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[00:00] 
 
Mr. Miller:   Okay, thank you very much for being here.  Today is the twentieth of May.  

The interviewer is Miles Miller.  If each one of you could start by giving us 
your full name, date and place of birth, and current occupation. 

 
Ms. Aden:   I’m going to defer to my Mom.   
 
Mr. Miller:   Oh, and of course, the relationship between the two of you.  Thank you. 
 
Ms. Ponzo:   My name is Alberta Pritchett (phonetic 00:31) Wilson Ponzo.  I was born 

November the sixth, 1936.  I’m eighty years of age.  I am a native 
Delawarean.  I was born and raised in New Castle, Delaware.  I became a 
resident of Newark, Delaware after I married Richard Wilson, who is a 
native Newark, Delaware resident.  And with me today, I have my daughter, 
Patricia Denise Wilson Aden. 

 
Ms. Aden:   So, my name’s Patricia Wilson Aden.  I am a resident now of Wilmington, 

Delaware, but I grew up here in Newark.  My birthdate is June sixth, 1959.  
I’m dating myself, but that’s okay for the record.  As I said, I grew up here, 
went to Newark public school system, but haven’t lived here since I was 
seventeen.  But I have remained in touch with the community.  I am part of 
the large Wilson family.  We have very deep roots here in Newark, dating 
back to the, as far as we can trace it, 1800s.   

 
Mr. Miller:   Your current place of residence? 
 
Ms. Aden:   I live in Wilmington, Delaware.  I work in Philadelphia.  I am the president 

and CEO of the African-American Museum in Philadelphia.   
 
Mr. Miller:   And you also live in Wilmington, too? 
 
Ms. Ponzo:   No, I live in Bear, Delaware.  And I’m retired.  I used to work for the 

Wilmington Housing Authority.  For twenty-seven years.  And I retired 
from that job in Wilmington and resided in my community where I was born 
in Buttonwood, New Castle. 

 



Mr. Miller:   So, if you could give us a brief history about your connection to this school 
and this community. 

 
Ms. Aden:   Well, there are several connections.  This school, of course, is part of the 

larger colored school system here in Delaware.  And you probably 
documented all this.  Pierre S. DuPont’s investment in colored schools 
throughout the state.  And Mom has had a hand in the restoration of the 
Buttonwood colored school.  So, what’s always been interesting is that the 
Newark school is so different from the other colored schools throughout the 
system.  Most of the other colored schools were two rooms, and they were 
(unintelligible 03:41).  This one was four classrooms, plus a full basement.  
It was of brick.  So, there was a reason for this investment, this higher 
investment in this school in this community than other schools.  And we 
believe that part of the reason is that there has been a long history of colored 
schools in Newark.  And those schools have been documented.  But there 
is, of course, that connection that this school has always been the heart, in 
many ways, of this neighborhood.  It is named after my grandfather, George 
M. Wilson, who was a long-time politician, community activist, builder, in 
this community.  My father went to this school.  We have the program from 
his eighth grade graduation.  He was Valedictorian of his eighth grade 
graduation from this school.  So, there are a lot of connections to this school.   

 
Mr. Miller:   And for you, would you say that you have the same or similar connections 

to this community and this area and this school? 
 
[05:00] 
 
Ms. Ponzo:   Well, although I am not a native of Newark, but I came through the same 

segregated, colored school system, as was this school built under.  And at 
that time, a member of the DuPont family sponsored colored, the building 
of colored schools.  And my colored school was Buttonwood colored 
school.  And we had two rooms and a kitchen.  And I started there in the 
first grade at the age of five, and we had the elementary grades in one room, 
we went to the first to the fourth grade.  The fifth grade, we transferred to 
the second room, and that was the fifth to the eighth grade.  There were 
eight people who graduated in my class from the eighth grade, and from 
there, we went into Wilmington to the segregated high school.  But of my 
class, I am proud to say, of the eight, we had a doctor, an architect, a young 
lady went into the nursing field, and so I’m very proud of those eight that I 
graduated with.   

 
Mr. Miller:   Congratulations. 
 
Ms. Ponzo:   Thank you.   
 



Mr. Miller:   What is your experience with regards to everyday school life, coming up in 
a segregated educational environment?  Institutions like this one. 

 
Ms. Ponzo:   Well, I had a very rich school background.  As I said, we had first to the 

fourth grade classes in one room.  Many of us were allowed to achieve 
according to our ability, so, I was five-years-old in first grade, but I was 
exposed to the curriculum to the second, third, and fourth grade.  As I was 
able to master those whatever subjects they were.  Math, or English, or 
writing, or whatever.  I was allowed to progress on that level, so, my 
exposure, I believe, was to my advantage.  And when I graduated from 
Buttonwood colored school, I was fourteen, and I went over…  I went to 
high school, and when I graduated high school, I couldn’t go to college 
because I wouldn’t be sixteen until that November, and so my Mom and 
Dad would not let me enter college because they felt I was not old enough.  
And so I didn’t go to Delaware State College until my sixteenth birthday.   

 
Mr. Miller:   All right.  Previous interviewees have spoken about the importance of 

teachers, principals, educators in colored communities.  Is that something 
that you experienced when you said that they were a defining personality in 
your educational upbringing? 

 
Ms. Aden:   Well, I think you’d have to talk to her about that.  What I can share is that 

even though I did not attend this school, I was too young, in many ways, 
although the schools I went to were integrated, there were still vestiges of 
segregation.  So for instance, I went to John R. Downes School.  I was in 
the first first-grade class of that school.  [10:00]  Throughout my entire 
elementary schooling, I was the only black child in my entire grade.  And 
the reason why that happens because as they made decisions as to where the 
school districts were drawn…  I lived at the top of the hill, and so I went to 
Downes.  Most of the African-American community lived down the hill, so 
those kids were going to Central Elementary.  And in that way, I think you 
will hear people at my age say that in some ways that separated the kids, 
whereas we played together in this neighborhood, we didn’t go to school 
together.  What was interesting, too, is, and you’ll hear kids talk about this 
because these are the impressions that you gain, we always had the oldest, 
raggediest bus, and we had the one black school driver, Choppy Saunders 
(phonetic 11:04).  That sends a message to a kid.  It really does.  And there 
is, you know, this is not a kid’s perception; it was the reality they gave us 
the old, raggedy bus.  That sends, you know, that sends a signal, and it’s 
almost indelible.  So, you know, whereas now the schools are very different.  
When I was at Central Middle School and then later on at Newark High 
School, I would say that at the most we would have thirty-five black kids in 
the entire school.  It’s very different now since bussing and things like that.  
But… 

 
Mr. Miller:   What was the, I’m sorry, what was the total school population? 



 
Ms. Aden:   I don’t know.  Probably around six hundred kids or something like that.   
 
Mr. Miller:   And only thirty-five black students. 
 
Ms. Aden:   Yeah.  So, we were a tight little cluster.  We knew one another.  We 

depended upon one another.  But this was, of course, post-segregation.  But 
as I said, the residential housing patterns and other things, of course, 
determined where you went to school.  And in that instance, we went to 
Newark High.  There’s still just a little cluster of us.  But if you’re interested 
in the teachers that were so much a part of Newark’s community and other 
communities as far as educating the African-American community, I think 
Mom can tell you more about that. 

 
Ms. Ponzo:   Well, we had very dynamic, outstanding teachers.  First of all, they were 

part of our community because they were experiencing the segregated 
housing patterns, so, our teachers were part of our community.  They were 
a part of our church.  And they had really a great interest in each student.  
And we were disciplined family-style in that they were not apprehensive in 
correcting us or disciplining us or even punishing us, because in my day, 
the teachers had, really, the blessings of the parents that parents left their 
children to the teachers, and the teachers were with us the majority of the 
day.  As I said, I went to a very small, segregated school in a very small, 
segregated community.  And so, I have always been blessed with good 
teachers, even when I went to segregated high school.  We had teachers, 
teachers knew you from your family.  They had teachers taught for years in 
the school, and so they either had your older sisters and brothers, and in 
some cases they even had your parents as students.  When I went to 
Delaware State College, even at that time, teachers kept in very close 
communication with parents.  [15:02]  In my case, and in several other cases 
I know, we were recruited by the faculty of the college.  They would come 
to your home.  They would interview your parents based on your academic 
scoring.  They would get the names from Howard High School the kids in 
the community that they thought that would benefit from a higher education.  
So they would come to your house, they talked to your parents, and give 
your parents the assurance that you would be well taken care of when you 
were away at college.   

 
Mr. Miller:   And these teachers within the communities…  Were they highly regarded?  

Were they seen as very important members of the community?  Were they 
respected? 

 
Ms. Aden:   I would say that.  Absolutely.  And not just here.  But historically, the 

teachers in those segregated schools were often very highly educated and 
often exceeded the educational requirements for teachers.  So you had 
teachers who had achieved their Masters, and in some instances, their PhDs, 



working in the public school system.  And the students had the benefit of 
interacting with them.  So they were held in high regard for their academic 
achievement, but also because they were the caretakers and these high 
achievers.   

 
Ms. Ponzo:   And they were very versatile.  You know, my elementary school teacher 

was my Sunday school teacher, he was my choir director, he played the 
piano, he gave us music lessons.  My other school teacher in the fifth grade, 
he was an accomplished musician, and he was the cook, the nutritionist, at 
our school because he made up the menu and we all had hot lunches and we 
had the right kind of, he made sure we had the right kind of diet and that we 
got the proper nutrition.  So the teachers played many roles as parent, 
teacher, community leader. 

 
Mr. Miller:   I know you touched on this briefly, but could you elaborate on some of the 

challenges that you faced growing up in a segregated educational system? 
 
Ms. Aden:   I don’t think I felt the challenges academically.  I didn’t go to a segregated 

school system.  I was one of the kids that was always the “only.”  And when 
you’re the “only,” sometimes you feel compelled to excel, to achieve more.  
That was not only the atmosphere in the classroom that, that high standard 
of achievement was certainly something that was encouraged at home as 
well.  But, again, within the school system here in Newark, I think so many 
of the African-American students did feel compelled to achieve in whatever 
way they could.  For me, it was academically, but we had a very, very strong 
tradition of athletic achievement and I’m sure you’ve talked to some other 
folks about how both the young men and young women excelled in all of 
the sports.  It was, I think, our impact and our visibility certainly belied the 
numbers of us, you know?  We were high profile, you know.  We were very 
visible because of that.  Yes, there were instances where you certainly felt 
double standards.  But I think that given the nurturing environment of this 
community, the demand for excellence in our homes, and our sense of self, 
our strong sense of self, I think, all of those combined to really develop the 
high achieving adults that so many of us have become.   

 
[20:00] 
 
Mr. Miller:   If I could pose the same question to you?  What challenges did you feel, did 

you face, in what was a predominantly segregated educational 
environment? 

 
Ms. Ponzo:   Well, I came up under a totally segregated system.  Segregated in the 

community, the City of New Castle was totally segregated.  I, even at my 
age now, I dislike the City of New Castle because of its harsh segregation.  
The police force was very segregated, was totally segregated.  They never 
came to our community for any kind of emergencies.  We didn’t receive 



any of the city’s services.  And not only were the schools segregated, your 
housing was segregated, your transportation was segregated, everything 
was totally segregated.  And we achieved because of inspiration of our 
parents and from our teachers.  And as I said, the majority of the students 
that came out of segregated schools were all high achievers in spite of the 
segregation because we had parents who expected us to succeed and we had 
teachers that saw to it that we did achieve not only academically, but they 
inspired us to be good citizens, they inspired us to be Christian, and they 
inspired us to love each other. 

 
Mr. Miller:   What sort of differences and or similarities that you noticed from when you 

were at school, that’s when, you know, my generation became 
(unintelligible 23:06) school. 

 
Ms. Aden:   I guess, as a parent, what I notice is certainly my son is under more pressure 

from the outside community to achieve.  So the idea of, you know, “Am I 
going to get in to the right school?” and things like that weigh very heavily 
upon kids now and it’s not as if we didn’t have that same kind of pressure.  
But when you have parents encouraging you to do well and a very close-
knit community encouraging you to do well, it is, I think, much more 
personal and it comes from an impetus of love whereas kids there under 
pressure to succeed, it is from the larger society and it is oppressive.  You 
know, if you don’t achieve, you’re going to be left behind.  If you don’t do 
this or that, you will not be thought of in the same way, and things like that.  
So I think children today feel the pressure of a larger, pressures from a larger 
community, and they sometimes supersede or get in the way of the 
influences that you might feel from that close-knit community, those 
parents, those teachers, that benefitted us.  I would say that we also 
benefitted from community-based schooling in that, as I said, we lived here, 
we went to school here.  [25:06]  In the instance of my son, he’s gone to 
private schools.  So he’s gone to schools outside of his neighborhood and 
didn’t have the same benefit of playing and going to school with the same 
kids.  So, that would be a difference as well.   

 
Mr. Miller:   All right.  If I may pose the same question, what are the differences that you 

notice from when you were at school against what kids today are at school? 
 
Ms. Ponzo:   Well, as (unintelligible 25:40) has said, today’s pressures are just society’s 

pressures.  In my day, it was the pressure you received from your parents, 
your grandparents, aunts and uncles.  It was a family pressure.  Also, it was 
a community pressure in that those people who were not family members 
expected you to achieve because you were from a certain family, you know?  
So, we had, and we had large families and so we had pressure from our older 
siblings to do good or to achieve and they were always encouraging us.  So 
it’s a different…  

 



Ms. Aden:   Very different dynamic.   
 
Ms. Ponzo.   Yes, yes.   
 
Mr. Miller:   And in closing, what are some of the most valuable lessons or experiences 

that you took from your educational upbringing?  And something that you 
might want to pass on to future students or hope that the next generation of 
students realize in their educational upbringing? 

 
Ms. Ponzo:   Well, what I try to pass on to my grandchildren, as I did with my own 

children, is to study hard, to be involved mentally and physically in your 
community, to appreciate those advantages that you have.  And also that we 
achieve; it’s expected of you.  I don’t expect anything less than the best 
from you.   

 
Ms. Aden:   For me, I think moreso of the legacy of George Wilson.  This center bears 

his name.  And I think the legacy that he leaves on this community, 
particularly the message that I would share from him to younger people is 
to stay engaged and to stay active.  That each one of us have a responsibility 
to make change.  He certainly was a change agent, and he carried that 
through his life as he dealt with his family, as he dealt with his community, 
as he dealt with his state.  There is…  We are responsible for not only 
ourselves, but for our community at large, and therefore, we cannot be 
complacent.  So I think if he would say anything to translate it into the 
nomenclature of today, he would say, “Stay woke,” because he certainly, I 
think, in many ways, carried himself as a radical during his time.  And the 
idea of being engaged, being an activist, being very clear about boundaries 
and letting folks know that you have high expectations of the way that they 
would treat you, are all part of his expectations.  All part of his legacy.  He 
was someone who did not suffer fools lightly, did not accept mediocrity, 
and in so many ways, he, I think, sent that message to other residents of this 
community during that time.   

 
[30:09] 
 
Mr. Miller:   All right.  Thank you very much to both of you.   
 
Ms. Aden:   Thank you. 
 
Ms. Ponzo:   Thank you. 
 
Mr. Miller:   Thank you again.  We really appreciate everything, and thank you.  All 

right. 
 
Ms. Aden:   Great.  Well, good luck.   
 



Mr. Miller:   Thank you very much.  We really appreciate it.  If there’s anything I can do 
for you or get you, let me know.  I’m around. 

 
Ms. Aden.   Okay.   
 
Mr. Miller:   And if you feel like you have anything more to say at any point, find one of 

us, and we’ll be happy to conduct another interview. 
 
Ms. Aden:   No, that’s quite all right.   
 
Ms. Ponzo:   The only thing…  I made one mistake. 
 
Mr. Miller:   Yes, of course. 
 
Ms. Ponzo:   When I graduated from the eighth grade, I was twelve years old.   
 
Mr. Miller:   Oh, okay. 
 
Ms. Ponzo:   And I went to high school that September.  I was in the ninth grade, I was 

twelve years old.  And I graduated from high school when I was fifteen, and 
I didn’t go to college I was sixteen. 

 
Mr. Miller:   All right.  I’ll be sure to add that in (unintelligible 31:02). 
 
Ms. Aden:   She was such a baby. 
 
Mr. Miller:   It’s really quite something.   
 
Ms. Ponzo:   Thank you.  And so when will you be finished your… 
 
Mr. Miller:   So, I will hopefully be graduating in the fall.  (Unintelligible 31:18) in the 

fall, completed my (unintelligible 31:20) degree. 
 
Ms. Aden:   Are you going to go back?  Or are you going to stay stateside? 
 
Mr. Miller:   Well, my girlfriend would have me stay here.  She lives in Phoenix, Arizona 

right now.  She’s involved with a (unintelligible 31:30) justice programs in 
Phoenix.  And so the plan eventually is that I’m going to move out there, 
pursuing a career (unintelligible 31:39). 

 
Ms. Ponzo:   Much luck. 
 
Mr. Miller:   Thank you so much for coming here again.  Thank you. 
 
(Miscellaneous background chatter.) 
 



[End 31:53] 
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