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Biography 

Mr. Delmar Robinson was born in Biloxi, Mississippi, July 11, 1937. He attended Biloxi Colored School, 
starting in 1942 until he transferred to M.F. Nichols School from which he was graduated. Escaping the 
oppressive segregation of the Deep South, Mr. Robinson migrated to California and joined the military in 
1953. After four years of service as an Accounting and Finance Specialist in the United States Air Force 
and thirty-three years of service with the National Park Service, Mr. Robinson retired and currently 
provides consulting services for school districts and city governments. As a consultant, Mr. Robinson 
offers an educated view on issues including strategic planning, long-range planning, zoning, and 
economic development. Additionally, he works with Habitat for Humanity as an advisor on selecting home 
sites. In this position, Mr. Robinson is involved in screening applicants, final interviews, and final 
construction. 

From 1960 to 1962, Mr. Robinson attended City College at San Francisco studying accounting. From 
1967 to 1969, he attended the U.S. Department of Agriculture Graduate School studying public 
administration, and in 1989 attended the North Carolina Economic Development Institute. 

During his working life, Mr. Robinson has been Center Director of the Oconaluftee Job Corps CCC, 
National Park Service, a program specialist at the National Park Service, an administrative officer, an 
accounting technician, and a bank teller at the Bank of America. He has participated in many and varied 
associations, including Cherokee Lions Club; Administrative Board Chair of Cherokee United Methodist 
Church; Cherokee Kiwanis Club; former member of the Board of Directors of the Swain County North 
Carolina Symphony; North Carolina Transportation Efficiency Council; representative for Swain County 
Governor's Commission on North Carolina 2000; Western North Carolina Chairperson from State of 
California, Assembly for Involvement in Senior Citizens Housing; Quality Increase / National Park Service. 
His awards include Honorable Order of Kentucky Colonel; Who's Who in North Carolina; Outstanding 
American in the South; Special Achievement Award / National Park Service; Citizen of the Year, Swain 
County; Honorary Member, Eastern Band of Cherokee Indians; Citizen of the Year, State of North 
Carolina; and Department of Interior Superior Service Award. 
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Mr. Robinson is married to Lois Collins Robinson, and they have four children, Rodric, Keith, Derek, and 
Marcus. 
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Transcript 

This is an interview for the Mississippi Oral History Program at The University of Southern Mississippi. 
The interview is with Mr. Delmar Preston Robinson and is being conducted on August 26, 1999. The 
interviewer is Worth Long. 

Long: OK. Let's start with your name and where and when you were born. 

Robinson: OK. My name is Delmar Preston Robinson. I was born in Biloxi, Mississippi, July 11, 1937. 

Long: OK. Tell me what it was like growing up in Mississippi, and also would you please just give me a 
quick rundown of your family members as it relates to your father, your grandfather on his side, your 
mother, your grandmother on her side? 

Robinson: OK. My father was Edward Carl Robinson Sr. He was born October 20, 1911, in Biloxi, 
Mississippi, on Fayard Street. His father was James William Robinson, born in 1882, in New Orleans, 
Louisiana. His mother, that is my daddy's mother, was Sophronia Seymour Robinson. She was born on 
Fayard Street [on September 10,] 1892. My mother's mother was Minnie Thomas Johnson born in Biloxi, 
Mississippi, in 1875 on Lameuse Street. And my mother's daddy was Hudson Johnson; he was born in 
1873 on Dauphin Island, off the coast of Alabama. And he came to Biloxi around 1890 and began 
involving himself in the seafood industry here in Biloxi. He eventually owned three boats here. This was 
prior to motorized boats. These were schooners, and he would sail these boats from Sabine Pass, Texas, 
to Mississippi, following the seafood. And he made a nice income as a result of it. My father's daddy 
worked for the L and N Railroad when he came to Biloxi from Louisiana. He worked within the railway 
express office, and it was, as I'm told, a good job. And he got the job for many reasons, but he was a high 
school graduate which was something at that time, you know, around the turn of the century. My 
grandmother was a housewife on my mother's side and on my daddy's side. I guess my daddy's mother 
couldn't be anything but a housewife. She had fourteen children, and my mother had six other brothers 
and sisters. And I did not know neither of my grandfathers because on my daddy's side, he died in 1932. 

mus-coh.robinsonde.doc  Page 2 of 13 



 
 

And my mother's daddy died in 1938; I was one at the time so I wouldn't remember him. But I've heard 
good stories about both of them. 

Long: What kind of stories? What were family memories- 

Robinson: With regards on my daddy's side, this gentleman was, as I indicated, he was educated for-I 
think he was educated for that time. He was a man who was employed in what I consider a good job, but 
he also had his own drayage business here in Biloxi. The fact that he worked for the railroad, and the fact 
that he had eight boys, and the fact that he knew when all of the trains was coming in, he purchased 
these freight wagons, and he and the sons would take the trunks. These people would come into Biloxi, 
these tourists, and they'd have these huge trunks. And he would take the trunks from the station to the 
different hotels. 

Long: By way of what transportation? 

Robinson: With this freight wagon. Horse and wagon. Right. And then he had the contract with these 
hotels to take these ice [blocks] from the ice house, 300 pound blocks of ice from the ice house to the 
hotels. He had these healthy boys, and you know they could handle that. He was also, you know-he 
belonged to the Odd Fellows here in Biloxi. And the Odd Fellows Hall at that time was right across the 
street, Worth, from where we're sitting, here, this evening for this interview. He belonged to First Baptist 
Church, also. My mother's daddy, I mentioned, he was involved in the seafood industry. While my daddy's 
daddy could read and write, my mother's daddy could not read nor write, but he had a good business 
head. He had to, to have bought those boats. He owned property here in Biloxi. If he had a weakness, it 
was spending the money as quickly as he could make it. I found out that in the seafood industry 
especially, those boat men years and years ago, they led a pretty fast life. 

Long: Yeah. So, this kind of background, is that a background that's unusual for people in this area? To 
have that kind of a business entrepreneurship and to have a strong and historic legacy in terms of family 
background? In terms of genealogy? 

Robinson: Worth, I've gone back, when I retired in '95, I spent a lot of time in the library here in Biloxi to 
verify many of the stories that my daddy and my other relatives and my old uncles told me. And in Biloxi 
years ago, and when I say years ago, going all the way back to 1880, that's as far as I was able to go 
back at that time because I got involved in something else and couldn't continue research. But when you 
go to the Census, you find that there were many business people here in Biloxi, and they're classified in 
the Census as white, black, and mulatto. There are a lot of skilled craftspeople, masons, mold-makers, 
blacksmiths, you name it; they had it. And even my father told me that years ago that there were black 
businesses right on the main street, white street in Biloxi, a butcher shop and barber shop, especially. 
And of course, the street that we're on now, Main Street here in Biloxi, I can remember it as a very lively 
place. The particular area that we're in now was, when I left home in '55, it was a nightclub called the 
Coconut Grove, and all of the areas here in this building was filled with businesses, shoe store, clothing 
store, pharmacy, doctor. Nightclubs was on the street. Lots of restaurants was on the street. We had lots 
of businesses here at that time. So, I don't know exactly why, but we did have businesses here, and I 
guess it stems from the fact that after the slaves were freed-and I'm speaking from a historical 
perspective and a United States-wide perspective-the blacks had to, in a sense, make it on their own 
which required, almost, them having or setting up their own businesses, crude as many of those 
businesses were. Um-hm. 
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Long: So, you're attributing the select entrepreneurship of some blacks to a particular need that grew out 
of the fact that you had to have something. It was by default. 

Robinson: This is true. And of course, when I was coming up, those people that were in business, a 
need existed. Plus these individual business people were interested in making money. This was, by and 
large, their livelihood. 

Long: OK. But I'm leading with some of these questions because later in our discussion I expect to see 
you talk about some economic development skills that you learned in your life and also skills in 
administration, etc. So, I just wanted to be sure that we had that early on. We talked about your going to 
school. Would you reiterate the name of the school and who was the principal of the school and just some 
general observations about the school you went to? 

Robinson: OK. I first began school in 1943. 

Long: You were born in '37? 

Robinson: Right. Forty-two, excuse me, because I began when I was five. We had what was called a 
primer grade, then. We were mixed in with the first grade, but anyway the school was called Biloxi 
Colored School. And I attended that school until 1950. That school was a wooden structure, two stories 
by the time that I attended that school. In fact it had been built in 1909; it was in deplorable conditions. 
The toilets were inside, but for the most part, they were inoperable. The stoves were the regular pot-
bellied coal stoves, and of course the boys were required to keep the coal bin inside, filled from the huge 
coal bin outside. But even with those horrible facilities, we had teachers that truly loved us. My first-grade 
teacher was Ms. Norwita Nichols, the principal's daughter. [Our principal was] Professor Marshal Franklin 
Nichols who came here in 1913 from Ocean Springs by the way of Meridian, Mississippi, a highly-
educated gentleman who had gained his undergraduate education in school there in Meridian and a 
master's from Atlanta University. But all of the teacher's that I had at a very early age at Biloxi Colored 
School, they truly loved us. I look back now and think of the sacrifices that many of them made to see to it 
that we had an education. By sacrifices, they were not paid that much money. And in looking at the 
amount of time that they spent with us during the day, they were working ten- and twelve-hour days. And 
you would see those same teachers on Sunday because they were our Sunday school teachers on 
Sunday. And we did not have the best of equipment in the school, desks, etc., etc. Books were all hand-
me-down books from the white school. They were not, of course, up-to-date. I might add that my father 
made sure that we had up-to-date books because he purchased encyclopedias for us, and along with that 
you would get an updated book called the New Century Book of Facts every year which I enjoyed- 

Long: -scanning? 

Robinson: Reviewing. Yes. And we didn't have newspapers, of course, in school, but Daddy always 
subscribed to The Chicago Defender, The Pittsburgh Courier, The Louisiana Weekly, The Times 
Picayune, and The Daily Herald. The Daily Herald, we read that every day, and the others we read on 
Saturday. Of course, he would read them first, and he would pass them on to me. And I enjoyed, at a very 
early age, of reading newspapers, and I continue with that now. In 1950, after the black citizens petitioned 
the city fathers, beginning around 1945, they built a new school, and it was named for Professor Marshal 
Franklin Nichols who passed on in 1945, right when they were beginning to lobby the city government for 
a school. And it was beautiful. It had twelve classrooms, a beautiful auditorium, seated about 500 people, 
had a balcony, a beautiful stage with velvet-type curtains that could open and close. We had, by and 
large, new desks in that school, but we had the same old textbooks. We continued, until I, with few 
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exceptions, until I graduated. We would get the hand-me-down textbooks from the school and other 
equipment. The same thing held true for our athletic equipment; it was hand-me-down. We were the 
Nichols Tigers; our colors was purple and gold, and while we had purple and gold basketball suits, our 
football was red and white which was the Biloxi Indians, the white school's colors. But with all of these 
handicaps, you might say, I believe that we received an adequate education for that period of time. And 
what we didn't get as far as equipment and experiments, buddy, those teachers made sure that we 
understood the theories, and I'm confident that we did have the basic background because following up in 
later years, if the kids went off to school, in other states, even the West or the North, we always, by and 
large, kept up with our peers at those schools that had this, but it would have been nice to do some of the 
actual experiments as opposed to everything in theory. 

But I decided, though, around 1953 that I was not going to remain in the South. I could not stand the 
segregated system in the South, and I just was not going to remain. I thought it was very unfair. I thought 
that it was unfair to treat citizens the way that they were treated. And I'm not saying here about-you know, 
here in Biloxi, I can't recall any blacks, you know, being beaten or anything like that. I'm speaking in terms 
from the fact that my father and our family have always owned property in Biloxi, and I just thought that it 
was wrong to be second-class citizens when you were paying the same amount of property taxes as 
everyone else. My father and my mother wanted me to remain in the South, but I had no intentions, even 
as early as '53. And there were lots of people, my teachers, a friend of my father's, Mr. Pettius, who tried 
to encourage me to remain in the South. But after graduating from high school, I left the South in 1955, 
and at that time I had no intentions of ever returning. I told my father I wanted to go to college in 
California, but that wasn't the reason. The reason was because my wife was going to college in California, 
and I was going to join the military service, which I did out there, and we were going to get married right 
on my first leave. But I found out that the income wasn't as great as I thought, so, four years later we got 
married in '59. 

Long: What division of the service did you go into? 

Robinson: United States Air Force. I was contemplating the Navy, but my brother who was in the Navy 
told me, "Don't join the Navy." He said, "The Air Force have the better schools." And I joined the Air 
Force. 

Long: What AFSC? 

Robinson: I was 67150, accounting and finance specialist, and I went to the accounting and finance 
school at Shepherd Air Force Base, and after- 

Long: Is that in Texas? 

Robinson: Yes. After staying in service my four years, I had no intentions of remaining, but while in 
service, I took the accounting examination and got on the register. And about a year and a half after I got 
out of the Air Force, I began working for the federal government in the finance office for the National Park 
Service in San Francisco where my wife and I settled after I got out of military service. And we remained 
in San Francisco until [1965], early '65. In midsixty-four, I began thinking about returning South even 
though I said I would never come back South. There were too many things happening in the South at that 
time, and I had to come back South. It seemed like there was something drawing me. I was involved at 
Jones Memorial United Methodist Church there, and our minister preached a sermon one day from the 
fourteenth chapter of the book of Numbers about Moses in the, not the wilderness, but before entering the 
Promised Land. And he sent out twelve individuals to scout the territory, and ten of them came back and 
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said, "Don't go." Two of them, Caleb and Joshua said, "Even though there are giants there, we will slay 
the giants." 

And I saw the segregated system in the South as the giants, and I- 

Long: As giants to be slain? 

Robinson: Yes. And I talked at length with my minister about it, and in the final analysis he said, "Delmar, 
you got to do what your conscience is telling you to do. And from what you've said, your conscience is 
telling you to go back South." 

And in January of '65, a friend of mine called me and told me about a job opening and would I be 
interested in the job. I was at a management school at Grand Canyon, Arizona. And before I even called, 
my wife told him yes, I would move from California to Kentucky. And I called my wife, and I don't know if 
she thought that I was insane. We had been talking about leaving, but I don't think that she thought that it 
would be that quickly. And I knew that she knew that there would be sacrifices. We had a excellent living 
situation there in San Francisco, a beautiful home that we had bought in April of '64. But- 

Long: Your boys' education? Can you describe what changes might happen from one place to the other? 

Robinson: I didn't-would you repeat that? 

Long: Your sons- 

Robinson: OK. Well, we had two sons at that particular time, but they were two and three, so, they were 
not in school. Right. And I did not even consider, you know-it's strange, Worth. I didn't consider, I didn't 
think about school. I really didn't think about anything but to get back South and to get involved. I did not 
want the train to leave me. (Laughter.) And it had left me. I might add, too, going back to '64, with the 
hatred that I had in me, I'm convinced that it was in the plan that God led me back to the South in early 
'65 and caused me to really take a look at my feelings towards white people that even though they 
operated the segregated system, there was possibilities to change their minds. And I'm happy to say that 
in many of the places where I located, I was able to accomplish that. But we moved to a place called 
Middlesborough, Kentucky, which is in southeastern Kentucky on the Virginia / Tennessee line in 1965. 
And the first incident that I had there was in the area of housing. I was the administrative officer at this 
federal installation and was told by the chamber of commerce that there wouldn't be any difficulty as far 
as housing was concerned. But of course, upon arriving, I found out different, and it took me from April of 
'65 to August of '65 to gain accommodations. And my wife- 

Long: Up to your standard. To your standard. 

Robinson: Yeah. My wife would call and say, "What's the problem?" And I would lie to her and give her 
some excuse as to why she and the children could not, you know, join me. Middlesborough, Kentucky, 
was not a rough town, but yet it was coming, you know, just getting away from the segregated facilities 
there. And a friend of mine, Bill Taylor, whose father was a Methodist A.M.E. minister, we checked out 
some of the places there to see whether or not they would accommodate blacks. And the only place 
where we had some difficulty was at a barber shop. And, Worth, that was an interesting thing because I 
knew before entering the barber shop that the white barber could cut blacks' hair to blacks' satisfaction. 
The reason why I know that is we contracted with him to come out to the center that I was the second in 
charge of to cut the black kids' hair. But- 
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Long: And this was Job Corps? 

Robinson: Yes, I was the administrative officer to Job Corps Center. But we had an interesting situation 
there in Kentucky. The mayor there, Chester Wolf, he asked a group of us to come together, and we 
formed a city civil rights commission that took the federal law and state law and in a sense codified it into 
city law and expanded it. You know, open housing and the whole works. We had a Presbyterian minister, 
white minister who led this group, and Bill and I were members of this, so there was not, you know, 
problems as far as public accommodations. There was minimal, if any, problems as far as integration of 
schools in Middlesborough, Kentucky. Of course, there was this economic, you know, undercurrent that 
kept blacks in, in a sense, jobs that they wanted them in. 

Long: You mean even within the federal structure? 

Robinson: Oh, no. This was within the factories that they had there in Middlesborough. They hadn't 
gotten to the point where you could get a job based upon qualifications. But I had a good experience in 
Middlesborough, but I wanted to get away from Middlesborough. So I had an opportunity in '67 to go to 
Washington to participate in an executive management program for two years, and I worked for the 
Department of Interior [National] Park Service there. And it was an excellent program, and I learned a lot 
while in that program. We had an opportunity to work with Congresspersons and head of governmental 
agencies. You had to go to take courses at George Washington University, and I chose courses in the 
economic, well, at that time, natural resource economic area. And we had to also-we had a staff 
assignment, and I was in program planning there, involved in putting together the National Park Service's 
annual construction budget of $200 million, and I was responsible for three particular regions in the 
United States, doing the staff work, making sure that everything was in line with government 
requirements. 

Long: What regions? 

Robinson: The regions that I was responsible for was the northeast region that was in Philadelphia, the 
southeast region out of Richmond, Virginia, and the Midwest out of Omaha, Nebraska. And I was 
working, you know, directly with regional directors and their staff. And of course, at that particular time, we 
did not have a lot of blacks in the National Park Service, but I had the backing of the director of the 
National Park Service, George Hartzog, who was from South Carolina. And so there was no problems as 
far as my job was concerned with interfacing with those individuals, and this experience in Washington 
prepared me for my next assignment in North Carolina. 

(End of tape one, side one. The interview continues on tape one, side two.) 

Robinson: That assignment, I was the director of the Job Corps Center there. And I was there for twenty-
six years. 

Long: Now, where was that? 

Robinson: This was in Cherokee, North Carolina, in Great Smoky Mountains National Park. And during 
that period of time, I was involved in training over 12,000 young men between the ages of sixteen and 
twenty-one, all of them school dropouts, some of them drug addicts, half of them with criminal records. 
But all in all, I believe that we were very, very successful there. As far as my involvement in the 
community, it was a good marriage between the Native Americans and the white mountain people and 
the few blacks that was there. And I was given an opportunity to use all of the skills that I had acquired 
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over the years. And I was looked upon as a professional. I was looked upon by the people with respect. I 
did not have any difficulty of a racial nature. I'm not naive enough, Worth, though to think that in some of 
the people's minds that there may have been, you know, these feelings. But I was in charge of this federal 
facility with a huge budget, and a huge staff. And my daddy always told me that white people understand 
two things, voting and money. (Laughter.) 

Long: Money and power. 

Robinson: Right. 

Long: (Inaudible.) 

Robinson: But the Job Corps Center that we had there was somewhat different than what we have in 
urban areas, etc. We taught the kids skills through the actual construction of facilities, and most of the 
facilities in Great Smoky Mountains National Park that was built from 1965 until 1995, we built them. And 
we offered training in carpentry, plaster, and painting, cement finishing, and welding. So we were 
somewhat self-sufficient as far as constructing buildings. And on a broader scale, because of my training, 
I was given what I considered major opportunities within that area in assisting the county in the 
development of an industrial park, the development and construction of their schools, and then from a 
regional standpoint being involved with what we call an economic strategy project which led eventually to 
our Rural Economic Development Center in Raleigh, beginning in Chapel Hill. And, by the way, I'm still 
affiliated with the Rural Center. In fact, in October we got to meet there. But it was an opportunity to use 
all of the skills that I had, and an opportunity to assist people in a different way, and that was to get them 
to understand the economic power that they possessed and how they could go about, you know, 
developing and then using that economic power. My particular area of responsibility with the Rural Center 
was in leadership development. After I attended the Institute in 1988, we began training leaders on a 
regional basis, and we used a model that had been developed at the Rural Center where we looked at 
economic development, not just from getting some jobs, but the model included infrastructure, quality of 
life, education, and jobs, and working, attacking all of those at the same time, the end-product would be a 
better livelihood, a better quality of life for the people in wherever you were working with them. 

What we did is they went through the training, and they had to, as a group, they had to select a regional, 
region-wide project and develop it. And then, come up with a solution; and then, implement it. And then 
we would evaluate it for a number of years. And the Rural Center continues to this day to use that model. 
And as a result many of the existing programs that we have here in the United States, now, they had their 
beginning at the Rural Center because when other states found out about the Rural Center, they would 
send their ideas, and the Rural Center would test those ideas. And if they were satisfactory, after the 
testing period, papers would be sent out where they could be possibly replicated throughout the entire 
area. So, one of my highlights twice a year is to go back to the Rural Center and sit around with my 
colleagues and come up with other things that we're going to, you know, develop. 

But back to my involvement in the community of Cherokee. It was a very rewarding experience. I'm even 
involved with them, now, even though I've been retired for five years. We're trying to get 250 acres of land 
transferred back from the federal government to the Indians as the reservation there in Cherokee, 
because of economic development there, primarily through the casino and a few other industries, many 
Native Americans are coming back to the reservation. And they need additional acreage to build schools. 
And I've been asked by many of my colleagues, when I tell them about getting this land for a school, say, 
"Why don't they go to the other schools?" 

mus-coh.robinsonde.doc  Page 8 of 13 



 
 

Well, they do, but the Native Americans, at least the Cherokees, almost lost their culture. They almost lost 
their language, and they said, "Never again will it get that way." 

So, they will have the Cherokee school; it will have all of the required courses for the state, but it will also 
have that Native American cultural program involved there. So, I'm excited about that. 

Long: But you left that program when you got the opportunity to do what? You spent twenty- 

Robinson: I remained there until I retired. And I had other opportunities, Worth, to transfer to other 
locations. In fact the National Park Service higher management got upset with me in the early '70s 
because I would not take additional assignments, but it was my belief that I could have more of an impact 
on human life by remaining in a location than going from place to place and stay two or three, four years. 
Now, of course, for my own economic benefit, it would have been to my advantage to go in that direction, 
but I wasn't interested in that direction. People laugh at me when I tell them that I was not motivated by 
money. And I wasn't. Had I been interested in money, I would have remained with the Bank of America 
who in 1960, when I began, they were really looking for blacks and pushing them up to the top over in 
there. And they don't make money at the lower level in banks, but they make tremendous sums at the 
management level. So, I remained there until I retired in January of 1995. 

Long: In Cherokee? 

Robinson: I retired in Cherokee, but I came back home to Mississippi. I knew that I was coming back 
home when I did retire. In fact, we bought a house here in 1982. It was no problem as far as, when some 
couples, when they retire, want to go this place, that place. My wife, she's from Biloxi, so, we came back 
to Biloxi. My intentions were to sit on the front porch and read and fish. I love to fish. I've done the 
reading, but I've not done the fishing because I've gotten heavily involved in activities here in Biloxi. Um-
hm. 

Long: And what are those activities and how are your skills from the past, how are they applied to the 
project you're involved in, now? 

Robinson: OK. Well, Worth, I mentioned about working, I mean about fishing and reading, but in looking 
back on it, had I really been interested in doing that, I would not have sent the mayor of Biloxi a letter 
before retiring stating to him that I was returning home, and if there were volunteer opportunities in the 
area of economic development and training, that I would be interested in doing it. If I really believed in 
that, I would not have taken on an assignment after retiring as a special advisor to Senator Nancy 
Kassenbaum who was chairing the Human Resource Committee at that time. And I worked closely with 
that committee in some workforce preparedness legislation and advising on the reauthorization and 
developing new legislation for the Jobs Corps Program. But I've been deeply involved here in Biloxi. As 
soon as I got home, the mayor had his assistant to call me, and we had a long chat. And he said that he 
would be involving me in some assignments here. And the first assignment that I had here in Biloxi, I was 
on the Strategic Planning Committee for the Biloxi School District, the Five Year Strategic Plan which we 
worked on. That was in '95, and shortly thereafter, I began working on what Biloxi calls its Vision Twenty-
Twenty, which is a twenty-year comprehensive plan for the city of Biloxi. We completed that assignment 
in about six months, and in August of '97, he asked me to chair the Board of Commissioners for the Biloxi 
Housing Authority. He submitted my name to the city council, and I was approved. And since August of 
'97, I've been the chairman of the Biloxi Housing Authority. Biloxi Housing was in deplorable condition. 
There was a HUD audit, and it was classified as a troubled housing authority, and additionally it was 
discriminating against Vietnamese and blacks in a very horrible, horrible way. And it's been a tremendous 
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experience. It's been a tiring, sometime-well, it's just tiring at times. But we have come a long way during 
that period of time. 

And with regards to prior training that I had, my prior training has really assisted me in functioning as the 
chairman for the housing authority. The fact that I had tremendous training in negotiating with different 
organizational entities, city government, state government, tribal government, federal government, private 
sector, that has really assisted me in the job that I'm in, now. Basically, I've not had any difficulty; I have 
gained the trust and support from the administration. I believe gained the trust of the tenants and the 
community in general as far as trying to assist the people in Biloxi in having better housing. And we have 
developed a short-range and a long-range plan for housing here in Biloxi, not only public housing but 
affordable housing throughout the city, especially in east Biloxi, which is the oldest area here in Biloxi. 

Also, since I've been home, I got involved in a lawsuit, saving the Nichols School, which was the school 
that I attended. The school district put together a plan which did not include a school in the traditional 
black community. And Dr. Mason who had filed the original lawsuit to desegregate the schools in the '60s, 
since that lawsuit was still in existence, we just used that as a vehicle of getting in the federal court to get 
a decree against the school district. And we won. And there will be a school in that area. It was our 
feelings at that time that if we lost that school, we would have a lot of difficulty in trying to revitalize our 
community. With no school, with dilapidated houses, it would have been simple to just come in and 
[bulldoze] the whole area down, but we won that suit. And we're going to have a new school there. We 
have begun not only the process, but we have been funded to begin the forty-eight unit, affordable 
housing development. We have- 

Long: It was funded at what level? 

Robinson: We got that funded through Mississippi Home Corp through a tax credit program, and we're to 
demolish Bay View Homes beginning in October. And shortly thereafter we'll begin building these forty-
eight townhouses. And we have a $29.4 million Hope VI Grant in. And we're confident that in the 2000 
budget for the city of Biloxi, which begins in October, we'll have $1 million seed money for a nonprofit 
corporation that we have formed as a subsidiary to the Housing Authority which will be the vehicle that we 
will use to do our affordable housing program. [The Hope VI Grant was funded at $35 million in 2000. We 
will construct 387 homes.] And we'll be partnering with other lending institutions, not only here in Biloxi, 
but in other locations. Worth, it's interesting how somebody found out that we were trying to do something 
here, and we have banks and other lending institutions contacting us now, and developers, "How can we 
sit down and partner and do this job?" 

Long: Right. 

Robinson: We also have what we call a Main Street Committee. In the city's transportation plan there's 
an element that would include widening this street. And when Councilman Dickey-well, when this was 
being discussed in as early as the Vision Twenty-Twenty, Eric, our councilman, put together a committee 
at that time to begin looking at Main Street and not just for widening the street, but a total economic 
development package which included housing and the reestablishment of businesses. And we're 
confident that unlike many communities where they just come through and bulldoze down buildings and 
move people out and just build a road, we'll have something different here in Biloxi. 

Long: So, it's significant that you helped save the school, that the community stood up and- 
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Robinson: Worth, I'm honest with you. I really don't like to talk about, you know, my accomplishments. 
What I enjoy more than anything and that happens often is, I'm sitting at home and a kid that I assisted in 
training twenty-five years ago will call and, "Delmar, what are you doing? I'm doing this. My children are 
doing this." 

And I guess it stems from my teachers. I never heard any of those teachers say what they had 
accomplished. I never heard my father talk about, you know, what he accomplished. He had a good job, 
but he also was the, in a sense, the father figure in the family because his daddy died when he was 
twenty-one years old. But I know what I've accomplished, and the people know. (Phone rings.) And I can 
tell that by the calls that I get from people, especially about school issues and their children and asking 
me to assist in some way where they feel that their children have not been treated properly at school. 

Long: Seems like they're calling, now. (Laughter.) 

Robinson: I don't know, but they know this, too. They will call because they know that if I give my word 
that I'm going to do something, I will do it. And when I go into a situation with the school or anybody else, I 
do my research. And especially with the school district, I have to find out, you know, all sides of what the 
issue really is. 

Long: Right. I'm interested. Other successful professionals like yourself are returning home to 
Mississippi, and they are bringing with them experience that others don't even have, broad experiences. 
You mentioned your experience with the Cherokee Nation in Cherokee, North Carolina, heading the Job 
Corps Center with the North Carolina Rural Development concepts and leadership development, of your 
experience in Kentucky with Job Corps, and your experience in the Department of Interior in the National 
Park Service, your experience in California in accounting, your experience in the service in accounting. 
That broad educational concept seems to prepare you for something, and I was just wondering, what is 
your perception of what that seems to prepare you for? Other than just service as a retired person in your 
hometown? 

Robinson: Well, Worth, I make every effort in the things that I'm involved in to involve younger people 
and sort of, you know, mentor them along. I have to be very diplomatic in how I go about doing it. I cannot 
go in with, "I know more than you. I know everything." 

And I feel that I've been successful in assisting some of the younger leaders here in Biloxi in going in the 
right direction through using the method that I just described. And like on our Main Street Committee, with 
the exception of Reverend Haynes, all the other guys are in their thirties or forties, and I believe-well, I 
don't believe; I know that they respect me. I know this. And- 

Long: Are you talking about developing a second line of leadership? 

Robinson: This is correct. This is correct. We've got to have this leadership, young leadership in Biloxi 
because the kind of planning that we're involved in, for it to, in a sense, be complete, man, we're talking 
about ten years or so. You cannot revitalize an entire community infrastructure, housing, schools, cultural 
programs, you can't accomplish that in a short period of time. But I do believe that we have some young 
leaders that is committed to follow through on this plan that we have for this ward. Yeah. 

Long: So, finally, you seem to put things into a socioeconomic political frame when you said, "ward." So, 
this is also a political entity when you talk about Main Street and Division Street. You're talking about- 
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Robinson: Worth, this is one area that I'm not pleased with as an individual and as a black man here in 
Biloxi. We as blacks, I believe, are not politically active enough, and I think that's one area where it's 
going to take some time to develop because we have what I would call political fragmentation in our 
particular ward. We have too many individuals who, through whatever reason, see themselves as the 
political leader, and while I've been involved a little bit, I have not been involved to the fullest even though 
I have some skills (laughter) in that area. I've been politically active since the '60s; I've been involved in 
every presidential campaign and Congressional campaigns, and in North Carolina was heavily involved 
going back to '72 with Governor Hunt who is a friend of mine. I was heavily involved in the county in '92 in 
President Clinton's campaign, but that's one area that I have not gotten deeply involved in here in Biloxi, 
and the reason besides the other things that's on my plate, at this point, I don't want any one, any of the 
political leaders to think that I'm involved in doing the things that I'm doing in this community because I 
have some political aspirations. I did at one time have political aspirations here in Biloxi. I always, I 
wanted to be the mayor in Biloxi. I believe that I'm prepared. I prepared myself over the years in being the 
mayor, but I'm sixty-two years old, and I've been on the road for a long time, and my wife is beginning to 
ask, "When are you going to slow down?" 

Long: Go fishing. 

Robinson: Right. But my plans were to in '92, retire. I was going to run for the city council in this ward in 
'93, and I was going to win. I was going to run for mayor in '97, and I was going to win, but we have four 
kids, and they're pretty close together. And there's nine years between the oldest and the youngest. And 
we had to educate all those children. And I don't need to tell you how much money education costs. So, I 
had to work longer than what I had anticipated. I had to work about four more years, and that interrupted 
my plan. And then when I came home, I said, "You forget about that. Don't be focusing on some political 
thing. Your plate will be filled enough with these other activities." But because I don't have any political 
aspirations as for myself, I have an interest in pushing other young people and how to go about 
organizing and how to go about organizing to a point where there will not be this political fragmentation 
because it's used against us. 

Long: Right. Yeah. I want to thank you a bunch for doing this interview. We started out with the interview, 
and then I went back to the beginning because I realized that we could do a compact interview with the 
dynamic way in which you were approaching things. And we went back to the beginning and redid with 
your emphasis in various areas in what I think is a fine interview that also speaks to even some solutions 
as it relates to leadership development and economic development. At the same time it posits your 
involvement in the saving of your own school- 

(End of tape one, side two. The interview continues on tape two, side one. There is a repetition in the 
interview that occurred when migrating the interview from one tape to another.) 

Long: -doing this interview, we started out with the interview, and then I went back to the beginning 
because I realized that we could do a compact interview with the dynamic way in which you were 
approaching things. And we went back to the beginning and redid with your emphasis in various areas in 
what I think is a fine interview that also speaks to even some solutions as it relates to leadership 
development and economic development. At the same time it posits your involvement in the saving of 
your own school and community which then allows for the other infrastructural elements to (inaudible). 

Robinson: Well, Worth, I want to thank you, and I guess in conclusion if you would interview just about 
95 percent of our relatives, you would not get the same story, but you would get a similar story, emphasis 
on community, family, church, education. And it all began in South Mississippi with these old people going 
back to 1810. And hopefully before I leave this earth, I'll be able to do some research where I can go 
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back, and I'm sure that I'll find that it was those people going all the way back, all the way back, that was 
focusing on something similar to what I talked about this evening, empowering people in church and 
education, economic development in their own way. I didn't have an opportunity to mention that my great, 
great grandfather, [Benjamine Seymour, 1831]-I asked my great uncle, I said, "Where'd this guy get this 
money to buy this [land]?" 

He said, "He was in business." 

I said, "What kind of business was he in?" 

Said, "He made charcoal." 

I said, "What did they do with charcoal?" 

And it's interesting. I mentioned about my mother's daddy who owned the boats. Every one of those 
schooners had a charcoal furnace on it. The seafood industry played a major part in the development of 
Biloxi. My great, great grandfather made charcoal to sell to those boat owners to use in their charcoal 
furnaces, what they cooked on. So, we've always been involved in these kinds of activities. So, thank you, 
again. 

Long: Uh-huh. I want to thank you much. 

(End of the interview.) 

 


