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I grew up in Danville, Illinois, in the Fifties. Danville was and is a factory town with a 
population of about 40,000, about 12% Black. The Black neighborhood began two blocks 
from my house, and my grade school and high school were integrated.  
 
My Dad was congenitally incapable of taking orders – I wonder how he survived 3 ½ 
years under George Patton. He and my Uncle John started in business with one gas 
station in 1950. It was north of town, beyond the city limits at the time. He added another 
one around 1964, two blocks east of the high school, and a third one (in town) about 
1970, so I was guaranteed a job as a teenager, and it was one cool job! I was well into 
adulthood and several years removed from Danville before I began to wonder why we 
almost never had any Black customers or, for that matter, why I never saw Blacks 
downtown, either working or shopping – where did they go?   
 
I think it was 1968 when Dad advertised in the newspaper (yes, that’s how it was done 
back in the day!) for a full-time employee. A few days later, I was working at the station 
when a Black man about my age drove in and asked about the job. He had short hair and 
was appropriately dressed. I sent him back to the warehouse where the “corporate 
offices” were located. He came out a few minutes later and drove off. I asked Dad if he 
had hired the young man. He told me that had he done so, he and the young man would 
be running the place by themselves, because everyone else would quit.   
 
My parents discussed Black folks rarely. I remember Mother telling me that growing up 
in rural southern Indiana, she saw her first Black man when she was twelve. He was 
passing through (this was the Depression) and her mom had invited him into the kitchen 
for some food. I don’t remember my parents ever expressing any feelings of White 
superiority or ever using the ‘n’ word, in part I think because, in general, they didn’t like 
such language. They seemed to understand the civil rights marches in the Sixties but they 
had mixed feelings about Dr. King – they thought that he had indirectly caused a lot of 
violence. And Dad thought that the White folks in those marches must have been 
Communists! Several years later, I met some of those White folks – they were Methodist 
clergy.   
 
My Dad’s father didn’t speak of Blacks often but I got the distinct impression that he 
didn’t approve of them. I remember saying to my grandfather that Adam must have been 
Black because he was created from mud, but grandfather wasn’t buying it.    
 
So I grew up with only a smattering of impressions about Black folks. I got a Bachelor’s 
degree and, having developed an interest in poor people, went to work for the welfare 
department. Over the course of 36 years, I supervised and was supervised by Blacks, both 
male and female.        
 



All of this has led me to the belated conclusion that there are two types of White 
privilege. One type says, among other things, that the White guys get the jobs, the 
promotions, and the home loans, and the Black guys don’t.   
 
The other type of White privilege is harder to define. It has to do with being taken at 
one’s word by authority figures - law enforcement, bank officials, personnel officers, etc.  
As Dr. Neil deGrasse Tyson puts it, every time he steps out of his house he’s a criminal 
suspect. As a White guy, I don’t have to worry about that. Being taken at one’s word is 
White privilege because it’s extended to nearly all White folks nearly all the time, but 
often not extended to non-White folks. But being taken at one’s word is also a matter of 
simple respect. In other words, we should ALL be able to enjoy this type of “White 
privilege.” 


