother was the very first one to say 

'go, go on'. When it came to that point where I had started wearing my hair long, she got a little 

nervous. 

Were you wearing dashikis also? 

I wore one, yes, and I was flirting with paramilitary organizations. 
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Oh, yes. Okay. 

I had some good friends who were members of those organizations. I almost joined them. We 

had long discussions about what was going on in the world. My mother was always interested in 

politics and history. She wanted to be a teacher, but she never got the education. So we always 

had political discussions in my house. When it came time for these changes, she supported them, 

but she was afraid something was going to happen to me. She had lost my sister in childbirth. My 

sister was born two years before I was and she died three days after. My mother had waited. She 

had been married 12 years before she had her first child and then she lost that child. And all my 

life she was worried about something happening to her son. 

So even though she was always supporting me, she was always saying be careful and be 

wise about where you're going and what you're doing. When I would go out with my friends, she 

would always say to my friends, now, y'all watch over him and make sure nothing happens to my 

son. And my friends would always tease me and say, yeah, your mom said for us to take care of 

you; don't do such-and-such. And we would laugh and laugh and laugh and then get in the biggest 

trouble. But they knew how she felt. So she was very supportive of me getting involved in things, 

but she was always worried about what was going to happen. But she had the courage to never 

say don't do it. 

I was so proud of her. I loved her very much. 

Great. That's wonderful. And now I want to know after working for a year and a half why 

did you decide to go back to Howard? So tell me a little about graduate school and how you 

decided to go. 

Well, as I was saying earlier my undergraduate degree was in history, but I wanted to take what I 

had learned in history and try to create a better world in the future. I decided that city planning 

was the way to do that; to learn about how cities were developed and created and try to work 

towards making the world a better place so we could integrate the way we lived. It wasn't enough 

to just have laws that said we had to have integration. We had to integrate our communities in 

order for us to get to know each other. 

So I decided to go to graduate school and get myself a degree in city planning. I had a 

more mundane reason as well. And that is that I believed at the time that I couldn't make very 
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much money being a teacher and I felt I could make more money in city planning. So that was 

another reason why I decided to become a city planner. So it was two reasons. 

So I applied for school of architecture and planning at the time. I was accepted in 1972. I 

finished that program in 1974. At that time the city-planning program was just in its second year 

of existence. The program was new, the teachers were new, and we were all experimenting and 

creating at the time. I just had some absolutely incredible professors, some who are still at 

Howard University and others who have moved on. I've kept in touch with one or two of them. 

So did you work while you were in graduate school? 

No. I got a fellowship from the Department of Transportation for graduate school. 

I got that at the beginning of the program. When I applied I applied also for this 

fellowship. I obtained the fellowship because nobody else had asked for it in transportation 

because none of my other colleagues were interested in transportation. We all wanted to build 

cities. We wanted to build roads. I saw the money there. So I went for the money. So I got the 

fellowship and I started the program. It just opened up a whole new world to me, a whole 

different world and way of looking at things. 

After I finished that program, I applied for a position in the Department of Transportation 

because my master's thesis was done on the energy crisis, which we were going through in 1974. I 

knew people in the Department of Transportation. I got into their internship program at the time. 

They were looking at — and they still do ~ taking young college graduates which have problems 

and they move them up. So I started there in 1974 as a GS-7. By 1976 I was a GS-12. For most 

people who've been in government they go from seven to nine in ten to twelve years. 

So what were you doing to advance so fast? 

I had a master's degree. So they moved me from a GS-7 to a GS-12 in two years. It was 

phenomenal. 

So give me an idea of how much money that is in today's world. 

In today's world I believe a GS-7 is probably about $40,000 and a GS-12 is probably about 70,000 

now. So I made a 30,000-dollar jump. 

Wow. Within a two-year period. 

Within a two-year period. That's what this internship program did because it was a very unique 
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program in the Department of Transportation and it allowed the people in the internship program 

to work in all the major areas in the Department of Transportation for a period of time. So my 

first year I spent time in the Highway Department, I spent time with the Coast Guard, I spent time 

in the Office of the Secretary, and I spent time in the Mass Transportation Administration. And at 

the end of the first year I got to pick which one I wanted to work in. 

And that was? 

And that was Mass Transportation because I wanted to build transit systems, bus systems. At the 

time we were experimenting with automated transit systems and what they call PRT, personal 

rapid transit, and Maglevs. All of that existed back then. 

So what is a personal transportation system? 

A personal rapid transit system is a little car that runs on a track. They run on every major street. 

What you do is you go outside or you make a phone call and you call the car. The car comes up to 

your door. You get in it. You program it where you're going. It takes you to where you're going, 

drops you off, and you go on and get out and do what you've got to do. 

No. 

And it was tens of thousands of these that this PRT system would do. 

So has anyone ever tried this anyplace in the world? 

No. There were a lot of plans that were created. We even had one here in Las Vegas that was 

done in the 60s. Nobody ever got it off the ground because of the costs of trying to do it. 

What would that little car look like that would come to my door to pick me up? 

Let's see. Have you seen the little smart cars that we have these days? It looked very much like a 

smart car. 

Like one of those little MINI Cooper things? 

Yeah. 

Uh-huh, yes. 

Okay. It looked very much like that. And there were tens of thousands of them. And you don't 

need millions because everybody gets in them at different times and they continue to circulate. 

Wow. Do you think we'll ever see this? 

No, because you just have too many people now living in a large space. You'd have to have 
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millions of them and they'd all be running on the street. We'd still have the same congestion 

problems that we have today. Now, the one advantage to them is that they're all automated. So 

they would all run at the necessary speeds. So imagine a road that had four different tracks on it. 

Like a train track? 

Uh-huh. The first track would be the slowest track and each track would be progressively faster. 

So you would get in a train on this one. It would take you to a particular stop. And then you'd get 

off and get on to the next one or the faster one so that there would be these stations where you 

could get on the particular train that you wanted. If you wanted a train that was going to take you 

all the way across town and not stop, you'd walk all the way over to this one and get on that train 

and it would take you all the way across town. Then you would get on a slower train to take you 

exactly where you wanted to go. So it was a very, very different kind of system. Then we had the 

Maglevs. All this was being experimented with in the 70s. 

So Maglev is similar to what we have today, our monorail? 

Yeah. Only Maglev is a set of magnets that elevate the train off the track. It's actually floating in 

the air. Like you take two magnets and put it together and one repels the other, that's what a 

Maglev is. So it's riding on air. That's why it can go so fast. Maglev trains can go over 200 miles 

an hour. 

So now we're talking seriously again about a train between Los Angeles and Las Vegas. 

Yeah. And the same issues that existed in those days about doing it are the same issues that exist 

now. But Japan and Germany and France had the political will to actually get it done. It requires 

some major points of decision. What is the power system going to be? That's a major one. How 

is it going to be paid for? That Maglev, magnetic levitation, those tracks have to be electrified and 

the train has to be electrified. Well, where does the electricity come from? You've got to have 

power stations on both ends. Who pays for those power stations? Right? Okay. That has to be 

created. That's the first thing. 

The train, now, you have to have it at a price that people can afford. Those trains are very 

expensive. It's still cheaper for people to drive their cars from Los Angeles, for example, to Las 

Vegas. Everybody's got an idea of what it ought to cost, maybe $50 round-trip, right? 

Yeah, because I can drive my car with one tank of gas to Los Angeles. 
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Exactly. One tank of gas to Los Angeles, may be 30 bucks; right? 

That's correct. 

Right. Thirty bucks there and 30 bucks back, $60, right? You've got a train trip that's going to 

cost you a hundred dollars. 

And that's $40 I could gamble with. 

Bingo. But you don't take into consideration that you've got to park. 

That's true. 

See, in L.A. you've got to park. 

That's true. But on this end I can park free. 

On this end you can park free. So there's all kinds of disincentives on our end for transit and 

incentives on this end. That has to change. That's a huge political difference. For the casinos to 

give up their free parking on this end, huh-uh. 

They can't do it. 

They can't do it. 

They can't do that to us. 

Right. So the person that builds this train has got to create a price cheaper than $60 in order to 

attract people to that train. 

Wow. I don't know if that's going to happen. 

Exactly. That's always been the issue. And then the next issue is the politics of it. Why does one 

state want to allow all this money to leave its state to go to another? 

It's already leaving. 

It's already leaving. But are you going to build it — 

Make it more convenient. 

Yeah. Are you going to build a system without getting something back in return because 

California has to pay for that portion? Nevada is saying, oh no, we don't want to pay for all of the 

train and the California portion; we only want to pay for the portion that's in Nevada. And in 

California they say, oh, you think we're stupid? You expect us to pay for that and you take our 

money? Oh, no. 

Well, but I think more Las Vegans would go to California more often, would go to 
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downtown Los Angeles more often. 

That's true. But 25 percent of our total visitors are from California coming here. That's a 

population almost as large as what we've got here. 

That's right. Wow. 

So those kinds of issues, political and financial, will have to be resolved before we will get the 

train here. That's why the train has got a better chance between Denver and --

Salt Lake City maybe? 

Yeah, that one. And even better the one between New York and D.C. 

Oh, yeah. Okay. Yes. 

Or the one between San Francisco and L.A. 

Oh, yes. Yes. 

All right. Those trains have a much better chance politically and financially even though the 

technical sides of doing it are maybe a little more difficult because at least here you're running 

straight through the desert and you've got that track. You may have to rebuild all the tracks either 

way, but it's easier to do it in the desert than through the mountains in California. 

True. Yes. 

So there's trade-offs on both sides. But anyway, that's how I got into transportation and got into 

the Department of Transportation. 

Wonderful. So what made you decide to leave Washington, D.C. to move to Las Vegas? 

Oh, that's a big issue for me because of two reasons. I was going through a divorce and I needed 

to get away. That was a major impetus in my life. But also I had reached a plateau at the 

Department of Transportation. I was very ambitious in those days. I realized that the men and 

women who were able to move above GS-12 were people who had experience in state 

government, local government like at the city or county level, as well as working for a major 

consulting firm, engineering firm. All I had was federal experience. Even though I had been in 

this program and I had my master's degree, that's as far as I could go because I didn't have the 

knowledge or experience and these other guys around me had it. So I needed to leave. That was 

extremely difficult because I had this fantastic job that I could have just sat there as a GS-12 for 

the rest of my life wearing my three-piece suits and done quite well. 
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At the time people wanted me to buy property and buy businesses because I had a very 

good income. But I couldn't go any further. I wasn't accomplishing anything. I had a great job, 

but I wasn't doing anything. I wanted to do something with this degree that I had. So I left. I 

made the decision to leave the federal government. Originally I was going to come and just write 

a book. I came west to do that. 

Now, why Las Vegas though? 

Well, I originally didn't come to Las Vegas. I went to California first. I lived in San Francisco for 

two years. Oh, what a time that was. It was the late seventies. I had come out here on business 

trips when I was with the department and I loved California. It was beautiful. I had never seen 

anything like it. I wanted to come back. So I came back to California when I left the department 

with some friends. We got a little place just out of San Francisco and I started working on this 

book. I discovered, like a lot of other people, that California is the end of the rainbow. It's not the 

beginning; it's the end of the rainbow. And I realized it wasn't everything I thought it was. I 

decided I was going to go back into my profession. They weren't paying anything in California. 

Times were difficult. Proposition 13 had just come into existence. 

Ronald Reagan. 

California started going down after Proposition 13 came into existence. All the good things that 

were being done for people were just destroyed. I realized it was time to go. I was making half 

the money in San Francisco that I was making in D.C. The reason is because so many people 

want to live in San Francisco that the employers there can even pay professional people half of 

what they were getting on the East Coast. I worked with men and women who were brilliant, 

fantastic individuals, knowledge far beyond anything I could ever accumulate, and they were 

making a third of what they could make in the east because they loved San Francisco. They would 

rather live in a little, tiny apartment in San Francisco than have a beautiful home somewhere else 

in the country. That's the mentality of people that live there and they've accepted that. So I left 

them all behind when I heard about this job in Las Vegas. 

How did you hear about it? 

Well, I had contacts with friends in the department. I was friends with the administrators in San 

Francisco for Region Nine. I told them I was ready to go back to work. I went to work originally 
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for an engineering firm because I had to get that experience. I got back onto my plan. So I went 

to work for an engineering firm, Wilbur Smith Associates, one of the biggest in the world. They 

built roads and streets all over. So I was doing mass transit projects for them. But I wanted 

something that would make me stand out and unique when I went back to the department. 

So my friends told me about Las Vegas. They said they don't have a bus system in Las Vegas. It's 

run by a private company. And, Sam, there's something that you could really do some interesting 

work there. 

Las Vegas? I had never even thought about Las Vegas. I mean Las Vegas to me was like 

Timbuktu. It was so far away and so foreign and strange to me that it had never even come across 

my mind. So I said, okay, well, let's see what this is all about. 

So I came down here for an interview. I loved the people and they loved me. I made the 

decision, okay, here's an opportunity to do something that no other black man has done and that is 

to build a transit system from the ground up because what was here at the time was a private 

company that had 11 buses in the whole city. 

Eleven, okay? Six of those buses ran on the Strip. There was hardly any public 

transportation. The five buses that were left made giant one-way loops around the city. It took a 

person who got on a bus anywhere in the city two and a half to three hours to get to work. There 

were no bus stops anywhere in the city. 

How did you get a bus? How did you get on? 

If you lived in a neighborhood, you walked to where you saw a bus going by and waved at it. 

So you flagged it down like it was a cab. 

You flagged it down like it was a cab. And if he didn't like the way you looked, guess what? 

No. 

He would not stop. Women always got on the bus. Bus drivers always liked women. Women 

always got on the bus. There were guys that never got on the bus. Now, if the bus just happened 

to be on that street and wasn't on his route, because they often diverted from their routes, you 

might see a bus anywhere and you didn't know where to stand because there were no bus stops. 

There were benches all over the city that weren't at bus stops. 

Just benches where you could sit? 
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Yeah. And people from other communities seeing a bench on the street figured that's where the 

bus route was. I would see these poor people standing there waiting for a bus. There was no bus 

route there. I'd have to stop and tell them I'm sorry, sir or madam, there's no bus route here; the 

bus route is over there, because the benches were being used as advertising. So there were all 

these benches and no bus stops and five routes for the whole city of Las Vegas. It was pathetic. 

Now, the bus drivers would stop on the routes whenever they felt like it and have a beer or soda 

pop, call their sisters or their mothers, talk to their girlfriends. 

That's right. No cell phones. There were just pay phones? 

Yeah. If they had to go to the bathroom, they'd stop the bus, get off, go to the bathroom, get back 

on the bus and keep going. It was lacks. 

Wow. To say the least. 

That was Las Vegas's transit system in 1979. Now, the reason it worked that way was because 

that one route that was on the Strip was where the bus stops were. That one route paid for the 

other five routes to even exist. And the bus company was making anywhere from eight to ten 

percent profit after expenses every single year. It was a big money-making operation. All of that 

money was going back to the parent corporation in California. 

Oh. 

Nevada as you know has been dominated north and south by corporations in California, which 

have come here and planted their branches and their little outlets to take money out of the state to 

support major corporations in California. Just like in the mining industry and banking and all the 

other major businesses in our state, that was going on in transportation as well. 

So the only way we get it back is that they come here to gamble. 

That's right. 

So they should pay for the train. 

You've got a point there. You've got a point there. 

Yes. 

And this corporation that ran Las Vegas Transit, Inc. was in California, Gray Line. Big profits. 

The man who ran it here was as tight-fisted as any man I ever met in my life. He was a serious 

businessman. If it didn't turn a profit, he didn't do it. So transit was not a public service. It was 
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basically here to provide service for the tourists who made money for the company. Then what 

was left over was tossed to the locals. That was what I walked into. 

What an opportunity. 

Yes, it was an opportunity. So I saw it. I went after it. I took the job. I went to my first city 

council meeting. The mayor, who had invited me to come to Las Vegas, he called me and invited 

me to come take this job. 

So who was that? 

Bill Briare [Las Vegas mayor 1975-1987]. I'll never forget that. He called me at my apartment in 

San Francisco. And my roommate said to me the mayor of Las Vegas is on the phone for you. I 

went, yeah, right, you're kidding me. He says, no, I'm serious. And I said hello. He says, hello, 

this is Bill Briare. Bill Briare's a very up guy. I love Bill Briare. He was an incredible mayor. He 

says this is the mayor of Las Vegas and I want you to come take this job. I said are you serious? 

He says, oh yeah, I'm really serious. Remember the interview you came down here for? We 

really liked you and we want you to come back. So that's how I came to Las Vegas. 

So I went to this city council meeting. Actually, it was an RTC commission meeting. Bill 

Briare was there and all the other commissioners. I believe the chairman was [Dick] Ronzone at 

the time. He welcomed me to the area. Then he promptly told me we're glad you're here; 

however, we have no intention of building a public transit system here. Transit is a sinkhole for 

public funds. We don't believe in putting money into a sinkhole that's not going to be used. Our 

people don't use public transit here. And so we're not about to spend any money building a public 

system. 

I was floored. Here I saw this great opportunity, I thought, to build a public transit system 

and my first day on the job I'm told by my commissioners that we're not going to do this. I had to 

decide then what am I going to do? Am I going to stay here in a place where I'm not going to 

actually be able to do something? What am I here for? I was totally disarmed. I had moved 

everything to take advantage of this opportunity. Well, I wrestled with it because I had many 

offers to go back to California. I wrestled with it a lot. I talked to people. They told me hold on, 

Sam, don't go. Stick around. Things will change. I know what they've said, but things will have 

to change here. And we need your help to at least hold down the fort until it does. 
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So I thought about it. I had made this commitment. I said, okay, well, I'll stick it out for a 

couple of years. I was only going to stick it out for two years. Well, after two years I started to 

get interested in this place. My first two years here, like everybody else that's new to Nevada, was 

like what in the world am I doing here? After living in Washington, D.C. and San Francisco, this 

was—the term I used at the time was culture shock and cultural deprivation. I felt like I was 

completely isolated from the world I knew and had loved, the world of art and music—and 

thought that was my world. I was a scholar. And I had come to place where this was the 

antithesis of that. 

But I saw an opportunity to in the future do some work here because I realized there was 

so much here that needed to be done, so much that was needed to be done and there was nobody to 

do it but me. I had a coworker here that was interested in doing things, but he did not have the 

education I had to do these things and the training. And although there were major areas of 

knowledge that I didn't have, I was willing to jump into these areas and learn and grow. 

That's exactly what I did. I reinvented myself three times while I was here. I came in as a 

transit planner. I started doing those transit plans that essentially got put on the shelf because they 

were done to design a bus system that was to come into existence that the community wasn't ready 

for, which actually didn't happen until 1986. But I was doing all these plans all those years and I 

had learned about the area and learned about what needed to be done. I also started to do 

something that's called corridor plans. Now, a corridor plan, and I guess probably the best way to 

illustrate that is on the map I'm looking at across from me. You can see where the freeways are. 

If you imagine a route or a set of streets on either side of those major freeways that's 

anywhere from a quarter to a half mile on both sides of the freeway that becomes a corridor, 

everything within that corridor now becomes a study area in terms of what the transportation 

facilities are. So the corridors that I looked at at the time were major corridors that no one had 

looked at in terms of just traffic movement. We had traffic signals here. Even though the traffic 

engineers in each entity control their own signals, there was no coordination between the signals. 

Terrible coordination. This signal there would be a total of 60 minutes on the total cycle time. 

That's the total amount of red, yellow and green time. It's called cycle time. It might be a minute, 

80 seconds here. Over here it might be 360 seconds from here to here to here. So you couldn't 
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just flow all the way through. 

One of the first things I did was learn on my own how to do traffic signalization timings 

and coordination. I started doing corridor plans. Your buses also can't move efficiently and 

effectively from community to community along your routes unless the signals are timed properly. 

So that's how I got into that. In looking at how long it took my buses to go from one place to 

another, I had to start looking at signalization. I found out the traffic engineers here weren't doing 

signalization plans or corridor plans to look at the total transportation system. 

The first one I did was for Maryland Parkway. At the time Maryland Parkway was a 

two-lane street, two lanes both ways. No left-turn signals. No left-turn pockets. Nothing like that 

from Charleston all the way to Tropicana, which was the major area. So I went in and I did that 

study. That was the very first one I did. As a result of that study — that was a planning study --

we went out to bid for design. 

Let me explain how transportation projects are done. 

A planning study has to be done first to determine what the general needs are for a street or 

a corridor. That says we need to have four or five more lanes here or we need to have a left-turn 

pocket here or we need to put a bus system here or we need to do some traffic control systems 

here or we need to put some signals here, red lights versus a stop sign. That's what the planning 

study tells you. 

The next study, then, is what's called a design study. The design says, okay, exactly where 

is that signal going to be? Which corner is it going to be on? How far is it going to be from the 

next signal? What are the exact dimensions? Design is part of preliminary engineering because 

then you've got to look at not only the placement, but you've got to look at when you're making 

changes to the road itself the soils underneath the road. If you're going to add another lane, is the 

soil capable of handling another lane? 

Underneath the ground, now, you've got to identify where all the electrical, telephone, 

sewer and all of that is so that you know how far down to dig. So all that becomes preliminary 

engineering and design. So that's all done. 

Then final stage is the construction stage. The construction stage, now, requires you to 
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identify a company that can do the work. That's a bid process. That's why it takes transportation 

projects so long to be done. 

So there's planning; preliminary engineering, slash, design; and construction. My part was 

the planning part because the other parts don't come unless my part gets done. You can take an 

existing street or transit system and make improvements to it by just going through the design 

stage. You don't have to go back through planning unless there's a major issue. But in this case it 

had never been done before. So I did the planning studies for Maryland Parkway. After I finished 

that one, everybody said, wow, these are the improvements we need to do. Lanes were widened. 

We had left-turn pockets put in. So Maryland Parkway as you see it now was what I designed. 

So now, were there trees down the center of Maryland Parkway at one time? 

Not when I came. Those had already been taken out. 

Oh, okay, because I was about to blame you. But go ahead. 

No. No, I didn't take any trees out. We're beginning to put trees back in. That's because when these 

streets get so wide that it becomes a danger for pedestrians to cross over you need to have a 

median somewhere in the middle. Now, the medians originally were just places for them to stand. 

Then the beautification ideas came along and (we) decided, well, we want to put trees in there to 

make the street beautiful as well. But originally traffic engineering is just concerned about the 

utility of the street, not the beauty of it. 

At the time when I did Maryland Parkway, without signal timing, without those left-turn 

pockets, it was hell to try to drive from one end of Maryland to the other. Traffic was a mess. So 

we got those changes made. Well, after I did Maryland then they said, okay, now we want you to 

do Charleston. So I did Charleston. Then after I did Charleston I did Tropicana and Flamingo. 

Then finally I did Las Vegas Boulevard. That was my most difficult one of all. 

Now, why was it more difficult? 

Because, first of all, you had all the casinos that didn't want you to do but so much to Las Vegas 

Boulevard. They very much like the idea of having crowds of cars going up and down the street. 

That adds to the excitement. 

It's a traffic nightmare, but it adds to the excitement. So there was always this balance 

between maintaining that excitement and traffic flow. That's number one. 
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The bigger problem was all the traffic that was crossing over Las Vegas Boulevard 

because the volumes of traffic that was going from east to west --

Okay. Flamingo, Tropicana. Yes. 

Enormous in comparison to what was going north and south on Las Vegas Boulevard. But you 

have the two coming together and you have them coming together at these critical intersections. 

So I had to do the traffic studies very carefully and to identify and to back up everything that I was 

saying. I had to do pedestrian studies at each of those intersections, pedestrian movement studies, 

as well as traffic signal timing studies. 

How do you do a pedestrian movement study? 

Myself and two other people stand at the intersection and we count people crossing the street. 

Wow. And you do it on different days so that — 

On different days and at different times of the day so that you get a picture, a snapshot of what 

traffic is over a period of a week. I think we did it over a period of two weeks. And you have to 

do it during the right season because there's seasonal flows on all of our major streets and 

especially with pedestrian movements on the Strip. 

Yes. 

At that time February and March were peak periods for people coming because there were huge 

conventions coming at that time and then there were also huge conventions coming in October and 

November. COMDEX, for example, always came in the fall. Then you had these other shows 

that were coming. So there were these peaks. So we had to make sure that we did these studies at 

the time when there were peak flows of traffic. So we did some in the fall, we did some in the 

spring, and we did some in the summer so we could see what the variations were. That supports 

what you're saying about the peak times because you design these things not for the time when the 

traffic is low, but you design it for when the traffic is high whether it's street traffic, vehicular 

traffic or pedestrian traffic. So all of that had to be thought through. And I did. I came up with 

cross traffic flows east and west of not only pedestrian but also cars that was phenomenal. We 

had—and I'm sure it's still true—we had pedestrian flows at Tropicana and at Flamingo that were 

equivalent to the traffic and pedestrian flows in Times Square. 

I believe it, easily. 



They said, Sam, are you serious? There's the data. There's the data. I showed it to them. There it 

is. This is what's going on out there, the projected traffic that we all knew was coming because of 

all the plans for development east and west. At the time Summerlin was being designed and 

planned. Green Valley was already in existence on the other end and expanding and growing. 

The east-west traffic, people coming through, was enormous. And so what I showed was three 

left-turn lanes at Tropicana and three left-turn lanes at Flamingo east and west and then two 

left-turn lanes north and south on those streets and 11 -foot wide through lanes so traffic could 

flow through. The civil engineers all looked at that and went three left-turn lanes? There are very 

few places in the world that have three left-turn traffic lanes. Very few in the world. 

I didn't know that. 

I had to support that with data. They all looked at it. See, being a planner, you know, civil 

engineers look down on planners because they're the professionals. 

So they went through my data with a fine-tooth comb. They were looking for it. They 

finally had to admit that I was right. So Tropicana and Flamingo are designed as I put it in. 

Great. That is wonderful. That's a great story. I had no idea. I just thought it just 

appeared mysteriously I guess. This is great. I had no idea that all of this had to go into 

planning corridors throughout our city. 

Yeah. And that's just the street side. Then we had to plan the bus systems to flow on those streets. 

Buses can't go up and down every street because they have to be able to turn around in certain 

places. So you have to have an endpoint where buses can turn around. They need to go through 

neighborhoods where there's large numbers of people. That got me into computer systems and 

data because you have to identify where the poor people live, where the transit dependents are. 

Because they are transit dependent. 

They are transit dependent. Single families, elderly people -- these are all the people that are 

transit dependent. So you want to make sure that your bus routes go through the neighborhoods 

and within a reasonable walking distance of where they live. 

This got us into computer systems. So now I went from being a transit planner and a 

corridor planner into computer systems. I designed the computer systems for the RTC. 

How did you learn to design a computer system? 
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Because I loved those machines when they first came out and I had talked the director into buying 

one for us. We got one of the first IBM PCs that was in the city. I think the people at the 

university had one of the other first ones. 

So do you remember which year that was? 

Oh Lord, yes. That was 1980. 

Wow. So you had only been here for a year. 

Uh-huh. I had worked on computers and main frames when I was in graduate school. I knew 

what the potential was, but to have a microcomputer was like heaven. So I got involved in all of 

the work that was being done originally in those days on the microcomputer for transportation. 

The models that I used to do the traffic planning, the corridor planning was all done on that 

microcomputer. 

Ah, okay. So you were able to do it with a computer. 

Yes. I was able to do all of that. After I collected all that data, it all went into these models. We 

had to work the models out. You have to take a model, a generic model, and you have to 

customize it for your area. I did all that customization work and I learned how to operate that 

computer. So I went from being like I said this transit planner and this corridor planner to a 

computer person. I learned how to operate that computer. Then I started teaching other people in 

the office how to operate the computer. Then when the time came along to network those 

computers, I was the one who networked them. Then we got into mapping. 

What he's pointing at is we have this gigantic map here in the Reading Room that shows the 

majority of the Las Vegas Valley? 

Right. And we started doing mapping on our computers somewhere in the late eighties. We 

joined and organization most of the planners in the valley called the Urban and Regional 

Information Systems Association. They were about computerizing all of that data that you see on 

that map — the roads, the houses, the streets, all of the public facilities. All of that had to be 

computerized. My office and I was responsible for doing that for all the transportation systems in 

conjunction with the other planners, the land use planners in the valley and the Census Bureau, 

which had original street maps and all of that. We had to customize all of that and get that 

working. So I became the manager for all of that to get all of that customized and into our 
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computers. It was an enormous project. 

It had to be. And this is still 1980? 

This is the eighties, yeah, when we were doing all of this. 

So this begins in the 1980s. 

Yes and it went on up into the nineties. This is over a ten-year period. The eighties were a very 

productive time for me. So I did computer systems. I created and purchased the models. 

Transportation planning is done with computer models and has been since the sixties. But they 

were done on main frames in the sixties. By the eighties we had started doing them on 

microcomputers. All of that data had gotten transferred over. And so I purchased the models, the 

original models that we had for our transportation planning work, and I had all of that data 

transported over. I hired people to come in. Set all of that up. Set our models up and get them 

operational for highways and transit. 

Now, how did the city—how are they looking at this now after they already told you that 

we're not going to put money into this? You're working anyway and you're working with 

transit models and everything. What are they saying? 

Well, once they said that we're not going to do anything with this mass transit system, we still had 

to do these reports every year for the federal government. So every year I was producing—for ten 

years I produced these transit reports that said essentially that we've got this existing system that's 

run by a private company. The city's not ready to put in the public system. But when we do, 

here's what it's going to look like. 

Okay, great. 

And that had to be updated every year. Got that done. I started doing these corridor studies to 

actually get something done because we still had all this other work that needed to be done. 

That's correct. 

Along with that, now, the federal government is saying to us you've got to start doing modeling. 

You can't leave this modeling work for the state to do. You've got to do it in the local area. So we 

said great. My director said great, we're going to do this. Sam, figure out which one of these 

models we want to do. So we got the models. We got that operational and up and working. 

Meanwhile we're pumping out these plans because the federal government at the time would not 
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allow you to have your highway money unless you had a transit plan. So I produced those transit 

plans every year so the highway money would continue to come in. And the highway money then 

was used to build the beltway. 

And we're talking about 215 when you say beltway? 

Yeah, 215 and the improvements that you saw. You remember trying to cross Flamingo and 

Tropicana you had to cross the railroad tracks. 

So all that money that came in here was used to build those roads to get rid of the railroad 

tracks that cross over that to start building 215, to build the Desert Inn super arterial, all of that. 

Whose idea was that? 

That was an idea by the people at the Nevada Department of Transportation. Again, it came out of 

our models. Once our models showed that we had these significant flows of traffic from the east 

to the west and we knew at the time that we still had all this work that needed to be done with 

Flamingo and Tropicana, it still wasn't enough. We needed a major road that would carry people 

from the east to the west. 

How was Desert Inn Road decided upon as the street? 

It was smack dab in the middle between 195, which runs north and south, and the airport. 

So you have all this traffic now that's coming right in the middle of there. I'll never forget. 

The guy's name was Kent. Kent was the transportation planner, my partner at the Nevada 

Department of Transportation. We looked at these models and saw all this and Kent said, you 

know, we need to do something with DI. We need to just widen DI and make it a major road 

because it was just a little, narrow street in those days. 

That's right. 

Then he says we'll make it a super arterial. Everybody said, yeah, that's a great idea, let's do that. 

So then what we do is we set the model up to widen DI and see what it's going to be because, see, 

the models allow us to test things. So we widened DI. We reran the model. And all that traffic, 

which was trying to go down Tropicana and Flamingo, all decided now we've got access over here 

on DI, so we'll go down DI. Bingo. We built the DI super arterial. We put it in our plans. It 

became part of the planning process. Again, preliminary engineering, construction. From the 

time that we designed it in the eighties It was finally opened about '90-91,1 think. But the original 
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plan for it was somewhere '84-85. 

So planning and implementation just takes a long time. 

It takes a long time, which is part of the problem that the President (Barak Obama) has now with 

these shovel-ready projects. When you hear that word shovel-ready, what that means is they're 

ready to go to construction. So the planning work has been done, the preliminary engineering 

design work has been done, and it's ready to go out to bid for construction. That still takes eight to 

nine months. You've got to pick the contractor. All the contracts have to be signed. And the 

bidding period can be anywhere from two to three months for that. 

That's right. 

Then they actually have to gear up to go to work. That's another month or two. So you've got 

three to five months there before they can even start a shovel-ready project. Then the project itself 

may take a year or two to complete. 

Yes. And we don't think about that. Wow. This is amazing. I still have so much to ask you 

that I know — 

Is my hour up again? 

I'm almost sure it is because we haven't even started with the work that you've done on the 

Pioneer Trail, all of the people you know here in Las Vegas. We're only at the 1980s. 

Yeah, we're still in the 1980s. 

It is October 22nd, 2010. I'm with Sam Wright again. We're here in the Reading Room at 

UNLV. How are you doing today? 

Oh, I'm doing well. How are you doing today? 

Great. Just wonderful. So we were talking about, of course, here in Las Vegas and your job. 

Now we are at the point where there is a Desert Inn arterial. 

Right. 

Could you tell us about that, how it came about? I think you told us some of that already. 

Yes. The Desert Inn arterial was created in order to find another east-west route through the 

valley. Our models had shown that we needed to have a major thoroughfare that sat between 

Sahara and Flamingo. At the time the question was where to put it. We were projecting all this 
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additional traffic as a result of what was coming out of Spring Valley at the time on the west side 

and Summerlin was being created. We knew there was a lot of traffic coming down to the Strip 

and even more importantly crossing the Strip because Green Valley on the other side of the valley 

was being created and at that time Paradise Valley was still a major area where people were living. 

So tell me where Spring Valley is located and where Paradise Valley is located. 

Well, Spring Valley is located approximately between Flamingo and — let me get my orientation 

straight here. Flamingo would be the south boundary and Sahara would be the north boundary. 

Rainbow would be the west boundary and I'd say Jones would be the east boundary. Roughly that 

area. It extends a block or two beyond that on all sides, but that's roughly the area Spring Valley 

is in. 

Paradise Valley, on the other hand, is a much older area. Its boundary would be 95 on the 

east and Maryland Parkway on the west. It's a very large area. That would go all the way over to 

Russell and from Russell on the south all the way to, let's see, DI on the east. 

So that is big. Okay, good. Thank you for that. 

That area was "the" area in its time and a lot of people were buying new houses over there 

especially in the early eighties. It had the name. 

So that's why we created Desert Inn as a super arterial because we needed that main street 

that ran through that would connect Spring Valley all the way into Paradise Valley to provide that 

through traffic what was running through the center. We tested that on our models, which is one 

of the things that I had to purchase for the RTC along with the State of Nevada officials. We 

tested that on our models to make sure it worked. And it did. So we went on and put the project 

together and it became a reality. 

And I want to thank you for that arterial because I use it all the time. It is amazing. 

Well, it was a team of us that did it. Especially a fellow named Kent Mayer. I don't know if Kent 

is still with the Nevada Department of Transportation. I know he moved up north. But he was a 

major player down here along with myself and a couple of other people that are no longer here. 

Okay. So tell me how the black neighborhood at this point. What is happening in that 

Westside, that core black neighborhood, and if you had any interactions in that 

neighborhood at the time. 
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At that time I had some interaction because being new to Las Vegas I wanted to get to know the 

people here. So I joined St. James Church. As a result of joining St. James Catholic Church, I got 

a chance to meet a lot of people in the community. I also decided to get involved in the first 

campaign for our black commissioner at the time, a gentleman that was running for commissioner, 

Dr. Pearson. That also introduced me to a lot of people. So I was involved with that. The third 

thing I did was to join the NAACP where I met Jesse Scott. I went to work for Jesse Scott. I 

created the first computerized membership list for the NAACP. This is back in about '84-85. So I 

got to know a lot of people that way. I was membership chairman there at the NAACP. 

Tell me a little about Reverend Scott. 

Oh, my goodness. Reverend Jesse Scott was a wonderful man, a man who had a lot of wisdom. 

He understood people very well. He was a man who really cared about this community and who 

cared about its growth. He was not perfect. And who is? He had his faults and there were always 

people who were very quick to point out his faults. But he was the kind of man who understood 

that regardless of his faults or our faults—and we all have them—we still needed to work together 

to accomplish the things that needed to be done in the community. And he always worked to do 

that. He was a mentor to me. I miss him now that he's gone. He was a very good man and he had 

a good heart and he wanted what was right for the community. Even more importantly he wanted 

to do right by the children and his own family. 

And that doing right by the children, he has a school named for him. 

• Give me some information about that F Street Coalition. Tell me what happened recently — 

well, first, before we talk about the F Street, let's bring ourselves up to that. What happened 

in the Department of Transportation after that arterial was put in? Anything else 

noteworthy that you want to talk about? 

Well, first of all, I'd like to talk about what had happened earlier on. This was not the first time 

the situation with F Street had occurred. In our research we discovered that back in the late 

sixties, early seventies, the State of Nevada Department of Transportation had a program, not just 

a project, a program to close all of the lettered streets - A, B, C, D, E and F, G and H. They were 

going to close all of them off. And what they wound up doing is they closed off A and B and C. 
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D was left open. 

With the freeway? 

That's right, with the freeway. And D was left open. Let's see. E's closed off. F was left open. G 

is closed off. And H was left open. Okay? So at the time they wanted to close all those streets 

off. Mother Pearson, bless her heart, and some of the other community people got together and 

they raised such a stink that they were forced to reopen F and D. So this was not the first time that 

this occurred. 

Why did the Department of Transportation want to close off all those streets? 

Transportation departments not only in Las Vegas but throughout the country have built their 

roads, especially their freeways, in communities where the people have very little power, they 

think, and where the land is cheap in order to save the public in general money, which meant to a 

large extent putting freeways through minority communities. And they really didn't care about 

whether the people in those minority communities had access. The priority was to bring people 

from the suburbs and outside the city into the city and through it. And so this historically has 

happened all over the nation. So what was done here I'm not surprised about what was done 

because it's been done in many other places. 

Okay. I know this is naive, but what difference did it make? Okay, so this freeway went 

through and the freeway took A through C. What difference did it make to the Department 

of Transportation about D through H? What difference did it make? 

It didn't make any difference as a matter of fact. When these people plan these roads, they don't 

even think about the minority communities that they're cutting off. To them that's not important. 

It's kind of like when you're planting something in your yard, you don't care about the ants and the 

other little insects that are crawling around. All you care about is putting the plants in. So if you 

tear up their homes and whatever that's in the ground, oh, okay, because what's important is to get 

your plant in there never mind their homes, never mind the pathways that they use to go from one 

side of your yard to the other. They just don't count. That's the attitude. That has historically 

been the attitude. It's only when the ants rise up and bite you that you pay attention to the fact that 

they even exist. That's the attitude of the people who have run transportation departments in this 

state and throughout the country. And in many parts of the country the ants have risen up and 
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bitten, which is why we have federal laws and state laws that demand citizen participation. 

It was so bad in New York there was a gentleman there named Bob Moses. And Bob 

Moses was an absolute autocrat and he was just building freeways all throughout the city. Not 

only did he destroy minority communities, he did it in white communities as well. He didn't care. 

They were all ants to him. He just built wherever he wanted until finally the people in the City of 

New York rose up against him and had him tossed out of office. The ants do rise up and bite. 

After that occurred it started happening all over the nation. Then the federal government 

decided, well, we better do something and they instituted citizen participation laws and 

requirements for notice about what they're going to do and giving citizens an opportunity to 

protest it and make changes. 

So what happened in both of these cases is they didn't give the notice in the sixties nor did 

they give proper notice in 2004 when they started planning all of this for the current closing of F 

Street. The notifications that were given out were done in locations where a great majority of the 

people would not have known much about them. They gave the notice all right, but they gave it in 

the Nevada Department of Transportation office in one case and in another case they gave a notice 

way out in North Las Vegas about what they were doing in the City of Las Vegas. 

And this was done with the knowledge of the Nevada Department of Transportation and 

the City of Las Vegas, but they didn't think anybody would pay attention or would care. As usual 

people don't until they see the bulldozers start to work in the neighborhood. When people started 

seeing the bulldozers starting to come on F Street that's when they got upset and that's when the 

ants started to fight back. 

So that latest fight was 2008 or '9. 

It started in 2007 or '8. It's been about -- yeah, it was sometime in '7 or '8 because they were 

hustling to get it finished before too much protest could occur. But the protest was building. 

So explain to me why F Street was so important to the Department of Transportation. What 

did they want to do that the blocking of F Street would make it more efficient for them? 

Okay. It would help if you had a map and I could show you on a map. It's too bad that this thing 

isn't visual. In addition to the plans and changes they were doing on 15 — 

This is a tiny one, but it has the area on it. 
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So you're getting a map of the area. Good, because I'm hoping it's going to show you 

the Symphony Park area. So here's our area that we've been talking about. Here as you know is 

where the new Symphony Park development is. 

And Symphony Park, you're talking about those 80 acres that belonged to the railroad at 

one time, that right now we're putting in — 

—the new City Hall, the Smith Performing Arts Center. It is the new downtown area that's being 

developed. And it sits adjacent to the Westside community. 

Yes. The only thing that keeps it separated from the Westside community is — what is that, 

Bonanza, really? 

Yes. It's Bonanza and 1-15. And 1-95. See, they're all coming together there. 

That's correct. Yes, that's that intersection. 

Right. So what the City of Las Vegas and Nevada Department of Transportation was doing was 

creating access for the community, the wider community into Symphony Park. And so they have 

projects to improve 15 and 95. 1-15 was where F Street was closed off. Okay? That was 15 

where F Street was closed off. 

And there was this D Street connector, which was used, then, to bring people from the 

freeway down on to the street and then connect them over into Symphony Park from 15. They 

also want to give access to people on 95 into Symphony Park. Okay? 

Now, that was fine, but at the same time they wanted to close off the black community to 

the Symphony Park area, making it difficult for African-Americans or whoever is going to live in 

that community to get over into Symphony Park. 

Which is right next door to where they live. All they had to do was go down F Street and 

they're in Symphony Park. 

Yes. Yes. 

Don't you think that Westside area, though, would have eventually become a prized area in 

the city with condominiums and coffee shops and all of that so close to Symphony Park? 

Yes, I really do if people want to develop it in that way. Current officials don't ever see it that 

way. They have in my mind, of course this is just my opinion, they have decided in their minds 

that this is always going to be an area where poor people are going to live. 
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And they don't ever see the development occurring in that area. They've literally said that; 

nothing's ever going to happen over there. That's their frame of mind. So as a result they were 

closing off — the excuse was to close off F Street to truck traffic because obviously trucks were 

going to somehow come through that area from the Westside community into Symphony Park. 

And, of course, they didn't want trucks coming into Symphony Park, big trucks, or they said they 

didn't want them coming into this residential community. But really in my mind it was that they 

just didn't want to give access to the people in this community to Symphony Park, access to 

everybody else but not access to the people who lived the closest. 

The other thing that I think needs to be discussed is that this section of the Westside 

community in years past was a Hispanic community. Much of the Westside is becoming Hispanic 

again. There's a perception in America, especially in the southwest, that Hispanic people are the 

underclass, as well as black people. In their minds that's the way it's supposed to be and will be. 

That's another reason why they don't anticipate growth and development in this community. 

However, the young people that are still living in the Westside community, Hispanic and 

black, have plans for growth and development. Many of them were at the F Street meetings and 

fighting for widening of F Street so it can become a major thoroughfare into the community. And 

they have plans on building retail establishments all along F Street, all the way up to Owens 

hopefully to create a new downtown area for themselves because they anticipate people coming 

along F Street going into Symphony Park. 

One of the things I've been trying to get people in the community to do is to start looking at 

their relationship to Symphony Park because they're going to be in a very strategic position in the 

valley. If they can begin development on their own that will draw other developers into the area 

and will create the kind of neighborhood that they want to have instead of waiting on somebody 

else to come in and do it. 

Okay. Two questions. F Street was closed. 

Yes, it was. 

What happens now with the F Street Coalition? What is going to happen now? 

Well, the F Street Coalition, first of all, obtained a lawyer and asked the courts to stop the closure 

of F Street. They finished the closure of F Street before that injunction was given. However, it's 
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still in court. As a result of that, the Nevada Department of Transportation and the City of Las 

Vegas have begun negotiations with the F Street Coalition and with the Southern Nevada 

Enterprise Community, SNEC. And that organization, the F Street Coalition sits on it and they are 

working together to reopen F Street and to reopen it in a way that is most beneficial to the 

community. So F Street will be reopened. The City of Las Vegas has put up money to do that and 

NDOT is working on getting it done. 

Tell me what NDOT stands for. 

NDOT stands for the Nevada Department of Transportation. 

Okay, good. And you are confident that it's going to happen? 

Yes, I am confident it's going to happen. The question is how long is it going to take? Many 

people in the F Street Coalition in the community wanted it open by now. Understanding the way 

NDOT works and the way the funding is, my hunch is it will be open by 2015. 

And it's 2010 now. Okay. 

Yeah. 

Okay. My other question, let's talk about the Westside School. 

Okay. 

The Westside School was a school built back in the twenties. 

Right. 

Because the community became a black community and was a black community for a very, 

very long time, blacks identified closely with that school. It is now on the National Registry 

of Historic Places and will be redeveloped. We are hoping that it will be redeveloped up to 

the standards of some of the other historic locations here like the Fifth Street School. 

Right. 

How does that development play into the plans for F Street? 

At this point—and this is the sad thing about this—there are no plans for F Street other than to 

reopen it. I'm one of the people that has advocated for there to be plans other than just to reopen F 

Street because just to reopen F Street puts you right back where you were before it was closed 

whereas there's so much else that needs to be redeveloped in the community. So I'm sad to say 

that as far as I know there are no other plans. I'm hoping that other members of the F Street 
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Coalition or other groups within the community are putting together some plans. 

I have circulated to a number of different individuals and groups a proposal for an RFP, 

request for proposal, and request for qualifications to bring in a city planner to put together a plan 

for the whole Westside community. At this point I haven't been able to get people to come 

together to support that. But that's still one of the things that I think needs to be done is a plan 

needs to be done for the whole community that, first of all, looks at the potential impact of this 

new Symphony Park on the Westside community. 

People with vision could very easily see that because there's cheap land right across the 

street literally from the new Symphony Park area, at some point in the future developers are going 

to want to come in and take that land and redevelop it and the people that live there are going to 

lose their homes. And the landowners that were there are going to make a ton of money, but at the 

same time that whole community may shift completely. And if people aren't prepared for what is 

going to come in the future, they will lose their homes. 

That is exactly what's happened in every other minority community in the country. We 
t 

call it urban removal. They call it urban renewal, but I call it urban removal. That's what happens 

is the black and Hispanic people will be moved out of their homes because most of them are the 

renters anyway. They don't own the land. 

So who owns the land? 

The land is owned from what I've been hearing, and I don't have any detailed data, by a lot of 

people from outside of the Westside community. Whether they live here or in California or 

wherever, it's owned by a lot of people in other places and they're just waiting. Then when the 

time comes they'll tell people that are renting I'm sorry, but you're going to have to move; you've 

got 60 days to be out of here. And those people will be forced to move. The developers will come 

in and package the land together and we'll see all kinds of beautiful high-rises going up where 

black people and Hispanic people used to live. 

What about the churches there and that spiritual religious community? 

A lot of them are large landowners. So I'm not sure what their plans are. I suspect when that does 

occur there will be a lot of new churches built. They don't plan on leaving the community. 

They'll probably sell a lot of the land that they own and build larger facilities for themselves. One 
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or two of them I have heard have plans for religious institutions or facilities or campuses. But 

they're keeping their plans close to the vest. It would be great if they would join in a community 

planning effort. As far as I know no one has asked them to. There's just a lot of fraction within 

the black community. As a result of that fractioning from what I see at this point, there is no one 

plan that will go forward. As a result of that the people that have the money will be able to come 

in and make deals with the landowners and do what they want to do. That's what the future looks 

like to me at this point. 

When I do go into the Westside area—I've taken my friends to show them the Westside, the 

historic Westside or taking groups of historians on tours to show them the historic Westside, 

I'm always disheartened because of all of the vacant land and where houses should be, where 

we should be living, there are just vacant lots all over the place and blocks and blocks that 

are blighted. I mean we're near downtown. It is such a precious area. 

Yes. 

I can't even explain that when they start asking questions. 

I understand how you feel. Within those blighted areas we know of significant locations where 

African-Americans and other people made significant contributions to the valley. 

Yeah. Tell me about the Pioneer Trail. 

That's why I created the Pioneer Trail. 

Tell me about that. 

Back in the nineties I saw this coming. I saw what was going to happen to this community. I saw 

it happen to my own community back in Washington, D.C. Georgetown was a community in 

Washington, D.C. very much like the Westside. It was a black community. 

Georgetown? 

Georgetown was a black community in the thirties and forties. 

The "in" place to go now with all the little restaurants and nightclubs? 

Exactly. Exactly. And because it was historically significant, the black people who lived there 

sold their homes not understanding that. They got a lot of money. This all occurred in the fifties 

when I was a boy growing up. All of Georgetown was black. It was rundown. People couldn't 

sell their homes. It was an isolated community within the white world. It was totally surrounded 
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by the white community. And so developers came in. At that time you could buy a house for 5, 

$600. These people were offered 7, 8, $9,000 for their homes. To them that was a bonanza. 

Of course. And Georgetown University was probably already there, of course. 

It was already there. Okay? So these people sold their homes. They could finally go and live in a 

really nice new neighborhood. They sold their homes. Very few stayed. Small percentage. The 

reason I know is because I went to school with some of them, the ones who stayed. And then the 

developers came in and all of those homes that were historically important, they redeveloped 

them, cleaned them up, fixed them up, fixed the cobblestone streets, fixed the brick streets, planted 

trees. 

Town houses. 

Town houses. 

Oh, gorgeous. 

Gorgeous town houses. Fixed all of those houses up. By 1965 those houses had gone from the 

$9,000 that they had paid for them to $100,000. Georgetown now is probably one of the most 

expensive areas in the nation. The same thing is going to happen to the Westside community. 

And it's happened all over the nation. Wherever the housing is historically important and minority 

communities are there, the developers will come in, offer people a good price for their land, and 

then turn around and redevelop it into something fantastic. And the same thing will happen here. 

Now, what didn't happen in Georgetown was there was nothing to indicate that black people had 

ever lived there. Nothing. 

That's right. 

The same thing with Tysons Corner. I don't know if you're (familiar)... 

Maryland? 

In Virginia. A huge, huge shopper center, a major retail and commercial area. It used to be 

farmland owned by black farmers. Nobody ever knew that they lived there. Their existence was 

completely wiped out. So one of the reasons I created the Pioneer Trail was to prevent that from 

happening here because I know eventually because of the fractioning in the community and there 

is no plan that that's going to happen here. So I created the Pioneer Trail to identify not only 

where blacks had lived in this community, but I discovered other people had lived. It was our 
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history of blacks, Hispanics, whites, Asians. It's all within this area of the Pioneer Trail. 

So tell me some of those points that you remember on that Pioneer Trail. 

Oh. There's a house, or there was a house on Bonanza between Tonopah and Martin Luther King 

that was owned by a Korean man named Kim. 

Mr. Kim and his family had a truck farm there for a long time. They provided a lot of 

fruits and vegetables to the community. Mr. Kim had a very difficult time living there and was 

harassed by people in the white community, but he stuck it out. His son went on eventually to 

become a very important law enforcement officer in this community to the extent that they named 

an elementary school after him. Kim Elementary School is named after Mr. Kim's son. You 

ought to go over to the school sometime and just look at what his son did for the city. 

Nobody ever knows who he was, but that's where his home was. St. James Catholic 

Church, which is a black church now, was one of the original Catholic churches in this valley. 

Between St. Anne's and St. James all the other Catholic churches in this valley came out of. And 

St. James was a Hispanic church because that area between H Street and Martin Luther King and 

Bonanza and Washington was a Hispanic community before it was black. Those people then went 

on to branch out into the rest of Las Vegas. You'll run into people from time to time who grew up 

there. I talked to a gentleman just the other day who grew up there. So the Westside wasn't 

always all black. As a matter of fact, it used to be a totally integrated community. The Westside 

was integrated up until the forties. 

Right. So it was the only integrated area, really. 

It was the only integrated area, but people could live anywhere in the area. In the forties, during 

and after the Second World War, the sheriff forced all the black people that lived in other parts of 

the valley back to the Westside. So that's also part of our history. This was an integrated valley 

until the forties and then it was to a large extent segregated. 

And the Native Americans also. 

The Native Americans also started at what we call the Springs Preserve. So I identified all these 

locations and put them on the Pioneer Trail so that when the day comes that the bulldozers come 

through and wipe out all of this that there will be some record and history of what happened not 

only where black people lived but the Asians and the Hispanics, as well, because we were all 
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involved in the development of this community. 

So what prevents that Pioneer Trail from being wiped out completely one day? 

At this point only the fact that it has existed for a long time. The community recognizes that it's 

there. It's been supported by the City of Las Vegas and Clark County. So it's a legitimate trail. 

One of my additional projects in the future is to go about getting federal funding for it, which 

should give it even more stability. 

That's great. So it starts at Lorenzi Park on one end? 

It starts at the Springs Preserve on one end and it ends over in what we call the Cultural Corridor 

now, which is an area on Las Vegas Boulevard near Washington where the Mormon Fort is. 

There are 15 markers to identify it, 15 areas. There's so many other things I could have put 

on the trail, believe me. I had 35 or 40 different locations that I could have put on the trail. I just 

didn't get enough money to do it. I got $396,000 from the Department of Interior to create the trail 

through a grant. 

Do you remember any of those that you wanted to put on but could not? 

Oh, yeah. There were so many. 

Recall a few of those for me. 

There were a number of retail locations along D Street that were established by black people, 

Mom's Kitchen, a couple of grocery stores that were originals that needed to go there, the home of 

the man who started the Westside Credit Union. 

Woodrow Wilson? 

Yeah. I would have loved to have gotten him there. There is an area over near the Indian 

reservation that needed to go there. There was a hotel actually right at the corner of Las Vegas 

Boulevard and Bonanza, which was the first integrated hotel in Las Vegas. It wasn't the Moulin 

Rouge. It was this hotel that no longer exists. There's a taco shop or a restaurant there now, but 

there used to be a hotel there. 

I would have loved to have had a marker for that because that was the first integrated hotel. 

The Pioneer Trail should include a lot of the locations in the downtown area because none of that 

is connected to the trail. 

When the downtown area does finally grow up and develop here, all of those homes now 
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that are occupied by lawyers' offices — I don't know if the lawyers are interested in the history of 

this valley or not, but those houses will go. If there's nothing to indicate that that was one of the 

original white middle class areas that will all be wiped out as well. 

Why do you think that? 

There are an awful lot of people here that don't remember our history if they don't know anything 

about it. I'm just not sure anymore if they will even care. 

Well, I think that area has been preserved, portions of it, by the National Registry. Some of 

that area has been. 

Okay. I was so busy with what I was doing I didn't look into that. 

The other area that's in North Las Vegas is Helen Stewart's ranch over on Carey. I wanted 

to extend the Pioneer Trail to that. I talked to North Las Vegas about doing that. There's just a 

question of getting the grant money. They're supportive. Just keeping that area from being 

destroyed and becoming a commercial zone is a battle. 

So when you put a site on the Pioneer Trail, we see the sign that's there, the placard, the 

poster. What else does it take to put something on the Pioneer Trail and why is it expensive? 

Okay. The Pioneer Trail has banners, as well as the markers. The banners are every quarter of a 

mile. Actually they need to be closer so that people can follow the banners. Probably every tenth 

of a mile they can see a banner. So the route that we chose to get out to the Helen Stewart Ranch, 

for example, is a fairly long one. There's nothing else along there between where the Pioneer Trail 

is now and that ranch. I think it's about four miles. So you're talking about 30, 40 banners, and 

they have to be paid for and created. And then there's the marker itself. Then if there are no poles 

that it can go on, we actually have to purchase a pole for it to go in the ground. Many of the 

markers and banners. The banners could go on light poles. So we've finally gotten permission 

from the cities to do that. If we can put them on the light poles, we're okay. But where the poles 

don't exist, we have to put in poles. So it's banners and poles and a marker that would be the 

expense. And, again, depending upon the route that we take to get there will determine how many 

banners will be required and poles. 

So who else worked with you on that project? 

Gosh, there were so many people. Dr. Linda Young was one, Katherine Duncan, some wonderful 
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people, Lisa Stamanis from the City of Las Vegas, Yvonne Atkinson Gates who was county 

commissioner at the time, Larry Weekly who is currently a county commissioner, Ricki Barlow. 

Those were all the people who helped get it done. I believe past Senator Richard Bryan had 

something to do with it as well. He was very helpful. Liz Warren, who is a historian, helped write 

the information that was on the markers. Yourself. You helped me. You didn't realize it. 

Yes. There were times that we had conversations about things and I was trying to decide 

on which ones I was going to pick. This was way back when, back around 2000. I remember we 

had a conversation. You were telling me how important certain things were. And you don't 

remember that conversation, but I do. 

And then there were the seniors because at the time when I decided to do this I decided I 

wanted to talk to as many of the seniors who were around in the early days of Las Vegas to 

determine what the sites ought to be. So I talked to Sir Wash and I talked to Mr. Tomiyasu. Both 

of them are gone now. Oh, Lord, who was the (former) head of EOB? I can't think of his name. 

He's passed too. 

Hoggard. 

Yeah, Mr. David Hoggard Senior. Let's see. My memory is not what it's used to be. What's her 

name that's still --

Sarann Knight Preddy. 

Sarann Knight Preddy, yeah. I forget who else sat at that table. But those were the main ones that 

I talked to at the time. Oh, gosh, and Mr. Wright who used to run the history department for the 

State of Nevada. 

Frank Wright. 

Frank Wright, yes. They were all at the table with me. I interviewed them like you're 

interviewing me now and made tapes of --

Where are those tapes? 

I have them. I'll dig them up for you. 

Oh, you have to. 

And I'll bring them to you. 

Good. I will have them transcribed and share it with you. 
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Everybody that was at the table. Yvonne Atkinson Gates was there. Katherine Duncan was there. 

Good. I will share that with you transcribed. Good. That's amazing. 

And that was created in 2000. That's when I started that. And the Pioneer Trail was finally 

completed and all the markers were in by 2005. After that the City of Las Vegas made one more 

major activity to the Pioneer Trail. We decided to put in direction signs so that people as they 

drove along the trial — they're little blue signs and it shows you exactly where to turn, where to 

make a left turn or a right turn. So Lisa Stamanis and I went out and we put in direction signs so 

that anybody that wants to follow the trail has little blue signs that take them all the way all along 

it. 

I haven't been very observant. Oh, my goodness. Thank you for that. 

Now, one of my future projects, like I said I'm working on creating a community development 

corporation now and I want to start doing activities along the Pioneer Trail to promote it so that 

people will know something about the history of their city. So when I get that completed, I'm 

going to start festivals along the Pioneer Trail. That's my plan for the future. 

That's wonderful. 

Tell me why our elected officials or how our elected officials back in 2004 allowed the 

closing of F Street to even start, even the talk of it to even get started. 

I have no proof of this, so this is just my opinion. They were told by their staff that this closure of 

F Street was to prevent large truck traffic from going into a residential community. Now, being 

politicians they know that people don't like trucks running through their community making a lot 

of noise. So as far as they were concerned closing off F Street was okay. Their mistake. They 

were also told that there was very little traffic coming and going on F Street anyway. They were 

shown traffic studies that showed the volumes of traffic on F Street being very low. So being 

politicians very few people are impacted. If we run trucks through there, it's going to be impacted 

even more and it's going to make noise. That's going to cause problems. Close it off. That's my 

opinion as to why they looked the other way. 

It is also my opinion that they were told about it, but it went in one ear and out the other. It 

wasn't a big deal to them because their staffs had not made it a big deal. When I was with the 

RTC, which I worked for 26 years, when anything impacted the black community I would always 
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go tell somebody in the community. For example, the Nevada Department of Transportation had 

plans on making Washington and Owens one-way streets. Nobody knew about it, but that was 

something that they wanted modeled. And so I not only said to my superiors that's not a good 

idea, I also went and told people in the community you need to make a phone call and let people 

know that you don't think making Washington a one-way street is a good idea or Owens a 

one-way street is a good idea. Again, their interest was in looking at how to bring people from the 

far end of the community, east or west, through into the downtown area and cut down on their 

traffic and not thinking about how that's going to impact—not caring, just not even thinking. They 

thought about it, but they didn't care about how that would impact the people who lived in the 

Westside community. So that's my opinion as to what happened. 

And then when Ricki Barlow and Larry Weekly discovered or really it was brought to their 

attention what had happened, they were caught flat-footed. They were behind the eight ball on 

this. Their staffs had not alerted them. There was nobody at the City of Las Vegas or at the RTC 

who knew about this. This was all being discussed at the RTC when I was retiring. So I hadn't 

attended any of these meetings because I retired in October of 2004. But I had stopped going to 

the meetings because I was getting out of there and I didn't want to go to any more meetings. So I 

didn't go. Chandra Armstrong, who works there, she didn't go. 

These meetings also concerning this—the way the RTC works is that when a project is 

being discussed or planned it goes through a series of committees. There is a citizens committee. 

There is a technical committee. Then there are little subcommittees. This project was discussed 

in a subcommittee. It went up to the technical committee. From my knowledge it never got over 

to the citizens committee where if citizens had looked at this there might have been some push 

back. 

Yeah. Early fireworks. 

Right. It was all kept over on the technical side. Now, that was a problem in itself. Since it was 

all kept there and even the consultant work that was done on it was not shared with the citizens 

committee, it was all done over here outside of the public's view. All right. So even Chandra on 

the inside did not know about it. 

I had seen the notices for the public hearings, but the project it was done on was an 
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improvement project for 1-15. Even the title for the project was Improvements on 15 in North Las 

Vegas. The project boundary was extended into the City of Las Vegas, but the title of the whole 

thing was North Las Vegas, okay? I think the project began at Craig Road and went up as far as — 

oh, gosh, what is that? It might be as far as Charleston. But it was identified as an 1-15 North 

improvement project. 

Which was part of it. 

But there was no discussion except in tiny print that they were even going to do anything to F 

Street. So it just kind of slid by everybody's attention. 

Everybody got caught flat-footed on it. At first when I looked at it, I said this to myself, 

why are they so upset about closing F Street? I mean it's just a little, tiny street there. Everybody 

was thinking that way. All the professionals were looking at it that way. And they weren't 

looking at it as if people were going to care. 

So I understand how Nevada Department of Transportation got it. But, see, if the city had 

held any of its — oh, and that's the other point. The public hearings for this North Las Vegas 1-15 

improvement, the public hearings that were done, one was done in the offices for the Nevada 

Department of Transportation and the other one was done further out in North Las Vegas. The 

one technically at the Nevada Department of Transportation's office is on Washington Street, 

which is in the city. But nobody goes there for a public hearing. If they really wanted the 

community to know about what they were doing, they would have held it in a more public place. 

There are so many other places they could have held that meeting, but they chose to hold it there 

because they didn't want to spend a lot of money and they didn't want a lot of discussion about 

what they were doing. They didn't think it was important. 

Wow. 

So everybody got caught flat-footed on this one. 

Okay. So talking about transportation and all of this, you told some stories about the bus 

system. When did the bus system really get up to par here in the city? 

Well, to be honest with you, it started getting up to par in 1990. The citizens finally approved an 

increase in sales tax because it was a private company that was running the bus company and they 

had to be bought out. They weren't giving up the bus company and making changes in it at all 
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unless somebody else paid for it. So they had to be bought out. So finally in 1986, that was 

approved. The RTC obtained the money to buy them out and took over the bus system. 

At that point we started to look at what really needed to be done to create a public system. 

It took four years to just do the basics. We had bus routes planned, but now you've got to actually 

put in bus stops. Imagine putting in thousands of bus stops. And they all had to be contracted for 

and someone had to go out and actually do that. All right? 

You had to buy buses. Who was going to own the buses? Was it going to be owned by the 

RTC or was it going to be owned by the City of Las Vegas? That decision had to be made. 

Who was going to handle all the personnel issues? Nobody here had ever run a bus 

company. The bus company had obviously been run by this private company. Now here we've 

got a public, we've got to create a whole new bureaucracy over here. How do we do that? Do we 

even want to do that? Do these people need to be public employees, which means unions and all 

kinds of benefits, or do we want to have that part of it private hands? All those decisions had to be 

made starting in 1986. And so we worked our way through it and we had many a argument and 

hair pull and discussion about this, that and the other. And what do you do first? You know, what 

do you do first? 

Yes. So what did you do first? 

Well, what we did first was we bought the bus company out. That was number one. That in itself 

was a big transition because now all the bus drivers that currently worked there were going who 

do I work for now? And what do we do with the existing system until you get this new one in 

place? So we had to continue running that and we had to pay them and get all of that done. So we 

had to get that operation up and running because they dumped it all in our laps. You want the bus 

company? Here it is. Boom. They must have given us six months to a year's transition. 

At the time I was doing computer systems for the RTC. I wasn't alone doing planning. 

And so I had to help put together the computer systems that we were all using. So we went 

through this major transition where we took over that system, paid the drivers. It was a time of 

great uncertainty. Made sure that those existing routes continued to run and then started the long 

process of developing new bus routes and getting the bus stops at all those routes, getting the maps 

laid out to show the public where those routes were, and developing the additional revenues to 
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support this system because now that one route that was paying for everything could no longer pay 

for everything. You've got all these additional routes. Now we've got to come up with other 

funding. We had this quarter percent increase to sales tax, but was it going to be enough? And it 

was in the beginning. It's not anymore. The system has grown tremendously. I'm not quite sure 

how they're doing it anymore. 

And the bus fares just didn't cover. 

No. They did for the first ten years. But since then I'm not sure how they're doing it. 

We had to put together a really serious customer service division to handle all of the 

questions about how this new system was going to work, how the old one was going to continue 

and how the new one was going to work. 

And then finally we had no maintenance facilities for these buses. You go from a fleet of 

11 buses to 2, 300 buses. How do you maintain them? In the beginning they're all new. So all 

you need is a place to store them. So the first thing we had to do was run around and get 

temporary storage places. And that means renting storage places at enormous costs and then 

eventually buy storage places and then eventually buy all the equipment necessary to maintain 

those vehicles. Maintenance and storage was an enormous cost, an enormous real estate 

proposition. 

So we just grew in terms of needs and requirements and personnel. The RTC went from— 

oh, gosh, it was so funny. When I started at the RTC in '79 there was 11 of us, no, 13 of us at the 

time. By 1986 there was 20 of us. Between 1986 and 1990 we grew to maybe 200 people to 

begin to handle all the various things that we needed to do just on our side, okay, just on our side. 

It was enormous growth in the agency. We had to find places for all of these people. Talk about 

growing pains, between 1986 and 1995 it was catch as you catch can and grabbing and pulling 

together and making it work and scrambling to put together this new system. It was quite a time. 

Oh, it had to be. 

It really was. It was exciting though. We all were excited. We felt like we were creating 

something. 

Yeah. And you were. 

And we were. Now, that was the transit side. 
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Meanwhile we still had the highway side of things going. We also had air quality 

requirements that we had to plan for, which the RTC still does. We were working on developing a 

car-pooling system. All of that was going on at the same time. Our directors and all of our 

managers were pulled to the limit. It was an amazing time. 

They finally got the system stabilized and beginning to really operate '95-96. So from '86 

to '96. It took about ten years. Like I said I was doing computers at the time. And I went from 

doing computers just for our office and the few people that were there. I started buying systems 

for the new bus company that was coming on line. Then I had to buy computer systems and 

maintain them for the temporary maintenance facilities that were coming on line by myself. I 

almost had a heart attack. They finally replaced me with a division of people. First of all, they 

replaced me with three people. I think the IT division now must be nine or ten people. Instead of 

the two or three servers I had at the time; and I started E-mail for the RTC. They have an 

enormous system now. They must have 30, 40 servers out there. They've got four or five 

different maintenance facilities all over the valley, all of them computerized and networked. And 

I started all of that. 

Also, these maps, which I thoroughly enjoyed doing — along with everything else we were 

doing at the time, GIS was coming into existence, geographic information systems, which is 

essentially taking all of our systems, whether water, sewer, highway and whatever, and creating 

and electronic map of them so that you could look at all of this data and then map it all out just 

like you see here. All of these are computer-generated maps. I put together the computer systems 

and purchased the software to do the highway and street maps along with Clark County. We 

worked together in tandem to create all of those maps. What an enormous project that was. 

When you lay out a city and the streets in a city, you have to have surveyors to go out and 

technically lay out where the streets are in relationship to the whole planet, to the whole Earth. 

They have a series of markers. You may have seen little circles in the sidewalk. They have 

strange letters and numbers on them. Those are markers on them that identify exactly where you 

are longitude and latitude in relationship to the whole planet. Well, that had to be redone for the 

whole valley. That was number one because it wasn't done properly because it hadn't been done 

since the 19th century when the city was laid out. So that had to be redone to line it up with the 
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rest of the country because the whole country was going through this redesigning and remarketing 

and putting all of its maps on computers. What you use now with your little GPS when you run 

around, those maps had to be created by somebody. So the surveyors went out and did all of that 

work first, an enormous project. 

Once that was done that you knew exactly where a particular street was longitude and 

latitude then you could draw electronic lines that connected one street to the next. And that 

became that street on the map. That was done street by street by street by somebody using a large 

digitizing board with a map. They would take their electronic digitizer and touch the corner of 

that street there and then the corner of where it ended down there. Then the computer would 

create a line between the two. 

So you can see it was months, years in some cases, in the making. The first set of these 

maps that was created was created by the Census Bureau. It was called the TIGER, TIGER Line 

Maps. Then they sent them out to us and said this is our best estimate of what's going on in your 

area. You people in the local area, you fix it. We had to go then and look at each street and make 

sure that it lined up with our markers and make the corrections. Between the RTC and Clark 

County and all the local governments, we created a task force and we did that on all of our 

systems. I set it up for the RTC. We all worked together in the nineties to get all of this done. It 

was an enormous project. It was so exciting. Nothing like it had ever been done before. Not only 

did we do it for the streets, but we cooperated with the power company and the telephone 

company. We have on computer all of their connections underneath our street systems. This is a 

layer. Let's imagine this is a layer on a cake. 

Yes. 

You can remove this layer and underneath it there's another map that shows all the water, another 

layer that shows all the power, another layer that shows all of the sewer, and another layer that 

shows all of the telephone lines, layer upon layer behind that map. That's the map that we created 

that was the final map. That's why I look at it and I just shake my head because I remember all the 

work that went into that. We had to hire special people to come in and do that digitizing. So all 

this was going on in the nineties. It was an incredible time of growth and development in Las 

Vegas. 
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I did the computer systems for it at the time. I created the computer systems for this GIS 

system. I purchased the computer systems and the software for doing the modeling that we talked 

about, the DI Parkway. I did one of the original bicycle maps that we did here. 

Who knew that there was a bicycling map? Wow. 

When I refer to the Las Vegas black community, I'm really talking about black 

people all over the city. 

That's right. 

But then I concentrate that remark with the Westside. So what makes a good community? 

Wow. What makes a good community? My opinion is a good community is made up, first of all, 

by people who care about where they live and are committed to where they live. It's like your 

house. When you are a homeowner, the land is yours, the house is yours and you care about it. 

When you rent something you don't have as much of yourself in it. So first of all, a good 

community is made up of people who care about the area, whether they're renters or homeowners 

and are committed to that community. 

Second of all, a good community is made up of dwelling units and commercial units that 

are in reasonably good shape. You know, rundown communities are not places where people are 

committed to. They don't care about them as much. So when the communities are well kept, 

people are more committed to them. 

And then finally, good communities are places where people feel like they have access to 

what's going on in the community, as well as the ability to go to other places. If they feel locked 

in by some barrier, whether it's a freeway or river or whatever, they feel isolated from what's 

going on in the rest of the community. Now, there are places where people enjoy that sense of 

isolation. But there are very, very few places like that. People want to be a part of a community, 

but they want to be able to go other places without a lot of stress. Those are the things to me that 

make a good community. 

There needs to be social and cultural institutions within that community that connect 

people to that area. It's not just enough to have them there and they can belong to somebody else, 

but the people that live in that area need to be connected to those institutions. That's why our 

churches are so important and our schools are so important and local schools and local churches 
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are important where people have a sense that they can walk to those places and then return to their 

homes, that they feel connected to the area. Those are the things to me that make a good 

community. That's what my community development corporation is about. It is about attempting 

to create good communities. 

So tell me about that, the community development corporation. 

When I retired from the RTC and thinking about all of these things and seeing what had happened 

in Las Vegas, I saw a community that we were developing that was growing so fast that people 

were getting disconnected from each other. They were being disconnected not only by our street 

systems, but by our housing development systems, the way houses are developed. Streets are 

created with very narrow sidewalks, which discourage people from walking. They're created with 

walls and walled-in communities so that communities are isolated within themselves instead of 

being connected together. Streets are so wide that people feel uncomfortable about crossing from 

one neighborhood to another. They become barriers instead of connectors. And seeing all of that 

I recognize that those are conditions that are suburban to a large extent whether you're in Las 

Vegas or New York City or Cleveland or Miami. We have this sense of creating neighborhoods 

that disconnect people. When people are physically disconnected, they become mentally 

disconnected. In order to go anywhere you've got to get in your car and drive there. It's great to 

have a car, but it's even more important to feel connected to your community. You can't walk 

anywhere. Your kids can't walk anywhere. People don't see each other when they don't walk. 

You jump in your car and you drive somewhere and you drive past people. You don't have time to 

stop and talk and see each other. 

So the point of my development corporation is to try to begin to develop communities 

where people come together. I call it PlaceMakers. I got the idea from this really neat book I got 

from Lisa Stamanis, who is an artist in the office of Cultural Affairs for the city. It's about place 

making. Place is not only a physical term, it's a cultural and spiritual term, as well. A place is 

something that people call home—church, school. When you say those words, more than just a 

physical location comes to mind. Those are places. And we want to create more communities that 

are places that have a cultural and spiritual element to them, as well as a physical element. So 

that's what the community development corporation is all about is creating places where we can 
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come together as human beings and enjoy each other's company. 

One of the places I'd like to create in the black community is a farmers' market. A farmer's 

market is a place that historically has brought people together. We need to create more institutions 

within the community that bring people together besides a basketball court. Nothing wrong with a 

basketball court, we just have a lot of those and we don't have a lot of other places that bring 

people together. People come together to go to churches, but the churches in our community are 

all little fiefdoms. Each minister runs his church as if it's his own little property. There's no 

sharing of spiritual ideas and connections. So we need some other places in the community where 

people can come together. A farmers' market is one. 

It would be nice if we had a major arena where people could come together for sports 

activities. These are just some of the ideas I have. I really want to talk to other people about the 

kinds of places that we need to have. I would love to have an amphitheater. We've got a little one 

with the West Las Vegas Arts Center, but I think we need to have a larger one so that those people 

who are artistic can have a place to come together and where the rest of the community can come 

and see them. An outdoor version of the Apollo Theater in New York in the community would be 

fantastic here. Artists and musicians and everyone could come together. Say, on a Friday night 

everyone would just come out and see what the new person has done. You get 15 minutes. If 

people like you, fine. If they don't like you, you're out of here because we're a tough crowd. But 

we're a fair crowd and a lot of good artists have come out of that. But it should not only be just for 

singers and dancers but for sculptors and painters, poets as well, an artistic place. 

So we've got a commercial place. We've got an artistic place. We've got an educational 

place. I believe the West Las Vegas Library and the Arts Center provide education. We need a 

scientific place where those people that are interested in science and technology can come 

together. 

I agree. 

So that all of the various elements within our community have a place where they can come and 

where they're all connected. That's my goal. 

Wow. So have you started putting that farmers' market piece together yet? 

I've started on it. I'm having difficulty with one of my partners to finish what we need to do to get 
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the PlaceMakers get its 501(c)(3). He's an architect and he's been dragging his feet on getting 

things done. So I'm going to get on him this week because we've got to get this done and get the 

paperwork in so we can get our 501(c)(3). Once we get that we can apply for grants and do a lot 

of other things. He's got some great ideas of his own, but he needs to get a move on. 

Okay. Put his feet on the ground. 

We've talked a lot about your career, but you haven't told me anything about your 

personal life. I know that you have a son. We had talked about your work at the Gallaudet. 

Right. 

So tell me about your son. 

My son was born in 1982. I have a daughter as well, by the way. I have a daughter and a son. 

But my son was born in 1982. Eighteen months after he was born he came down with meningitis. 

He almost died, but he survived. When he came out of it, he was deaf, completely deaf in his left 

ear and 90 percent deaf in his right ear. It was so interesting because at the time there were very 

few facilities for deaf people here in Las Vegas in terms of education. We had to take him to 

California to even get the doctors to accept the fact that he was deaf. They wanted to tell us, oh, 

well, he'll be all right. It's just a couple of days. He'll be just fine. And we said, no, there's 

something else wrong. So we thought he was having hearing problems. We heard about the Ear 

Institute in Los Angeles, California. We looked for the best we could find and that was the 

closest. So we went over there and they did testing and, sure enough, he was deaf. 

We then had to make a decision, his mother and I, about how we were going to raise him 

because we discovered that there were two ways of raising deaf children. One way was the 

signing method that most people see and another way was the original method that Alexander 

Graham Bell, who created the telephone, had come up with, which is lip reading and speaking. So 

we started to do some research, his mother and I, who was a special ed teacher at the time. We 

decided that we wanted to have him learn to speak. So we started out on that method. 

Now, what was available here in Las Vegas was oriented towards those deaf people who 

signed. So here we were introducing a whole new way of doing things into the Clark County 

School District. They fought that tooth and nail to be honest with you. Everything that they had 

been doing, everything that they understood, everything that they wanted to understand was 
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oriented towards signing. We wanted the oral method, which is what it's called. There's 

advantages and disadvantages to both. The oral method enables a deaf child to be mainstreamed. 

It requires mainstreaming. It requires them to have a lot more — what do you call it? Not physical 

therapy. 

Speech. 

Speech therapy. Thank you. It requires them to have a lot more speech therapy than when you 

have the signing method. But the advantages to that are that the child is not isolated. They are 

more capable of communicating with others in the community. They don't look like deaf people 

do. You can generally identify somebody who's deaf by the way they segregate themselves to a 

large extent from the rest of the population. So we decided on the oral method because we wanted 

our son to be able to handle life as much as possible. It's very difficult for a black male period in 

our society and for one who can't communicate it's even more difficult. So we wanted to try to 

give him whatever advantage we could. 

The disadvantage is that they don't get educated as quickly. The struggle to attain 

information is more difficult. It seems that kids that go through the signing programs, those that 

finish school, finish a lot quicker. They may only be a year or two behind. But those kids with 

oral may be three or four years behind. So it's trade-offs. We felt at the time that communication 

was more important. 

It's been a good decision for us because Aaron now communicates with others. He speaks 

almost as clearly as I do. He lip reads. So he can move about in society and do quite well for 

himself. Problems occur, of course, when people turn their backs because he can't understand 

what they're saying. If we're in a crowd of people and everybody's talking, he can't pick it all up. 

So we had some enormous battles with the school district. His mother and I went through 

a divorce at the time. It was a difficult struggle because they did not want an oral program. They 

all wanted a signing program. All of their instructors, all of their management, they all wanted the 

signing program. They wanted Aaron in the signing program and they fought us tooth and nail on 

that. They didn't win. We had to take him out of the public schools for a while and put him in 

private schools where the people were more open to teaching him. So we managed to get him 

through school. He had to go back to public school for high school, of course. But we managed 
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to get him through. By the time he got to high school, they were open to an oral program because 

of all the battles that we had fought in elementary school. There were people in the district then 

that were open to oral and now they have a dual program. 

Okay, good. And now he can read lips well enough by high school --

Oh, yes. 

— that they didn't have that much resistance I guess? 

That's right. But also, they were more open to giving him assistance because by the time he got to 

high school they were open to having — oh, gosh, what is it? You have somebody who's in the 

classroom with you. 

Oh, yes. 

I know you've seen that with deaf people. They were open to having somebody in the classroom 

with him that was his note taker. So all through high school he had a note taker. His mother was 

pushing not only for him to have a note taker but high-tech electronic stuff and laptops and all that 

and having the teachers wear special equipment. Oh, they fought that tooth and nail. You'll have 

to talk to her about all that because she's a true warrior. 

Okay, good. 

The oral program that Clark County has now is to a large extent as a result of what she decided to 

do. She sacrificed her career to get that because she made a lot of enemies in the school district as 

a result of the demands that she was making. So they made sure that she didn't get to be a 

principal. So she paid a heavy price. 

But now when she looks back on it... 

Yeah. He had a lot of extra speech therapy. So we both paid a lot of money to make sure he got 

that. He speaks quite well. 

That's wonderful. Now, did he go to college? 

Yeah. 

Did he go back to Washington, D.C.? 

Yeah. And that was a sad story there because he went back to my school, to Howard University. 

Oh, Howard. Okay. 

Before I go on with that story, let me tell you something that happened when he was 17. We were 
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at the Meadows Mall shopping for school clothes. We stopped to get something to eat at a burger 

place in there at the food court. We were talking. This man came up to me and he said, excuse 

me, sir, but I noticed you're having a conversation with your son — and he had his hearing aids 

on — and I noticed that he's deaf. He said I don't believe we have anybody in my profession that 

has that challenge. Do you think he might be interested in becoming an architect? I said who are 

you, sir? He says my name is Robert Fielden. I said, well, I'm not familiar with you, but I know 

about architects. City planners and architects work together all the time. So he says, well, why 

don't we talk about it? I said okay. So he gave me his card. 

So I went home and prayed about this because my son had no idea what architecture was. 

All he wanted to do was play basketball at that point. He was 17 years old. He wanted to be a 

basketball star. So I called this guy up and we started to talk. I found out he was legitimate. As a 

matter of fact, he designed much of the community college and he designed some buildings here at 

UNLV. He was a member of the faculty here at school of architecture. So I found all that out and 

then I told him about who I was and where I worked. He says, oh, I'm the architect for your new 

building. I said what? I wasn't a part of that committee that was doing that. 

So that new building that's downtown now? 

That's right. He built that building. So I went and checked on him. And this guy was legitimate. 

So I took my son over there at 17 to his office. Bob Fielden worked with my son until he went 

away to Howard University to help him become an architect. 

That's amazing. 

That's God. That's how God does things. 

I'm on the board of Nevada Humanities and so is Fielden. 

He's an amazing man. He's my partner on PlaceMakers. 

I don't believe this. This is amazing. 

He's an amazing man. He tutored and mentored my son from 17 to 21. He wrote letters to 

Howard University supporting him going there. 

So Aaron went off to Howard. When he got there and they discovered he was deaf and he 

had the challenges he had, it was like starting all over again with Clark County in elementary 

school. They did not want to help him. He had actual professors that told him that he just couldn't 
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handle this and that he needed to go away and go somewhere else. My son called me crying, 

tears, saying, dad, I don't want to live anymore with the way they're treating me. Howard 

University. So I had to get on the phone and I called Congresswoman Berkley's office and 

Senator Reid and Senator Ensign and had all those people talk to the Howard University people 

about how they should treat my son. And then because I had put that kind of pressure on them, 

you know how they are. They were just waiting to get him. I didn't want him to have to go 

through that again. So I pulled him out of there. I said come on home, son, you can get your 

education here. 

So he came back home. He was so defeated. He was so disappointed. We were 

disappointed. He got into the community college's architectural program for doing design work on 

the computer. He will complete that this September coming. And then if he wants to go 

anywhere in the country to get himself his bachelor's degree in architecture, if he decides he wants 

to do that, he will then have proved that he can do what he needs to do to become an architect if he 

still wants to do that. 

Wow. 

I can't tell you how disappointed I was in Howard University. 

Yeah, especially your alma mater. 

My alma mater. 

Your city. 

My city. A black institution. Hurt me so I didn't know what to say. I had one of my friends who 

is a professor in mathematics at the University of District Columbia go over and talk to them. All 

my other friends said, you know, you need to sue Howard University for this. I didn't do it. I just 

wanted to get my son out of there. Interestingly enough, my daughter had finished from there a 

couple years before, no problems. But she didn't have any challenges. 

Right. So you had gone there, your daughter, and now your son. 

Yeah. So as long as you're the talented tenth, they're willing to work with you. They're willing to 

help you. But if you're a black person that's challenged or has difficulties, they don't want you 

there. I had to find that out the hard way about my own school. It was heartbreaking. But, you 

know, you learn and you move on. 
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That's right. Tell me about the Living Grace community. 

Living Grace is a Foursquare Church. 

What does that mean? 

Foursquare is a denomination like Baptist and Methodist. It's a Christian denomination that was 

founded by a woman, Aimee Semple McPherson. She founded it in L.A. back in the twenties. 

She was the first radio evangelist. She's quite a woman. If you ever get a chance to read her story, 

you'd be amazed. Her husband was an Assembly of God pastor, which is another denomination. 

When he died she wanted to take over the church because she felt that God had led her to do that. 

People say, oh, no, we don't have women that are pastors in the Assembly of God Church; we 

don't do that. She said, okay, I'll start my own church. And she went out and started her own 

church. There are tens of thousands of people now that belong to that. It's been a wonderful, 

wonderful experience. 

So you're a teacher there. What does that mean? What do you teach? 

Well, I am part of a team of people that teach people who are new to the Christian faith. When 

you accept Jesus as your Lord and Savior, you are a new Christian. That's an experience that is 

amazing and at the same time leaves the person with lots of questions about who and where they 

are because you have changed. There is a physical, emotional and spiritual change that occurs. 

So what we do is that we then sit with that person and we begin to explain to them what's 

happened and how they are to proceed because it's such an enormous spiritual and emotional 

change that many of them are lost. So we help them to take the next steps. I'm one of the teachers 

that does that. I am so excited about doing that. That to me is one of the great joys in the 

Christian life because when you become a new Christian you're just so filled with joy and 

happiness. I didn't know the meaning of the word joy until that occurred. 

Yeah. Until you feel it on the inside, yeah. That's right. 

Yes. So I help them now to understand what to do with that joy, how to appreciate it, where to go 

with it, how to keep it alive and keep it focused, how to begin to read their Bible and understand 

how their Bible is their guide and their pointer, their protector, their weapon against the things that 

will destroy that joy. I teach them basically all the things that I have learned. 

Okay. Wonderful. 
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I'm just so very thankful that others in my church have recognized that I have something to pass 

on. That's the great joy of my life. 

Wonderful. 

And it has been since I became a Christian. 

Okay. Was that in Las Vegas, as well? 

Pardon? 

Your transition to Christianity, was that in Las Vegas? 

No. That started before I came to Las Vegas. Yeah. That started back in D.C. in October of 

1976, the month of my 30th birthday. 

Okay. That's unusual. Okay, great. 

It's interesting. Most of us remember when it occurred. It's just a transforming time in your life 

that it's one of the — it's like graduating. It's even more important than graduating from high 

school or driving the first car, you know. It's that critical. I remember exactly the month it 

occurred. 

Wonderful. That's great. 

I had a question the other day and I don't know if I talked to you about it before. A 

person came in who was a historian who was going to do research here in Las Vegas. He 

wanted to know about an area of the city. When my boss came to me to ask me about it, 

because I'm doing an oral history project in John S. Park — did I mention this to you before? 

No. 

This person wanted information about an area of the city kind of across the street called the 

Naked City. 

Oh, yeah. You did mention that. 

Okay. Do you know anything else about that Naked City area that that person could use? 

No. But I think I mentioned to you at the time that there were a number of institutions over there, 

community organizations, and that this person needs to get in touch with them. As a matter of 

fact, if he wants to begin with the Latin Chamber of Commerce and talk to them about the 

Hispanic institutions that are in that area, there are some people that have been there for a very 

long that are Hispanics and know that area well. 
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Wonderful. That's what I will remember. 

This is amazing, the kind of information you have given me. You've given me more 

personal information than a lot of people because I thought you had some special things to 

share. We got another look at our school system through what you told us — so I really 

appreciate that -- and another look at Howard University that I had never even thought 

about. The whole look at the transportation system in this city to me was just so wonderful 

and I really appreciate everything that you've shared. You gave us an inside look that we 

cannot find in a file cabinet someplace. 

So is there anything else that you'd like to add about your career, about your 

personal life, about the migration to Las Vegas, about anything, about the Westside 

community? 

There is one more thing that I think is really important to add. There's been a lot of lip service 

given to economic diversity in our community and all of Southern Nevada. It's been lip service 

because most people don't really want to change here. They have made a ton of money in the 

tourism industry and in hotels and casinos. But that's coming to an end and the world is changing. 

Our young people need to begin to seriously look at economic diversity because their parents and 

grandparents never will. They're too locked in to the way things currently are. I would like to 

suggest that a major area for Las Vegas to look into is providing products and services for other 

desert communities. Anywhere from half to two-thirds of the world is desert. There are very 

special conditions and things that are needed in the desert. 

And we know this. 

That's right. Las Vegas, if it decided to, could become the central research development product 

developer of services for other communities in the desert. Nobody has done that. Nobody has 

attempted. It's starting because I have a colleague that works at the Desert Research Institute. He 

was telling me how the Chinese have been coming here and asking questions about how to do 

certain things that they've done in Desert Research. The thing is, though, that so many of these 

other countries that have deserts, they want to steal our technology and run away with it for 

themselves. So our challenge is not only to create the technology here in the desert—we've got 

brilliant minds here in the United States. Our state could bring all of that together, focus on what's 
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needed in desert communities, and provide products and services for the rest of the world. We've 

got to figure out how to keep them from stealing it, but I'm sure we could do that. And nobody 

else has done that. Everybody else seems to be focusing on solar and wind and thermal. And all 

of that's great. It really is. But we have a very unique opportunity here and nobody else has done 

it. If anybody else hears this, I want them to start looking at them as an opportunity for us because 

nobody else has done it and there's a lot of the world that needs the services that we could provide. 

So who are you talking about this with? 

Well, this guy at the Desert Research Institute, I talked to him about it. And, also, it's one of the 

things that I put into our mission statement for the PlaceMakers community development 

corporation. 

Good. 

So these are some of the areas that I'm looking for. The reason I got into planning instead of 

becoming a historian was because I wanted to look at the future. I always believed that the 

purpose of history is not only to study what's happened in the past but to use it to make the future a 

better place. So here is an opportunity for this desert community that's at a crossroads of where to 

go. If we start looking at the rest of the world, the rest of the deserts in the world as our 

opportunity, it is something that no one else in the country can touch. Phoenix could possibly do 

it. California could do it. But we should do it. It's something that our state could uniquely do. 

And the rest of the desert communities will follow us instead of us being always following 

somebody else. We'll be the leader for a change instead of a follower. 

That sounds great. What a note to end on. Thank you so much. 

You're welcome. My pleasure. 
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