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Introduction 
 

For some time I’ve envisioned writing a book about people 
who stood out as patriots working for the people. That sounds like 

what politicians should be doing. My 2013 book, Joyful, Joyful! 
was a start in that project as it mentioned a few artists and their 
accomplishments. It was limited to musicians but I wanted a book 

that was more inclusive. I began to list some individuals and before 
long I had a few dozen possibilities. All these men and women 

were heroes, those who inspired others with their courage, integrity 
and commitment. One of them was born more than 200 years ago, 
the youngest about 60 years ago, with the rest in between.    

I settled on two-dozen people – actually in all, there are a 
couple more than that. They have a great deal in common as each 

has shown to be brave and fearless. Progressive in thought, they 
stood up for what was right and just, regardless of what others said 
or thought. Many of them suffered for it, especially the politicians: 

Russ Feingold, Paul Wellstone, Vito Marcantonio, Henry Wallace 
and Michael Manley. Fannie Lou Hamer, Zora Neale Hurston and 

Ida B. Wells were victims as well, most being slaves who endured 
discrimination and worse. Zora was also an artist and joined Meryl 
Streep, Ossie Davis, Ruby Dee and John Sayles in that 

classification. Sayles not only acted, he also directed, produced, 
wrote screenplays and did a few other chores in bringing his 

movies to the silver screen. These are all motion pictures of 
substance. 

A few more artists in the book include performers Curtis 

Mayfield, John Mellencamp, Aretha Franklin, Stevie Wonder, Neil 
Young and Bob Fass. Fass may not have played any instrument or 

sang any songs, but he’s responsible for bringing numerous 
musicians to the attention of the public. Each artist in this book 
refused to compromise, performing what he or she thought was art 

rather than something that would make record and motion picture 
companies rich. The same could be said of the other heroes.  

As far as the way they felt about compromise, I 
wholeheartedly agree with them. Comparing the salary of a CEO 
with that of a worker at a fast food place doesn’t show any kind of 

compromise. A president sending the poor and middle class off to 
war to fight his battles while he himself and the sons and daughters 
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of his rich cronies remain in the States is not a compromise. A 
subsidy of $523,000,000,000 to the fossil fuel industry matched up 

against $88,000,000,000 to renewable energy in 2011 is not a 
compromise. When only rich, white male landowners can vote in 

an election while people of color and women cannot, compromise 
is absent. A Senator voting on behalf of the electorate and another 
Senator voting for his party, himself or for his rich associates will 

never result in a compromise. I think you get the idea.  
Most likely you’ve heard of Thomas Merton, but you may 

not know of Frédéric Ozanam. Maybe they should both be saints as 
each is blessed. Merton was a Trappist monk while Ozanam was 
the founder of the Society of St. Vincent De Paul. Three more 

individuals I’ll talk about are César Chávez, Ralph Nader and 
Lincoln Steffens. Chávez was a leader in the movement for the 

rights of the workers. Ralph Nader is known as the reason why 
George W. Bush won the 2000 election. Don’t believe that; blame 
the Extreme Court and those who counted the votes or were 

supposed to tally them but didn’t. Nader established Nader’s 
Raiders and Public Citizen. He can be compared to Rachel Carson, 

the author of Silent Spring. Steffens was known as one of the 
muckrakers but I prefer to think of him as someone who exposed 
those who lingered in the muck and spread it around. Lincoln 

pointed out the evildoers. 
When I mentioned writing this book and people that 

inspired us, my sister’s husband Lou asked about which sports 
individuals I would write. Because of all the drug abuses and greed 
of the players and owners, I found it difficult to think of any athlete 

to include. With the passage of time, I remembered reading about a 
former Baltimore Colt, Joe Ehrmann, who Jeffrey Marx wrote 

about in his 2003 book, Season of Life. Thus I had one athlete who 
deserved mentioning. Another I recall was Archibald Moonlight 
Graham, who appeared on the silver screen in the 1989 movie, 

Field of Dreams. Graham was portrayed by Frank Whaley and 
Burt Lancaster. Joe and Arch represent the world of sports, but 

Moonlight is included for other reasons, which will soon be made 
clear. The same is true of Ehrmann. 

Many of these heroes were thinkers and doers years ahead 

of their time; many were persecuted and scorned. Graham was a 
New York Giant baseball player – as you will discover for only 
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two innings – but the rest are giants too. Each faced tremendous 
odds in life, but quitting for them wasn’t an option. Many were 

labeled as Commies, which they weren’t. They were concerned 
with civil rights, the unions and social justice.  

As I completed this project, I kept considering more people 
whom I could include. Rather than have a 300-page work, I wanted 
this book to be published. Those other men and women that I 

didn’t include probably will be in another book on heroes. You 
may not have heard of all these inspiring people in this book. Until 

recently, I hadn’t either. Because of the books I read, I hear of 
many other outstanding citizens. I need to thank PBS and the 
World Channel for their programming that introduces audiences to 

people they’ve never heard of. Education doesn’t end with formal 
schooling.  

 
bobcooks.com 
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1. Ida, Moonlight and Michael   
 

Ida B. Wells 
 

Ida Bell Wells was born on July 16, 1862 in Holly Springs, 
Mississippi, to James Wells and Elizabeth Warrenton, both slaves. 

That made her a slave. James’ father was a plantation owner, 
Morgan Wells, while his mother was a slave named Peggy. 
Morgan treated Ida’s father well and took him to Spires Bolling, a 

builder in Holly Springs, when James was eighteen, where he 
learned carpentry. Elizabeth was a cook to the Bolling family. 

That’s where James and Elizabeth met and fell in love.  
James faced a challenge when he went to vote. It was his 

first time and he favored the Republican Party, but Bolling told 

him if he didn’t vote Democratic, his job would disappear. Ida’s 
father voted his conscience and then needed to find work. Spires 

must have been counting the votes. James took it well as he and his 
family left the Bollings and he found work as a carpenter 
elsewhere. 

As slaves, Elizabeth and James were deprived of 
educational opportunities, but Ida was encouraged to go to school 

and learn as much as she could, attending Shaw University. It was 
a black school that catered to elementary and high school students,  
later named Rust College. Ida had to work at home besides being 

in school, but the latter held priority. Being very religious, 
Elizabeth saw to it that Ida was at Sunday school every week. Ida 
was a good student and read to her father and his associates. She 

heard them talking about the Klan and surmised that it was a group 
to avoid. 

In the summer of 1878, Ida journeyed to her grandmother 
Peggy’s farm. A yellow fever epidemic struck Holly Springs and 
her parents died along with Ida’s brother Stanley, who was not 

even a year old. That left Ida, Eugenia, James, George, Annie and 
Lily. James had been a Mason, so people in the organization 

decided to split up the children, with some going to families and 
the others being adopted. Ida would have none of that as she said 
she would provide for them, managing somehow, which she did. 
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She did have help from aunts and friends, though, but took charge 
as a teenager. 

Even though she hadn’t been in the teacher-training 
program at Shaw, she still entered the profession, adding teaching 

to her jobs of cleaning, cooking and washing at home. It was a 
tough life and she wasn’t that crazy about teaching. She endured 
since she wanted no part of picking cotton. She read at night and 

attended school and was known for her temper, losing out to Rust 
W. W. Hooper, the president of the college, when she stood up to 

him. This ended her scholastic career. Thanks to her relatives in 
Memphis, she landed a job teaching at a country school. She rode 
the train to and from work. In September 1883, she sat down in a 

seat on the train reserved for whites. She tried the section reserved 
for blacks but she discovered a drunk there along with 

overwhelming smoke. She wanted to be somewhere else. The 
conductor, William Murray, asked her to move, but she wouldn’t. 
She stood up for her rights, but it didn’t matter. There was a small 

struggle and eventually with the aid of some of the men on the 
conveyance, Ida was moved to the black car. Dejected, she left the 

train rather than being in the section of smoking, swearing and 
drinking. 

She filed a suit against the railroad and won. On appeal, the 

Tennessee Supreme Court overturned the ruling. Despite her not 
being satisfied with teaching, she read Louisa May Alcott, Dickens 

and Shakespeare and attended teachers’ institutes at LeMoyne and 
Fisk. She didn’t depart the teaching profession but soon began 
writing for the Living Way, a weekly newspaper published by 

Baptist pastor R. N. Countee. She wrote essays and articles 
expounding on her train encounters. Journalism provided a new 

life for her.   
Soon her writing appeared in the New York Globe, the Age, 

the Gate City Press in Kansas City and the Little Rock Sun. Ida 

wrote about education, family and home as well as racial concerns, 
deploring segregation. She complained that too many well- to-do 

blacks had abandoned the downtrodden of their race. In the 
summer of 1886, she received an invitation from her Aunt Fannie 
to visit her in Visalia, California, and to get a teaching job there. 

Fannie was caring for Annie and Lily and eventually Ida stayed in 
Visalia and found a teaching position, but not for long. Once she 
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was provided the financial resources, she returned to Memphis 
with her two sisters. 

She was teaching and writing, and replaced the editor of the 
Evening Star, while still writing for the Living Way. She wrote for 

the American Baptist and was paid only a dollar a week, but she 
enjoyed the ride. William J. Simmons, the editor of American 
Baptist was her journalism mentor and he offered encouragement.  

He even paid for her way to the convention of the National 
Colored Press Association in Louisville in 1887 if she would write 

for him. The convention was the first one with female delegates 
and Ida was a star at it, discussing editing and the role of women 
journalists. She would attend many more of these venues in the 

future, including a conference in Indianapolis, where she met 
Timothy Thomas Fortune, civil rights leader, journalist, writer and 

editor of the New York Age. Fortune would become a strong ally of 
hers, saying that She has plenty of nerve, and is sharp as a steel 
trap, and she has no sympathy for humbug. 

Ida wrote for the Marion Headlight in Marion, Arkansas. 
When it merged with the Free Speech to become Free Speech and 

Headlight, she was involved with it, too, acquiring a one-third 
interest. She became one of first female black owners and editors. 
Because of her skills in journalism, she was referred to as the 

Princess of the Press. She was elected secretary of the National 
Colored Press Association in 1889, at which time she met 

Frederick Douglass. Despite the Fifteenth Amendment giving 
black men the right to vote – women would achieve it in 1920 – 
Mississippi wasn’t keen on voting for African American men. 

They stopped them with poll taxes, a required knowledge of the 
Constitution, absence of voting places or confusion therein. The 

Free Speech and Headlight complained about this injustice, but 
this practice would continue even in the twentieth and 21st 
century. 

Ida lost her job as a teacher because of what she wrote 
about the schools in Memphis. She was honest but upset a few 

people. Wells was probably relieved because now she could 
concentrate on journalism full-time, if she wasn’t already that 
involved. Her biggest disappointment was that the parents objected 

to what she wrote in order to rectify matters and help the children. 
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The money she earned now was a bit less than when she was as a 
writer and teacher, but she soon caught up, almost.  

In 1889 Memphis, there was a single grocery store in an 
area called the Curve. It was white-owned and three blacks, 

Thomas Moss, Calvin McDowell and Will Stewart, decided to 
open the People’s Grocery Company. Naturally, this new store 
interfered with the profits of the other, owned by W. H. Barrett. 

Before long, Barrett acted, enlisting others and bringing about 
violence in the Curve, blaming the African Americans. It got nasty, 

even though the black owners weren’t involved, but it made no 
difference. They talked to an attorney, who gave them sound 
advice, but that really didn’t matter. The sheriff and his crew 

became part of the problem. Gangs broke into the homes of blacks; 
the latter were blamed for the trouble; Moss, McDowell and 

Stewart were arrested and hauled off to jail. The trio wasn’t safe 
there. They were removed from the premises by a white mob, 
which shot and killed them. This was an example of monopoly, 

greed and racism. Barnett wanted all of the grocery business, 
which was inspired by greed. Racism certainly entered into the 

picture. My brothers, our friends and I played monopoly as kids, 
which we enjoyed, but it was a game. It ceases to be that when 
businesses engage in the practice. In the Curve, Barnett’s actions 

resulted in lynching, which would not escape the eyes and 
typewriter of Wells. 

Lynching was a common practice in the South in the late 
nineteenth century, gradually increasing in frequency. The reason 
for it had to do with raping of white women by African American 

men. What may have been more prevalent was an exchanging of 
the parties: black women with white men. The latter unions were 

completely ignored. Wells was deeply upset by the occurrence of 
lynching and false blame engendered on black men. She wrote 
about the injustice, saying that Moss, McDowell and Stewart were 

innocent victims who committed no crime and only wanted to 
engage in a legitimate business. They were lynched for it. Soon it 

would become Ida’s cause. Her editorial in the Free Speech and 
Headlight brought with it the end of her career in Memphis along 
with her new life in the North.  

Wells was in Philadelphia when she heard that her life 
would be in danger if she returned to Memphis. This news was 
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confirmed when she conferred with people there. Ida ventured to 
the city of New York and T. Thomas Fortune met her at the train 

station saying, Now you are here I am afraid you will have to stay. 
He figured that she had written the article on lynching and told her 

so. She started a new life in New York and she was offered a one-
fourth interest in the New York Age, whose co-editors were Fortune 
and Jerome Peterson. She would be contributing to the newspaper 

with her first effort appearing on June 25, 1892. She was dedicated 
to informing others about lynching in hope of ending the horror. 

Besides the press, she also presented speeches on lynching, with 
her first in Lyric Hall in New York in October of that same year. 
She had fears about speaking in public, but she read her speech, 

filled with emotion. When she was through, she thought she’d 
failed, but the effect was just the opposite. Soon she was flooded 

with invitations to speak. She published a pamphlet entitled 
“Southern Horrors, Lynch Law in All Its Phases,” which was 
derived from the New York Age article. Frederick Douglass praised 

it, adding, Let me give you thanks for your faithful paper on the 
lynch abomination now generally practiced against colored people 

in the South. There has been no word equal to it in convincing 
power. In the pamphlet Ida had written: It is with no pleasure I 
have dipped my hands in the corruption here exposed. Somebody 

must show that the Afro-American race is more sinned against that 
sinning, and it seems to have fallen upon me to do so. 

Evidence showed that rape was involved in very few cases 
of lynching. Wells mentioned some examples of sexual liaisons 
that were initiated by white women, illustrating that the black male 

was the victim rather than the aggressor. African Americans knew 
of the cruelty and injustice of the hangings, as did many whites, 

but others needed to be informed. She reached out through the 
newspapers, gave speeches in the United States and abroad, 
journeying to England a few times. In early 1893, she lectured in 

Aberdeen, Edinburgh and Huntly. Ida would embark on another 
successful trip to England in February 1894, giving over 100 talks 

in about five months.  
At the Chicago World’s Fair in 1893, Ida disapproved of 

the depiction of blacks as backward people. She and Douglass 

created their pamphlet, “The Reason Why the Colored American Is 
Not in the World’s Columbia Exposition,” which they distributed 
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at the event. Lawyer Ferdinand L. Barnett wrote two of the 
chapters and Wells settled down in Chicago after she agreed to 

write for the Chicago Conservator, edited and owned by Barnett.  
A rousing welcome greeted Wells on her return to the states 

from Europe. The white and black press praised her for her 
crusading efforts. She continued her work, traveling to Denver, 
Los Angeles, Des Moines, Omaha, Kansas City and St. Louis. In 

April 1895, Ida met Susan B. Anthony. At times the two had some 
disagreements, but Wells was impressed when Anthony fired her 

secretary for refusing to take dictation from Ida because of the 
color of  her skin. 

Wells and Ferdinand Barnett married at Chicago’s Bethel 

A. M. E. Church on June 27, 1895. Over 500 invitations were 
given and people journeyed from across the country to be there. 

The couple had no honeymoon and almost immediately Ida 
replaced Barnett as editor of the Conservator. Eventually she 
purchased the paper, remaining the editor for a few years. Wells 

gave birth to the pair’s first son, Charles Aked Barnett on March 5, 
1896. While Ida was presenting a speech one day in which Charles 

was in the audience, the young lad couldn’t see his mother but 
heard her voice. Soon Charles responded with a voice of his own 
and the chairman moved him out of hearing range of Wells. Ida 

would help start a kindergarten in the African American section of 
Chicago in 1896. 

Because of the efforts of Wells, other black women’s clubs 
were formed, many in her honor. In November 1897, she gave 
birth to Herman, her second son and she temporarily stopped her 

public work to devote to the children. Lynching and other crimes 
against African Americans brought her back to what she had been 

doing. Ida became the secretary of the Afro-American Council in 
1898 and was the director of the Anti-Lynching Bureau in 
Chicago. In early 1901, she gave birth to Ida, Jr. While speaking 

for the Chicago Political Equity League, as a way to eliminate 
injustice, she advocated friendship between white and black 

women. In September 1904, Alfreda was born, the fourth child of 
Ida and Ferdinand.    

Even though Illinois passed an anti- lynching law in 1905, 

in November 1909, coal driver William Frog James became 
another victim of mob violence in Cairo. Sheriff Frank Davis was 
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on the scene and people wondered if he had done all he could to 
protect James. Wells became involved, but soon noted that she was 

the sole black person at the hearing. Davis could retain his position 
only if he were exonerated. Ida investigated the crime and 

presented her case, but didn’t think she could win it. She was 
surprised when Governor Charles Deneen concluded that Davis 
would not be reinstated. A few months later, white committee 

member John Milholland wrote that the committee regarded the 
Cairo incident as the most outstanding thing that had been done 

for race during the year. 
Wells helped establish the Frederick Douglass Center and 

was a founding member of the National Association for the 

Advancement of Colored People (NAACP). She opened the Negro 
Fellowship League Reading Room and Social Center in 1910. 

Three years later she was the first black adult probation officer in 
Chicago. Besides the organizations already listed, Wells founded 
and worked for the Woman’s Forum, the Third Ward Political 

Club and the Anthropological Society. At one of the meetings of 
the latter she mentioned that laws restricting interracial marriage 

couldn’t keep people apart. She could easily have mentioned her 
father’s parents.  

In 1920, she underwent surgery for her gall bladder. She 

was appointed the national organizer for the Illinois Colored 
Women in 1928. She ran for the state senate in 1930. She had 

begun a book on her life but health problems brought that to a halt. 
In late March 1931, she wasn’t feeling well. Two days later she 
was rushed to Dailey Hospital. Wells was diagnosed with uremic 

poisoning and died on March 25, 1931. 
Ida had many enemies. Those who did the lynching as well 

as those who looked the other way were her biggest foes. In her 
eyes, others who were her friends but advocated compromise 
weren’t people she could work with. After all, who could 

compromise with a law that outlawed lynching, except for Sunday 
afternoon? The 2013 United States Congress lives on compromise 

but their approval rating only suggests that most of them should 
take a long vacation – permanently. 

Wells was one of the first Civil Rights leaders in the United 

States, standing up for truth against injustice. Her main platform 
was against lynching as she fought for legislation against it. 
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Between 1890 and the middle of the twentieth century, seven 
presidents asked Congress for a law against lynching. It was only 

in 2005 that a law was passed by a voice vote to a resolution 
introduced by George Allen of Virginia and Mary Landreau of 

Louisiana. The Senate formally apologized for taking so many 
years to enact an anti- lynching law. Even today mob murder in all 
its forms hasn’t been eliminated. When workers strike for a living 

wage and better working conditions only to be beaten back and 
pepper sprayed, justice hasn’t been exercised.  

The Chicago Defender praised Ida saying, If we only had a 
few men with the backbone of Mrs. Barnett, lynching would soon 
come to a halt in America. Molefi Kete Asante put her on his list 

of the 100 Greatest African Americans in 2002. The Public Works 
Administration built the Ida B. Wells Homes, a public housing 

project in Bronzeville in 1941. The United States Postal Service 
honored her with a 24-cent stamp in February 1990. 
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Archie Graham 
 

Archibald Wright Graham was born in Fayetteville, North 
Carolina, on November 10, 1879, to Alexander and Katherine 

Sloan Graham, the second of nine children. Archie’s parents were 
of Scottish origin. His great grandfather Alestair, who lost favor 
with the British Crown, was personally brought to America by 

John Paul Jones, the naval guy. The Grahams owned property in 
North Carolina and were educated. This practice would continue 

with the children as all nine graduated from college. Kate was a 
scholar, like the rest of the family. Alexander was captain of the 
baseball team at the University of North Carolina where he 

received a degree. This he followed with a stint in the Confederate 
Army and then earned a law degree from Columbia University. He 

opened up an office in Fayetteville and in a case involving a dozen 
young witnesses, Alexander found that half of the lads were black 
and could write their names while the six white boys couldn’t since 

they didn’t know how to write. From then on, Alexander created a 
school system to remedy that concern. His life had changed. 

Eventually, all but one of the children, Neill, went into 
academics or medicine. He became a lawyer in Charlotte. George 
was an Atlanta educator. Frank was the president of the University 

of North Carolina, an ambassador to the United Nations and a 
United States Senator. David played baseball at the same 

university his dad attended and earned a bachelors degree before 
studying medicine at the University of Maryland. When his 
eyesight deteriorated, he abandoned those studies and  got into the 

electrical business, settling in Philadelphia. Mary and Hattie 
became teachers in Charlotte, while Kate and Annie married 

university professors and their lives were dedicated to education.       
Archie studied medicine, but he had another interest: baseball. 

If you’ve seen the 1989 movie, Field of Dreams, which was 

about the Chicago Black Sox, to a small degree, you may 
remember one small but very significant player in it. Portrayed by 

Frank Whaley in his youth, Archie Moonlight Graham was neither 
a member of the White Sox nor the Reds, but he had a chance at 
bat. Archie hit a sacrifice fly, fulfilling one of his dreams. In real 

life, Archie played for the New York Giants, but only appeared in 
two innings of a game on July 29, 1905. This was years before the 
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1919 World Series. That day limited him to action in the outfield. 
He didn’t come to bat but was in the on-deck circle as the batter 

ahead of him, pitcher Claude Elliott, hit a pop up to the Brooklyn 
second baseman, ending the top of the ninth inning. The Giants 

won the game, 11-1 and Graham never batted in the major leagues.  
Getting back to the movie, soon Archie’s services were 

called upon as Doc Graham, this time portrayed by Burt Lancaster. 

A slight accident needed his services. It was historical fiction, but 
the son of Alexander and Kate Graham did eventually become a 

physician in real life. Of course, medical school was a requirement, 
even at the turn of the twentieth century since Archibald Graham 
had to return to the real world. 

People who hold two or more jobs – I did it myself at times 
– are referred to as moonlighters. That’s where Archie may have 

gotten his nickname. He played baseball and studied medicine. It 
couldn’t have been an easy life, but he was an A type. He managed 
studying and playing baseball in college. He also was a member of 

a debating group, the Dialectic Society. After graduating from the 
University of North Carolina in 1901, Graham went to the 

University of Maryland to study medicine, also playing baseball 
and football at the school in 1904 and 1905. He received his 
medical degree in 1905. 

Besides being a very short-time athlete for the Giants, 
Archie played in the minor leagues, doing so for a season in 

Charlotte, North Carolina, and two years in New England. In 1905, 
besides being with New York, he played for the Scranton Miners 
through 1908 with action in a dozen games in 1906 with a team in 

Memphis. 
When Archie came to bat for the first time with the 

Charlotte Hornets of the Carolina league in the spring of 1902, he 
was a bit nervous. The year before he had batted three times for 
Tarlboro without a hit, but this was different. He was in the on-

deck circle thinking about the pitcher on the mound, a lefthander 
named Morris – the toughest he was to face. Once in the batter’s 

box, his fears didn’t disappear and Archie pleaded with manager 
Ed Ashenback to have someone else bat. The latter refused him so 
he stood in to battle Morris, grinning at the fans. Somehow his 

anxiety must have been conquered because he smacked a shot to 
left field. He could have had an inside the park home run, but he 
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stumbled between first and second base and had to settle for a 
triple. That day he went 2 for 4, not bad for a debut.  

In 1906 he led the Miners and the league with a batting 
average of .336. He hit .270 or higher in four other years. In 1907, 

he started the season without a hit in his first 29 trips to the plate. 
Once he got that first hit, he kept at it and finished the season 
batting .265. Had he hit at the same pace at the beginning of the 

year as he did for the rest of it, he would have had a batting 
average of .303. Missing spring training while he was in med 

school played a huge role in his slow start as a hitter.  
Archie’s speed on the base paths and in the outfield made 

him the complete player. The Evening World offered that Graham 

was known as Moonlight because he appeared as fast as a flash. 
Ashenbach, his former coach in college, felt no one in baseball was 

faster. Archie also had a great arm, perhaps better than that of 
Shoeless Joe Jackson. All this must have had something to do with 
the Miners finishing in first place in 1906 and 1908. They wound 

up only a game out of first in 1907. While playing for Manchester 
in the New England League in 1904, he was part of a triple play, in 

which Graham made a putout. It was a rarely seen event in 
baseball, but what was more unusual was that by the time the third 
out was made, every Manchester player on the field had touched 

the ball. 
During his minor league days, Archie was getting medical 

experience first at New York University’s Hospital and then at 
Lying- in Hospital, now known as Cornell University Medical 
Center. In the winter of 1907, he established a doctor’s office in 

Scranton, but it was quite informal. When the 1908 baseball season 
finished, Graham decided it was time to work full- time in 

medicine. He loved Scranton and could have remained there doing 
the doc thing, except for his coughing and lung irritations brought 
about by the industry in the area. He was at a conference in 

Rochester, Minnesota, at the Mayo Clinic, when he learned about 
the city of Chisholm in that state. A friend recommended that he 

look into the town of the Iron Range because of his respiratory 
problems. He heeded this advice, moved there and stayed.  

He opened his office and administered to the miners – 

different from the ones with baseball caps in Scranton – and their 
families. Children came to him and he did his best to restore their 
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health. His use of Mercurochrome soothed the youngsters’ 
scratches. Doc also swabbed sore throats with the red substance. 

This was another example of the effects of a placebo, first 
administered in the late eighteenth century. The bad news about 

this liquid, also known as Merbromin, is its mercury content. The 
first six letters being mercur should have been a clue, although the 
harmful effects weren’t discovered until a few years later. It’s no 

longer available in the United States and parts of Europe.  
Alecia Vicentia Madden arrived in Chisholm in 1912. She 

was a teacher and known to her students as Miss Flower. She and 
Archie were complete opposites when she caught Doc’s eye. 
Before long they were in love. Archie and Alecia kept the 

relationship secret and then married on September 15, 1915. They 
were devoted to each other and spent many hours together at home, 

despite Archie’s long hours ministering. She kept busy with her 
own pursuits, including the love of spending money. Graham 
didn’t abandon baseball completely. His first concern was his 

patients, but he was on the ball field many times, even 
participating on a part-time basis in the Mesabi Range League with 

the Biwabik Miners and a few other teams.  
Chisholm experienced a low death rate in 1910 when 

typhoid spread throughout the region, thanks to Doc’s efforts. This 

was repeated a few years later when the polio epidemic struck and 
again he did his thing. Graham became the school physician, which 

he did for 40 years without missing a day. He ministered to the 
athletes there – probably the first practitioner of sports medicine – 
and eventually he joined the board of education. I don’t know how 

he did it but he also had rental property. He couldn’t have had time 
to watch the National Football League.  

In the early 1930s, Graham tried to help Mary Vecchi 
Russo who was suffering because of bone-deforming rickets. She 
was born in Luxembourg and her family came to Chisholm shortly 

after World War I ended. Her legs were crooked but surgery could 
remedy the problem. Unfortunately, the Russo family was short of 

funds. Doc was close to convincing Mary’s father to have the 
operation of the teenager done at Gillette State Children’s hospital 
in Minneapolis. He mentioned that transportation would be 

provided since Graham was going there soon and cost of the 
procedure would be completely covered since it was a state 
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hospital. Soon Mary had the surgery and she became a different 
person, thanks to Graham. Of course, there were hospital expenses, 

which Moonlight provided out of his own pocket. Throughout 
Mary’s adulthood, she gave $25 each month to the hospital in 

appreciation.  
While practicing medicine, the young doctor researched 

and did child health studies, particularly relating to blood pressure. 

In the early 1940s, he released his study to the Mayo Clinic, 
showing that children could have high blood pressure. The 

American Journal of Diseases of Children published Graham’s 
work and it became required reading for physicians. The doctor 
presented a well-received lecture on the subject at Northwestern 

University in 1958. 
Doc was a great inspiration to Chisholm. He worked 

tirelessly and was always active. A truly generous soul on many 
occasions, he didn’t take payments from those who needed money 
to buy groceries. He didn’t cash rent checks, which was a blessing 

to people who were short on cash. His being absent-minded may 
have been the reason in a few cases. So he had a few minor faults. 

Nobody’s perfect. Occasionally Graham would chew paper. I don’t 
think he swallowed it. On one occasion Jim Vitali and a few others 
approached Graham for excuses to leave school early because of 

pinkeye. Doc knew they were faking it, but wrote out excuses for 
them. He then crumpled them, put them in his mouth and chewed 

them for a few moments. He then spit them out and gave them to 
the requestors. They had what they needed but each was a bit 
moist. 

Somehow Graham had a collection of eyeglasses that he 
would hand out to his patients, no matter what ailed them. They 

may not have needed them. Florene Luther experienced dizziness 
so Doc handed a pair to her. Sometime later Luther went to an eye 
doctor who examined the glasses. The response was, You got these 

from Doctor Graham of Chisholm? It‟s a wonder you‟re not blind.   
Despite all he did, Archie found time to try scientific 

experiments. He enjoyed visiting his friend Andrew Niemalla. 
They worked on different projects. Niemalla was a mechanic and 
had the hands on knowledge and Doc had the brains, so it should 

have produced great results. They certainly could come up with 
some innovation – well, maybe not. The Doc had spent 
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considerable time at perfecting a perpetual motion vehicle, but 
success for Andrew and Archie was not to be found in this venture, 

or any of the others.  
In the summer of 1965, he took on the position of Chisholm 

school treasurer. His health was failing and he died on August 25 
of that year at the age of 82. Alecia died in 1976 at an assisted 
living facility at the age of 95. She and Graham had no children. In 

numerous ways, Doc had a great impact on others, as many in the 
town became doctors. Friends in the community set up the A.W. 

Graham Memorial Fund to serve the mentally handicapped. A 
scholarship foundation was established in Graham’s name, offered 
to each graduating boy and girl who showed the highest quality of 

service to the school and community.  
Outside of the people of Chisholm, very few people had 

heard of Graham. The movie, Field of Dreams, changed that.  A 
documentary film crew from Japan journeyed to Chisholm in 2003 
for information on the man. In 2005, Archie was honored at the 

Metrodome in Minnesota at Doc Graham Night. It was on the 
centennial anniversary when Moonlight played two innings with 

the New York Giants. In baseball and medicine, he was truly a 
giant. You can read all about him in the 2009 book by Brett 
Friedlander and Robert Reising, Chasing Moonlight: The True 

Story Of Field Of Dreams‟ Doc Graham. 
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Michael Manley 
 

On December 10, 1924, Michael Norman Manley was born 
in Kingston, Jamaica, the second son of Norman Washington 

Manley and the artist Edna Swithenbank Manley. Their first son 
was Douglas Manley, who became a politician and government 
minister. Michael’s father was a Rhodes Scholar, lawyer, 

statesman and National Hero of Jamaica. Through Norman’s 
efforts, universal suffrage was given to the colony. With his 

cousin, Alexander Bustamante, he founded the People’s National 
Party (PNP). In 1944, the two were responsible for Jamaica’s New 
Constitution. From 1955 to 1959, Norman was the Chief Minister 

of the colony. He was Premier from 1959 to 1962 and a great 
influence on Michael even though the latter said that his mother set 

the better example in his life.  
Michael entered secondary school at Jamaica College in the 

mid 1930s. He witnessed an education system that was missing 

something: Jamaican history, without which students lost their 
culture and identity. Even at this young age, he was already quite 

progressive in his thinking. When J. W. S. Hardie replaced 
headmaster Reggie Murray, Manley wasn’t happy. Called into 
Hardie’s office with the possibility of being caned, Michael would 

have none of it. The headmaster threatened expulsion, but the 
student was one step ahead of the headmaster. He told the boss that 

he couldn’t kick him out since he quit. He left rather than being 
canned.  

After resigning from the school, he enrolled in the Royal 

Canadian Air Force, where he was a gunner and wireless operator. 
Following his service stint, Manley entered the London School of 

Economics, graduating in 1949. Michael married Jacqueline 
Kamellard in 1946. In 1951, he began his career in the newspaper 
business at the London Observer, writing a column called “London 

Periscope.” This was the same year that his marriage to Jacqueline 
ended. Occasionally Manley would send Jamaica one of his 

articles for the progressive weekly, Public Opinion. Returning to 
Jamaica, he was an editor and columnist for that publication. He 
believed in the words of Editor Charles Prestwitch Scott of the 

Manchester Guardian, Comment is free but facts are sacred. 
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Manley strove to write the truth and believed in Freedom of the  
Press, saying, 

 
It would be disastrous for a Government to attempt to curb 

the worst excesses of newspapers. Action on those lines can 
only lead to totalitarianism in the long run. Thus it is up to 
the profession itself and the general public to create a 

mental climate in which no newspaper can survive once it 
is openly associated with the peddling of deliberate lies. 

 
The young journalist felt that the public as well as the 

newspapers themselves should and would correct abuses that 

arose. He wasn’t opposed to speaking out when he read false 
statements in any paper. In 1954 he lambasted the conservative 

Daily Gleaner for a much too small piece on a Kingston Parish 
Church Thanksgiving service. That wouldn’t be the last time he 
exercised his voice. 

He believed in the precept of Luis Muñoz Martin, four-time 
governor of Puerto Rico, Never tell the people a lie. Michael 

insisted that a country without a social conscience is a country 
without a soul. In 1952 he said, 

 

Kingston‟s masses are angry. They are angry because they
 are hungry. They are angry because they have been abused

 for so long. They are losing what little faith they had in the
 future.    

 

Manley also spoke about racism, nationalism and 
imperialism, especially that of Great Britain, reflecting on the 

higher costs that Jamaica paid for English goods compared to what 
the Mother country offered for the goods from the colony.  

 

Colonialism, be it enlightened or repressive, is a state of
 dependency in which the destinies of a people are wholly

 beyond their control. In such a state there can be no
 incentive to effort, for effort is a function of will and will
 can only be exercised where it is possible to choose from

 amongst comprehensive alternatives. Colonialism permits
 of no choice.  
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The journalist saw nationalism as the alternative to 
imperialism, but with a warning. If the movement is too 

aggressive, it can lead to Nazism. Self-government along with 
economic development was necessary, thrown in with pride and 

self-awareness. 
In the 1950s, Michael and his father felt that progressive 

Puerto Rico might be a good model with foreign investment 

brought about through the colony’s tax holidays, labor unions, 
infrastructure and low wages. Eventually the Manleys realized that 

the minimal pay scenario came in contrast to development, and 
something that was lacking in that system.   

While writing for Public Opinion, Manley became involved 

with the trade union movement. He was a negotiator for the 
National Workers Union (NWU), becoming an official of the 

union in 1953. Early in the next decade he was appointed to the 
Senate of the Parliament of Jamaica, winning a seat in the House 
of Representatives in 1967. When his dad retired in 1969, he 

became the leader of the PNP. He was Leader of the Opposition 
until he won in the general elections of 1972, defeating Edward 

Seaga of the conservative Jamaican Labor Party (JLP). The JLP 
was aligned with the Bustamante Industrial Trade Union (BITU).  

Around this time, Manley had been married three times. 

His second marriage was to Thelma Verity, which survived for 
five years. In 1966, he married Barbara Lewars, who died in 1968. 

Four years later he married Beverley Anderson. That union didn’t 
last either, although it endured for the longest of his marriages. 
Manley traveled a great deal and was so involved with politics that 

it was a wonder that each relationship didn’t terminate sooner than 
they did. 

The PNP was the party of the people and they strove to 
give the poor and disenfranchised jobs, food, clothing and shelter. 
Social justice would not only uplift the poor and middle class, but 

also benefit the entire colony. The unions could play a huge part. 
One role that Michael saw was fighting against imperialism and 

Communism and staying away from the power struggle of both. 
Manley was a democratic Socialist, but preferred being called a 
social democrat. That didn’t matter as many labeled him a socialist 

or even worse, a communist. He did confer with Fidel Castro, but 
never accepted Fidel’s government as a model. Their association 
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came about because Havana was about 300 miles from Kingston, 
but you had to be a good swimmer. All things considered, the two 

islands were neighbors. Manley was never a Communist, nor a 
capitalist.  

Besides all these false accusations, what stood in the way 
of Jamaica’s progress in the 1970s were the Daily Gleaner and the 
JLP, who were at odds most of the time with Manley. The 

newspaper occasionally had good things to say about the PNP. In 
1973, Michael introduced new programs: free university and 

secondary education, canned milk and flour subsidies, increased 
property taxes, the National Youth Service, a change in restricting 
rents, equal pay for women and a cultural training center. The 

following year, more programs came out, including farm loans, a 
new mental health law, the Gun Court and the Suppression of 

Crime Act. 
Despite all the good brought about by Manley, the colony 

experienced numerous challenges. In the elections of 1980, 

Edward Seaga triumphed over Manley, who then became the 
Leader of the Opposition for the next decade. Seaga had more 

problems than Michael had endured and in February 1989, Manley 
returned as Prime Minister, where he served for the next three 
years. Before the election, Manley had stressed nutritional health, 

education, the expansion of production, with emphasis on exports, 
more job opportunities, especially for the young and the restoration 

of needed social services. 
The 1970s were difficult times for many nations. For 

Jamaica, the press and opposition party didn’t help matters. There 

were four obstacles that Manley had to overcome. The first had to 
do with the unions. Some unions were established only to profit the 

corporation. The workers received a few benefits, but one 
wondered why they even joined the union. NWU and BITU didn’t 
see eye to eye on many issues, and they weren’t the only unions. 

There were others. With the bickering between those groups, there 
was also fighting within the NWU itself. Add to these disputes the 

crushing of union activity by the corporations, including violence 
and terrorism, with the laborers bearing the brunt of the burden that 
ended in lower wages and horrid working conditions, if the 

workers had a job at all. The colony experienced what many 
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countries went through at the time. Many nations continue to 
endure this challenge in the twentieth first century.  

In the case of the BITU and NWU, there should have been 
cooperation, which did happen at times. At one of those times, 

Manley spoke:  
 
Brothers and Sisters of the BITU, Brothers and Sisters of

 the NWU, we have a common struggle. We have been
 divided, but now we are joined and the word is love.  

    
 The next river to cross was similar to the union problem, 

but with different participants. This time, it was the opposing 

parties. As happens today, within a party were various ideologies, 
bringing numerous disagreements. The third obstacle has to do 

with the overseer of the colony. First it was Great Britain, but with 
independence in August 1962, another group took over as den 
mother. Actually, it was much worse than that. The headmaster 

now became the country just north of the Mexican border. That 
nation seemed to stick its nose into the business of many countries.  

The last burden was the hardest to conquer: the 1970s. The 
decade saw the end of the Vietnam War and the resignation of 
Richard Nixon, but OPEC played the most devastating role. By 

gouging nations for the blessing of their oil, so many people 
suffered because they were dependent on the slimy black 

substance. Jamaica had to spend money for the import, which 
resulted in cutbacks to more needed goods and services. It was a 
truly difficult time for the world population, except for the sheiks 

who owned the wells. 
 Michael Manley was either leader of the opposition party 

or Prime Mister of Jamaica for almost a quarter century. Opinion 
polls rate him as one of the colony’s best Prime Ministers since 
independence. Even though he was from a well- to-do background, 

he was of the people. Many times he rolled up his sleeves and 
worked with the common man, never afraid to do exactly what 

they were doing. He married five times. His marriage to Beverley 
Anderson lasted until 1990, but not without estrangements. 
Michael Manley’s fifth marriage occurred in 1992 to Glynne 

Ewart. From his five marriages, he had five children: Rachel, 
Joseph, Sarah, Natasha and David. Manley faced huge health 
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challenges in 1985 and 1987. His diverticulitis necessitated surgery 
in February 1985 and a benign thyroid tumor also required an 

operation. In February 1987, Edna died. A few days short of her 
87th birthday, she had made great contributions to both political 

causes and the arts. In April, Michael’s diverticulitis returned and 
he had more surgery. He recovered, had to make a few changes, 
but returned to his agitating. His personal physician attested to his 

excellent recovery in December 1987. 
Manley wrote seven books, including the award-winning A 

History Of West Indies Cricket, in which he discussed the links 
between cricket and West Indian nationalism. His other treatises 
include Jamaica: Struggle In The Periphery; The Politics Of 

Change: A Jamaican Testament; Poverty Of Nations: Reflections 
On Underdevelopment And The World Economy; A Voice At The 

Workplace: Reflections On Colonialism And The Jamaican 
Worker. Beverley Manley wrote The Manley Memoirs. In 2011, a 
documentary was made about his life, The Word is Love: 

Jamaica‟s Michael Manley. In October 1978, the United Nations 
Special Committee against Apartheid awarded him a gold medal. 

Manley died of prostate cancer in March 1997. I recommend the 
1990 book, Michael Manley: The Making Of A Leader  by Darrell 
Levi. 
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2. Zora, Vito and Fannie 
 

Zora Neale Hurston 
 

Zora Neale Hurston was born in Notasulga, Alabama, on 
January 15, 1891, to John Hurston, a Baptist preacher and 

carpenter, and Lucy Potts Hurston, a schoolteacher. She was the 
fifth of eight surviving children. The Hurstons were sharecroppers 
and they moved to Eatonville, Florida in 1892. In the central part 

of the state, that place was one of the first all-black towns founded 
after the Emancipation Proclamation, being incorporated in 1887. 

Compared to the cotton fields of Alabama, it was paradise. There 
was abundant food, including chickens, fish, eggs, grapefruit, 
guavas and other fruits from the Hurston’s yard. Discrimination 

was absent from Eatonville, which had two churches, a general 
store, library, newspaper, school and a post office.  

Zora felt she was special and that she was the only one who 
was followed by the moon. As a child she was very creative, 
telling her mom that she walked on the surface of the lake and 

stayed dry, as well as mentioning that the fish said hello to her. She 
had imaginary friends: Miss Corn-Shuck, Reverend Door-Knob, 

Mr. Sweet-Smell, and the Spool People. 
Rumor has it that Hurston learned to walk thanks to a pig 

and a piglet. Zora might have been crawling when a sow 

approached her. Up until then, she hadn’t taken any steps but now 
she stood up, walked a bit and eventually sat in a chair out of the 
reach of the pig.  

When she was eight years old, she recalled the kindness of 
a white man who called her Snidlits, saying that no parent should 

give a child the name she had. He admonished her to always tell 
the truth, and then, if necessary, fight it out. His words were, Truth 
is a letter from courage. I want you to grow guts as you go along. 

So don‟t let me hear of you lying. Apparently, Zora didn’t always 
heed his advice. 

Lucy had been a schoolteacher in Alabama and she 
continued instructing her sons and daughters in math, writing and 
reading. This gave Zora a great advantage when she entered the 

local school. In her youth, she heard stories from her mother and 
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from the men of the general store, including sayings such as I have 
been in sorrow‟s kitchen and licked out all the pots and I got a 

rainbow wrapped and tied around my shoulder. In a few years she 
would be writing her own stories, many filled with her creativity. 

Sadly, her happiness would end at the age of thirteen.  
In September 1904, Lucy was sick in bed. Called to her 

side, Zora was asked to make sure that certain actions weren’t done 

in the room, such as covering the clocks. Despite her daughter’s 
promises to fulfill Lucy’s wishes, her mom’s friends entered the 

room and went against these wishes. When her mother died shortly 
thereafter, Zora felt guilty because she let those things happen, 
even though she really couldn’t stop them. Afterwards her father 

John felt it was best to send Zora to the Florida Baptist Academy, a 
boarding school in Jacksonville. The young student did well in 

everything except arithmetic but noticed that it wasn’t the same as  
Eatonville. It was the difference between black and white. The 
latter were in charge. 

Zora entered the Jacksonville spelling bee and came in first 
– she was the Negro spelling champion. She was given a Bible, 

atlas, lemonade and cake. Despite that, others at the school made 
fun of her speech and the way she dressed. Five months after her 
mom’s death, her father married Mattie Moge, who was less than 

half of John’s age. The children had a tough time accepting the  
union, especially when Mattie asked her husband to whip Zora’s 

sister Sarah, whose attendance at the Florida Baptist Academy was 
terminated. Sarah was also thrown out of the house. The beating 
and the expulsion were uncharacteristic of John, who didn’t pay 

for Zora’s room and board. The teenager stayed there by working 
after school and on Saturdays. 

Once Zora left school and the Hurston home, she worked as 
a receptionist for a doctor and managed so well that an offer was 
made to her for nurse training. She turned it down and went to live 

with her brother Bob and his family in Nashville. She was to help 
her sister- in- law out and eventually Bob would have her back in 

high school. Zora was 21 but favored the idea. She soon learned 
that the schooling wouldn’t happen immediately. She stayed with 
the family for a while and then came an opportunity for a job as a 

personal assistant to an operetta singer, Miss M. She received ten 
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dollars a week, which overwhelmed Zora, who met many people of 
the stage and learned a great deal in the process. 

When Miss M retired, she presented Zora with a small 
bonus. Hurston became a waitress in Baltimore and enrolled in 

night school. She excelled in English and soon entered Morgan 
Academy, the prep school for Morgan College. Sometime in 1918, 
Zora met May Miller, who was impressed with the now twenty-

something girl. Miller thought she should attend Howard 
University, but Zora didn’t have the resources. When her 

classmate, Bernice Hughes, offered that Zora could live at her 
family’s house in Washington, DC, Zora left Morgan Academy. 
She received her high school diploma from Howard Academy and 

went on to Howard University. 
 While in the nation’s capital, Zora worked at Mr. George 

Robinson’s G Street barbershop. This was one of the shops in 
Washington that he owned, which catered to white clientele. All 
the employees were African Americans. One day a Negro came 

into the shop, sat down in a chair and asked for a haircut. The 
barber refused him and directed him to leave. He then headed off 

for another barber but the latter turned the chair around to keep 
him away, admonishing him that he too wouldn’t cut his hair. 
Finally, the fellow was tossed out of the establishment.  

At first glance, you may think that this was a great example 
of racism, and in a way it was. However, the barbers’ behavior was 

predicated on survival in a racist culture. This action was taken so 
that jobs wouldn’t be lost. Had any of them obliged the potential 
customer, soon Caucasians would not only have boycotted this 

place, but all the other barbershops in Mr. Robinson’s chain. Many 
would be without work. The root of the problem lies in the fact that 

a society had no tolerance for another person because of the color 
of his or her skin. 

Her grades were poor at Howard University, except for 

English, but it was there that she began to write. In May 1921 she 
was published for the first time. Her poem, “O Night”, and her 

short story, “John Redding Goes to Sea” appeared in the school 
literary magazine, the Stylus. Hurston left the school three years 
later and went to Barnard on a scholarship, receiving a BA degree 

in anthropology in 1927. At Barnard she worked with Franz Boas, 
who commissioned her on a special project for uncovering Negro 
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folklore. Her grant was given so she could gather folk tales, jokes, 
sayings and songs from black communities. Her initial efforts 

ended in failure, but after consultation, she finally saw that she 
took the wrong approach. Soon she knew what she had to do.  

She headed to New Orleans and Florida and had better 
luck. She talked and listened to the people on the streets, in their 
homes and in the joots. Once, she ran into serious trouble and 

almost didn’t survive. She was conversing with Slim, who had 
gone around with Lucy, until he left her. Lucy wasn’t happy with 

this gathering of Slim and Zora and planned to do something about 
it. Fortunately Zora met Big Sweet and quickly they became good 
friends. The latter would look after Zora against all comers, saying, 

I aims to look out for you. Do your fighting for you. Nobody better 
not start nothing with you, do I‟ll get my switch-blade and go 

around de ham-bone looking for meat. 
Big Sweet was a protector. From then on, Zora needn’t 

worry about Lucy, except for one close call. Big Sweet came to the 

rescue. She knew what Hurston was like, something that she 
herself wasn’t. She acknowledged that Zora didn’t sleep around, 

and said, I wanted to be a virgin one time, but I couldn‟t keep it up. 
In the late 1920s, Hurston married jazz musician Herbert 

Sheen. That union ended in 1931 and in 1939, she married Albert 

Price. He was 23 and less than half as old as his new wife – a 
marriage that probably wouldn’t work out. It didn’t, lasting only 

seven months. One of her friends mentioned to her that she wasn’t 
the marrying kind and somehow the friend knew. 

Through her life she met many famous, influential people 

including Margaret Mead, Langston Hughes, Charlotte Mason, 
Alain Locke, James Weldon Johnson and W. E. B. Du Bois. In 

1925, Opportunity Magazine held a writing contest for short 
stories, poems, essays and plays written by African Americans. In 
May of that year the winners were announced with Hurston 

accumulating four prizes: second places for her story, “Spunk” and 
her play, Color Struck; honorable mention for her story “Black 

Death” and her play, Spears. 
She was carrying on her anthropological research when she 

met Charlotte Mason, also known as Godmother. They met thanks 

to Langston Hughes as Godmother was his patron. She was a 
supporter of African American arts who had married a wealthy 
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physician. Godmother provided vast sums of cash and would work 
with Zora on three conditions: Hurston would address her only as 

Godmother; she must keep Mason’s identity secret; any folklore 
that Zora uncovered had to be handed over to Godmother, who 

would have the final say in its use. The first two conditions 
Hurston could adhere to but the last might be a problem, since she 
was working with Dr. Boas. She still agreed to the contract with 

Godmother. 
Hurston worked with Hughes quite closely on many 

projects including her folk manuscript for Godmother. Louise 
Thompson was a secretary to each of them. When Langston and 
Zora heard that an African American comedy could be a big hit in 

the theatre, they initiated that effort as well with Hurston’s story, 
which became “Mule Bone: A Comedy of Negro Life”. 

Godmother wasn’t aware of the project and though this may have 
caused some problems, the trouble originated between the two 
writers due to other disagreements. Mule Bone never made it to the 

stage until 1991, when it was published.  
Zora managed to work at an almost unlimited number of 

jobs. Besides writing poems, short stories, novels and plays, she 
was also a political worker, librarian, lecturer, singer, ghostwriter, 
editor, waitress, manicurist, caretaker, secretary, reporter, teacher 

of high school and college. I’m sure I left out a few types of work 
that she handled. She did these to make a living, always struggling. 

There were three things in her way: she was a black female artist.  
In the last decade of her life, she wrote for newspapers and 

magazines along with the duties of a substitute teacher and maid. 

On January 28, 1960, she was in the St. Lucie County Welfare 
Home, where she died of heart disease after a stroke. Dust Tracks 

On A Road is her autobiography, written in 1942. In the preface, 
Maya Angelou adds that Hurston was a very creative person, even 
in Dust Tracks On A Road. 

Some of her other noted works include: Mules And Men, a 
1935 work of non-fiction; Jonah‟s Gourd Vine, a 1934 novel; Tell 

My Horse, a 1938 anthropological work; Seraph On The Suwanee, 
a 1948 novel. Even though she wrote and published so many 
works, sales were minimal, eventually going out of print. Thus the 

royalties – which were small to begin with – ceased. It was only 
after her death that she became well known. In early 1985, Ms. 
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Magazine published Alice Walker’s article, “In Search of Zora 
Neale Hurston”, which triggered interest in Zora’s writings. This 

was at the same time that Walker, Maya Angelou and Toni 
Morrison were making a name for themselves writing about the 

African American experience. Hurston was listed on scholar 
Molefi Kete Asante’s list of the 100 Greatest African Americans in 
2002. Besides her autobiography, there are other stories of her life: 

Speak So You Can Speak Again by Lucy Anne Hurston; Zora 
Neale Hurston‟s Final Decade by Virginia Lynn Moylan; Zora 

Neale Hurston: A Literary Biography by Robert Hemenway; Zora 
Neale Hurston: A Biography Of The Spirit by Deborah G. Plant; 
Wrapped In Rainbows by Valerie Boyd. 

Zora established the Negro expression based dramatics 
school at Bethune-Cookman University in 1934. For all she 

accomplished, she received the Bethune-Cookman College Award 
for Education and Human Relations in 1956. Zora is My Name! 
was broadcast on PBS in 1989. Aunjanue Ellis played the part of 

Zora in the 2004 movie set in Harlem, Brother to Brother. Oprah 
Winfrey made her 1937 novel, Their Eyes Were Watching God 

into a 2005 film with the same name. The American Masters PBS 
documentary, Zora Neale Hurston: Jump at the Sun was on the air 
on April 9, 2008 and another documentary of the arts project of the 

WPA, Soul of a People: Writing America‟s Story was featured on 
her in 2009. It premiered on the Smithsonian Channel.  

Eatonville honors her each year at the end of January with 
the Zora Neale Hurston Festival of the Arts and Humanities as 
does Fort Pierce, Florida, with birthday parties, Hattitudes and 

multi-day festivals each April. Her house in Fort Pierce was 
declared a National Historic Landmark. 
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Vito Marcantonio 
 

In 1901, Sanario Marcantonio and his father journeyed to 
Picerno in Southern Italy. Sanario, soon to be known as Samuel, 

was unmarried, but when father and son returned to the United 
States, they brought with them Angelina de Dobitis. Angelina and 
Samuel moved to the city of New York as man and wife. On 

December 10, 1902, Vito Anthony Marcantonio was born in East 
Harlem. 

The Marcantonios lived on a block that was 100% Italian. 
Samuel and his parents spoke English but Angelina did so only on 
occasion. Vito’s dad was fairly well to do and a member of the 

artigiani, the artisan class. One reason for Italian immigrants 
coming to America was for education, which they emphasized.  

Vito earned excellent grades in grade school, especially in 
public speaking and history and he displayed leadership qualities. 
He showed courage, initiative and zeal throughout, and though 

small in stature, was chief of the school patrol. He was one of the 
favorites of his teachers. In February 1917, he entered De Witt 

Clinton High School, since there was no high school in East 
Harlem at the time. Vito continued where he left off from 
elementary school despite some initial problems with discipline. 

While in high school, Samuel died after being run over by a Third 
Avenue streetcar. 

Abraham Lefkowitz, who taught Vito history, was a 
Socialist who ran for Congress in 1922. Later he was an official of 
the union of teachers and a huge influence on the lad. Vito noticed 

the difference between the haves and have-nots and the struggle of 
the latter. The writings of Jefferson and Lincoln peaked his 

interest. Leonard Covello recalled Marcantonio’s fighting for the 
underdog when Marc spoke to some students: You don‟t even know 
you‟re alive. I bet you this very minute there‟s somebody, some guy 

outside there figuring how he‟s gonna make money off your hides 
when you go look for a job. You don‟t even know that. In 1921, He 

graduated from De Witt with an 84 average with honors in history.  
Covello was a teacher at the high school who challenged 

the separation of Italian-Americans from their culture. He 

encouraged biculturalism and bilingualism as a way of creating 
integrated citizens who didn’t ignore their roots. He had founded Il 
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Circolo Italiano , the Italian Circle, in this regard. Covello was also 
responsible for the settlement house, Casa del Populo, and Italian 

student clubs. Vito was greatly influenced by Leonard and 
participated in his projects, taking the role of Evaristo in the Il 

Circolo Italiano production of The Fan at De Witt High School in 
1921. Marcantonio didn’t become president of Il Circolo Italiano, 
so he settled for that of Executive Committee Chairman, a position 

with greater power.    
After graduation, Vito entered New York University in 

1921. Along with others, he founded Inter-Scholastic Circolo 
Italiano, which supplied tutoring for students of Harlem’s high 
schools. He and Leonard worked together on many issues, 

including the latter’s teaching of citizenship classes at Casa del 
Populo. They included all the residents of the area and treated 

Blacks, Italians and Puerto Ricans as equals. On behalf of the 
Harlem Tenants’ Association, Marcantonio organized strikes 
against rent gouging and worked at Haarlem House, a center in 

East Harlem for community and liberalism. Today it’s La Guardia 
House.  

As a student at NYU, Vito was a clerk for Haile, Nelles and 
Schoor. The firm defended Emma Goldman and Alexander 
Berkman and other radicals in the time after World War I. Joseph 

Brodsky, identified with the International Labor Defense and who 
gained a reputation with the Scottsboro case, became a part of the 

firm while Vito was an intern. When Brodsky died two decades 
later, Marc eulogized him as my friend – a real friend – and his 
name is a synonym to many of devotion to the common people. We 

will carry on the fight he left us to finish. 
On May 20, 1925, Marcantonio married Miriam Sanders at 

the Municipal Building in New York. She was neither Italian nor 
Catholic, taller than him and thirteen years older. The family didn’t 
approve of her initially, but soon came around. Miriam had 

ancestors in colonial times and was a graduate of the State 
University. She was also a student at Chicago’s Hull House. 

Miriam was involved in various educational projects with her 
husband at Haarlem House beginning in 1923. 

Marcantonio’s meeting Fiorello Henry LaGuardia at 

DeWitt High School played an important part in his life. In January 
1915, LaGuardia was the Deputy Attorney General of New York 
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and a few months later he was elected to the United States House 
of Representatives for East Harlem. In the 1920s, he selected 

Marcantonio to help in the Fiorello LaGuardia Political 
Organization, which resulted in his return to the House, defeating 

Henry Frank and Isaac Siegel. Fiorello’s daughter and wife had 
died in 1921, so Vito was seen as a son and protégé. After the 
election in 1926, Marcantonio was rewarded with the job of law 

clerk for LaGuardia. Marc handled visa applications, naturalization 
papers, complaints, veterans’ benefits, rent evictions and all sorts 

of inquiries. Ernest Cuneo, who also worked for LaGuardia, 
described Vito as one of the smartest cookies I ever encountered, 
one who could trade political punches blow by blow with any 

comer. Even though he was busy and his grades could have been 
better, Vito graduated law school and passed the bar exam – on his 

second try.   
When LaGuardia became Mayor of New York in 1934, 

Marc ascended to the leadership of the Fiorello LaGuardia Political 

Organization. He helped people who would eventually be his 
constituents. When the City Trust Company failed, Vito 

represented them without fee and depositors were paid, with the 
help of other banks brought about by Vito’s persuasion. This 
wouldn’t be the last time he didn’t charge a client.  

Marcantonio soon entered the race for the House of 
Representatives. As you might guess, he was a troublemaker and 

even branded as a Communist. Once when accused, he responded, 
If they call what I stand for Communism, then let me be called a 
Communist. I am the leader of forces for peace in America.  What 

do you expect for a union guy who stood up for his constituents – 
even engaging with them? He was against big business and looked 

out for the poor and disenfranchised. Marcantonio once told a 
reporter that I don‟t feel very friendly towards bankers. I would 
send them all to jail – including the Italian bankers. 

He ran nine times on these party lines: City Fusion; 
Democratic; All People’s; American Labor; Republican. Vito ran 

on three tickets twice, on two tickets five times and on a single 
party line twice. He didn’t run as a Commie and never was one. I 
never did like labels except on CD covers.  

Vito represented New York’s twentieth district in Congress 
four times, winning in 1934, 1938, 1940 and 1942. He represented 
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New York’s eighteenth district in Congress in 1945, 1947 and 
1949.  In 1934, Marc beat James Lanzetta, also known as Jimmy 

Next-Week because when constituents asked him for help, he 
replied I‟ll take care of it next week . Maybe Lanzetta should have 

run on the Procrastinator Party ticket. Vito promised that his cause 
was to help organized workers. As a result, Anti-Tammany Hall 
civics groups and 50 unions endorsed him, including the 

International Ladies’ Garment Workers.  
Time magazine reported that: Perhaps the most vigorous of 

all the House‟s youngsters is swarthy, little Vito Marcantonio. The 
New York Post described him as the champion of the unemployed. 
The Nation put him on the 1935 Honor Roll of Congressmen, 

adding that he was in the forefront of the struggle against social 
injustice. He advocated for the workers, offering 

 
History has demonstrated that the workers‟ best protection, 
best guarantees, lie in labor unions. Workers are human 

beings contributing to the wealth and welfare of America 
and are entitled as a matter of right to a decent living. They 

have earned the right to organize and to strike to obtain it.  
They are not mere commodities to be purchased as a sale 
and a price that General Motors and United State Steel are 

willing to pay. 
 

As a Congressman for fourteen years, he represented all the 
people of the district. It didn’t matter what your sex or race was, or 
what church you attended. He lived his entire life in the same 

neighborhood of East Harlem and remained close to the people. He 
worked hard for Puerto Ricans and spoke up when legal aliens 

fought in a war, but were treated like dirt when returning home. 
Describing Marc’s relation to Puerto Ricans, Journalist Jesús 
Colón, Father of the Nuyorican Movement, wrote that the 

American idol was and still is Vito Marcontonio. When 
disturbances broke out in East Harlem in 1938, Vito spoke on 

behalf of tolerance and peace, even though he was sick.  
Marc protested the Korean War saying, It is better to live 

one‟s life with one‟s conscience rather than to temporize or accept 

in silence those things which one believes to be against the 
interests of one‟s own people and nation. World War II was 
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another issue as he saw Fascism in Italy, which he rebuked and in 
doing so, favored the war effort. If he was against the war at first, 

he was an advocate of jobs for the people of East Harlem. 
Ironically, the work he was pushing for involved creating bombs 

and planes for the war – a bit of hypocrisy. He also may not have 
been faithful to Miriam at all times. This just shows that he was 
human. 

Despite being a Congressman, Vito was never a rich man. 
He gave to others, even paying rents and hospital bills of those 

who couldn’t afford the service. He was always generous, never 
thinking of himself. On one occasion when walking with an 
associate, the latter turned away from a beggar, saying, We‟ll never 

make a revolution that way. Marc gave him a dollar and 
responded: That fellow can‟t wait for the revolution. A former 

employee of a drugstore said: 
 
Marcantonio was a very humane man. He was always

 broke. He had a good heart. He even worked for the people
 in West Virginia. He was like LaGuardia. He had an

 eccentric brother. He always led a clean life. The Tammany
 club across the street also helped people, but for a favor.
 Marc would help anybody. 

 
A newspaper operator on East 116th Street added, 

Marcantonio didn‟t put on any airs. He was a humanitarian. 
Nobody would speak badly of him. When people were asked if his 
Communist connection bothered them, they exuberantly retorted, I 

wish there were three or four Marcantonios in the United States 
right now! 

In 2010, historian Thaddeus Russell called Marc one of the 
greatest champions of black civil rights during the 1930s and 
1940s. Bills he sponsored included one to prohibit the poll tax and 

another that would make lynching a federal crime. Marcantonio 
was involved in the formation of American Peace Mobilization in 

1940 and Vice President of the International Workers Order.    
On August 9, 1954, while Vito was walking on Broadway 

near Warren Street, he fell and died of a heart attack. Though a 

Catholic, who attended all the religious parades, he rarely went to 
Mass. He never denounced the faith and contributed to parishes in 
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the area. Despite all his efforts to work in a manner that Christ 
preached, Cardinal Francis Spellman denied him a service in the 

church or a Christian burial. The funeral parlor director estimated 
that 20,000 people were at the wake. On the day of the funeral, an 

additional 1,000 people viewed the bier while 5,000 more were 
outside the funeral home. An associate of Marcantonio related that 
at the bier, an African American raised his son and said, I want you 

to say goodbye to the best friend the Negro people ever had. 
Speaking in Italian, barber and long time friend Luigi Albarelli 

intoned: 
 
Your life was ever dedicated to lighten the load of the

 people who were in need. You lived fearlessly and
 courageously, with affection in your heart for the common

 man. You were a man of the people and the people loved
 you.  

 

After leaving the services, Paul Robeson gave a statement 
to the media calling him The Thaddeus Steffens of the first half of 

the twentieth century. His tombstone reads, Vito Marcantonio: The 
People‟s Congressman. Public School 50 in El Barrio on East 
110th Street was named for Vito. Gerald Meyer’s book, Vito 

Marcantonio: Radical Politician 1902-1954 has more on the great 
Congressman. If only we had more like him today. 
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Fannie Lou Hamer 
 

Fannie Lou Townsend was born the youngest of twenty 
children in Montgomery County, Mississippi, on October 6, 1917. 

Her parents, James Lee Townsend and Lou Ella Bramlett 
Townsend were both sharecroppers. James Lee was a Baptist 
preacher and community bootlegger while Lou Ella did domestic 

work in white homes. The family moved to E. W. Brandon’s 
Ruleville plantation in Sunflower County for work.  Everyone in 

the family was employed on the plantation, even Fannie. She was 
deceived one day when the owner asked if she could pick cotton. 
She didn’t know if she could, but the guy offered a reward of some 

Cracker Jack – is that first word significant? – cheese, cookies and 
sardines, all for picking 30 pounds in one week. She managed that 

goal and received her treats. She was only six but soon doubled the 
weight, but the rewards were missing. She realized that she had 
been bamboozled into picking cotton. When she was thirteen, her 

efforts yielded two to 400 pounds a day. I thought the Civil War 
ended slavery. 

This was the 1920s and 1930s in the deprived South. 
People in the field were paid $1.25 to $3.00 a day. Fannie 
remembered times that Lou Ella received 30 cents a day or less. 

Many black families had to survive on $300 a year, fighting 
disease, malnutrition, little if any chance at education and 

inadequate health. Discrimination of African Americans was 
rendered worse by Jim Crow society for those in the Delta.  

Despite the family picking great amounts of cotton each 

year, they struggled to have food on the table. Flour gravy and 
greens don’t make too nourishing and filling a meal. At times they 

had only bread and onions for supper or even worse, corn meal and 
a cut-up onion with some salt. Until Fannie had her first pair of 
shoes, Lou Ella wrapped Fannie’s feet in rags and tied string 

around them to keep her daughter warm. Life for the Townsend 
family was work and starvation. Recreation involved roasting 

peanuts and listening to James Lee’s jokes, which resulted in 
immense laughter. The evening ended with everyone crawling into 
beds made of corn shucks and dry grass.  

Courage and resourcefulness characterized Fannie’s mom. 
Liza Bramlett, Lou Ella’s mother, probably matched her with what 
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she had to endure. Liza gave birth to 23 children, twenty of which 
came about through the participation of the plantation owner or 

some of his friends or family. The hypocritical owner may have 
preached miscegenation while engaging in the very practice. He 

was just looking to the future. Someone had to be in the fie lds to 
pick the cotton. The result might also be some light skinned 
servants for the home. 

Lou Ella also killed hogs besides her housecleaning. Fannie 
accompanied her mom and witnessed her scrubbing clothes so hard 

that her mother’s hands had blisters. Lou Ella would sing to Hamer 
as she labored, which brought sadness and loneliness to the child. 
Mrs. Townsend would instill in her children positive values 

through music. It was a way of socializing and appreciating family 
and community as well as a way to release tension and frustration.  

Fannie gathered her courage from Lou Ella. She was only 
seven, but she heard a young white boy admonish his sister not to 
play with Fannie because she was a dirty xxxxxx. Hamer wouldn’t 

take this so she hit him right in the mouth. Fannie could only 
attend school for four months each year because of the harvest. 

The school was segregated but she still saw racist propaganda in 
the textbooks. Despite this, Fannie loved school and admired 
Thornton Layne, one of her favorite teachers. He encouraged her 

and she excelled in poetry recitation and spelling, winning a few 
spelling bees. She heeded her mom’s advice to read because when 

you read, you know. Unfortunately, Fannie left school for good at 
the age of twelve. She didn’t abandon her reading, though. 

Hamer followed in Lou Ella’s footsteps in many ways. In 

her mid twenties, she married Perry Pap Hamer. She worked on 
W. D. Marlow’s plantation, where Pap had worked for twelve 

years. She was also employed as a timekeeper, an individual who 
handled aspects of payroll, hours, bales picked and other records. 
She got involved selling insurance. I don’t know where she found 

the time. Though she did a great job as a timekeeper, she looked 
out for the pay of the other workers since there was some 

manipulation favoring the boss. This didn’t please the owner at all. 
This may have marked the beginning of her movement of 
resistance. 

In her 80s, Lou Ella lost most of her sight. She came into 
the home of Perry and Fannie and died when she was about 90. 



 

38 

 

Soon after, Hamer was struck with another tragedy. She entered 
the hospital for the removal of a cyst in her stomach and woke up 

realizing she had undergone a hysterectomy. It was rumored that 
she had had stillbirths and one or two miscarriages. Involuntary 

sterilization was common practice in Mississippi and across the 
country as well. Mr. Crow may have had something to do with that 
great injustice. After she recovered, she returned to the fields, but 

felt there had to be a way to have changes made. In the summer of 
1962, the Student Nonviolent Coordinating Committee (SNCC) 

arrived in Ruleville. Fannie’s life would soon change.  
That year, Hamer was 44 and tried to vote for the first time. 

The 1960s were a time of disorder, action with boycotts, 

demonstrations and sit-ins. It started in the South and would move 
north later, involving students and others with various skin colors 

and religious beliefs. It was led by SNCC, which appealed to 
Hamer since it began locally and spread. The movement was 
strongly influenced by Ella Jo Baker, who believed that strong 

people don‟t need strong leaders. It wasn’t long before Fannie was 
in that group. 

Fannie’s activism can be credited to her family, especially 
her mother and grandmother. The injustice she saw on the 
plantation with its inadequate pay and excruciatingly long hours 

also played a huge part. She was on a bus with seventeen others 
from the SNCC headed from Ruleville to Indianola with the goal 

of signing up to vote. They would be known as the Indianola 18. 
Once arriving at the courthouse, hostile men and women, some 
carrying guns, greeted them. For some reason there was no 

violence, but few if any of the eighteen became registered because 
of the difficulty of the test, largely based on the Mississippi 

Constitution. Hamer did the best she could and when she was 
done, her intention was to prepare more and take the test again, as 
many times as necessary to pass it.  

This action and other similar tries at voting registration 
resulted in harassment, shooting and bombings. The instigators, 

who were just trying to achieve the right to vote, were well known 
by those whose aim was to keep the blacks in their place. If you 
allowed them to vote, what would they ask for next? In 1960, a bit 

over one percent of the blacks in Sunflower County could vote 
even though they made up over 60% of the population.  
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Despite her outstanding work as a timekeeper, being a part 
of the Indianola 18 didn’t help her relationship with W. D. 

Marlow, who gave her an ultimatum: she could either leave the 
plantation or forget about registering to vote. If she did depart, Pap 

couldn’t accompany her or Marlow would keep the furniture of the 
family and Pap would also be out of a job. Hamer left the 
plantation, as well as her family. Soon her husband was fired and 

the owner kept their furniture. Hamer stayed in Ruleville with 
Robert and Mary Tucker, but because of the Indianola 18 and other 

registration attempts, terror reigned. On September 10, 1963, 
bullets rained down on the Tucker home, but luckily no one was 
hit. 

Fannie moved to her niece’s place in Cascilla with her two 
adopted girls. They harvested cotton to make a few dollars. It 

wasn’t long before Hamer decided against running away anymore, 
as dangerous as that would be. She wasn’t a criminal and headed 
back to Ruleville. The girls went with her. To keep fleeing would 

have been disappointing to her parents and grandparents. This 
change of heart was a religious experience for her, bolstered by 

those in her family that had gone before her.  
 No matter where the family moved, they were still being 

harassed. One early morning during the Christmas season, Pap 

went to the toilet. He was on his way back to bed when there was a 
knock at the door. When the door was opened, Dave Fleming 

entered with the sheriff and a few others. They asked him what he 
was doing up at that hour. The intruders turned the lights on and 
searched the house. They finally left.  

The family was also financially distressed. Once their water 
was shut off because of a delinquent bill. It was for $9,000 and 

they weren’t running a laundry business. That outlandish bill 
would have meant the usage of about 6,000 gallons of water. 
Hamer was on everyone’s political hit list – I know what you’re 

thinking, that too. She was one of many whom the FBI took an 
interest in. All this illegal activity didn’t stop her involvement in 

the SNCC, where she spoke elegantly for the cause. She added her 
singing as well and was recognized for her biblical knowledge. 
While ministers were preaching, she interrupted them and 

reminded them of the need to address the challenges facing black 
life. She and her group had issues with the NAACP, which she 
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referred to as the National Association for the Advancement of 
Certain People. Too many other groups weren’t including the 

people who needed help the most.  
In June 1963, Fannie and seven others were coming back 

from a workshop on voter registration in South Carolina. They 
were arrested and taken to jail in Winona, about 60 miles east of 
Indianola. As bad as things had been before, they suddenly got 

worse. The arrested were separated and beaten. They cried out in 
pain. Fannie wasn’t exempt from the torture. She was blinded in 

her left eye; her kidneys had permanent damage and the limp she 
had before the arrest only became worse. As bad as she was 
beaten, the authorities also humiliated her in other ways. It was the 

most horrifying experience of her life and she would never forget 
it. Those friends of hers who were beaten in Winona recognized 

her outstanding leadership, persistence and courage. 
Hamer and others felt that like the NAACP, the Democratic 

Party needed to be more involved with the problems of the poor in 

Mississippi. In 1964, an opportunity presented itself at the party 
convention in Atlantic City, New Jersey. A few months before, 

300 disenfranchised Mississippians formed the Mississippi 
Freedom Democratic Party (MFDP). Fannie was the vice-
chairperson of the 68 delegates that appeared at the convention in 

August. Despite their efforts, the party bosses were not very 
receptive to the demands of the MFDP and were only willing to 

compromise, which I have nothing against. The exception is when 
two parties deal with each other and over time the first has all the 
benefits. Later the idea of compromise offered by the first to the 

second isn’t fair since there’s still an overall imbalance. From that 
August day in 1964 came these words of hers: We didn‟t come all 

the way up here to compromise for no more than we‟d gotten here. 
We didn‟t come all this way for no two seats when all of us is tired. 

Hamer also became involved with the Mississippi Freedom 

Labor Union (MFLU), which over time also involved Arkansas, 
North Carolina, Louisiana and Alabama. The MFLU utilized 

selective buying campaigns, where people refused to buy from 
certain merchants for various reasons including racism and refusal 
to recognize the union. Small businesses were boycotted as well as 

Sears Roebuck and J. C. Penney. When stores owner complained 
about going out of business because people weren’t buying, the 
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boycotters replied, well, we‟ve been out of business for a long time. 
Fannie observed that the boycott was 98% effective.  

The defeat at the convention paled in comparison to the 
time her daughter became so sick that she required medical help. 

Fannie drove her to a nearby hospital, but was refused admission 
because they were black. The situation was the same at the next 
hospital Hamer tried. Finally she went to a hospital in Memphis, 

over 100 miles from home. Dorothy died in her mom’s arms, 
leaving behind two baby girls. 

Despite everything, Fannie continued in her activism. 
Another project that she participated in was Freedom Farm. Its 
purpose was to help those less fortunate who were without food, 

clothing, shelter or work. Freedom Farm obtained loans and 
purchased land for growing vegetables and providing homes for 

the needy. Hamer traveled and gave speeches while fundraising. 
Many times she said, Give us food and it will be gone tomorrow. 
Give us land and the tools to work it and we will feed ourselves 

forever. Her work led others to call her a latter-day, female 
Gandhi. 

In addition to all that was mentioned about her, Hamer was 
vehemently opposed to the war in Vietnam. She worked on Head 
Start programs, the Poor People‟s Campaign and was an honorary 

member of the Delta Sigma Theta sorority. Hamer died of heart 
problems on March 14, 1977. I am sick and tired of being sick and 

tired were written on her tombstone. In late 2012, the musical 
Fannie Lou premiered in New York to sold-out crowds. Two 
Fannie Lou Hamer Days were celebrated: the first was held by 

Ruleville Central High School in 1970; the city of Ruleville had 
one six years later. Ruleville has a Fannie Lou Hamer Memorial 

Garden, which was dedicated on July 12, 2008. Less than three 
years later the Fannie Lou Hamer Civil Rights Marker was 
unveiled there. Howard University granted her an honorary degree. 

The Congressional Black Caucus and Alpha Phi Alpha fraternity 
gave her humanitarian and other service awards. Books have been 

written about her including the 1999 effort by Chana Kai Lee, For 
Freedom‟s Sake: The Life Of Fannie Lou Hamer. 
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3. Lincoln, César and Ossie 
 

Lincoln Steffens 
 

His parents both came from the east, Canadian born Joseph 
Steffens, hailing from northwestern Illinois, and Elisabeth Louisa 

Symes, born in England before moving in childhood to Hoboken, 
New Jersey. They met in San Francisco and married in January 
1865. Lincoln Steffens was born on April 13, 1867, the first child 

and only son. He was followed by Louise, Dot and Laura. Joseph 
and Elisabeth placed great importance on formal education, but 

Lincoln was bored by it most of the time, seeing a great gap 
between real life and school. His years in grade school, high school 
and university could be described as failure, rebellion and 

indifference, respectively. He described an incident in college 
when he and his schoolmates captured some chickens owned by a 

university professor. The thieves wrung their necks and stuffed 
them in a bag. They abandoned the sack and the fowl when the 
lights of the teacher’s home went on. The professor taught ethics 

and one Sunday invited the guys over for a chicken dinner.  
Joseph was never in need of money, being quite successful 

first as bookkeeper and eventually as the vice-president of the 
National Bank of Sacramento. The family opulence could be seen 
in the homes in which they resided. Lincoln’s feelings about his 

father weren’t favorable and the son thought about being a 
perpetual student, after receiving his degree from the University of 
California at Berkeley in 1889. He thought about seeing what 

Europe had to offer, so he journeyed across the Atlantic and 
attended the University of Berlin.  

It wasn’t long before he realized that the Germans really 
knew how to live.  His feeling was that those in the United States 
worked to make money; the people across the ocean worked for 

the means of living happily. He appreciated the university concept 
in Europe, where the emphasis was on learning rather than taking 

tests, writing papers and meeting deadlines. Attendance at lectures 
was optional and studying at different universities in Europe was 
encouraged. He made note that the cities were clean, not like the 

filthy ones in the United States. He had the same feeling when it 
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came to politics, noting that the government in the land of his birth 
is the nastiest and vilest on earth. He mentioned that the leadership 

in Italy was bad, but better than that of the United States.  
Her name was Josephine Bontecou and she studied 

psychology and medicine. She was bilingual and ten years o lder 
than Steffens. The young man also got along well with Josephine’s 
mother, Susan. The couple visited London, staying there for three 

weeks to establish residence so they could marry, which they did 
on November 4, 1891.  They crossed the English Channel shortly 

after the wedding and returned to Paris, settling on the Left Bank. 
Less than a year later, Lincoln and Josephine landed in New York 
harbor. His father sent him $100, which he appreciated, unlike the 

accompanying letter, which he could have done without. Steffens 
would have to start to earn a living. 

Lincoln sold a short story he had written to Harper‟s 
Monthly for $50. His first job was as a journalist with the New 
York Evening Post, writing political and financial articles. At the 

same time he was sending weekly contributions to the Sacramento 
Record-Union. He received a promotion and an offer to be editor 

of a Newport, Rhode Island, newspaper, which he declined. His 
colleagues thought he was one of the best in the city. His 
observations were about the East Side slums, violence and strikes 

in the garment industry, on which he began a series of articles.  
Steffens was appointed to investigate graft in the city. 

Doing this, he met the Reverend Charles H. Parkhurst, who offered 
that New York was an industrialized Sodom, where prostitution, 
gambling and illegal Sabbath carousing in the city‟s saloons were 

administered by the police. This news couldn’t have been too 
startling considering Lincoln’s feeling about big business, but he 

was learning. 
By 1897, Steffens was rewarded with the position of 

assistant city editor. He soon accepted a position as city editor at 

the Commercial Advertiser, the good old grandmother of 
journalism. He replaced professional reporters with a new breed of 

men from Yale and Harvard, including Hutchins Hapgood and 
Robert Dunn. Hutchins would write The Spirit Of The Ghetto, a 
treatise on immigrant life. Also on board was Abraham Cahan, an 

immigrant novelist from Russia, militant socialist and eventual 
editor of the Jewish Daily Forward. 
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After a few years with the paper, the conservative owners 
desired less literary experiment and more routine coverage of 

issues. Steffens couldn’t inspire his staff as he once did. John S. 
Phillips offered him the position of managing editor at McClure‟s 

Magazine, asking for him as soon as he could leave his current 
paper. He accepted the offer with the stipulation that he could take 
the summer off – he needed the rest. He had been writing for 

various magazines for years and that summer was no exception as 
he wrote an article for Ainslee‟s Magazine, and warned his father 

insofar as the piece wasn’t very favorable to big business.  
 
Politics is a business. That‟s what‟s the matter with it! 

That‟s what is the matter with everything – art, literature, 
religion, journalism, law, medicine – they‟re all business 

and all – as you see them. Make politics a sport, as they do 
in England, or a profession, as they do in Germany, and 
we‟ll have – well, something else than we have now, if we 

want it, which is another question. But don‟t try to reform 
politics with the banker, the lawyer and the drygoods 

merchant, for these are businessmen. 
 

 At McClure‟s, Lincoln was joined by Ida Tarbell and Ray 

Stannard Baker. The trio and a few others would become known as 
muckrakers, those journalists who researched and exposed 

corruption in business and government. Steffens settled into a 
routine that he soon found unrewarding and thought of leaving the 
magazine. In December 1891, Sam McClure saw his morale 

problem and directed Lincoln to get out of the office; go to 
Washington, Newfoundland, California and Europe. Meet people; 

find out what’s on and write yourself. From that point on, he was a 
writer and not a manager. He would do exactly what he wanted to 
do. 

 Joseph W. Folk was an attorney in St. Louis, who had done 
some muckraking of his own. After Steffens met Folk, things 

changed for both of them, each playing a big role in the other’s 
life. Steffens became the foremost political journalist of his time 
while Folk became known as the champion prober. He also was 

elected governor of Missouri, with thoughts of becoming president, 
of which Steffens whole-heartedly supported. Folk’s investigation 
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showed that St. Louis was a leader in government corruption. Boss 
Tweed and Tammany Hall weren’t any better. They weren’t the 

only places. In his first article about Folk, Steffens titled it, “Tweed 
Days in St. Louis.” 

In January 1903, McClure‟s Magazine had fiction articles, 
pieces on travel, reports, essays, some verse and illustrations. In 
addition there were three carefully documented articles: “The 

Shame of Minneapolis” by Steffens; “The Oil War of 1872” by 
Tarbell; “The Right to Work” by Baker. It wasn’t intentional, but 

the three pieces were all on one subject: The American Contempt 
of Law. Workingmen, capitalists, citizens and politicians were 
breaking the law or allowing it to be broken. Meanwhile judges, 

churches, colleges and lawyers did nothing about it. In one of the 
articles in McClure‟s that followed, Lincoln was to ask, Do we 

Americans want good government? Do we know it when we see it? 
The members of the muckraking trio weren’t alone. Danish 

social reformer, Jacob Reis used photography as well as his writing 

to expose impoverished tenements of New York City and help 
their residents. Upton Sinclair penned the muckraking novel, The 

Jungle, exposing the corporate practices of the meatpacking 
industry as well as the treatment of the workers in the plants, many 
of them immigrants. The book led to the passage of the 1906 Pure 

Food and Drug Act and the Meat Inspection Act. Neither of them 
seem relevant today. Reviewers and others who read The Jungle 

overlooked the ill treatment of the workers. Without them, the 
owners of the meat companies couldn’t have prospered.      

The journalists who exposed the graft and corruption soon 

came under attack. Even Teddy Roosevelt said a few words against 
the muckrakers. Lincoln threw the speech back at Teddy, saying,  

 
If muck were mere muck, then I, for one, would be for

 leaving the makers of muck to our official muckrakers, the

 men we elect to represent us and protect us from crime. But
 we have left the muck to the muckers and they have raked

 it, yes, they have raked it in. They have failed us, our
 representatives have. They do not protect us from crime;
 they protect crime. They stand for muck. Why? Because

 isn‟t mere muck. It‟s money, easy money. 
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Those who came up with the term muckraker had it all 
wrong. It really referred to the criminals in corporations and 

government who conspired to cheat, steal and mistreat the citizenry 
on their way to vast riches. Reis, Steffens, Tarbell, Baker and 

Sinclair were those who exposed these villains. They were just 
doing what journalists should have been doing. It’s sad that there 
weren’t more men and women like them. More appalling was the 

fact that Lincoln and his associates were being written about in 
derogatory manners. Unfortunately that would continue.  

Roosevelt wasn’t the only president with whom Steffens 
had disagreements. As World War I was winding down in early 
1919 with a peace conference looming, Secretary of State Robert 

Lansing commissioned William C. Bullitt to proceed to Russia for 
the purpose of studying conditions, political and economic, 

therein, for the benefit of the American Commissioners 
plenipotentiary to negotiate peace. Steffens accompanied Bullitt 
and agreed that peace in Europe couldn’t occur unless it was made 

with the revolution in Russia. With the end of the war, no one 
wanted any more of it, even the people of Russia. Reconciliation 

and assistance was more desirable. President Woodrow Wilson felt 
differently as he had no intention of showing Russia mercy. It was 
a huge mistake on his part. Bullitt mentioned that punitive action 

would result in at least eleven wars. Almost a half century later, 
scholar and diplomat George Kennan said that the peace 

alternative would have been the most favorable opportunity yet 
extended, or ever to be extended, to the Western powers for the 
creation of an acceptable relationship to the Soviet regime. 

While he was still in Europe after the peace conference, a 
cartoon appeared in Art Young’s Satiric Weekly mentioning that 

Steffens was running a day nursery for revolutions. Less than 150 
years earlier there was a revolution in the United States and many 
seemed all right with it. Apparently you can pick revolutions.     

Time would show the Versailles Peace Conference might 
have been misnamed. While covering it, Lincoln met Ella Winter. 

He was two and a half times older than she, but they conversed and 
became friends. He was in his late fifties when Ella agreed to live 
with him in Paris in 1924. Lincoln was not about to marry again 

but he changed his mind and they were married in Paris when Ella 
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was six months pregnant. Pete Steffens was born in 1924 in San 
Romeo. They would only stay in Europe a few more years.  

The family returned to the states in 1927, arriving at New 
York harbor on their way to San Francisco. Before long, the Great 

Depression fell on the country and Steffens felt the pain. Because 
of his father’s bank and Lincoln’s investments, he had profited 
from Wall Street but now he suffered with some losses. He was 

fortunate to have income from his two-volume 1931 work, The 
Autobiography of Lincoln Steffens. It sold 60,000 copies by the end 

of 1931 and garnered unending praise and a few bad reviews, but 
there was more of the former. Like the birth of his son, this gave 
him new life. He said to Ella, I guess I‟m a success; I guess I‟ll go 

down in history. Carl Sandburg mentioned that it was destined to 
be a classic. People of all ages were reading the book. It was 

required reading in college courses in history, journalism, English 
and government. 

Many of Lincoln’s associates had gone different ways, 

politically. Until his autobiography came out, not many people had 
heard of him. That changed with the book. Since he wrote it, like 

any biography there is a tendency to omit bits and pieces and add 
embellishments. That was probably true in this book, but there’s no 
denying that he was a great journalist. He did what he was 

supposed to do, exposing corruption. Unlike anyone who criticized 
him, he did offer solutions for problems. His work was done with 

diligence and penetration, looking to the intelligence of our youth 
with hope for the future.  

Referring to the The Autobiography of Lincoln Steffens, 

Newton Arvin in The Nation magazine said, 
 

It suggests how the transition can be made from a plastic
 liberalism to a resourceful and humane radicalism. It
 suggests how social movements can be given a personal

 and psychological as well as a collective aspect. It
 demonstrates, indirectly, the shabbiness of our fashionable

 cynicism. It is a source for the critic, for the radical, for the
 man of action. But it certainly is not merely an
 „autobiography‟. 
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Lincoln made the statement, You can commit a crime, 
break any rule of etiquette, violate any custom, but they will never, 

never forgive you for using your head, for thinking. William Allen 
White praised him saying, No one in the United States gave more 

color and direction to the American life of our first decade (the 
first decade of the twentieth century) than Steffens. William Flavin 
offered, What he gave the people, all of them, who came and talked 

to him, was self-confidence. He made people believe not in ideas 
but in themselves. And that is why they came to him. 

Steffens died on August 9, 1936, a few months after he 
turned 70. The San Francisco Chronicle  praised him, writing, No 
other journalist of our time has used his power with more 

consistent devotion to the principles of human justice. You can 
read more about him in many books including the 1974 work by 

Justin Kaplan, Lincoln Steffens: A Biography. 
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César Chávez 
 

On March 21, 1927, César Estrada Chávez was born in 
Yuma, Arizona, to Librado and Juana Chávez, the second of five  

surviving children – the others: Rita, Richard, Vicky and Lenny. 
César and his siblings were versed in both Spanish and English, 
while their parents spoke only Spanish. Librado stood up for his 

rights and was a huge influence on César. Juana was very religious 
and insisted on not fighting, despite a culture that insisted you 

weren’t a man if you didn’t do so. Instead she said, No, it‟s best to 
turn the other cheek. God gives you senses like eyes and a mind 
and a tongue, and you can get out of anything. She also said, It 

takes two to fight, and one can‟t do it alone. Juana also offered: 
What you do to others, others do to you and He who holds the cow 

being killed sins as much as he who kills her. 
With cousins, uncles and aunts, the family gathered almost 

daily at barbeques, eating watermelon and fresh ears of corn 

cooked in a fire hole, always sharing. César roamed the nearby 
160-acre farm of his grandparents and visited the pool hall, grocery 

store and auto garage of his parents. These businesses operated on 
a casual system of IOUs from friends and family. Life changed 
drastically for the family in 1929. 

At first, the three family businesses went bankrupt since 
few had any money to spend thanks to the ravages of the Great 

Depression. The farm had problems when Librado couldn’t pay the 
$4,000 water tax bill, even though he tried to obtain a small loan. 
A nearby farmer saw to it that the money wasn’t forthcoming. 

César’s dad drove to California in search of work and on finding 
some, summoned his family to join him. Their journey was made 

quite unpleasant by the border patrol, which questioned them for 
hours. When they finally arrived in Oxnard, their new residence 
was a run-down shack. Because of the horrible wages, the family 

soon returned to Yuma. Matters didn’t improve as they lost the 
farm and went back to California.  

Wages were pitiful, if you could find work; living 
conditions were horrible and you had to buy overpriced goods 
from the company store. If you protested, you lost your job and 

may even have been deported. The Dust Bowl brought workers to 
the coast, further adding to the discrimination that had been present 
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already. To help the family, Richard and César worked at all kinds 
of jobs, shining shoes, collecting cigarette wrappers for the tinfoil 

and chopping wood. In the field, the short-handled hoe was used 
for weeding and those using it suffered brutal back pain. The 

children were paid eight cents an hour and the parents, twelve.  
Chávez attended grade school and that was the last formal 

education he saw. He regretted it later, but he needed to help the 

family. His father wouldn’t put up with discrimination or bad 
treatment by the farmers. When the rate of picking cherries was 

dropped from two to one and a half cents per pound, the family 
protested and left the field. They did it not as an action of 
organized labor but because it was the right thing to do.  

César enlisted in the Navy during World War II and 
witnessed extreme prejudice. He spent time there as a painter – the 

only work then available to Mexican Americans. He survived but 
later described his service years as the worst years of his life, 
worse than being in prison. After returning home, he went to a 

movie theater and sat in an area reserved for white people. 
Refusing to move, he was arrested, but later released without 

charges. In Delano, Chávez witnessed his first strike of workers in 
the cotton fields. He and his family joined the caravan of cars in 
the protest and realized that he wanted to help, even though he 

knew nothing about unions. He worked in the strike camp and 
enjoyed his first sample of victory when the picking rate was 

returned to what it had been.     
César married Helen Fabela on October 22, 1948. He was 

21 and his wife a year younger. He worked in the vineyards and 

cotton fields. In 1952, he met Father Donald McDonnell and Fred 
Ross, both helping the rural poor in the barrios. Chávez became a 

volunteer of the Community Service Organization (CSO), helping 
with voter registration drives. He knew the plight of the workers, 
having been there himself on too many occasions. Not only was he 

very active, he was a leader. He fought against the powers of 
intimidation such as the San Jose Republican Central Committee, 

who were terrified of the Mexican American Democrats. Soon 
Chávez was branded a Communist, but he fought back without 
using violence. Following the advice of his mom, he never resorted 

to it. 
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Through his efforts, there were chapters of the CSO in 
Hanford, Madera and Bakersfield. Getting people involved meant 

going door to door, of which he was reluctant to do at first. That 
would change. He was charismatic and an inspiration and people 

followed, bringing others into the movement. By talking to people, 
he organized them. They believed in themselves. Besides talking, 
he also listened, which is probably more important.  

He insisted on the hiring of the locals before the braceros, 
Mexican laborers who crossed the border for work. In 1959, the 

growers gave in, hiring the locals first. Wages were 95 cents an 
hour, up from 65. It was a great victory for the CSO. Chávez left 
the organization in 1962. He had numerous lucrative offers, which 

he turned down. Instead, with Dolores Huerta, he co-founded the 
National Farm Workers Association, later to be called the United 

Farm Workers (UFW). What he accomplished was El Movimiento, 
a movement against exploitation.  

César believed in striking only as a last resort. In 

September 1965 when Filipino farm workers initiated the grape 
strike in Delano for higher wages, he supported them. Soon after 

that, he led a strike of grape pickers, urging all citizens not to buy 
table grapes. He also advocated the boycott of lettuce in 1970. His 
enthusiasm resulted in activities for the workers in other parts of 

the nation. In June 1975, the California Agricultural Relations Act 
brought about collective bargaining for farm workers.  

Chávez was aware of the danger of pesticides, and in the 
1980s, he organized a boycott of their usage in farms growing 
grapes. To gain attention, he fasted and would do that many more 

times. It worked. He had fasted for 25 days in 1968 as an advocate 
of non-violence. Gandhi inspired him in his efforts, which were 

moral and spiritual. 
Despite Chávez’s efforts, there was strong opposition. 

When Ronald Reagan became president in 1981, he put down the 

air traffic controllers strike, even though he had been in the Screen 
Actors’ Guild. Twelve straight years of the Republicans in power 

didn’t help the UFW or any union. As was to be expected, there 
were conflicts within the organization as well. This didn’t stop 
César, but it wasn’t easy. It had never been. In April 1993, he 

began a fast protesting a $3,000,000 lawsuit filed by Bruce 
Church, Inc, against the UFW. He was on the witness stand in the 
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case and looked tired but seemed to obtain strength from the fast, 
which he ended with a meal of cabbage and rice. During the next 

night, he died of natural causes. I think his struggle through the 
years may have been a huge reason for his death, especially the last 

fast. 
César received numerous awards: The Jefferson Award for 

Greatest Public Service Benefiting the Disadvantaged, 1973; 

Pacem in Terris Award, 1992; Presidential Medal of Freedom, 
1994; induction into the California Hall of Fame, 2006. The 

National Gallery in the nation’s capital has a portrait of Chávez. In 
1973, Colegio César Chávez, the first four-year Mexican-
American college in the United States was established in Mount 

Angel, Oregon. California cities have parks named after him in 
Modesto, Long Beach, San Jose, Berkeley, Sacramento and San 

Diego. You can also find a bowling alley named after him – 
certainly a symbol of the working class – streets, a university 
student center, grade schools, high schools and highways in Texas 

and Michigan. There are statues of him in various places and a U.  
S. postage stamp honoring him as well. Arizona State University 

awarded him an honorary degree in 1992. The USNS César 
Chávez was launched on May 5, 2012. The César E. Chávez 
National Monument was designated on October 8, 2012 by 

President Barack Obama. March 31 is a state holiday, César 
Chávez Day, in California, Texas and Colorado. For what he went 

through and accomplished, it should be a national one.  
Chávez was strongly influenced by an earlier labor leader, 

Terence Vincent Powderly and was a great influence on Dolores 

Fernandez Huerta, another civil rights activist. You can read about 
them in César Chávez, With Profiles Of Terence V. Powderly And 

Dolores Huerta, the 2007 book by E. L. Thompson. 
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Ossie Davis and Ruby Dee 
 

Raiford Chatman Davis was born in Cogdell, Georgia, on 
December 18, 1917. His father was Kince Charles Davis, who was 

a self-taught construction engineer on the railroad; his mother was 
Laura Cooper Davis. When Laura replied to the county clerk that 
the lad’s name was R. C. Davis – using his initials – the latter 

recorded it as Ossie Davis.  
Kince was one of the best at his job, which few African 

Americans had. Because of it, he received threats from the Ku 
Klux Klan, but it didn’t bother him. His reply may have been 
comparable to bring it on! He heard other warnings at times, but 

always had his gun near so he was treated with respect. Despite 
Kince’s reputation on the railroad, he wasn’t that great in the 

kitchen. Laura felt that without her talents there, he would have 
died early at his own hands.  

Ossie graduated from Northside Elementary School in 1929 

and went on to Central High. His father’s nonchalance regarding 
Klan threats had an effect on Ossie, but like so many others of 

color, father and son knew of the danger of the times and were 
cautious. Ossie relates the time his dad went to visit his sister, 
finding no one home but the door open, so he went in. Seeing a 

pound cake in the kitchen, he took a good-sized piece of it and 
indulged. He soon left and once outside the house, he encountered 

an acquaintance and they talked for a while. The later then 
mentioned that Kince’s sister had moved away. The house now 
had white residents. The man left. Kince thought about the pound 

cake and left in a hurry, too. He didn’t run though as that would 
have been cause for trouble. 

At Central, Ossie read and read. This may explain his 
creativity, which will soon be made evident. He was too thin and 
not aggressive enough to play football so he became the water boy. 

He was a good speaker and acted in Shakepeare’s As You Like It. 
By this time his dad had quit the railroad job and became an herb 

doctor with a thriving practice. As a junior, his family moved to 
Valdosta, 60 miles from Waycross, but the teenager stayed with his 
Aunt Bina. By the time of graduation, R. C. had two scholarships, 

one to Savannah State College and the other to Tuskegee Institute 
in Alabama. For financial reasons, he headed off to Howard 
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University in the nation’s capital. In his mind, he knew he’d be a 
writer. 

At Howard, Dr. Alain Locke introduced him to theater and 
the world of black drama. One day, when the former inquired as to 

his future aspirations, Ossie replied, a playwright. In high school, 
R. C. had written a play as well as done some acting. Locke 
recommended that as soon as Davis graduated he should contact 

Dick Campbell and Muriel Rahn in Harlem. He didn’t wait that 
long, dropping out of the university in 1939 and heading to New 

York. Through connections with students at Howard, he managed 
to survive. It helps to know the right people. Later, Davis attended 
Columbia University School. 

On arriving in New York, Davis sought out Dick Campbell 
and the Rose McClendon Players. He was headed to the 124th 

Street library. Ossie had a few odd jobs, including selling flowers 
and work at a garment factory. Times were tough and he even slept 
in Mount Morris Park a few times. He was there one night when he 

was awakened by an officer of the law. Davis spent the night in the 
127th Street jail. The next day the judge wasn’t very sympathet ic 

until Ossie said, I am not a vagrant, Your Honor. I have job. He 
mentioned where he worked. When Handcraft Blouse, Inc., was 
contacted, they vouched for him and soon he was set free.  

Because of the times and where he was living, he found out 
about the Struggle and its participants: A. Philip Randolph, Marion 

Anderson, W. E. B. Du Bois, Father Divine, Walter White, Paul 
Robeson, Richard Wright and Adam Clayton Powell, Jr. He was 
inspired and his writing was about the movement. He began 

writing Leonidas is Fallen, a tale of a slave struggling to be free 
from the shackles of his masters. He didn’t finish it and a short 

time later went back to it, only to be discouraged. His escape was 
to enlist in the Army. 

His schooling earned him a job as a surgical technician – 

scrub nurse, really. He was shipped out to Liberia after his stint at 
Fort Benning, Georgia. Returning to the states in February 1945, 

Campbell and Rahn took him to see Cabin in the Sky. He was 
introduced to Ethel Waters. He wasn’t free of the Army, though. 
After a physical, because of his bad habit with the bottle, he 

figured he was done with the armed forces. He was soon notified 
that he’d be back with the Army. He wound up in Missouri at Fort 
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Leonard Wood. The dropping of the bomb in August 1945 on 
Japan ended the war and his military adventures.  

He was in Valdosta in the autumn of 1945 when he 
received a call from Campbell about playing the role of Jeb in the 

play of the same name. It was about a soldier who lost his leg in 
the war and was returning home. His work choices were limited so 
Jeb figured he could take over for the bookkeeper, who was 

retiring. The plantation owner knew what Jeb could do but was 
reluctant to bring him into the fold as a clerk. Soon the Ku Klux 

Klan appears on the scene and violence ensues.  
Ruby Ann Wallace was born on October 27, 1924 in 

Cleveland, Ohio, to Gladys Hightower and Marshall Edward 

Nathaniel Wallace. Marshall was a porter while Gladys was a 
deserter. When Ruby was almost a year old, her mother abandoned 

her, her father, her brother Thomas Edward and her sister 
Angelina, apparently finding religion. Leaving the family didn’t 
sound very Christian to me. Ruby’s grandmother picked out a new 

wife for her son, Emma Amelia Benson, who was a schoolteacher. 
Emma was a more caring mother that Gladys had been. Before 

long, Gladys’ new baby, LaVerne became Ruby’s third sibling at 
their new home in Harlem. 

Growing up, Ruby was influenced by Emma, a good 

speaker who encouraged her daughter to enter the yearly Oratorical 
Contest. Ruby participated, earning two honorable mentions, 

second prize and eventually first prize with the speech, “John 
Marshall and the Constitution”. Other events in Harlem brought 
speakers advocating for civil rights and social justice. The results 

were uprisings and riots, which resulted in injuries and deaths.  
The Wallace family faced hard times, including not being 

able to make rent payments. Emma pleaded for more time and the 
landlord heard her, but still demanded payment for three months 
rent. The situation didn’t look good until one day a letter reached 

the household. The landlord sent word that they didn’t have to pay 
the back rent. There was forgiveness and compassion in many 

instances.  
Ruby went to Harriet Beecher Stowe Junior High, followed 

by Hunter College High School. Graduating from the high school 

just about assured a student passage into Hunter College. Once at 
the college, Ruby wanted to be an actress, but knew of the limited 
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roles for a person of color: portraying a criminal, comic, servant, 
slave or someone who was on the stage to placate the white 

audience. It would be a tough profession in which to succeed. She 
also considered being a speech therapist or language teacher. The 

American Negro Theater had just been established by Fred O’Neal 
and Abram Hill, so she auditioned for a role in a comedy, On 
Strivers Row. She got the part of Cobina, but also took dancing 

lessons with her sister LaVerne in a studio overlooking 125th 
Street. While rehearsing the part of Cobina, she met Frankie Dee 

Brown, who persuaded her to marry him in Mother Zion AME 
Church on August 31, 1941. 

Married life still had her acting in about one play every 

year, including Starlight in 1942 and Three‟s a Family in 1943. 
She also had a role in South Pacific – which had nothing to do with 

the musical that would be a big smash hit later. In 1944, she 
received degrees in Spanish and French from Hunter College. She 
is a member of Delta Sigma Theta, a sorority of women dedicated 

to public service. Upon graduation she found a job as a translator 
for an import-export company. Her acting aspirations continued 

but not her marriage, which was coming to an end. For Ruby, 1945 
brought the death of Franklin Delano Roosevelt as well as the end 
of her time with Frankie. There would be a new beginning for her 

when she was called to be a part of the production of Jeb. She was 
to audition for the role of Libby, the girlfriend of the leading man, 

to be played by Ossie Davis. 
Dee didn’t land that role but did become an understudy for 

the part, to be portrayed by Geraldine Prillerman. After a few 

rehearsals, it was decided that Prillerman wasn’t the character 
Libby, so they’d have to find someone to play her. Ruby read for it 

and it wasn’t long before the search ended. She was Libby. Ruby 
and Ossie were close on stage but just communicated to each other 
offstage. They were friends but that changed one day in rehearsal. 

It happened when Davis was supposed to say, You know me, you 
know Libby! Instead he uttered, You know me, you know Ruby! 

Sparks flew even though Valentine’s Day was a month away.  
Jeb opened on February 20, 1946 at the Martin Beck 

Theater and closed after nine performances. It wasn’t a good start, 

but next up was Anna Lucasta, a mix of drama and comedy about a 
streetwalker, which took a sassy look at Negro life. It was a big hit, 
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playing with road companies across the country and in London. 
The tour of Anna Lucasta covered 1946-1947 and brought Ossie 

and Ruby together and they knew that they were right for each 
other. It also made them a success, as it was the beginning of their 

careers as stars of the stage and screen. Before long you couldn’t 
mention one name without the other. They were married on 
December 9, 1948. Unlike many Hollywood relationships, their 

union stood the test of time, despite the occasional disagreements.  
Ossie and Ruby have been on stage and screen in numerous 

acting roles. You can search for a list on the Internet, or read With 
Ossie & Ruby by Ossie Davis & Ruby Dee. This 1998 double 
autobiography is inspiring, informational and humorous, a fine 

book about two great Americans. Their work in entertaining us is 
accompanied by their social activism. After the Supreme Court’s 

1954 decision, “Brown v. Board of Education”, Ossie and Ruby 
became involved with the Retail Drug Workers Union, Local 1199. 
Ossie wrote The People of Clarendon County and Ruby and Ossie 

played all the characters in what they presented in the union hall of 
1199. This association was to last throughout their lives.  

Just about anyone who was involved with the union and the 
workers in their struggle for better wages, was accused of being a 
socialist or communist. He or she was being watched by big 

brother, better known as J. Edgar Hoover and the Feds. Most 
likely, Senator Joseph McCarthy wasn’t one o f their fans. Being 

blacklisted had nothing to do with the color of your skin. 
Fortunately, the Davises could make a living on off-Broadway 
productions, but life wasn’t easy for any individual who made the 

infamous list.   
I’m not that convinced that these bad guys on the lookout 

for alleged commies were that bright. They showed up at Crystal 
Lake looking for Ruby and Ossie and a few of the others. The 
couple was right there when these brilliant detectives asked if 

anyone had seen Ossie and Ruby. The couple both said no. The 
play to be performed that night was The Cherry Orchard, so the 

process servers hung around, figuring they could catch the couple 
on stage, which is where they were. After the performance the 
couple hid somewhere. One rumor was that they were hiding in a 

large basket, which the two searchers passed. Another story is that 
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they hid in a nearby barn loft. In either case, the process servers 
left disappointed without the two. 

Ruby and Ossie are well-known civil rights activists, very 
instrumental in the March on Washington in 1963. Both were 

friends of Malcolm X and Martin Luther King, Jr. Ossie gave the 
eulogy at the funeral of the former as well as a tribute to Martin 
Luther King, Jr. the day after he was assassinated. Ruby is a 

member of the NAACP, the Student Nonviolent Coordinating 
Committee, the Southern Christian Leadership Conference and the 

Congress of Racial Equality.  
Ossie and Ruby were on their way to a reception at the 

White House in 1995 honoring the couple with the National Medal 

of Arts. Ruby wondered if the White House knew of their past, 
because had the Secret Service done some checking, their names 

may have been removed from the event. Ossie relates their 
experience. They were on a bus with others and were stopped by 
some guards just doing basic identifications of the passengers. 

Everything was in order and they were on their way. A dog entered 
the bus and did some of his own checking, or so it seemed. As he 

came to where Ruby and Ossie were, he started growling and the 
couple realized they had been found out. Actually, it didn’t happen 
that way at all – Ossie’s a good storyteller with a sense of humor. 

The bus and the dog were real, but Fido didn’t recognize them. 
They did go on to see Bill and Hillary.  

Davis has appeared in over four dozen movies, over three 
dozen television performances and has been on the stage for almost 
the same number as his TV stints. He was a director five times. 

Ruby has appeared in a few more movies than her husband and 
about the same number of times on television and in plays. They 

received the Kennedy Center Honors in 2004. 
Ossie was the recipient of numerous awards: the First 

Mississippi Freedom Democratic Party citation, 1965; Emmy 

nomination for Teacher, Teacher, 1969; Antoinette Perry 
nomination for Purlie, 1970; Emmy nomination for King, 1978; 

Coretta Scott King Award of the American Library Association 
and Jane Addams Children’s Award for Escape to Freedom, 1979; 
Neil Simon Jury Award for For Us the Living, 1983; NAACP 

Award for Do the Right Thing, 1989; Theater Hall of Fame, 1994; 
Emmy nomination for Miss Evers‟ Boys, 1997. Ruby gathered 
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numerous awards: Emmy nomination for The Nurses, 1964; Obie 
and Drama Desk Award for Boesman and Lena, 1970; Operation 

PUSH Martin Luther King, Jr. Award, 1970; Drama Desk Award 
for Wedding Band, 1973; ACE Award for Long Day‟s Journey into 

Night, 1983; Theater Hall of Fame, 1988; NAACP Award for Do 
the Right Thing, 1989; Literary Guild Award for Two Ways to 
Count to Ten, 1989; Emmy nomination for China Beach, 1990; 

Women in Film’s Crystal Award, 1991; Emmy Award for 
Decoration Day, 1991; Muse Award from the N. Y. Women in 

Film and Television, 1997. She won an Academy Award for best 
actress in American Gangster in 2008. From 1970 to 1995, the 
couple received awards from the New York Urban League, Actors 

Equity Association, Volunteers in Service to America, NAACP, 
National Academy of Television Arts and Science and the National 

Medal of Arts.  
At the age of 87, on February 4, 2005, Ossie died in Miami, 

most likely from heart problems. His death occurred a year after 

his mom died, who was almost 106. Ossie was a poet, author, 
social activist, playwright, director, actor in American film, on 

television and on Broadway.  Besides being an actress, Ruby is an 
activist, playwright, poet, journalist and screenwriter. Their 
children are actor and blues musician Guy Davis and daughters 

Nora Davis Day and Dr. Hasna Muhammad, formerly known as 
LaVerne. Nora is the CEO of Davis Dee Enterprises and Emmalyn 

II Productions Inc. Hasna is Assistant Superintendent for 
Curriculum and Personnel in the Poughkeepsie City School 
District. 
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4. Ralph, Henry and Russ 
 

Ralph Nader 
 

Nader was born on born February 27, 1934, in Winsted, 
Connecticut, to Nathra and Rose Bouziane Nader. Both of his 

parents were immigrants from Lebanon with Nathra first coming to 
the United States in 1912, returning in 1925 to Lebanon where he 
met and married Rose. The couple came to the United States and 

settled in Danbury, Connecticut. Nathra worked in a mill and then 
owned a restaurant and bakery, talking politics with customers. A 

brother, Shafeek, sisters, Claire and Laura, were born before 
Ralph.  

In the late 1940s, the family visited Rose’s parents because 

she and Nathra wanted to show the children where they’d lived. 
Claire said, We were taught that people from other countries had 

something to offer and bring to America. For this visit, an 
archbishop of the Eastern Orthodox Church was visiting the house. 
Each person there was kissing the ring of the archbishop, but Ralph 

said, I don‟t have to kiss your ring. This may have been his first 
instance of questioning authority. The archbishop turned to the 

lad’s mother and said, Something is going to come from this young 
man. 

Even on the ship carrying the family from the United States 

to Lebanon, Nader displayed devotion when his sister Laura 
became ill and was in her room. An officer of the ship said he 
would check on her. Ralph scampered off to his sister’s room and 

blocked the door. Claire stated that Ralph told the man that he 
couldn‟t go in. He wanted to protect Laura. Later on, Nader would 

do much the same thing in protecting citizens from the grip of 
corporate thieves. 

Besides being good parents, they were outstanding 

teachers. Some nights, dinners lasted for hours with much 
discussion on politics and workers’ rights. They impressed on the 

children the importance of being good citizens. Claire said, Going 
to school was nothing compared to being at our dinner table. Rose 
was a big influence on Ralph and his siblings, te lling them that 

determination puts your dreams on wheels. 
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 The name of his dad’s business was Highland Arms 
Restaurant – the first part because it was in the highlands of 

Connecticut and Arms in reference to reaching out to embrace the 
community. Tourists, jurors from the courthouse, sales people and 

workers at the mill stopped in. Some did so without any money, 
but Nathra fed them anyway. This was the time of the Great 
Depression so people were hungry and had no jobs. Ralph worked 

in the restaurant at the front register and waiting on tables. Like his 
dad, he didn’t mind talking to the customers. He inserted his sense 

of humor into the conversation.  
  Shafeek learned his role as a citizen from his parents, 

attending many meetings in the town. He was eight years older 

than Ralph and became a second father to Nader. Ralph graduated 
from the Gilbert School and after it moved to another building, 

Shafeek thought the old building was right for a community 
college. The older brother succeeded in his dream and it became 
the first community college in Connecticut in its newly established 

system. 
Princeton University was the next school for Nader. The 

school offered him a scholarship and one day while on campus he 
noticed a host of dead birds on the ground, more than a dozen. He 
figured that dichlorodiphenyltrichloroethane (DDT) had been 

sprayed causing the deaths. He went to the school newspaper to 
report on this, asking if this use of the poisons would affect 

humans as well. The reporter showed no interest so Ralph wrote a 
letter to the paper, but the editor didn’t publish it. It would be ten 
years before Rachel Carson wrote her groundbreaking book on the 

hazards of DDT, Silent Spring. 
At Princeton, Ralph noted the gentleman C mentality. 

Many of his classmates had come from families with plenty of 
money so these students aimed for the C just so they could move 
on. He remembered his father’s words. Colleges can teach you 

how to make a living, but they can‟t teach you how to make a life. 
One thing Ralph didn’t have was a gentleman C mentality. He 

studied hard and even audited classes so he could learn as much as 
he could. Because of his intense study habits, guys would spot him 
in the library with his books and jeer at him, calling him a dirty 

grind. Anyone who spent a great deal of time was a grind. This led 
him to slipping through an open window so he could work 
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undisturbed. One night a professor caught him doing this and 
Ralph explained his motive. He soon had a key to the building.  

To get around campus and later to far away destinations, 
Ralph did some hitchhiking. Riding with various drivers, he 

learned much about his fellow man. He heard their complaints and 
his education grew by another means besides the university. As a 
hitchhiker, he and the driver were first on the scene of many 

accidents – many of them painfully brutal. This may be where 
Nader received the inspiration for his best selling book. In the 

spring of 1955, he earned his AB degree, magna cum laude, from 
the Woodrow Wilson School of Public and International Affairs. In 
the fall of 1955, Ralph was on his way to Harvard Law School.  

Ralph wasn’t very happy at Harvard as he saw the school 
creating attorneys only so they could defend conniving 

corporations. It seemed that ordinary citizens wouldn’t be 
represented by these graduates. He wondered why there were no 
considerations for laws about civil rights, the environment and 

social justice issues. In his last year at Harvard, he wrote the book, 
American Cars: Designed For Death. That title would change. In 

1958, he received his LLB from Harvard Law School.  
Ralph soon joined the Army Reserves. This encompassed 

two months of rigorous basic training with four months of full-time 

duty. After that he had a few years of inactive reserve service. He 
was a cook and really enjoyed the food and the procedures 

involved in preparing food for great masses of people. When the 
higher ups discovered his background at Harvard, he was soon 
typing files. Upon completion, he continued writing and traveled 

extensively, something he had been doing for a while. He was 
admitted to the bar and began working as an attorney in Hartford. 

From 1961 to 1963, he taught history at the University of Hartford. 
He moved to Washington, DC, in 1964 and worked for Daniel 
Patrick Moynihan. He was also on the faculty of the law school at 

American University. 
Recalling all those disastrous pileups on the highway in the 

past while he was hitchhiking, Nader published Unsafe At Any 
Speed: The Designed-In Dangers Of The American Automobile in 
1965. The book was a best seller and concluded that the car 

manufacturers could have made automobiles safer, but they added 
all those special features and forgot about protecting the driver. In 
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the process they cut corners and saved a few dollars. Industry 
insiders had given Ralph the information he needed to write the 

book. Nader was now a household name.  
In January 1966, Nader was asked to appear in Des Moines, 

the state capital, for a hearing on automobile safety. All eyes were 
on the author, but two or three were truly annoying as they came 
close to stalking Nader. Actually, it was discovered that they were 

detectives hired by General Motors to obtain some dirt on Ralph. 
They weren’t having much luck since he was clean and nothing 

more than an ambitious young lawyer whose mission was to serve 
the people. What did come out of the hearing and the book was 
legislation to improve auto safety. Because of the harassment, 

Nader received a small settlement in the amount of $280,000. I’m 
sure there was no admission of guilt by the corporation. 

Nader had taken on Goliath and had been triumphant. 
There was no stopping him now. In 1968, Ralph and a few law 
students investigated the Federal Trade Commission (FTC) for 

wrongdoing and shoddy performance. Their efforts brought change 
to the FTC as Richard Nixon order a study of the commission and 

named a new head for the agency. One of the FTC cases concluded 
that a contest of the McDonald’s Corporation only paid out 
$13,000 in prizes even though prize money was advertised as 

$500,000. 
Ralph’s team was dubbed Nader’s Raiders by the 

Washington Post. These Raiders were fueled by the enthusiasm of 
young activists, and they didn’t wear silver and black – they were 
good guys. They worked on other projects besides car safety, 

including corruption in government. They were responsible for 
publishing dozens of relevant books. Using the money from the car 

safety lawsuit, Nader established the Public Interest Research 
Group (PIRG) and before long Oregon students formed their own 
branch, OSPIRG. Today there are over two-dozen PIRGs in the 

United States. 
Nader co-founded Public Citizen with Alan Morrison in 

1971. The group looks into environmental, health and economic 
issues. In Nader’s words, The consumer must be protected at times 
from his own indiscretion and vanity. Ralph challenged the Nixon 

administration’s firing of Archibald Cox and the resignations of 
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Elliot Richardson and William Ruckleshaus in the Saturday Night 
Massacre related to the Watergate scandal.  

Ralph was a leader of the anti-nuclear movement in the 
1970s and 1980s. He established the Critical Mass Energy Project 

in 1974, one of the largest anti-nuclear organizations in the 
country. Because of national security, environmental concerns, 
foreign policy, government accountability and disaster 

preparedness, Nader proposed a replacement of nuclear energy 
with renewable energy in the form of wind, solar, geothermal and 

tidal.     
 Ralph was concerned about ecology and campaigned for 
the education of the public in that regard. He offered that Lake Erie 

was so contaminated that you should have a typhoid inoculation 
before you set sail on parts of the lake. He mentioned that the 

Buffalo River was so loaded with petroleum, that the city of the 
same name should classify it as a fire hazard. Actually, the 
Cuyahoga River did catch fire outside of Cleveland in June 1969. 

What were the firemen going to use to extinguish the blaze? Nader 
knew of rivers in New England where he thought a person falling 

into them would probably dissolve before he drowned.  
 Nader ran for president five times: 1992, 1996, 2000, 2004 
and 2008. Some insist that he cost Al Gore the presidency in 2000. 

They were wrong and should have blamed it on the Supreme Court 
and those who counted the votes in Florida – I stand corrected: 

those who didn’t count them. Those were the real culprits.  
 Nader faced tough times in 1986. His brother Shafeek died 
of prostate cancer in August 1986. In April of that year, he was 

participating in a college debate when he noticed that his left eye 
wouldn’t close. When he awoke the next day, the left side of his 

face was numb. He had contracted Bell’s Palsy. Ralph suffered 
with it for months. 

Nader has never married. Karen Croft, a writer who worked 

with Ralph in the late 1970s, asked him if he ever would. 
Apparently he was married to helping people. He would put in 

eighteen-hour days, seven days a week. Karen reported, He said 
that at a certain point he had to decide whether to have a family or 
to have a career, that he couldn‟t have both. That‟s the kind of 

person he is. He couldn‟t have a wife – he‟s up all night reading 
the Congressional Record. When it comes to technology, he has no 



 

65 

 

problems with computers, but would rather work with his trusted 
typewriter. 

For the years 1965 and 1966, Ralph was a recipient of the 
Nieman Fellows Award. He was named one of ten Outstanding 

Young Men of the United States by the U. S. Junior Chamber of 
Commerce in 1967. He was presented the S. Roger Horchow 
Award for Greatest Public Service by Private Citizen in 1974. This 

is presented yearly by the Jefferson Awards, which was created in 
1972 as a Nobel Prize for community and public service in the 

United States. On April 16, 2013, at the fifteenth Annual Kahlil 
Gibran Spirit of Humanity Awards in Washington, DC, Nader 
received the Najeeb Halaby Award for Public Service for his 

leadership and work on advocacy in promoting the public interest. 
You can read more about Nader in the 2000 book, Ralph Nader: 

Battling For Democracy by Kevin Graham. 
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Henry Wallace 
 

Henry Agard Wallace in born in Orient, Iowa, on October 
7, 1888, to Henry Cantwell Wallace and May Brodhead Wallace. 

His father was a university professor, newspaper editor, author and 
farmer, who was Secretary of Agriculture for Calvin Coolidge and 
Warren Harding. His mother’s interests were art, music and plants. 

The family’s roots were Scottish and Irish, with Henry Agard’s 
grandfather Henry – another one – having been a Presbyterian 

minister, preaching the social gospel. Grandpa also practiced 
scientific farming and organized various farm associations. He had 
great concern for his fellow farmers. I’m sure he would have 

approved of Farm Aid but despised the huge corporate farms of 
today. 

May shared her love of plants with her son, teaching him 
the art of crossbreeding. The family was friends with George 
Washington Carver and took him into their household in a time of 

segregation, which precluded Carver from living in the dorm. The 
eight-year old Henry and Carver took nature walks and Wallace 

learned a great deal about prairie grasses and wildflowers. By the 
time Henry was ten, he was working with his own plants, 
conducting experiments with corn. His other interests were 

statistics and math.  
He earned a bachelor’s degree in animal husbandry at Iowa 

State College in 1910 and then was on the staff of the Wallace’s 
Farmer, a family owned publication, which he did until 1929. He 
was the Chief Editor there for five years. He wrote agricultural 

articles, statistical studies and experimented more with corn. He 
did some teaching in math and was very influential in the field of 

econometrics as related to agriculture.  
In May 1914, Henry wed Ilo Browne, who had a small 

inheritance that enabled Wallace to set up the Hi-Bred Corn 

Company. The company became the Pioneer Hi-Bred 
International, which eventually the Dupont Company purchased 

for $10,000,000 in 1999. The couple had three children: Henry, 
Jean and Robert. Apparently the family liked the name Henry.  

Raised a Presbyterian, Wallace was a devout Christian all 

his life. His college years brought dissatisfaction with organized 
religion so he explored various other faiths, including spiritualism. 
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Before joining the Episcopal Church in 1939, he was influenced by 
theosophy and worked in organizing a Liberal Catholic Church in 

Des Moines. In addition, Henry was a Freemason, who attained the 
32nd Degree in the Scottish Rite.   

Henry was in contact with the editor of the Irish 
Homestead, George William Russell. George was a Theosophist, 
Irish poet and artist, whose weekly publication paralleled 

Wallace’s dedication to rural life. Russell was instrumental in the 
Credit Union movement of Ireland. Henry also communicated with 

Nicholas Roerich, his wife Helena and Frances Grant. The latter 
was Secretary of the Roerich Museum in New York. Roosevelt 
sent Roerich to Central Asia, where Nicholas apparently collected 

drought resistant grasses. 
Wallace was a registered Republican and would remain so 

until 1936, even campaigning for the Democrat Al Smith. He was 
a Progressive and one of three Republicans who joined the cabinet 
of President Franklin Delano Roosevelt in 1933. The others were 

William H. Woodin who became Secretary of the Treasury and 
Harold Ickes, the new Secretary of the Interior. Becoming 

Secretary of Agriculture, Henry was not without controversy. He 
instituted the slaughter of hogs for raising prices of agricultural 
commodities, paying farmers to render the fields fallow by 

plowing up cotton fields. Arthur M. Schlesinger, Jr. was critical of 
Henry but called him the best secretary of agriculture the country 

has ever had. After the Great Depression, the farmer’s position had 
to be restored, which Wallace did along with his concern for 
subsistence farming and rural poverty. The Secretary of 

Agriculture instituted school lunch programs, food stamps, soil 
conservation, control of erosion and land-use planning. He worked 

for combating animal and plant diseases and the development of 
hybrid seeds for increasing productivity.  

 Wallace served as Secretary of Agriculture for the first two 

terms of FDR and then became vice president in 1941. He would 
have been president in 1945 except that Roosevelt brought Harry 

Truman on board as vice president despite the fact that a survey 
chose Wallace over Truman by 65% to 2%. In March 1945 
Roosevelt appointed Wallace Secretary of Commerce, where he 

served a short time. He was fired by Truman in 1946 because of 
his feelings about the Soviet Union. Wallace then became the 
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editor of The New Republic. In that position he lambasted 
Truman’s foreign policy, saying that the Truman Doctrine would 

result in years of fear. Henry thought that with the end of World 
War II, it was a good time to work with Russia rather than against 

them, negotiating and offering aid. Truman would have none of 
that. 

Henry was a progressive Democrat but ran for president in 

1948 for the Progressive Party. Wallace had no chance of winning 
the election, but he carried on, hoping to have an influence on 

government nonetheless. Finishing fourth with only 2.4% of the 
vote – behind Truman, Thomas Dewey, Strom Thurmond – he 
received no electoral votes and his popular vote count was 

1,157,063.  There were many factors for his low vote tally as 
liberals, progressives and Republicans stayed away from him. He 

was falsely branded a Communist, which didn’t help. The media 
did him no favors either, not that he expected any special treatment 
from them. He just wanted them to do their job, in which they 

failed miserably. One of his observations was, I am more and more 
beginning to reach the conclusion that it is a mistake to read the 

newspapers about any controversial matter because they so often 
give an absolutely inaccurate picture. 

He couldn’t have won the election in 1948, but had 

Roosevelt kept him as vice president, he would have been the guy 
in the White House. Wallace missed becoming the 33rd president 

of the United States by 82 days. Had he become president, Little 
Boy wouldn’t have been dropped on Hiroshima and Fat Man 
wouldn’t have fallen on Nagasaki in August 1945. Most likely 

there wouldn’t have been a Korean, Vietnam or Cold War. 
As a progressive, Wallace campaigned for jobs and further 

rights for women. He was a friend of the small farmer. He opposed 
the Jim Crow laws, even refusing to patronize businesses that 
practiced discrimination and was the first person that wouldn’t 

appear in front of an audience if it was segregated. Henry favored 
voting rights for eighteen year olds. He was way ahead of his time. 

In the early 1960s, Wallace was struck with amyotrophic lateral 
sclerosis, also known as Motor Neurone Disease and Lou Gehrig’s 
Disease. It’s characterized by difficulty in speaking, breathing and 

swallowing with muscle atrophy and progressive weakness. On 
November 18, 1965, Wallace died in Danbury, Connecticut. Henry 
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Wallace, Harry Truman and the Cold War, the 1976 book by 
Richard J. Walton has more on Henry Wallace.  
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Russ Feingold 
 

Russ Dana Feingold was born in the town of Janesville in 
Wisconson, on March 3, 1953, to Leon Feingold and Sylvia 

Binstock Feingold. His father was a lawyer, who was inspired by 
Fighting Bob La Follette. His mother labored at a title company. 
His paternal grandfather emigrated from Minsk in 1906 with the 

name of Max Winogradoff, which was soon changed to Feingold. 
Russ’s siblings include David and Nancy, who were older than 

Russ, and Dena, who became the first female rabbi in Wisconsin in 
1982. 

All the Feingold children were intelligent and had great 

work ethics. David excelled at debating and Russ followed in his 
footsteps, thoroughly researching an issue that was the topic of the 

argument. The Joseph A. Craig High School debate team, of which 
Russ was a big part, was outstanding, but that wasn’t enough for 
Feingold. In 1971, it became the first high school in Janesville to 

attain the state debating championship.  
That wasn’t the only memorable accomplishment of his 

days at Craig. He was a leader, extremely popular and very 
influential. He made friends with everyone: nerds, jocks, hoods, 
brainiacs and hippies. Through Russ’s leadership, the school 

modified the dress code to the students’ liking. That wasn’t the 
end, though. 

In February 1971, news came of a disruption at the school 
as a few months before a teacher roughed up a student. The new 
principal, William McBay, invited students to come to his office if 

there were problems. One day about 100 disgruntled members of 
the school entered his office. It didn’t look good and McBay asked, 

Where‟s Feingold? He was sure that Russ had instigated this 
assembly. When Russ joined the meeting, McBay asked what they 
wanted, to which Russ replied, Open Campus. This would give 

seniors a chance to leave the building if they had no classes and 
use the time as they wanted. Eventually a committee of students 

and adults was set up to consider the matter. Russ was in the 
debate but so was Jane Cullen, who Feingold thought would vote 
against the students. However, when Russ presented their case, 

Jane thought that Open Campus would work out. It still is a 
practice at the school today. 
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Russ was a dedicated student who impressed people. Tom 
Joynt, who would become superintendent of the Green Bay public 

schools, felt that the lad would someday become a senator or even 
run for the highest office in the land. Russ graduated and then 

headed off to the University of Wisconsin in the fall of 1972. He 
continued as a leader who excelled in his studies. He had all A’s 
except for one constitutional law course in which he received an 

A/B, which was somewhere between an A and a B. He went into 
the office of his professor, Joel Grossman, and the latter thought 

that his student was set to complain about the grade. Instead Russ 
apologized, saying, I don‟t know what happened, but it will not 
happen again. Grossman would comment that in his 40-year career 

as a teacher, Russ was one of his top five students.  
Feinstein received a BA degree with honors from the 

University of Wisconsin in 1975. He was awarded a Rhodes 
scholarship and he followed that up with a JD with honors from the 
Harvard Law School in 1979. Before beginning Harvard Law 

School, he married his college girlfriend, Sue Levine, in 
Milwaukee. Russ worked at the law firm of Foley & Lardner, and 

then left to run for the state legislature. On election night, he 
seemed to be behind in the votes and was ready to concede. After a 
recount that took three weeks, Feingold was declared the winner. 

People thought he had two chances against the incumbent, Everett 
Bidwell – slim and none. Russ did the grass roots thing, talked to 

the people and uprooted the Republican in 1982, becoming 
Wisconsin’s second youngest state senator. Bidwell had been in 
the position for almost 30 years.  

In office, Russ followed in the footsteps of the progressive 
La Follette. With a stubborn determination, he fought for the 

underdog, favored community and smallness over bigness. He 
stood up for causes and at times people questioned his decisions, 
but he wasn’t afraid to stand up for the Constitution and what he 

believed in. In a few years, he would have his sights set on a higher 
office. 

Again with the odds against him, he decided to run for the 
U. S. Senate. He posted a contract of five items on his garage door: 
relying only on citizens for campaign contributions; accepting no 

pay raise while in office; living in Middleton, Wisconsin and 
spending most of his time there; holding listening sessions in every 
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county of the state each year; hiring staff members who lived in the 
state or with Wisconsin backgrounds. He had two hurdles to win 

the senate seat: the primary and the general election. In each he 
faced impossible odds. Russ had a great sense of humor and used 

all he could to attract votes, but he refused to slander his 
opponents. In one ad, he walked inside his home, showing the 
audience his kitchen and hallway. He then opened up a closet and 

said, Look – no skeletons. On another occasion he held an 
Enquirer-type tabloid up with the headline, Elvis Endorses 

Feingold. Russ then added, You can‟t believe everything you read. 
Before the election, unlike his opponents, Feingold had opposed 
tax cuts and favored reducing the national debt and budget deficits, 

even offering an 82 point budget deficit plan. When the primary 
was done, Russ had won 70% of the vote. Then it was on to the 

general election. 
The primary victory could be credited to the other 

candidates slamming each other, while Russ did the grassroots 

thing, free of negative campaigning. On election night, Feingold 
trounced the mudslinger, Bob Kasten, 53% to 47%. He was only 

the second Democrat to defeat an incumbent in 1992.  
He was headed to Washington and his friends Sly Sylvester 

and Mike Wittenwyler helped him move. The latter was also going 

east to work in Russ’ office. Sly commented on the furniture and 
desk that was on the moving truck and wondered if these items had 

been picked up from the side of the street on garbage collection 
day. Feinstein had never been out for the money aspect of politics. 
He refused to take gifts of any kind from lobbyists in exchange for 

favors. If he or his staff went to lunch with others, they each paid 
their own way. His aide Susanne Martinez wasn’t comfortable with 

this policy, but went along with it, anyway. Once Susanne went to 
a late night committee meeting where the staff had some Chinese 
food. Martinez picked up an egg roll and indulged in it. Soon 

someone accused her of taking food from lobbyists. She tossed a 
dollar on the table and said, Here‟s my dollar for the egg roll. 

In 1993, Russ, Paul Wellstone, Carl Levin and Frank 
Lautenberg proposed a gift ban in the Senate. It took two years 
until it was finally adopted. Sadly, it was watered down somewhat, 

just like so many other bills. Russ stood up to power politics, 
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voting against NAFTA, which turned out to be the right choice. 
Joseph E. Stiglitz, one of Clinton’s Economic advisors said,  

 
NAFTA did not close the gap in income between Mexico

 and the United States, nor did it reduce pressure of illegal
 immigration from Mexico to the United States. Indeed, in
 some cases NAFTA worsened the problem – for example,

 tens of thousands of poor Mexican farmers were forced off
 their land and headed north across the border. 200,000

 jobs in the region were lost in 2001-02, many moving to
 China.  

 

Feingold served three terms in the Senate, but was defeated 
for a fourth in 2010 by Ron Johnson. John Kerry selected Russ as a 

special envoy to the Great Lakes region of Africa in June 2013. He 
is known for the McCain-Feingold Bill, which was a major step to 
removing big money from elections. It passed in 2002, but 

unfortunately quite a few amendments passed with it and watered 
it down. In January 2010, it was obliterated by the Supreme 

Court’s decision, Citizens United, about which I’ll say more later.  
If there had been more Senators like Russ, the nation would 

have returned to being a democracy, rather than the country that 

today is ruled by the criminal corporations. I mentioned his 
listening sessions earlier and for fourteen years as a Senator, he 

had done just that as he listened to the people. Not all agreed with 
everything he did, but they certainly respected him. In 2005, he 
and his second wife Mary mentioned that they would be divorcing. 

At first she was reluctant to marry a politician, but she changed her 
mind. Even though Feingold made numerous trips home, staying 

away from Washington as much as possible, his campaign pledge, 
which involved much travel within his state, probably led to the 
split. 

Feingold always voted his conscience, but never deterred 
from the Constitution. He voted against the resolution to use force 

against Iraq in 2002. In 2005, he called for the withdrawal of 
troops from that country. In March 2006, he introduced a 
resolution to censure George W. Bush. Feingold had been an 

advocate of universal health care and voted against Clinton’s 
health care plan, saying that it ignored the citizens of the country at 
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the expense of the insurance industry. Russ favored the rights of 
gun owners, but was in favor of gun control, including background 

checks. One of the only issues I disagree with him on is retaliating 
against the terrorists by waging war Afghanistan in 2001. The 

relatives of victims of that horrible day pleaded to not answer 
violence with more of the same. Fighting terrorism is no easy 
matter with very few simple solutions.  

Feingold is a recipient of the John Kennedy Profile in 
Courage Award. He is the sole Senator to vote against the Patriot 

Act during the initial vote on the legislation. You can read about 
this great Senator in the 2007 book, Feingold: A New Democratic 
Party by Sanford D. Horwitt. 
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5. Meryl, Paul and John    
 

Meryl Streep 
 

She was born Mary Louise Streep in Summit, New Jersey, 
on June 22, 1949, to Harry William Streep, Jr. and Mary Louise 

Wilkinson Streep. Her father worked in the pharmaceutical 
industry while her mother was a commercial artist. Her mom 
addressed her daughter as Meryl and the name stuck. If you repeat 

Mary Lou fast a few times, its sounds like the name of the actress. 
Her father’s ancestors trace back to Loffenau, Germany, as well as 

to Giswil, Switzerland. Her mother’s ancestors hailed from 
Germany, Ireland and England. Meryl is related to William Penn, 
the founder of Pennsylvania, while another ancestor Lawrence 

Wilkinson, was an early settler in Rhode Island.  
Meryl may not agree with this but she is blessed with two 

brothers, Harry William and Dana David. She gave the former the 
name Third because of that Roman numeral after his name – he 
was actually Harry III. As a kid, Meryl was too big for her age: all 

arms and legs with a nasty tongue. In her own words, I was an ugly 
little kid with a big mouth, an obnoxious show-off and barely 

presentable. Neighbors agreed that she was bossy and a terror.  
She received her first applause by the age of twelve when 

she sang in the school Christmas concert. Her mother took notice, 

enrolling Meryl in voice lessons. Her lessons began at 11:30 in the 
morning. The nice lady who had lessons before her was a redhead, 
Beverly Sills. Streep had lessons for four years when she quit to 

begin her first performance at high school: impressing boyfriends, 
teachers and classmates. Cheerleading was a big part of it as she 

played the homecoming queen for a few years at Bernards High 
School.  The gawkiness was gone. 

Things changed for her with high school. Raised a 

Presbyterian, many of her Catholic classmates attended Mass and 
Meryl joined them. She loved its rituals. Her grades were all A’s 

with the exception of math, which was a C. She claimed to have no 
understanding whatsoever of mathematics or science. Besides 
cheerleading, she was involved with the drama club, swim team 

and honors English and French. The boys tried to win her love, 
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including the football star, Bruce Thompson. Undoubtedly Meryl 
broke a lot of hearts, but not intentionally. She also sang in the 

chorus and worked on the school newspaper and yearbook after 
football season. Each morning she announced the school activities 

of the day on the PA system. She was a busy girl.   
She starred in the role of Marian the librarian in The Music 

Man, the tenth grade musical. Hearing her in rehearsal singing 

“Till there was you”, English teacher Jean Gilbraith thought she 
was fantastic, sounding just like a professional performer. She 

soon was the lead in Oklahoma! and Li‟l Abner. Her classmates 
thought she was destined to be a musical success. In her senior 
year, she was the homecoming queen of the prom, something she 

had worked to achieve. 
She went on to college. In her college interview, she was 

asked what books she had read over the summer. Since 
homecoming queens don’t read that many books, especially over 
the summer, she was taken aback at first. Then she answered 

Modern Man In Search Of A Soul, by Carl Jung, but she 
pronounced the J as in jungle. She was corrected and told it was J 

as in young. At that point she said, Daddy, take me home. 
In the fall she began studies at Vassar College.  The school 

had graduated Edna St. Vincent Millay and Mary McCarthy. Jane 

Fonda and Jacqueline Bouvier Kennedy also attended but dropped 
out. Initially Meryl was behind intellectually. Her definition of 

feminism was that it had something to do with having nice nails 
and clean hair. Vassar wasn’t co-ed until her junior year and she 
accepted that limitation quite well. She was surrounded by great 

classmates and wonderful women. She thrived, reading Jean-Paul 
Sartre, the Brontës and Sir Thomas Mallory, striving to keep up 

with her classmates, unlike her days at Bernards High. At Vassar, 
she sang in the choral group, the Night Owls. In her Introduction to 
Drama, she read the role of Blanch DuBois in A Streetcar Named 

Desire. Her teacher, Clint Atkinson, saw that she had talent and 
asked her to read Miss Julie, the Stringberg play which the school 

put on and Meryl starred in. 
Streep was hooked on theater. She acted, ushered, sold 

tickets, functioned as a producer, director, stage manager and 

designed costumes. Besides all this, she was an honors student, 
even participating in an exchange program. In her senior year she 
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was at Dartmouth with this venture, and even though she received 
A’s there, she was unhappy and returned to Vassar for the last half 

of her senior year. Because Atkinson asked her, Streep made her 
New York City debut during spring break in The Playboy of Seville  

at the Cubicolo Theater on West 51st Street. Surprisingly, not 
many in the cast remembered her. That would soon change.  

Her life in the world of drama continued when she joined 

the Green Mountain Guild. She gathered experience but decided on 
graduate school. The choices were Julliard or Yale and she settled 

on the latter because it was a few dollars less. In her three years at 
Yale, she was in over three dozen productions: Helena in A 
Midsummer Night‟s Dream; a high-strung daughter in Stringberg’s 

The Father; Hallelujah Lil in The Happy End of Brecht and Weill; 
Masha in Chekhov’s The Three Sisters; the queen in Brecht’s 

Edward the Second. Her classmate Joe Grifasi recalled her 
brilliance on one occasion when one of the other actors missed a 
cue, leaving Meryl alone on stage. Streep moved around a bit, 

picked up objects and then stared at Rorschach inkblot pictures on 
a wall. She then stared at the audience as if she had found a flaw in 

her character and then cried. She earned her MFA degree from 
Yale. 

Her next stint was with the Theater Communications 

Group. For her first public performance, she had the role of the 
manager in Trelawny of the Wells at the Joseph Papp Public 

Theater. For her role as Flora in 27 Wagons Full of Cotton, she 
received a Theater World and Outer Circle Award as well as a 
Tony nomination. She played in a revival of William Gillette’s 

Secret Service and found a small part in the movie Julia, which 
earned endless praise. She was on her way to stardom. 

Joseph Papp invited her to be a part of the New York 
Shakespeare Festival at the Delacorte Theater in Central Park. She 
was to have two parts: Isabella in Measure for Measure in the early 

part of the summer and Princess Katherine in Henry V later. 
Playing Isabella, she met her costar, John Cazale, who played 

Angelo. He had been in such movies as Dog Day Afternoon, The 
Godfather, Parts I and II and The Conversion. Each of these films 
was nominated for best picture. Before long, John and Meryl were 

inseparable. They lived together and then were both in the movie, 
The Deer Hunter. 
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Cazale’s lethargy was diagnosed as terminal lung cancer. 
He continued in his role as Stanley Stosh in the Deer Hunter 

despite his illness, his scenes being shot first. He died shortly after 
filming was completed on March 12, 1978. He was 42. The film 

was not released until after his death and his death affected Meryl 
deeply. How could it not have? She knew about his cancer but 
somehow carried on. 

Not even a month after John passed away, Meryl received a 
visitor, the woman who possessed the lease on the apartment in 

which Streep and Cazale were residing. She was a former 
girlfriend of John. Meryl was soon without a home. Don Gummer, 
a friend of her brother Third, said that she could move her stuff 

temporarily into his loft in SoHo. Meryl transferred some clothes, 
books and furniture into the place and headed off to Washington, 

where her next movie, The Seduction of Joe Tynan, was being 
filmed. After the picture came out, Kathleen Carroll of the Daily 
News said that the actress has what it takes to become a major 

star. Rex Reed wrote: She conquers the screen with honey 
dripping off her fangs as she provides Joe Tynan with a sexual 

awakening that turns him from a lovable lunk to a lascivious lover. 
Apparently he liked the movie. 

One thing you can say about Meryl, she never lets the grass 

grow under her feet – whatever that means. She was staying at Don 
Gummer’s place in SoHo and had known him somewhat though 

Third. She became more familiar with him through his possessions 
in the loft as well as the décor of the place. She started 
corresponding with him by mail – her email account was closed 

because of bad behavior – and they grew to like each other. She 
married the sculptor on September 30, 1978. Even the weeds didn’t 

have a chance to grow. 
Her 1979 movie, Kramer vs. Kramer, was the story of a 

disenchanted wife who left her husband, Ted, and her son, Billy, to 

find herself. Entering into her decision to depart was the fact that 
her husband, played by Dustin Hoffman, was an executive of an 

advertising firm who didn’t have much time for his wife. A year 
and a half later, she returned to claim Billy, played by Justin 
Henry. During a break in filming, Hoffman directed a question at 

Justin, Who do you want to live with, her or me? Justin quickly 
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replied, Her! She‟s nicer. Oh, yeah? Work with her five more 
weeks and see what you say, came Dustin’s response.  

At Vassar, she didn’t protest the war, but with the birth of 
her first child in 1979, Gippy, aka Henry, she was more concerned 

about the survival of the earth and became an outspoken of nuclear 
arms. In Central Park in June 1982, she joined others in a protest 
against nuclear proliferation. A year later she portrayed Karen in 

the 1983 flick, Silkwood, for which she was bone thin. She may 
only have been acting but her concern about nuclear power plants 

couldn’t have escaped her. In that movie she showed a small bit of 
exposure – Janet Jackson style – for which she wasn’t proud. She 
only carried it out because she thought that it was something that 

Karen would have done. Streep’s performance was outstanding, as 
usual. She truly became Karen Silkwood on the screen. Reviewers, 

the Silkwood family and the energy company Kerr-McGee weren’t 
very happy about the film. Many critics are very subjective and 
have reasons for being so. 

 When she was filming the movie, Sophie‟s Choice, 
Gummer had a showing of his art in SoHo at the Spirone 

Westwater Fisher Gallery on Saturday. Don had supported Meryl 
for so many years that she wanted to be there that night for him. 
Unfortunately, Sophie‟s Choice was being shot in Yugoslavia. That 

was no problem for Streep as she would fly back and forth and be 
at the gallery but then back on set on Monday morning. The flight 

between the two locations was a ten-hour journey. Somehow she 
managed it. Director Alan J. Pakula was impressed and said her 
work was terrific. 

Maybe she can’t solve quadratic equations – search for 
those things on the Internet – but she sure can do accents. She 

handled Danish in Out of Africa and the King’s English in Plenty, 
The French Lieutenant‟s Woman and The Iron Lady. Italian in The 
Bridges of Madison County, a Minnesota accent in A Prairie Home 

Companion, Irish-American in Ironweed, a Bronx brogue in Doubt 
and an Australian accent in A Cry in the Dark were a few others 

managed by the actress. Her most challenging role was in Sophie‟s 
Choice in which she spoke both German and Polish fluently. She 
felt that Polish was a difficult language to master, but that didn’t 

stop her.  
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Streep has been and still is a huge success on stage as well 
as on the screen. As of the summer of 2013, she has been in over 

50 movies for the big screen; nine times in TV stuff, such as 
documentaries, movies and various programs; over a dozen times 

in the theater. Before she appeared in the movie, Julia, she had her 
debut in a movie made for television, The Deadliest Season. In all 
her performances, she extracts emotion out of simple truth and 

refuses to upstage reality on the screen. She is totally in the 
character that she portrays on stage or screen – a pure actor. At 

times she has turned down glamorous roles because she just won‟t 
do junk. I’m not so sure about Mamma Mia, but that’s me. Her 
generosity is inspiring and endless. In October 2012, she donated 

$1,000,000 to the Joseph Papp Public Theater in honor of its late 
founder and author Nora Ephron. She has donated significant 

amounts of cash to various other causes including the National 
Women’s History Museum, of which she is a spokesperson. 

Streep is a great actress but she goes shopping in her 

village, inconspicuously, of course. The locals recognize her but let 
he enjoy some privacy – not all, though. On one occasion, while 

she was wearing jeans, blue running shoes, turtleneck sweater and 
sunglasses, a man approached her and asked, Did anyone ever tell 
you that you look exactly like Meryl what‟s-her-name? Meryl’s 

quick replay was, No, nobody ever did. But thanks anyway. Streep 
once said, I choose acting because it happens to be my strong suit, 

but I challenge the right of the public to know me as a person. 
People assume that if you‟ve done anything memorable, you 
should be stripped of your constitutional right to privacy. 

She considers herself a normal housewife, only one with a 
secure retirement. Despite her huge presence on stage and screen, 

she’s a private person and not crazy about the hounding press. 
They seem to always be looking for the scoop, exposing faults of 
actors and actresses. She has been married to Don Gummer since 

September 30, 1979 and they are parents of four grown children, 
Henry, Mamie, Grace and Louisa. Their son is a musician and 

Grace and Mamie have followed in their mom’s footsteps as 
actresses. Meryl is a family person that can rehearse in Brooklyn 
and then be back home and cook dinner for Don and the children.  

She returned to Vassar in May 1983 to address the 
graduates. Here are a few words from that day. 
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What I would like to tell you about today is the

 unsuccessful part, unsuccessful in that I‟m not finished yet.
 That is the part of „real life‟ for which Vassar did begin to

 prepare me: the investigations of my motives along the
 way, the process of making choices, and the struggle to
 maintain my integrity, such as it is, in a business that asks

 me to please just strip it off sometimes. What you can take
 away from Vassar is a taste for excellence that needn‟t

 diminish. Sometimes, I‟ve wished it would go away,
 because some so-called important scripts are „so‟ illiterate
 and the money is „so‟ good, that I‟ve been tempted to toss

 all my acquired good taste, and hustle.  
 

I was impressed when I saw Meryl on a 2013 PBS series, 
Faces of America. Henry Louis Gates, Jr. hosted the four-part 
series, which delved into the genealogical history of twelve artists, 

including Mario Batali, Stephen Colbert, Eva Longoria, Yo-Yo 
ma, Queen Noir and Kristi Yamaguchi, besides Streep. Gates 

pointed out some of Meryl’s great great grandparents and even 
those before them and asked her how she felt on these discoveries. 
The actress replied that her parents, grandparents and their 

predecessors all made up who she turned out to be. She couldn’t 
have done it without them, something that is true for each of us. 

This was brilliant insight. She may have been too harsh when she 
mentioned her own deficiencies in science and math so many years 
before.  

Meryl won academy awards for best actress in The Iron 
Lady (2011) and Sophie‟s Choice (1982). She also won one for 

best supporting actress in Kramer vs. Kramer (1979). Besides these 
three Oscars, she has been nominated for The Deer Hunter (1978), 
The French Lieutenant‟s Woman (1981), Sophie‟s Choice (1982), 

Silkwood (1983), Out of Africa (1985), Ironweed (1987), A Cry in 
the Dark (1988), Postcards from the Edge (1990), The Bridges of 

Madison County (1995), One True Thing (1998), Music of the 
Heart (1999), Adaptation. (2002), The Devil Wears Prada (2006), 
Doubt (2008) and Julia & Julia (2009). She also won two BAFTA 

Awards and was nominated twelve other times. She has eight 
Golden Globe Awards and was nominated 27 times in all. She has 
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two Prime Time Emmy Awards, with another nomination and 
three Satellite Awards from ten nominations. She was nominated 

three times for Saturn Awards and has two Screen Actors Guild 
Awards with eleven nominations. Streep also has nine awards from 

various film festivals, the majority of them being international. She 
has other awards and recognitions, and you can find them by 
searching the Internet. 

 All these awards, honors and recognitions are one reason 
why many feel that she is one of the best actresses of all time. I 

disagree. I think she is the best. Despite that, I’m surprised that she 
has only three Oscars to date. Blame it on the Academy. Here’s a 
good reason why. Over the last few years, these were some of the 

Oscars for best picture: The Hurt Locker (2009), No Country for 
Old Men (2007), The Departed (2006), Million Dollar Baby 

(2004), Schindler‟s List (1993), Unforgiven (1992) and The Silence 
of the Lambs (1991). The 1994 winner, Forrest Gump, was a great 
movie, but I feel The Shawshank Redemption was better. Over the 

years, only three of those best movies featured Meryl. The 
Academy should create a Streep Oscar, or they could call it the MS 

Oscar. Every year it would go to her, even if she didn’t appear in 
any movie that year. That would make up for those years when she 
was in two or more motion pictures. You can read more on the life 

of the great actress in Diana Maychick’s 1984 book, Meryl Streep: 
The Reluctant Superstar. The book was written quite a while ago 

so you’ll find nothing about the actress after that date. Meryl 
Streep: A Critical Biography by Eugene E. Pfaff, Jr. and Mark 
Emerson is a more recent book on the megastar, written in 1987.  
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Paul Wellstone 
 

Paul Wellstone was born on July 21, 1944, in Washington, 
DC, the second son of Leon and Minnie Wexelstein. His parents 

were Ukranian Jewish immigrants and Leon changed the family 
name to Wellstone because of the anti-Semitism they encountered. 
Paul graduated from Yorktown High in 1962 and then went to the  

University of North Carolina via a wrestling scholarship. In 1965, 
he earned his Bachelor of Arts degree in political science. In his 

time at the university, he was the undefeated wrestling champion 
of the Atlantic Coast Conference.  

Before his sophomore year, he married Sheila Ison. In 

1969, Paul added a PhD in political science from the University of 
North Carolina. In his time there he met many individuals who 

were ordinary but whom he felt should have been famous because 
of their courage, ideals, enthusiasm and actions. Paul saw that 
grass roots organizing could make a difference, even in politics.  

In September 1969, he and Sheila moved to Minnesota and 
he began teaching at Carlton College in Northfield. He spent time 

working with the poor in rural Rice County, which many found to 
be controversial. He was untenured and after two years was given a 
one-year contract. Simultaneously he was notified that because of 

his activism he would be fired if he didn’t change. As you might 
expect, he didn’t vary his work outlook and soon was asked to 

leave the school, even though his reviews were the best of all third 
year teachers. 

The situation wasn’t looking good for him, Sheila and their 

three children, but the students rebelled with more than 90% of 
them petitioning that he be reinstated. Latino and black students 

signed a separate petition. He came back on board, was given 
tenure and became the youngest professor at Carlton with it. One 
student addressed him: Paul, you taught us how to organize, and it 

was a pleasure to put it into practice for you! Wellstone must have 
been a good teacher for he had told his students, Politics is not 

about money or power games, or winning for the sake of winning. 
Politics is about the improvement of people‟s lives, lessening 
human suffering, advancing the cause of peace and justice in our 

country and in the world. 
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He taught political science at Carlton College until 1990. In 
the 1970s and 1980s, he did community organizing, working with 

the poor and disenfranchised. Some of the areas of concern were 
better public education, school lunches, affordable health care, 

funding a day care center and welfare issues. He published How 
The Rural Poor Got Power: Narrative Of A Grassroots Organizer 
in 1978. You can see he was an agitator and troublemaker, which 

were confirmed when he was arrested on two occasions for civil 
disobedience. I thought the Constitution said that actions of that 

kind were allowed. 
Wellstone demonstrated against the war in Vietnam and the 

Federal Bureau of Investigation started a file on him in the early 

1970s. He also sympathized with the labor movement and those 
who struck for higher wages and better benefits. In the early 1980s, 

he ran against the Republican Arne Carlson for state auditor but 
was defeated. Things got better in 1990 when he ran for the United 
States Senate and won against the incumbent Rudy Boschwitz, 

even though Rudy spent seven times as much as Paul on the 
campaign. Boschwitz’s supporters hurt his election chances when 

they wrote a letter to the Minnesota Jewish community, saying that 
because Paul married a Christian who didn’t raise his offspring in 
the Jewish faith, he was a bad Jew. Boschwitz too is Jewish and 

Wellstone replied about his opponent, He has a problem with 
Christians, then. This wasn’t the only lie that the Republicans spun 

against Paul. He was the only Democrat to defeat a Republican 
senator that year. After his victory, a woman hugged him and said, 
You are the first person I‟ve voted for in years who actually won! 

He replied, I‟m the first person I‟ve voted for in years who actually 
won!      

In 1996, Wellstone again succeeded in defeating Boschwitz 
for the senate. Rudy ran ads that called Paul Senator Welfare 
suggesting that Wellstone was embarrassingly liberal. Boschwitz 

went so far as accusing his opponent of burning a flag, which was 
a lie. Paul’s nine-point victory came about because of grass roots 

action by minorities, students and poor people. Walter Mondale 
told Paul after the election that, the kids won it for you. In 1999 he 
thought about running for president in 2000, doing some 

exploratory work. He ran in the primaries but decided against his 
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quest for the top spot because of health limitations due to an earlier 
wrestling injury. It turned out that he had multiple sclerosis.  

In the late 1990s, welfare reform came up under President 
Clinton. Had it been true reform I would have voted for it and 

probably Wellstone would have as well. Reform meant cleaning up 
the system, eliminating fraud and corruption, but guaranteeing that 
those who need it wouldn’t be deprived of it. Unfortunately that 

was not what the bill was all about. It was slash and burn 
legislation. Paul said, I wish I could write that I jumped up and 

gave a rousing speech about preferring to lose an election on the 
basis of what I believed rather than winning on the basis of 
decisions I didn‟t support. The bill passed 89-11. Wellstone voted 

against it with Bob Kerrey, who said, When I think of all the 
government assistance I received after Vietnam, I am a supporter 

of providing government help to people who need it. Sadly, 
because of Welfare Reform, over 600,000 children lost their health 
insurance. 

Had there been more men like Paul in Congress, our 
country would have had fewer difficulties and problems that still 

plague us today. On first arriving in Washington and seeing how 
Congress worked – like me, he thought it didn’t work – he strove 
to change things. He upset the status quo and many talked to him 

mentioning that he just didn’t understand the functionality of the 
legislative branch of government. That didn’t stop him. Many 

Senators disliked him, even from his own party. On many 
occasions he voted his conscience, even though his vote may have 
been the lone one. He opposed Operation Desert Storm but once it 

began he supported the men and women deployed there. He was 
the sole Senator facing reelection in 2002 who was opposed to the 

Iraq War, which began in March 2003. After doing this in October 
2002, he said to his wife that it probably would stop him from 
being reelected. This statement reflected his quote in the previous 

paragraph. He affirmed his integrity and did the right thing.  
There probably wasn’t a war that Paul liked. When a big 

spender from India remarked that Wellstone was opposed to giving 
weapons to Pakistan, the latter offered that he was unwilling to 
provide any country with arms. As mentioned, he worked for the 

benefit of veterans and introduced legislation to support atomic 
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vets, those who had been exposed to radiation in the 1950s with 
the testing of the atom bomb. In this issue, the veterans won out.   

Wellstone was in favor of a one-payer health system. He 
pleaded for dignified, affordable and humane health care for every 

citizen in America. Hubert Humphrey said, The moral test of 
government is how that government treats those who are in the 
dawn of life, the children; those who are in the twilight of life, the 

elderly; and those who are in the shadows of life, the sick, the 
needy and the handicapped. In President Clinton’s first State of the 

Union speech, he said that coverage should go to every citizen. He 
would bring out the veto for any plan that failed to provide 
universal coverage. Despite all the support, in the late 1990s, 

health care reform didn’t pass thanks to the health care industry, 
led by the insurance companies.  

Mental health was another issue. Paul visited some of the 
treatment centers and was appalled. He had seen what his brother 
Stephen had gone through and advocated changes in mental health 

and insurance laws. A bill was passed but unfortunately, many of 
the needed provisions were removed. This happens too often in 

Congress. By a vote of 268-148, the House of Representatives 
passed the Paul Wellstone Mental Health and Addiction Equity Act 
of 2007, H.R. 1424, on March 5, 2008. 

Wellstone knew the value of education and thought too 
much testing was an impediment to learning. In 1999, the report 

“High Stakes” by the National Research Council found that no 
single test score can be considered a definitive measure of a 
student‟s knowledge and an educated decision that will have a 

major impact on a test taker should not be made solely or 
automatically on the basis of a single test score. Paul advocated for 

programs that were necessary for a child’s mental development, 
such as prenatal care and maternal nutrition. He asked for full 
funding of Head Start, since a partial program only covered some 

of those who could benefit.  
Wellstone believed in supporting the small farmer and if he 

wasn’t a member of Farm Aid, he probably didn’t know about it. 
He was against the big food conglomerate that received huge 
subsidies while simultaneously witnessing enormous profits. 

Meanwhile, family farms were going bankrupt. When it came to 
another bill, which imposed harsh penalties on families for filing 
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for bankruptcy, he couldn’t support it. In too many cases divorce, 
medical emergencies and the loss of a job brought it about, not to 

mention the recklessness of the credit card companies and banks. 
The bill passed 99-1. Guess who voted against it. I doubt that Paul 

wasn’t a big fan of corporations, either.  
 The senator didn’t always make the right decision in 

Congress. To his credit, he admitted that he’d made a mistake. 

When he began his tenure in the Senate in 1991, he was 
enthusiastic and never compromised his principles. He learned 

how the government really worked and took advantage of every 
tool he had to stop bills that he knew wouldn’t help the electorate 
and to make sure bills that were passed should have been. In the 

case of bankruptcy, the apparent veto by the president didn’t mean 
that the bill wouldn’t be made into a law since the veto could be 

overruled. By smart maneuvering, diligent work could assure that 
the veto couldn’t be overridden. Even so, a new administration 
could upset the status quo by undoing past actions and making the 

proposal law again. 
Wellstone supported everyone’s right to join a union. He 

helped the workers in any way he could. He supported raising the 
minimum wage, which he found minimal in every sense of the 
word. He probably agreed with my thought that had corporations 

treated workers with dignity and respect by paying them a living 
wage with a reasonable number of hours in the workweek, there 

would have been no need for organizing. Unfortunately, that never 
happened and the situation hasn’t improved today.  

Paul cared for the workers, the downtrodden and the less 

fortunate. One Friday at the end of the workweek, North Dakota 
Senator Quentin Burdick encountered him on his way to catch a 

plane home. Wellstone talked to him briefly and Burdick replied, 
Have a good trip home, but remember: you must always fight for 
the people. Quentin and Paul thought alike.   

The Minnesota Senator spent hours on election reform – 
removing outrageous amounts of money from campaigns. He took 

the thoughts of philosopher José Ortega y Gasset to heart. The 
health of any democracy depends on a small detail: the conduct of 
elections. Everything else is secondary.  I have to add what Josef 

Stalin said a while ago, found on one of my t-shirts: The people 
who cast the votes decide nothing. The people who count the votes 



 

88 

 

decide everything. Paul introduced the Wellstone Amendment to 
the McCain-Feingold Bill for campaign finance reform, but the 

Supreme Court trashed it with the Citizens United decision in 
January 2010. Taking corporate money out of elections results in 

clean money when people are being elected to office. This type of 
campaign reform has worked well in Vermont, Maine, Arizona and 
Massachusetts. It just has to spread to the other states.  

Referring to the bribes offered by corporate America to 
people in Congress, in his speech, “The Soul of Democracy”, Bill 

Moyers said: 
 
If a baseball player, stepping up to the plate, were to lean

 over and hand the umpire a wad of bills before he calls the
 pitch, we‟d know what it was, right? We‟d call it a bribe.

 But when a real estate developer buys his way into the
 White House with big bucks and gets a favorable
 government ruling that wouldn‟t be available to you or me,

 or when the tobacco industry stuffs $13 million in the
 pockets of a political band of merry looters, what do we

 call that? A campaign contribution. 
 
Shouldn’t we call it a bribe, a legal bribe? In polls taken a 

few years ago, by a 71% majority, voters felt that these instances 
were an example of legalized bribery. 64% of the voters agreed 

that the wealthy corporations have benefited most from the 
economy while voters by a two-to-one margin felt that free market 
policies have hurt the citizens of the United States.        

Paul, his wife Sheila, their daughter Marcia, pilot Richard 
Conry, co-pilot Michael Gross and three others died in an airplane 

crash in Eveleth, Minnesota, shortly before the election in 2002. 
Some thought that foul play was involved, but the cause of the 
crash was blamed on the pilots’ experience. Maybe the weather 

had something to do with it as well. James H. Fetzer and Don Four 
Arrows Jacobs wrote a book about the accident, American 

Assassination: The Strange Death of Senator Paul Wellstone. The 
authors claim that the pilots were very capable of handling the 
plane and that there were no problems with the weather. There 

seems to have been a cover-up, which implies a conspiracy. There 
were some strange things happening that day, involving the FBI, 
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who left the St. Paul office to investigate the accident before it 
actually happened. A film by Snowshoe Documentary, Wellstone: 

They Killed Him offers allegations similar to those found in the 
book. Mark and David, the two sons of Paul and Sheila, weren’t on 

the flight and they chair the nonprofit group, Wellstone Action. 
The end of the book by Don Four Arrows Jacobs and Jim 

Fetzer has some of the bills, amendments and feelings of the great 

Senator. You can read more in The Conscience Of A Liberal: 
Reclaiming The Compassionate Agenda, Wellstone’s 2001 book. I 

close this treatise on the liberal Senator from Minnesota with two 
of his quotes. 

 

Politics is not left, right or center. It is about speaking to
 the concerns and circumstances of people‟s lives. 

 
We should never separate the lives we live from the words

 we speak. To me, the most important goal is to live a life

 consistent with the values I hold dear and to act on what I
 believe in. 
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John Sayles 
 

Sayles was born on September 28, 1950, in Schenectady, 
New York, to school administrator Donald John Sayles and teacher 

Mary Rausch Sayles. Both parents had some Irish background and 
were involved in education. Raised a Catholic, John considers 
himself a Catholic atheist. Growing up, Mary and Don encouraged 

John’s involvement in books, while leading him to be independent 
and not settling for a boring life as set down by society. Sayles 

took them up on the reading bit while also participating in sports 
and watching television. He played football in high school and that 
was enough for him. John had aspirations to being a pitcher for the 

Pittsburgh Pirates, which never happened. He did avoid the draft, a 
normal career path and General Electric.  

John worked quite a few different jobs, such as meat cutter, 
day laborer, plastic molder and hospital orderly. These continued 
even after he finished high school. He was ambitious and certainly 

not lazy. These endeavors gave him the opportunity to observe 
various classes of people. This experience would later make a 

difference in his life. 
He went to Williams College, which at the time was an all 

male institution. It went co-ed in 1970 and Maggie Renzi was one 

of the first females to enroll. John majored in psychology and took 
courses in creative writing. Since grading in the latter was based on 

poundage produced, he received A’s, which brought his overall 
average to match the C’s. The courses in which he received the 
lower grades could have been B’s or A’s had he not cut a few 

classes. 
Sayles read a great deal, but not Hemingway or Faulkner. 

Instead he chose James Baldwin and Mark Twain and anyone else 
he could find. Charles Thomas Samuels, an English professor, was 
a huge influence on John’s interest in movies, informing him of 

directors such as Ingmar Bergman, François Truffaut and Akira 
Kurosawa. Sayles was against the Vietnam War and attended 

rallies against it. He also found an interest in acting, especially 
playing people who were brain damaged. His friends at Williams 
numbered Renzi, Gordon Clapp, Jeffrey Nelson, Adam LeFevre, 

David Strathairn and Bruce MacDonald. John graduated in 1972. 
He accomplished a few things in Williamstown. He showed great 
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intelligence in obtaining his degree by not engaging in too much 
unnecessary work, such as going to worthless classes. He gained 

knowledge and met people who would play a big role in his life. 
By the time John graduated, he’d written a novel of 

immense length, but it stood unpublished. He enjoyed writing and 
submitted articles to magazines and to whomever would put them 
in print. In 1974 he submitted Men, a long tale, to The Atlantic 

Monthly. It was eventually published in 1975 as Pride of the 
Bimbos, winning him a $2,500 advance. It was about a dwarf 

playing baseball in drag, who was also a private detective. This 
wasn’t the first story of his that was published. That went to “I-80 
Nebraska”, which won an O. Henry Award in 1975. His first 

novel, Union Dues, was nominated for the National Book Critics 
Circle Award and the National Book Award. These efforts gave 

him confidence but also a few dollars for the continuance of his 
work. 

He may not have worked the same odd jobs as he had done, 

but he was busy writing: short stories, novels and screenplays. You 
may have seen Sayles on the silver screen because he did that too. 

He was self-taught and worked with Roger Corman, learning the 
movie business. Other famous directors got their start thanks to 
Corman, including Martin Scorsese, Francis Ford Coppola, Ron 

Howard, James Cameron, Peter Bogdanovich and Jonathan 
Demme. Sayles wrote the story and the screenplay of the 1978 

Roger Corman flick, Piranha. It’s a tale of an accidental release of 
some piranhas into the river at a resort. These omnivores find a 
new source of food. I didn’t see the flick, nor do I want to. It 

sounds like a bad idea that got worse. Nonetheless, John made a 
few bucks writing scripts for the legendary filmmaker.  

In 1980, Sayles released his first movie, Return of the 
Secaucus Seven, the story of a college reunion. These were friends 
who got together at a cottage in New Hampshire to reflect on their 

days protesting in Washington, DC. Some consider the movie very 
much like The Big Chill, which came out a few years later. John 

invested his own money for bringing the motion picture to the 
silver screen and you won’t see any famous movie stars in the 
picture. Some names in the cast that you might be familiar with are 

Clapp, Renzi, LeFevre, Strathairn and MacDonald. Besides doing 
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film editing, writing and directing, John also acts in the movie as 
Howie. Maggie Renzi was unit manager, too. 

Sayles certainly learned a great deal about movies at 
Williams College, by his apprenticeship with Roger Corman and 

through his reading and writing. This is illustrated by the awards 
Return of the Secaucus Seven garnered: Best Screenplay of the Los 
Angeles Film Critics Association; Best Independent Film of 1981 

by the Boston Society of Film Critics; nomination as Best Comedy 
written for the screen by the Writers Guild of America, East. The 

motion picture was also selected for preservation by the Library of 
Congress in the United States National Film Registry in 1997 as 
culturally, aesthetically and historically significant. In 1981, it 

placed second in the USA Film Festival – it later became the 
Sundance Film Festival – and was nominated for best screenplay 

by the New York Film Critics Circle and for best comedy written 
directly for the screen by the Writers Guild of America.   

All these awards may have given John a false sense of 

security, but many came months after the movie was released and 
Sayles had other stories and movies to produce. I doubt that all the 

high praise affected him, only giving him confidence to do more. 
His next project is the story of Lianna, a married woman played by 
Linda Griffiths, who has an affair with Ruth, a female professor 

played by Jane Halleran. Lianna discovers that she is a lesbian. She 
works out this dilemma in the movie, Lianna, which came out in 

1983. 
The 1984 flick, The Brother from Another Planet is the tale 

of a mute alien who finds himself in the city of New York. He 

looks like an ordinary African American except for his unusual 
feet.  Set in Harlem, two other aliens – they can speak – hunt him 

down. The Brother undergoes the experience of not only being an 
immigrant, but also black. The movie received many good reviews 
for its humor and insight as well the Caixa de Catalunya Award for 

best screenplay at the 1984 Catalonian International Film Festival 
in Sitges, Spain. It was nominated for the Grand Jury Prize at the 

1985 USA Film Festival. 
Matewan brings to life the struggles of West Virginia coal 

miners in the small town given by the title of the 1987 movie. The 

strike of 1920 was initiated by the laborers in search of higher 
wages, shorter hours and better working conditions. In order to 
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thwart the union, the Stone Mountain Coal Company utilized the 
Baldwin-Felts Detective Agency, which used strikebreakers, and 

everything else available, including extreme violence, to stop the 
workers. Once again, corporate America ruled. The motion picture 

received rave reviews from Variety magazine as well as from 
critics Vincent Canby and Desson Howe. It won the Human Rights 
Award in 1988 from the Political Film Society and was nominated 

for the Critics Award by the Deauville Film Festival; the 
Independent Spirit Awards nominated John for best director and 

the movie for best screenplay. 
Sayles was a sports fan, so in 1988 he produced, directed 

and acted in Eight Men Out, the story of the fixed 1919 World 

Series between the Chicago White Sox and the Cincinnati Reds. 
The movie follows the 1963 book of the same name by Eliot 

Asinof, which was written a half century ago almost 45 years after 
the event. Like so many other books written about the scandal, it 
gives a great deal of insight into what happened in the fall of 1919. 

A few facts stand out. Gambling at that time was big in baseball 
and the owners in general were stingy – they paid their players as 

little as possible. The last thing the league wanted exposed was the 
gambling going on in the sport. Finally, it wouldn’t be unusual for 
a player to want a few more dollars for his family to live on. The 

gambling industry could provide it.  
I saw the movie some time ago and recently read two more 

books on the fix, one from 2005 and the other from a year later. I 
viewed the motion picture again in the fall of 2013. The eight in 
the title either refers to the total number of players who fixed the 

game or the number contacted by the gamblers. Why couldn’t that 
number represent the number of conspirators – players, managers, 

league people, owners, journalists and bookies? As far as I can see, 
there may have only five players, including two pitchers, who 
cooperated with the bookies. However, after two games the team 

could have decided they would stop throwing the series. From 
game three on, they played to win. Regarding Shoeless Joe 

Jackson, he couldn’t read or write, but he was a heck of a 
ballplayer. It doesn’t appear that he was on the field to lose. No 
matter what the truth of 1919 is, Eight Men Out scored another hit 

with the critics, whether it was accurate or not.    
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The Secret of Ron Mor Skerry is the novel written by 
Rosalie K. Fry that Sayles turned into the 1994 movie, The Secret 

of Roan Inish. His parents’ background may have had something to 
with John directing the motion picture, a folk tale of seals that 

depart their skins to become human – selkies. Supposed to take 
place in Scotland, it’s filmed on the west coast of Ireland, where 
ten-year old Fiona lives with her grandparents. Her grandpa 

weaves tall tales and Fiona hears rumors that her long-lost brother 
was stolen by a selkie. When the girl spots a young lad in the grass 

on Roan Inish, she thinks she has found her brother Jamie. All she 
has to do now is convince her family of her find. New York Times 
critic Stephen Holden called the flick rhapsodic, describing it as 

myth, nature and reality joining together so as to be indivisible. 
The Secret of Roan Inish won the International Critics Award at 

the Gérardmer Film Festival (1996). It was nominated for best 
genre video release by the Academy of Science Fiction, Fantasy 
and Horror Films (1996), and the Independent Spirit Awards 

nominated John for best director (1996) and the movie for best 
screenplay (1996).  

The 1996 motion picture, Lone Star, is Sayles’ western of 
murder and mystery set in Texas. Sheriff Sam Deeds investigates 
the past about Charlie Wade and his father, Buddy Deeds. As he’s 

doing this, Sam gets together with his old high school sweetheart, 
Pilar Cruz. The movie is told through flashbacks and before long 

the sheriff discovers quite a few things that complicate his life. 
John must have done a great job on the flick since it won six 
awards: best original screenplay from the 1997 Golden Satellite 

Awards (1997); from the Lone Star Film and Television Awards, 
best film, best screenplay and best director (1996); outstanding 

film Special Achievement Award from the NCLR Bravo Awards 
(1996). John won the best director at the Southeastern Film Critics 
Association Awards (1997). There were also seven other 

nominations: two for best film and five for best screenplay.  
The 1999 motion picture Limbo is one of adventure. It 

takes place in the wild country of Alaska where Joe Gastineau tries 
to overcome an ocean accident that takes him away from making a 
livelihood as a fisherman. Donna de Angelo and her daughter 

Noelle, whose relationship isn’t the greatest, cross paths with Joe 
and matters get worse when Donna and Joe begin dating. When 
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Joe’s half-brother enters the scene, complications arise. Bobby’s 
involvement with drugs results in his death, and Joe, Donna and 

Noelle flee to a small island, hoping to be rescued. The movie is 
almost over, but just like the title and the place where the people in 

the movie have been, Sayles keeps the audience in limbo. You’ll 
have to see the movie. Roger Ebert praised the film but another 
critic didn’t like the last part of the motion picture. He must have 

been waiting for a Hollywood ending. John won the Golden Space 
Needle Award for best director at the Seattle International Film 

Festival (1999) and the National Board of Review offered special 
recognition for excellence in filmmaking. The movie was also 
nominated for an award by the Cannes Film Festival: Palme d’Or. 

The Independent Spirit Awards nominated David Strathairn for 
best male leading actor and Vanessa Martinez for best supporting 

female. Mary Elizabeth Mastrantonio was nominated for best 
actress by the Las Vegas Film Critic Society.  

Casa de los Babys – for you bilingual illiterates, House of 

the Babies – is the story of six American women over the age of 
30, except for one, who spend time in South America waiting for 

the baby that they will adopt. Because of residency requirements, 
their stay south of the border brings with it impatience, but it also 
results in the women interacting with each other as well as with the 

local people. This 2003 movie isn’t for those who crave action, but 
it deserves watching. 

Honeydripper is John’s 2007 movie dealing with music. 
Every director has to do a musical. Specifically it covered the blues 
as it moved through and combined with soul, rhythm and blues and 

rock and roll. The ghost, Possum, is played by bluesman Keb’ 
Mo’, and the rocker, Sonny Blake, is played by the blues guitarist, 

Gary Clark, Jr. A few people in the movie who you might 
recognize are Danny Glover, Mary Steenburgen, Stacy Keach, 
Charles S. Dutton and Lisa Gay Hamilton. Some of the critics 

liked it, but not all. The National Board of Review had 
Honeydripper as one of the top ten independent films of 2007 and 

it won the outstanding independent film top prize of the NAACP 
Image Awards. It also tied for the best screenplay of the 2007 San 
Sebastián International Film Festival. It received a nomination for 

outstanding writing by the 2008 NAACP Image Awards.  
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A few other movies of John that you may be familiar with 
are The Clan of the Cave Bear (1986), Passion Fish (1992), Apollo 

13 (1995), Men with Guns (1997), Sunshine State (2002) and Silver 
City (2004). Besides the motion pictures that John directed that I 

talked about in detail as well as their awards, Sayles or some of his 
people in the films won eight awards and had many nominations 
on others.  

I have to rank Sayles as one of the great directors, based on 
what he does in bringing the movie to the silver screen: he writes 

the story and the screenplay, he’s the director, producer and editor 
and he acts in the motion picture. He doesn’t do all of these in 
every movie, but give him a break. He cares not for the fame and 

fortune of the business so he works on his own, for the most part. 
Even if he works with a major studio, the movie comes out the way 

he wants it. 
You’ll rarely see a special effect in any of his movies. As 

far as a soundtrack, if he were to use music similar to what was 

utilized in The Big Chill, his movie costs would have not allowed 
him to complete the project. Instead, his friend, Mason Daring 

creates the music and does a fine job. It’s not that John’s a 
spendthrift, it’s just that the money isn’t there. He has to obtain the 
funds so he’s careful about expenses. The actors and actresses are 

usually relatively unknown and don’t demand outrageous money – 
many famous actors will take a huge cut in salary to work with 

him, that’s how great he is. Over time, these unknowns become 
actors we’ve all heard of: Chris Cooper, Davis Strathairn, Rosanna 
Arquette, Vincent Spano, Matthew Modine, Robert Downey, Jr., 

Tom Wright – you know him if you’re a Seinfeld fan – Mary 
Elizabeth Mastrantonio, Fisher Stevens and Mary McDonnell. I’ve 

left many out. That list barely scratches the surface.  
John doesn’t preach to you in his movies. He presents 

ordinary people with normal struggles in a real world and lets the 

audience think about what the screen has offered. He tackles 
controversial topics and probably doesn’t believe in sequels, even 

though you can make connections between some of his motion 
pictures. He’s not into the sex, blood, gore and violence that 
comprise so many formulaic blockbusters. He’s a progressive and 

a social justice advocate. His product can be dark at times, but he 
also offers hope, despite everything.  
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6. Frédéric, Aretha and Curtis 
 

Frédéric Ozanam 
 

Antoine-Frédéric Ozanam was born in Milan, Italy, on 
April 23, 1813, to Jean-Antoine-Frédéric Ozanam and Marie 

Nantas Ozanam. He was one of fourteen children of which only 
three lived beyond childhood. The family name had been 
Hozannam, which was of Jewish extraction, going back to the time 

of Julius Caesar. Leaving out two letters, it was later changed to 
Ozanam. I think it had something to do with Twitter. The young 

boy’s dad was a doctor who tended the sick. He was at the home of 
Madame Germaine tending her fever-laden husband and was 
leaving the home after being there for six hours. The Germaines 

couldn’t pay the doctor, so Madame asked how they could thank 
him. He replied that he was in need of prayer for Frédéric, saying, 

My youngest boy is close to death. I feel that only a miracle can 
save him. She agreed to his request.  

By the time the doctor left and was on his way home, it was 

early in the morning so he stopped in to the church of St. Pierre. 
He prayed, asking for God to save his son. He and his wife were 

practicing Catholics, devoted to St. Francis Regis, and Jean-
Antoine prayed for intercession through the Blessed Mother, her 
spouse Joseph and the Jesuit saint. When he arrived at home, his 

wife cried, Beer, my dear husband! Our little Frédéric calls for 
beer. It was a sign that the fever had left the young lad. Jean-
Antoine urged Marie Cruziat to fetch some beer. She was their 

servant, affectionately called Guigui. Madame Ozanam replied that 
when the relic of St. Francis Regis was placed on Frédéric, his 

fever departed. The boy only sipped a small amount of beer, but 
managed a fair amount of Guigui’s stout and savory soup. He 
healed, as did Monsieur Germaine.  

   Frédéric grew up in Lyon, France, with his family. His 
sister Eliza was his main tutor, while his father taught him Latin 

and his mom, religion. Eliza loved him and he was very close to 
her. Sadly, she was stricken with meningitis and died at a very 
young age, deeply affecting Frédéric. In the next few years, his 

parents witnessed the burden the young lad faced at home and in 
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school because of Eliza’s death. He had occasional tantrums, 
defying his parents and Guigui. After one of these episodes, he 

realized that he had to change. When he was almost nine he 
understood that to be accepted at the lower school of Royal 

College – this included the elementary grades – he had to excel in 
his studies. He set out to do just that and a few months later was 
admitted to the school, displaying a high average on the entrance 

tests. 
In May 1826, he made his First Holy Communion on the 

feast of St. Athanasius. That day he dedicated his life to promoting 
the acceptance of Catholic truth. During his school years, he loved 
Latin and led his classes in grades. He stood out as a leader. There 

were times when he dropped off, a few due to sickness. He also 
admitted that he was lazy at times. Soon he was no longer the 

leader as others surpassed him in grades. It took him a few months, 
but he soon came back on top.  

He then experienced a spiritual sickness and questioned his 

faith. Other students challenged religion, some atheists and the 
others agnostics, and there were even teachers doing the same. 

Conferring with his confessor didn’t give him much satisfaction 
but Frédéric knew faith was a gift from God. At the end of the 
school term, he remained in a state of despair. On leaving the 

college one day, arriving at the Church of St. Bonaventure, 
Ozanam entered the church and prayed for the gift of faith, vowing 

in return to consecrate his life to service for God. His plea for faith 
was soon answered. 

Frédéric’s father envisioned him entering the law 

profession, even though his son loved to write. Going to Paris for 
schooling was a good choice except for the violence and anti-

Christian feelings there at the time. Instead Dr. Ozanam felt his son 
would be better served to wait a couple years and bide his time as a 
law clerk close by. The youngster loved poetry and history but 

wasn’t enthusiastic about filing briefs and opinions. At the art 
school Frédéric enrolled in, he once more witnessed students 

attacking the Catholic faith. He responded to these attacks with 
respect and rationality, arguing his cause without demeaning his 
detractors. In so doing he won their admiration while destroying 

their arguments. At times, he actually converted them to his 
beliefs. 
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With the passing months, Dr. Ozanam felt it was time for 
his son to get on with his education. Abbé Noiret thought that he 

should go to the Serbonne in Paris as soon as he could. In 
November 1831, the young man was on his way by boat. Once in 

Paris, he took a cab to the pension de famille where he was to stay 
with Madame Marcel. There he was too far away from the school 
to gather with his classmates very often. Ozanam was also 

disrupted by the constant cards games at the place he boarded. 
Madame Marcel’s Friday meals of meat weren’t to his liking 

either. Fortunately he had been introduced to Monsieur André-
Marie Ampère, the eminent physical scientist and mathematician. 
The ampere is named after him. Frédéric went to see him and 

before long had a new place to stay. The room he occupied was 
that of Jean-Jacques, Ampère’s son, who was away at school. 

André-Marie was not only the founder of electrodynamics, he was 
also a very religious person. He saw no contradiction between 
religion and science. 

The son of Doctor Ozanam soon found himself in Paris 
studying law, but he also got involved in charity work. Through his 

friend Jules Devaux, he met Sister Rosalie Rendu of the Daughters 
of Charity of St. Vincent de Paul. The nuns helped the poor all 
they could with food coupons and certificates for coal. Jules and 

Frédéric were soon doing the same. The latter was also defending 
the faith against unbelievers, in the same Christian manner as he 

had done before. Still being a great leader, he attracted others to 
what he, Jules and the Daughters of Charity were doing, with a few 
conversions. 

In the early 1830s, cholera swept over Faubourg St. 
Marceau. Sister Rosalie, Ozanam and others did as much as they 

could to help the sick, risking their own lives. Frédéric was 
devoted to the poor as he saw the suffering Christ in these victims 
of cholera, which somehow kept away from him. It didn’t hit 

anyone in the Ampère home either. In fact, on the Ampère side of 
the street, the sickness stayed away even though it struck on the 

opposite side. 
Before long, with the blessing and assistance of Monsieur 

Joseph Emmanuel Bailly de Surcy, Frédéric and his associates 

formed the Conference of Charity. It would continue doing the 
work begun by Sister Rosalie and the others. Bailly was made 
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permanent president of the organization. Eventually, it would 
become the Society of Saint Vincent de Paul. When members of 

the society were asked how they began to help the impoverished, 
one individual indicated the spiritual approach. Someone then 

offered that it’s better to give them food and shelter first, since that 
was essential. 

As mentioned earlier, Ozanam’s parents set an example for 

Frédéric. Despite their frailties, in their later years, his parents 
were still serving the needy as best they could. The son was 

concerned and finally his parents were advised not to climb more 
than four flights of stairs. One day the Doctor was at the sixth-floor 
room of a patient when he ran into Marie. They experienced some 

guilty embarrassment and then after administering what was 
necessary, slowly moved down the stairs supporting each other. 

While in Paris in the spring of 1837, Frédéric heard the news that 
his dad had tripped and fallen on a step while leaving the room of a 
patient. He perished within a few hours.  

The family was shocked. Looking into Doctor Ozanam’s 
account, he noted that his father didn’t get paid by one-third of his 

patients, who were too poor to compensate him. Frédéric had his 
small law practice but also wrote for the Univers of Paris. He was 
only 24 but he showed great command of his subjects in the 

essays, “Origins of French Law” and “Church Property”. He 
promoted the Society for the Propagation of the Faith and was a 

director of the Society while he lived in Lyons. While a barrister, 
he fought on behalf of the citizens. In 1837, he pleaded a dozen 
cases, wining them all. In general, he was not comfortable in court, 

especially with all the pecuniary interests and chicanery.   
Frédéric left the courts and taught law at the University of 

Lyons. In 1839, the head of the foreign literature department was 
promoted and thought that Ozanam could take over for him as well 
as keep his own position in law. The young teacher agreed but 

there was a catch since some in the educational system wouldn’t 
approve of Frédéric since he was a champion of Christianity. The 

answer was that the young man was to engage in the competitive 
exams at the Sorbonne. In doing so, this would reveal his 
character. After going through this grueling exercise, which 

Frédéric only completed for the exercise, he was awarded first 
place and offered a position teaching at the Sorbonne, for 2,500 
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francs a year. The combined position at Lyons would be 15,000 
francs. 

Not long before this, Frédéric considered joining the 
Dominican Order and Jean-Baptiste Henri Lacordaire thought he 

would fit in quite well. Abbé Noiret didn’t agree and thought the 
young lad should get married. In fact, he had just the woman for 
him. Noiret never did set up the arrangement for the two to meet. 

One day, while Ozanam was at the home of Jean-Baptiste 
Soulacroix regarding some law business, he spotted a young 

woman there pushing a young boy in a wheel chair. It turns out she 
was Amélie, Monsieur Soulacroix’s daughter. Ozanam was smitten 
and soon fell in love. The feeling was mutual. Amélie was the lass 

that Noiret had in mind. Soulacroix approved of the relationship 
but wanted his daughter to be provided for, which the 15,000-franc 

salary of Frédéric in his new position at the University of Lyon 
would satisfy. 

However, when Frédéric accepted the offer at the 

Sorbonne, this created a difficulty. Would this be all right with 
Amélie? What about Monsieur Soulacroix? As it turned out, it was 

satisfactory to all. In June 1841 they were married and off to live in 
Paris. They complemented and were devoted to each other. 
Ozanam was teaching and still doing the work of the Society of St. 

Vincent de Paul. He was also writing and seemed to fill up his time 
completely. His students loved him and he inspired many with his 

devout faith. One of them wrote: 
 
It is impossible that anyone could speak with so much

 fervor and heart without believing what he affirms. If it be
 any satisfaction, I will even say happiness, to you to know

 it, learn that before hearing you I did not believe. What a
 great number of sermons failed to do for me, you have done
 in an hour; you made me a Christian! Accept this

 expression of my joy and gratitude. 
 

Ozanam practiced justice to all men, writing,  
 
Assistance to the unfortunate honors when it treats the poor

 man with respect, not only as an equal, but as a superior –
 since he is suffering what perhaps we are incapable of
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 suffering; since he is a messenger of God to us, sent to
 prove our justice and charity, and to save us by our works. 

 
When Monsieur Charles Lenormant was challenged at the 

university by powerful forces, which set out to drive him from 
campus, Ozanam stood up for him. He did this despite any 
repercussions that he himself might suffer. He was devoted to his 

family, friends and students and tireless in his continuing efforts. 
He was only in his thirties, but he soon found that he was tired. 

This is no surprise as he rarely rested. He was always busy, even 
when he was recuperating. Then, he would be writing something. 
He was struck with fever. At times he got better, but then it hit him 

again. On September 8, 1853, he died of consumption in 
Marseilles. He was 40 years old. Pope John Paul II beatified him in 

1997. Sister Rosalie was also beatified by the church.  
 Today, the Society of Saint Vincent de Paul numbers 
700,000 in 148 countries. It operates through conferences, which 

are units in a specific area, operating out of a school, community 
center, church or hospital. It serves the poor by providing material 

nourishment in the form of food, shelter, clothing as well as 
spiritual enlightenment. Though the organization is Catholic, it 
helps all those in need. You can read more about Ozanam and the 

society in the 1950 book, Apostle In A Top Hat: The Life Of 
Frédéric Ozanam, Founder Of The Society Of St. Vincent De Paul 

by James Patrick Derum. 
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Aretha Franklin 
 

Aretha Louise Franklin was born on March 25, 1942, in 
Memphis, Tennessee, to Clarence LaVaughn Franklin and Barbara 

Siggers Franklin. Her father, referred to as C. L., was a preacher 
and her mother was a great gospel singer who played the piano. 
Aretha’s four siblings include Cecil, Vaughn, Carolyn and Erma. 

In 1944, the family moved to Buffalo, followed two years later 
with a move to Detroit. In 1948, Barbara and Vaughn were back in 

Buffalo. They may have done so because C. L. was known as a 
ladies’ man and Barbara wasn’t happy about his multiple woman 
approach. The couple separated that same year. Barbara died in 

1952. 
Growing up, Aretha had a happy life. Her household was 

filled with music. When she was small, numerous musicians 
visited the Franklins, including Sam Cooke, Erroll Garner, B. B. 
King, Dinah Washington, Lionel Hampton, Oscar Peterson, James 

Cleveland, Lou Rawls and Arthur Prysock. Listening to the radio, 
she enjoyed the songs of Johnny Ace, the Flamingos, the Four 

Tops, Frankie Lymon and LaVern Baker. One of her friends was 
Smokey Robinson, who said that none of the gang could play two-
fisted full-blooded stomp-down piano like Aretha. Before she 

reached her teens, she was a part of the choir at the New Bethel 
Church. At a very young age, she was singing on the gospel 

highway, which traveled to various parts of black America and 
performed at churches and concert halls. Mary Wilson, who would  
become a part of the Supremes, mentioned that Aretha had a way 

of singing gospel that transcended all music boundaries. 
At Alger Elementary School, her classmates and teachers 

understood that her musical skills went beyond how she performed 
on the flute and tuba in the band. During study hall when students 
got out of hand, Aretha was asked to restore order, which she did 

by her entertaining on the piano. She described one day as her first 
time with a tough crowd. 

Her sisters Erma and Carolyn were musically talented too. 
The trio formed the group, the Cleo-Patretts. They sang songs by 
Ruth Brown, LaVern Baker and the Drifters. Aretha’s desire for 

control caused some resentment from her singing siblings. They 
soon abandoned the group but the three sisters reunited in their 
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vocalizing shortly thereafter. This lasted for a while but the end 
came when Aretha again strove to be the boss.  

Before she turned fourteen, Franklin was pregnant. She 
thought she would be barraged with hostile words from C. L., but 

he was quite understanding about it. At the time, young girls 
becoming pregnant at that age wasn’t unusual. She dropped out of 
school and named her first son, Clarence. She returned to school 

but when she became pregnant a second time, she left it for good. 
Her second child was also a boy, whom she named Eddie.  

Aretha kept up with her singing and piano pounding. She 
was inspired by both the Reverend James Cleveland, the gospel 
singer, composer and arranger, who had much to do with the 

creation of the gospel sound. Known as the King of Gospel music, 
he blended jazz, pop and hard gospel into sound of his mass choirs. 

Aretha also listened to Sam Cooke, who was a great inspiration to 
her. She reflected, He made me want to sing. It was Sam who 
encouraged C. L. to think about a pop career for his daughter. In 

her teens, she entered show business, traveling with C. L.’s gospel 
revue. She earned $50 a night but valued the experience she 

received by singing with the Ward Singers, the Dixie 
Hummingbirds and the Roberta Martin Singers. In 1956, “Precious 
Lord,” one of the songs that Aretha recorded on her first album, 

Songs of Faith, exemplified spiritual depth and pure power.   
 

 Lead, lead, lead me on to the light 
 Oh, take my hand, precious Lord 
 And lead your child home 

 
 And when my, when my way goes dreary 

 Precious Lord please linger near 
 And oh, when my, when my life is almost, almost gone 
 Father, Father, Father hear my cry, Lord 

 
Before she was eighteen, she was handling the blues and 

gospel on a trip that encompassed Chicago, St. Louis and 
Memphis. She was a wise woman in the body of a child. In 1960, 
Aretha signed on to Columbia Records with the legendary 

producer, talent scout, music critic and civil rights activist, John 
Hammond. John was very instrumental in the careers of Bruce 
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Springsteen, Leonard Cohen, George Benson, Big Joe Turner, Bob 
Dylan, Pete Seeger, Billie Holiday, Benny Goodman, Stevie Ray 

Vaughn and Count Basie. He also had a big hand in the revival of 
the music of Robert Johnson. 

Jo King became Aretha’s first business manager, who 
remembered that when Franklin auditioned she did everything 
wrong, but it came out right. King introduced Franklin to a model 

who told her, When you walk you should feel like you‟re floating. 
Aretha responded that she’d just rather walk. On first hearing 

Aretha sing, Hammond had his doubts, but felt that she was the 
most dynamic voice I‟d encountered since Billie. He envisioned 
that she would be a star. When pianist Ray Bryant, who blended 

gospel and jazz, heard her perform, he said, This girl can sing. 
When asked about her favorite singers, Franklin mentioned 

Leslie Uggams, Nancy Wilson, Doris Day, Rosemary Clooney, 
Peggy Lee, Nina Simone, Lena Horne, Betty Carter and Sarah 
Vaughn. Aretha’s early recordings were intended to reflect on the 

desegregation of society, one of the goals of the civil rights 
movement. When the first pop album, The Great Aretha Franklin, 

came out, Downbeat magazine proclaimed her New Female Star of 
the Year. It received critical praise. The next album, The 
Electrifying Aretha Franklin didn’t do as well, despite her big hit, 

“Rock-a-bye Your Baby with a Dixie Melody”. She appeared with 
musical greats Horace Silver, Tito Puente, James Brown, 

Cannonball Adderley, Patti LaBelle, Les McCann, Sam Cooke, 
Jackie Wilson and Miles Davis. Brown added that she could really 
sing from the first. In 1962 at her performance at the Showboat 

Club in Philadelphia, she noticed a room that was almost empty. 
There was little reaction and she mentioned her disappointment to 

Clara Ward, saying These people don‟t want to hear me. Ward 
responded, Well, Aretha, if you can‟t sing before these few, you‟ll 
never sing before thousands. You keep playing and singing like 

you‟re doing, and one day this place won‟t be able to hold the 
people. You just hang in there. 

When Aretha married Ted White, he became her manager 
but he didn’t see eye to eye with Hammond. Columbia didn’t 
renew Franklin’s contract when it ended in 1966. She signed with 

Atlantic under the guidance of Jerry Wexler, and in 1967 she had 
great success with “(You Make Me Feel Like) A Natural Woman”, 
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“Think” and “Respect” – I don’t think she was in contact with 
Rodney. When she went to a recording session at Muscle Shoals, 

the other musicians didn’t think that much of her. Then when she 
started playing piano and singing, they changed their tune. They 

knew she was the queen. When keyboard legend Spooner Oldham 
heard her start up, he said, I know I was hired to play piano, but I 
wish you‟d let her play that thing, and I could get on organ and 

electric. 
In the spring of 1971, she performed at the Fillmore West 

in San Francisco. There was some hesitation about this concert 
because of the possible differences of the flower power and 
psychedelic movements. They welcomed her with open arms as 

she sang “Eleanor Rigby”, “Satisfaction” and “Bridge Over 
Troubled Water” as well as the truly appropriate melodies, “Love 

the One You’re with” and “Make It with You”. If there was any 
doubt that she was the Queen of Soul before, she removed it that 
day. Joints and booze were passed around and Aretha beseeched 

her listeners to work together with the culture movement and Black 
Power, glorifying creation in the spirit of the gospel to make the 

world a better place. 
That same year, she had another chart topper, “Chain of 

Fools”. Vietnam vets took it as applying to them in time of war. 

They were the fools, having been bamboozled by the government 
into participating in an infamous war that should never have been 

fought. They heard the song and were inspired by it. Many felt that 
the song kept them going in their struggles in the Far East. In many 
ways, Detroit was not much different from Vietnam. She had 

written “Think” before Martin Luther King, Jr. was assassinated, 
but somehow it was a plea to stop the violence that was plaguing 

the country, especially with her cries of the word freedom. 
In 1998, she participated with Celine Dion, Gloria Estefan, 

Shania Twain and Mariah Carey in VH1’s Divas Live show in 

New York at the Beacon Theater. Her admirable performance 
confirmed her queen status, but as far as the label of a diva, she 

was only amused. She felt the label should be reserved to people 
like Dinah Washington, Judy Garland, Ella Fitzgerald, Sarah 
Vaughn, Clara Ward and Josephine Baker.   

Aretha faced many difficulties, including her weight 
problems, her relationship with the media, her uneven 
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performances and cancelled concerts. The death of her mother, 
when she was only ten, as well as the death of Dinah Washington, 

Sam Cooke, Martin Luther King, Jr. and her father, affected her 
life greatly. Her father’s abandonment of his wife couldn’t have 

helped either. Her troubled marriages depressed her, but musical 
weddings were always bound for trouble with long rehearsal hours 
and so much time on the road. She admitted to watching a lot of 

television. Franklin also had a few phobias: fear of heights and fear 
of flying. Musicians have to promote their music and this means 

road trips across the country as well as across the ocean. For either 
of these, artists have to board a plane. In 1984, Aretha was to 
appear in the Broadway musical, Sing, Mahalia, Sing! She never 

made it because she couldn’t get on the plane to get to the 
performance.    

Despite these challenges, she released more albums than 
just about any other artist, including highly acclaimed offerings, 
Lady Soul, Amazing Grace, Jump to It, Who‟s Zoomin‟ Who, 

Young, Gifted and Black and I Never Loved a Man the Way I Love 
You. She had twenty number one R&B singles, including 

“Respect”, “Think”, “Chain of Fools”, “Until You Come Back to 
Me” and “Freeway of Love”. 88 of her songs were chartered 
singles on Billboard with 77 Hot 100 tunes. Aretha won eighteen 

Grammy Awards and sold over 75 million records. She managed 
rock and roll, gospel, soul, blues, jazz, pop and R&B in fine 

fashion. In February 1998, Luciano Pavaroti was scheduled for a 
performance of Nessun Dorma at the Grammy awards. He 
developed problems with his throat and couldn’t do it. Aretha 

stepped in and though she knew the Puccini aria, she needed to 
familiarize herself with the orchestral arrangement. She got back in 

the groove and then gave a transcendent performance that day. She 
could do opera and classical music and there probably wasn’t any 
other kind that she couldn’t handle. All right, maybe disco oompah 

music wasn’t for her. 
Besides singing and playing the piano, she also was in both 

Blues Brothers movies. She compares favorably as a songwriter 
with Carol King, Laura Nyro and Joni Mitchell. The great sax man 
King Curtis said, When Aretha records a tune, she „kills‟ 

copyright. He meant that even if she didn’t write the song, once 
she put in on vinyl or sang it in concert, no one could match the 
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way she did it. Working with Narada Michael Walden on her 
album, Who‟s Zoomin‟ Who?, he discovered that she had a great 

sense of humor, even calling her the black Mae West. Artist 
George Michael praised her as the best, quite simply. 

In 1979, Aretha received her star on the Hollywood Walk 
of Fame. The government of Michigan proclaimed her a natural 
resource in 1985. In 1987, she was inducted into the Rock and Roll 

Hall of Fame as the first female there. The UK Hall of Fame 
welcomed her in 2005, as did the GMA Gospel Hall of Fame in 

2012. Other awards include: NARAS Grammy Award, 1990; 
NARAS Lifetime Achievement, 1994; Kennedy Center Honors, 
1994; National Medal of Arts, 1999; Presidential Medal of 

Freedom, 2005; MusiCares Person of the Year, 2008. Rolling 
Stone listed her as the greatest artist of all time. Describing herself 

as a progressive, she called for equal pay for women, who had 
been neglected in the work force for too long. Aretha has been 
described as a symbol of black equality, the voice of black America 

and the civil rights movement. 
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Curtis Mayfield 
 

Mayfield was born in Chicago, Illinois, on June 3, 1942, to 
Curtis Mayfield and Marion Washington. When he was five, his 

father deserted his wife and family. When Curtis was a teenager, 
Marion moved the family into the Cabrini-Green projects, where 
families relied on religion and music for inspiration and strength. 

His mom loved poetry. She and her mother, Sadie Riley, raised 
Mayfield with gospel music filling their home. Sadie was a 

minister in the Traveling Souls Spiritual Church, so Curtis spent 
some time there, saying the music was an outburst just full of love 
that would build your heart up. The late 1940s and early 1950s 

were a time of racial violence in Chicago.  
Curtis attended Wells Community Academy High School 

but dropped out before graduating. Music was on his mind as it 
permeated the Mayfield household. He listened to jazz, blues, pop 
and R&B, performed by Art Tatum as well as Frank Sinatra. It was 

here that his male relations provided him with the quartet tradition. 
Curtis, his cousins and Jerry Butler formed the Northern Jubilee 

Gospel Singers and they displayed their talents in Chicago’s 
quartet scene. Curtis was seven at the time and developed into a 
fine tenor with his falsetto voice. When he was eleven, never 

having taken any music lessons, he took up the piano and later the 
guitar. In a few years his musical talent reached others. The 

Northern Jubilees sang in churches in the South and Midwest. 
Soon Mayfield formed a doo-wop group called the Alphatones 
with school friends Al Boyce, Dallas Dixon and James Weems. 

Though their music was important to them, so were the words that 
were tied into Martin Luther King, Jr., black rights and the 

movement. They performed a benefit, the Freedom Show in 
support of the Selma crusade. 

The Alphatones weren’t around long. Jerry Butler invited 

Curtis to join his group, the Roosters. When manager Eddie 
Thomas heard the group, he was impressed but thought they 

needed a new name. They considered the Victorians but then 
settled on the Impressions. Thomas took control of the group in 
1957. A year later, with the release of the Butler song, “For Your 

Precious Love”, the Impressions had a number three hit on the 
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R&B charts. It hit number eleven on the pop charts and sold nearly 
a million copies.  

  Jerry left the group after their top 30 R&B hit, “Come 
Back My Love”, but the Impressions kept on recording. They 

scored a number two hit on the R&B chart with “Gypsy Woman” 
in 1961, reaching number twenty on the pop chart. In 1963, “It’s 
All Right” was a gold single that topped the R&B charts, reaching 

number four on the pop charts. “Keep on Pushing”, Mayfield’s 
first black pride composition, was a top ten hit on both charts in 

1964. The album of the same name, on which the song was 
featured, also reached the top ten on both charts. “People Get 
Ready”, the gospel song of po litical awareness that most people 

knew the Impressions by, managed the number fourteen spot on 
the pop chart and number three on the R&B chart in 1965.  

 
 People get ready, there‟s a train a-coming 
 You don‟t need no baggage, you just get on board 

 All you need is faith to hear the diesels hummin‟ 
 Don‟t need no ticket you just thank the Lord 

 
 People get ready, for the train to Jordan 
 Picking up passengers from coast to coast 

 Faith is the key, open the doors and board them 
 There‟s room for all among the loved the most 

 
 There ain‟t no room for the hopeless sinner  
 Who would hurt all mankind just to save his own 

 Have pity on those whose chances are thinner 
 Cause there‟s no hiding place from the Kingdom‟s Throne 

 
 Curtis could play guitar and piano, but he also played the 
drums and saxophone. His music was funk, soul, R&B, gospel, 

Chicago soul and psychedelic soul. He also excelled as a 
songwriter. For Butler he wrote such hits as “He Will Break Your 

Heart”, “I’m A-telling You” and “Find Yourself Another Girl”. 
Mayfield wrote songs for other artists, including Gene Chandler, 
Major Lance, the Five Stairsteps, the Opals and Jan Bradley. He 

composed songs for the Impressions as well as and for himself 
once he departed the group. He was also a record producer who 
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knew of the manipulations of the record companies and he wanted 
more control of his music. This became important to him once he 

married Helen Williams and was awaiting the birth of their son. He 
saw what big business did to musicians when they paid them a few 

dollars for songs and then turned them into big money makers for 
the corporation. The artists were left in the dust with very little for 
their efforts. Mayfield established the publishing companies, Chi-

Sound in 1965 and Mayfield Music ten years later. 
 The group couldn’t escape the grind of hitting the road, 

traveling 150,000 miles a year doing that. They performed in New 
York City at the Apollo, in Chicago at the Regal, at the Fox in 
Detroit, Baltimore’s Royal and the Howard in DC. As to be 

expected, they faced discrimination in their travels. In Jackson, 
Mississippi, they received a ticket for traveling too slow. When 

they went to pay the summons, it was a dollar! It was so petty and 
annoying. 

While on the road, when the other members of the group 

went out for the evening, Curtis guarded their wallets and wrote 
songs. Mayfield may have been the first designated driver even 

though he wasn’t in the car.  He was hired as a songwriter and 
associate producer for Chicago’s Okeh label. One of the Okeh 
staff, Gerald Sims, said that The Chicago sound came from one 

source – Curtis Mayfield. Music historian Johnny Meadows added 
that Curtis could compose, write and arrange. When you heard it, 

you knew it was the Mayfield sound. Manager Eddie Thomas said 
that Curtis was the greatest songwriter that I had known. 

In the mid 1960s, the anthems were Black Power and 

Freedom Now! Mayfield embraced these feelings in his music, but 
saw no reason to abandon the gospel and the preaching of Martin 

Luther King, Jr. Each had goals for the cause. A veteran of the 
struggle branded the Impressions music as the soundtrack of the 
movement. Curtis saw “Keep On Pushing” as a reflection of the 

teachings of his grandmother’s Traveling Souls Spiritualist 
Church. The song, “It’s All Right”, envisioned hard times but also 

emphasized that the song expressed hope in tomorrow. Fred Cash, 
Sam Gooden and Mayfield were sitting in their car one night and 
came up with the song, having finished it in a really short period of 

time. They could have sung it the next night on stage. 



 

112 

 

“People Get Ready” and “Keep On Pushing” were civil 
rights songs, reflecting the soul of Chicago. Mayfield’s birthplace 

was the Birmingham of the North. As bad as racism was south of 
the Mason Dixon line, northern cities shared in the shame of 

discrimination. Adam Cohen and Elizabeth Taylor stated that The 
streets of Alabama were freer for civil rights demonstrations than 
the streets of Chicago. Mayfield’s melodies were commentaries on 

the relationship between white and black America. Curtis 
emphasized that saying I made a mistake points the blame at the 

speaker rather than blaming it on someone else. It was up to you to 
do your best and not repeat the mistake. You don‟t need no ticket, 
you just thank the Lord.    

 The years from 1968 through the early seventies were a 
time of the election of Richard Nixon, the Vietnam War and the 

assassination of Martin Luther King, Jr. and Bobby Kennedy. 
Mayfield’s musical offering included “We’re A Winner”, “(Don’t 
Worry) If There’s a Hell Below we’re All Going to Go”, “We’re 

Rolling On”, “Choice of Colors” and “This is My Country”. It was 
an accurate commentary on the nation when the song, “We’re a 

Winner”, was banned by dozens of radio after it was released.  
 
 We‟re a winner 

 And never let anybody say 
 Boy, you can‟t make it  

 ‟Cause a feeble mind is in your way 
 No more tears do we cry 
 And we have finally dried our eyes 

 And we‟re movin‟ on up (movin on up) 
 Lawd have mercy 

 We‟re movin‟ on up (movin on up) 
 
 We‟re living proof in alls alert 

 That we‟re two from the good black earth 
 And were a winner 

 And everybody knows it too 
 We‟ll just keep on pushin‟ 
 Like your leaders tell you to 

 At last that blessed day has come 
 And I don‟t care where you come from 
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 We‟re all movin‟ on up (movin‟ on up) 
 Lawd have mercy 

 We‟re movin‟ on up (movin‟ on up) 
 

 Curtis responded to the critics by saying, I‟m not trying to 
offend anyone, but just basically telling it like it is. He always felt 
that his songs were about what was happening in the country, so he 

put his feelings into the music. You could sing love songs or songs 
of social justice, but he felt that If you‟re going to come away from 

a party singing the lyrics of a song, it is better that you sing of self-
pride like „We‟re A Winner‟ instead of „Do the Boogaloo.‟  
 Curtis is well known for his writing the soundtrack to the 

hit movie, Super Fly. He also did the music for Sweet Exorcist, 
which featured the songs, “Ain’t Got Time” and “Kung Fu”. That 

1974 movie meditated on the good and evil brought on by the 
original flick, The Exorcist. Mayfield also composed music for the 
motion pictures, Claudine, Short Eyes, Sparkle, Pipedreams, A 

Piece of the Action and Let‟s Do It Again. 
 In the 1980s, he wrote the song, “Dirty Laundry” in 

appreciation of the Reagan administration. Curtis condemned 
hypocrisy, political corruption and greed by way of a soft sound of 
harmonica and guitar. 

 
 Dirty laundry in the country 

 Can‟t trust our Uncle Sam 
 Broken link, future sinking 
 And no one gives a damn. 

 
 The titles of his albums, We Come in Peace with a Message 

of Love and Take It to the Streets from 1985 and 1990 respectively, 
speak of love and unity. From the first album, the title tune and 
“We Got to Have Peace” are message songs that cover Vietnam to 

the Reagan regime. The first song on the Take It to the Streets 
release, “Homeless”, is a plea for the downtrodden who struggle 

with everyday life just to survive. In 1987, he joined the ska group, 
Blow Monkeys on “Celebrate (The Day after You)” criticizing 
Prime Minister Thatcher and her conservative policies.   

 Because of his own record companies and his various 
musical talents, Curtis seemed to be in good financial shape. On 
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August 13, 1990, he was set to go on stage for a free concert at 
Brooklyn’s Wingate High School. The sky was cloudy and as he 

reached the top of the steps, a strong gust blew in, knocking a light 
tower near the stage to the ground pinning Mayfield underneath. 

He suffered several crushed vertebrae and was permanently 
paralyzed. It affected his singing and playing but he accepted it and 
kept on. He did as much as he could and he admitted that his spirits 

were higher than before the accident. He praised his wife, 
Altheida, who was such a great part of his life, especially after his 

paralysis. 
Mayfield was the link between the civil rights generations 

and the hip-hop movement. Among many others, he influenced L. 

Cool J, Ice-T, Eminem, Mary J. Blige, MC Hammer and Snoop 
Dog. What he began, others continued. He left an amazing legacy 

for social consciousness and he pioneered funk, mixed along with 
R&B. Over the years he admitted that he hadn’t changed his 
philosophy. He said if we have The concept of peace, love, get it 

together, maybe there‟ll be a new world order. He died on 
December 26, 1999 at the North Fulton Regional Hospital in 

Roswell, Georgia. 
Rolling Stone ranked his recording of the soundtrack of the 

movie Super Fly number 69 on their 500 greatest albums. The 

magazine ranked him number 98 of the 100 greatest artists of all 
time in 2004. He was inducted into the Rock and Roll Hall of 

Fame twice, once as solo performer and also with The Impressions. 
Before he died, he became a member of the Songwriters Hall of 
Fame. He won the Grammy Legend Award in 1994 and a year 

later the Grammy Lifetime Achievement Award. The song, 
“People Get Ready” was selected as one of the top ten best songs 

of all time by a panel of twenty top industry producers and 
songwriters. 
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7. Stevie, Bob and John 
 

Stevie Wonder 
 

Stevie was born to Calvin Judkins and Lula Mae Hardaway 
in Saginaw, Michigan, on May 13, 1950, as Stevland Hardaway 

Judkins. This musical giant, whose adopted name is quite fitting, is 
also known as Stevland Hardaway Morris, Little Stevie Wonder 
and Eivets Rednow – that’s his name spelled backwards. Wonder 

is the third of six children, with siblings Milton, Calvin, Larry, 
Timothy and Renee. By the time the family moved to Detroit, the 

large car manufacturers had made an exodus to the suburbs.     
Being born six weeks premature resulted in his blindness. 

Despite his handicap, Wonder has great vision, is gifted, brilliant, 

creative, possessive of a photographic memory, precocious, 
conniving and mysterious. As a baby, he was annoying people on 

the drums – actually he was just banging on surfaces around him – 
and his music career was slowly being formed. It wasn’t long 
before he played piano, drums, bass and harmonica. He sang in the 

choir at church, really stood out and many felt he was the best 
thing at those services. In school he challenged the teachers with 

his arrogance. Wonder said, People at school told me I would end 
up making potholders instead of [being a performer.] 

Stevie had a good childhood and he said he grew up in 

upper lower circumstances. His creativity was evident when he 
mentioned that he had to steal coal so the family could keep warm. 
Many other tales of Wonder may have delighted others but 

probably weren’t true. His protégé may have been Paul Bunyan or 
some politician. He did grow up with music, which was his first 

love. He cherished songs by the Coasters, Five Royales, Mary 
Wells and Clyde McPhatter, with favorites being “Pledging My 
Love” by Johnny Ace, the Drifters’ “On Broadway” and “Honky 

Tonk” by Bill Doggett. He also heard and appreciated the blues of 
Riley B. King, aka B. B. King, and relates how he tuned into a 

radio station while riding the school bus and hearing The King of 
Blues. He was the only black on the bus. While the music was 
playing, he felt ashamed since he was different. This made a 

lasting impression on Stevie and it affected his political sensibility. 
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Later, Wonder mentioned those listed above as influential 
musicians on his life, but also added Bobby Blue Bland, Crosby, 

Stills, Nash and Young, Bob Dylan, the Byrds, Simon and 
Garfunkel, the Dixie Hummingbirds, Jimmy Reed, Cream, Dinah 

Washington, the Staple Singers and Burt Bacharach. In a tribute to 
Bacharach at the White House on May 9, 2012, Stevie and Arturo 
Sandoval collaborated in a reggae version of Bacharach’s “Make It 

Easy on Yourself”. They certainly did it justice.  
He wasn’t very old when he and neighborhood friend John 

Glover formed a musical street corner group with Wonder on 
bongos and Glover on guitar. They performed “Why Do Fools Fall 
in Love?” by Frankie Lymon, “She’s not a Bad Girl” and “My 

Momma Told Me to Leave those Girls Alone”, the last two songs 
the work of Smokey Robinson. It may have been at this time that 

Stevie began doing imitations, such as Jackie Wilson. This would 
continue throughout his life. Wonder even uttered the comment 
that he wanted to be a minister, or maybe a sinner.      

At the age of eleven, he signed with Motown Records, 
although his mother was reluctant at first. She didn’t trust the 

record companies – I don’t blame her – and didn’t want his 
involvement to wreck the stability in the household, which was 
settling into a nice routine. Stevie was displeased and began 

drumming. It must have driven Lula crazy because she gave in and 
he had a contract.  

He didn’t have a number one record for a few months. That 
came when he was thirteen in May 1963 with the release of 
“Fingertips Part II”, which hit the top spot on both the Billboard 

Hot 100 and R&B charts. “Fingertips Part I” was on the flip side of 
the 45. A year later, he made his film debut in Muscle Beach Party. 

Within half a dozen years, he had smash hits with “Uptight 
(Everything’s Alright)”, “I Was Made to Love Her”, “For Once in 
My Life” and “Signed, Sealed, Delivered, I Am Yours”.  

Motown originated through the work of the innovative 
Barry Gordy, who was responsible for bringing all the great music 

to the public over the years. He is to be commended but he didn’t 
always deliver the hits for Wonder, so the youngster took matters 
into his own hands by doing some of the writing himself – mostly 

music since he wasn’t that great on the lyrics, at first. He was 
teamed up with Silvia Moy and Henry Cosby. Moy would come up 
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with the words and Cosby or Wonder added the music and they 
had a song, working quite well together as a team. You can read 

about Wonder and his associates in an insightful 2010 biography 
by Mark Ribowsky, Signed, Sealed, And Delivered: The Soulful 

Journey Of Stevie Wonder. If you read the book, remember those 
two words above that I used to describe Stevie: creative and 
mysterious. 

I mentioned Stevie’s impersonations and it seemed 
everyone was fair game. He could sound like Gordy, so he would 

call Barry’s secretary and say that she should send Mr. Wonder a 
check for $500,000 – he needs the cash. She questioned this idea 
but was told that Stevie was a fine person and she should just give 

him the check. Whether any check arrived for Wonder remains to 
be seen. When Stevie tried the same stunt asking for a tape 

recorder, he may have received it. Wonder mentioned that Motown 
gave him his first recorder as a present for his birthday.  

Despite this behavior the young lad was extremely talented. 

Brian Holland was amazed just watching him. The lad was so easy 
to work with. He could pick up any instrument and master it right 

away. He had a great ear for music and his understanding in all 
areas was astronomical. His musical talent had just one drawback 
that fellow musicians and record people had to put up with. He 

rarely slept and when he worked on a project, it was endless. While 
working on one of his albums for hours, one musician told him it 

was nine in the morning. Wonder just asked them to get two tracks 
down. This happened a great deal of the time.  

He could also be annoying on bus trips. In the early 1960s 

while on tour through Savannah, Washington, DC, Raleigh and 
Boston, he would play the harmonica on the bus, non-stop. He was 

told to cease playing and go to sleep. When that didn’t help, his 
fellow travelers threatened to beat him up, but even that didn’t stop 
him. 

Wonder pleased young and old alike. On a musical revue in 
the Windy City, “Fingertips” was a highlight as the finale. People 

jumped up and down, stomped their feet and clapped their hands, 
going wild. As the song came to a close, it appeared as though 
those in the audience were more exhausted than the performers. 

During a Los Angeles trip as the group came to the center of 
Watts, people approached Stevie and touched him. He 
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reciprocated. He drew them in like a magnet. There was feeling 
between him and the people, back and forth, almost magical. He 

reacted to people and appreciated their adoration. The fans helped 
made his concert better, like many performers. As might have been 

expected, he admitted that he needed people around.   
His adoring fans were of all ages. Young children wrote 

him, enclosing the correspondence with love. Many were inspired 

by him, including a guy who lingered in a wheelchair after an 
accident. Stevie motivated him and the guy made an effort to learn 

to walk again. Wonder also moved a young girl who had crippled 
arms from birth to learn to paint and write with her feet. 

Wonder avoided drugs, but had another addiction: messing 

around with the women, even at a very early age. He would grab 
them in places that women didn’t approve of – all right, some 

didn’t mind – and then plead that he didn’t see that they were 
there. I’m sure that convinced many women. As he matured, a few 
claimed that they he was the mother of their child. One insisted she 

was pregnant by him and called Lula Mae, who replied, Honey, if 
it comes out black, blind and playing the harmonica, then I‟ll 

believe you. Stevie got his sense of humor from his mom. 
I mentioned his song, “Uptight”, which managed to hit the 

top of the R&B charts and number three in the pop charts in 1963, 

but I should emphasize the two other words in the title of the song, 
“Everything’s Alright”.  Just like the Mayfield song, “It’s All 

Right”, Wonder had the same idea in mind about how bad things 
may have been, but they would get better. His commitment to 
social justice was found in much of his writing, such as in the 

album, Where I‟m Coming From. “I Wanna Talk to You” speaks 
of race and generation gap while “Think of Me” and “Your 

Soldier” refers to the conflict in Vietnam. From “Sunshine in Their 
Eyes” come these words: 

 

 A prayer is heard by one so small 
 Let love be in the hearts of all 

 Oh I can‟t wait until there‟s sunshine in their eyes  
 
 You and I may never see them cry 

 Or wonder why the world‟s so cold  
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 You feel that they‟re too young 
 To take a look around 

 
 But in their faces I can see the trouble all around 

 Today we must turn into lies 
 The truth already in their minds 
 Oh I can‟t wait until the day there‟s sunshine in their eyes  

 
 In the mid 1970s, he married Syreeta Wright. She too was a 

singer who recorded two albums with his help. A year later the 
marriage ended – you can probably figure out why – and he 
admitted he was too young, not quite ready for it. He also blamed 

it on the stars. Syreeta and Stevie wrote B.B. King’s 1973 hit, “To 
Know You Is to Love You”.  

 One of his favorite subjects was history. He reflected on the 
civil rights movement and Vietnam in much of his work, just like 
the Stones’ “Gimme Shelter”, “For What It’s Worth” by Buffalo 

Springfield, Credence Clearwater Revival’s “Bad Moon Rising” 
and “Family Affair” by Sly and the Family Stone. “Superstition” 

fit right in. His albums, Talking Book and Music of My Mind 
reflected sticking to his roots in black music. Innervisions is the 
CD of his that I own – I have some of his other music on various 

discs. In “Living for the City”, the spoken dialogue speaks of the 
injustice that awaits people of color when a crime is committed. 

Law enforcement needs a conviction, so they rush to arrest 
someone. This happened in April 1989, when Antron McCray, 
Kevin Richardson, Yusef Salaam, Raymond Santana, and Kharey 

Wise were arrested for the rape of a jogger in Central Park. They 
spent time in prison until Matias Reyes confessed to the crime.  

 
 His hair is long, his feet are hard and gritty 
 He spends his life walkin‟ the streets of New York city 

 He‟s almost dead from breathin‟ in air pollution  
 He tried to vote but to him there‟s no solution  

 Living just enough, just enough for the city 
 
 I hope you hear inside my voice of sorrow 

 And that it motivates you to make a better tomorrow 
 This place is cruel, no where could be much colder 
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 If we don‟t change, the world will soon be over 
 Living just enough, stop giving just enough for the city 

 
 Another song from Innervisions which goes right along 

with so many of his songs is “Higher Ground”. He completed it in 
three hours: the music, words and recording the track.  
 

 People keep on learnin‟ 
 Soldiers keep on warrin‟ 

 World keep on turnin‟ 
 ‟Cause it won‟t be too long 
 

 Powers keep on lyin‟ 
 While your people keep on dyin‟ 

 World keep on turnin‟ 
 ‟Cause it won‟t be too long 
 

 I‟m so darn glad he let me try it again 
 ‟Cause my last time on earth I lived a whole world of sin  

 I‟m so glad that I know more than I knew then 
 Gonna keep on tryin‟ till I reach the highest ground  
 

  Wonder was in a car driven by John Harris on his way to a 
benefit concert in Greenville, South Carolina. Suddenly a log from 

the truck in front of them came free and smashed sleeping Stevie in 
the head. He was rushed to the hospital in Salisbury, where he 
remained in a coma for a week. Longtime friend Ira Tucker 

remembered that Wonder always liked his music loud, so he 
shouted in his ear, while Stevie was in the hospital. That had no 

effect but then he sang “Higher Ground” in Wonder’s ear, whose 
hand was resting on Ira’s arm. All of a sudden the injured s inger’s 
fingers were moving to the note and Ira said, This cat‟s gonna 

make it. Before Stevie embarked on that southern tour, he had a 
premonition that he was going to die even though he had no reason 

to take his own life and knew of no one who would want to kill 
him. 
 Many times Wonder uttered remarkable quotes. One is, The 

theme is that life and love are beautiful, but people have to work at 
making things happen all the time. With regard to the song “Ebony 
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and Ivory”, which he recorded with Paul McCartney, he said, I felt 
that for whatever significance we both have, both in multi-colored, 

multi-racial society, we‟re all many different colors and cultures, it 
would be good for us to sing something like that. In October 1984 

he added, Every minute you allow yourself to hate, you‟ve wasted 
one minute God has given you to love.     

Wonder reached the top in many ways but participated in 

Peace Sunday, an anti-nuclear rally in 1982 at the Rose Bowl. He 
did numerous benefits and contributed whenever he could to good 

causes. He was on hand for Band Aid in America and on stage for 
the We Are the World project. The latter event had 45 artists on 
stage, including Ray Charles, but because of the vast number 

involved, it didn’t always go smoothly. Once when matters seemed 
out of hand, Wonder tried to restore order and kidded the group 

that if they didn’t get things together, he or Ray would drive 
everybody home. 

Guitarist, songwriter and producer Michael Sembello – 

known as the writer of the song “Maniac” from the 1983 movie, 
Flashdance – worked with Wonder on a few projects. On a trip to 

Louisiana in search of a studio location, while the group was 
crossing the Pontchartrain Bridge, Sembello noticed a sign with 
three K’s on some building. It wasn’t a spelling lesson. Quickly, 

Michael realized they were in the heart of Klan country. Sembello 
continues, I‟m seein‟ headlines in my head saying „Stevie Wonder 

and Band – the white Guy, too – lynched in Louisiana.‟ 
Stevie is an activist, record producer, singer, songwriter 

who plays keyboards of all sorts, bass guitar, drums, harpejji and 

harmonica. He mastered the latter instrument on the Burt 
Bacharach and Hal David song, Alfie, which you can find on the 

instrumental 1968 album, Eivets Rednow. This title didn’t give that 
great of a clue who the artist was. I told you so you know, but 
others didn’t, such as the fan who said to him, Those whites are 

takin‟ over everything. Look, I heard a kid today, man, played 
„Alfie‟ just like you.  

Besides jazz, R&B, funk, soul and pop, he has also 
managed reggae quite well. There probably isn’t any kind of music 
that he can’t handle. So far, Stevie has a record 22 Grammys, 42 

top ten hits, 23 number one hits and twelve top ten albums, 
including three that reached the top. Songs of his you’ll recognize 
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include “I Wish”, “I Just Called to Say I Love You” – for which he 
won an Academy Ward in 1984 for the movie, The Woman in Red 

– “Superstition” and “Sir Duke”. Albums of note include Talking 
Book, Songs in the Key of Life and Innervisions. He earned the title 

of United Nations Messenger of Peace in 2009 and a year earlier, 
he was number five on Billboard Magazine’s Hot 100 all-time Top 
Artists. 

A host of musicians have sung songs he wrote and 
performed. This includes Frank Sinatra, Perry Como, Engelbert 

Humperdinck, Johnny Mathis, Liza Minnelli and Andy Williams. 
This includes a few of those covers that may have required Gong 
Show type action. In 2004, Rolling Stone magazine ranked him 

fifteenth on the 100 Greatest Rock and Roll Artists of All Time. 
He’s a member of the Songwriters Hall of Fame, Rock and Roll 

Hall of Fame, Michigan Walk of Fame, and has received the Polar 
Music Prize, the Gershwin Award, Kennedy Center Honors, the 
George and Ira Gershwin Lifetime Achievement Award, the 

Sammy Cahn Lifetime Achievement Award, the Billboard Century 
Award, the Memphis National Civil Rights Museum Lifetime 

Achievement Award and the Montreal Jazz Festival Spirit Award. 
At the end of 2012, he was inducted into the Soul Music Hall of 
Fame. He had won so many awards, but in 1975, Paul Simon won 

a Grammy for “Still Crazy after All These Years”. Paul said, I‟d 
like to thank Stevie Wonder for not making an album this year. 

You can find more on the lives of the Aretha, Curtis and 
Stevie in Higher Ground: Stevie Wonder, Aretha Franklin, Curtis 
Mayfield And The Rise And Fall Of American Soul, the excellent 

2007 book by Craig Werner dealing with music and the civil rights 
movement of the twentieth century. 
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Bob Fass 
 

Bob Fass was born on June 29, 1933, and grew up in 
Brooklyn, New York. In 1955, he graduated from Syracuse 

University.  He was awarded a scholarship at the Neighborhood 
Playhouse where he studied under Sydney Pollack and Sandy 
Meisner. He also had membership in Stella Adler’s workshop.  His 

appearances on stage included The Man with the Golden Arm, The 
Hostage and The Execution of Private Slovik . The army called him 

in 1956, where he created a theatre at Fort Bragg in North 
Carolina. Once back in New York, he played a few roles in an off-
Broadway production of the Threepenny Opera with Lotte Lenya 

and also took on the duties of assistant stage manager. A few years 
later, the action of a millionaire changed his life.  

WBAI owner Louis Schweitzer had money – loads and 
loads of it – but was sick of all the advertising on commercial 
networks. He called Pacifica Radio and asked them if they wanted 

a radio station. They hung up on him. He tried a few more times 
with the same results. Eventually they agreed and he donated his 

station to them in 1960. Soon after that, Fass made his debut on 
WBAI-FM radio in New York City, 99.5. His show, Radio 
Unnameable, was on beginning at midnight, five nights a week. 

One source said it covered a period of three and a half hours, while 
someone else insisted it was five and a half hours. Over the years 

the time period probably varied, allowing for this discrepancy.  
The program was unlike any other, combining talk, music 

and opinion, but without the eight-second sound bites, 

advertisements and continuous noise of other radio stations. Each 
show was unscripted, almost as if Bob just came on the air and ad-

libbed the entire time. That was not the case. Musicians came to 
the studio and performed. Those who listened in heard the first 
performances of “Mr. Bojangles” and “Alice’s Restaurant” by 

Jerry Jeff Walker and Arlo Guthrie, respectively. After Guthrie’s 
performance on the air, numerous people phoned in asking where 

they could buy the song, even though Arlo didn’t have a recording 
contract at the time. Radio Unnameable also hosted Phoebe 
Snow’s first radio appearance. 

Others who came into the studio to perform included Tom 
Rush, the Incredible String Band, Frank Zappa, Rambling Jack 
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Elliot, Garland Jeffreys, Jose Feliciano, Joni Mitchell, Melanie, 
Townes Van Zandt, Patti Smith, Richie Havens, The Fugs, Muddy 

Waters, Otis Spann, Buffy Saint-Marie, David Bromberg, Phil 
Ochs and Taj Mahal. As you can see, Fass gave up-and-coming 

artists a chance to impress him as well as listeners.  
Those tuning to WBAI at that hour would call in and 

converse, including many artists and celebrities: Abbie Hoffman, 

Paul Krassner and Allen Ginsberg. The conversion on one subject 
could last ten minutes, or it might go on for two hours. In the mid 

1970s, Fass arranged to have people on the line simultaneously. 
They could all talk at once and listen to each other. Radio 
Unnameable never compared with Rush Limbaugh, the 

McLaughlin Group or the Jerry Springer Show, and had no 
intention of matching any of these. The program was uncensored. 

Of course, look at the time it aired. The FCC was asleep then. 
For the program, Fass needed a signature greeting. William 

B. Williams started his program with Good morning, world, and it 

didn’t take long before a listener suggested Good morning, cabal. 
The last word comes from horse. Originally, people secretly got 

together on horseback at night and planned something subversive. 
There couldn’t have been a better greeting as far as Bob was 
concerned. It was just what he wanted and the three words stuck.  

Before the show aired for the first time, management 
wondered how many people would be tuning in at those hours of 

the morning. The answer was more than you could imagine. Many 
people were up all night. Someone had to clean the buildings of 
those who worked from 9 to 5 each day. Many of these unsung 

heroes labored after midnight. Others had to prepare the bagels for 
the morning rush hour. Other people just didn’t go to bed until two 

in the morning, so they could tune in to the show for a while.  
Fass played music and if he liked the song, he would play it 

more than once that same morning. Because of the format of the 

show – listeners didn’t know what would come next – the night 
people kept WBAI tuned in. Those who had the graveyard shift 

didn’t bother to change the station. People were hooked and they 
told others about Radio Unnameable. Bob had formed a 
community, and it grew and grew. He had created a movement.  

One day a guy called in and complained about all the 
advertising and the junk being sold. He insisted that he didn’t buy 
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any of that crap. Bob mentioned that it was impossible not to buy 
any of the products, but the caller insisted that he didn’t make 

those purchases. When asked if he owned a toothbrush, the guy on 
the phone said he didn’t. The reply was the same for toilet paper. 

Maybe the guy lived in a cave, but then wasn’t the reception of the 
radio signal filled with static? A few years later another person 
called in from Ellenville in the Catskills, almost 100 miles to the 

northwest. Fass wondered how he could pick up WBAI so far 
away. The caller said he received it on his car radio. He connected 

some wires from the speakers in the car to his stereo system in the 
house and he could listen to Radio Unnameable inside his home. 
Bob mentioned that the caller really took radio seriously. The 

response was that he took good radio seriously.  
Because of the show, a Fly In occurred at Kennedy airport 

in February 1967. People found out about the event through the 
station, and thousands showed up for an evening of camaraderie. A 
young woman handed some flowers to the police captain. The 

sergeant nearby responded that you couldn’t give the chief flowers. 
In turn, the captain said that if a pretty girl gave you flowers, you 

should accept them. With this happening, Bob realized that there 
were so many people who wanted to connect with others and 
somehow his program was doing just that. The Fly In was the 

beginning with more to follow. 
A day after, a woman in New York was burned out of her 

apartment. She called in to Radio Unnameable. Bob thought that 
all the celebration of the day before at JFK meant almost nothing 
when something so terrible as that happened to the caller. Before 

long, listeners called in offering to help her in any way they could.  
A year later, New York faced the garbage strike. Piles of 

the stuff littered entire blocks and it looked bad and smelled even 
worse. Some caller asked what the community could do about it 
and before long a few volunteers procured mops, brooms, dustpans 

and cleaning materials and got right on it in the Lower East Side. 
Fass called for people to bring trucks to haul the crap away. 

Someone called from Woodstock – was this in any way prophetic? 
– and said that a busload of people would be arriving to help. Bob 
told them to come with a truck. One street at a time was cleaned 

and then work began on another. The department of sanitation may 
have been slightly ashamed so they finished the street that had 



 

126 

 

been started. The community went on to another to continue the 
Sweep In. 

There was a Be-In at Central Park followed next by a stop 
at the Pentagon for an exorcism. The community wasn’t very 

happy about what was happening in Vietnam so they took aim at 
the nation’s capital. The key saying was out demons, out! It was an 
effort to purge the evil spirits from the War Department. 

The movement was bringing people in and opening up the 
eyes of the citizenry. This was all done in a spirit of love and non-

violence. That was to change with the Yip In at Grand Central 
Terminal (GCT) in March 1968. It was given that name because of 
the Youth International Party or Yippies! Five or 6,000 people 

assembled at 42nd Street and Park Avenue and it started out quite 
peaceful. Unfortunately, there were some militaristic elements in 

the area. Firecrackers were shot off and someone removed the 
hands of the GCT clock and soon mayhem broke out. People were 
beaten with police clubs and some participants were tossed through 

plate glass windows. Others were dragged away by their hair. 
Abbie Hoffman stated that law enforcement had bullhorns, but 

never asked the people to move out of the terminal.  
In August 1968, the movement was on the way to the 

Democratic National Convention in Chicago. What took place 

there may have been worse than at Grand Central five months 
earlier. This time tear gas was tossed into the crowd. Out of this 

came the trail of the Chicago 7. Eight activists were actually 
involved, with Bobby Seale joining Rennie Davis, Dave Dellinger, 
John Froines, Tom Hayden, Abbie Hoffman, Jerry Rubin and Lee 

Weiner. The trial was a circus event, with the unethical 
performance of the prosecution, which was out to get the 

defendants because of their dress, long hair and attitude. The 
defense followed suit with their behavior and too often the 
proceedings were nothing more than a shouting match. The lawyer 

for Bobby Seale couldn’t represent him so he tried to represent 
himself but Judge Julius J. Hoffman wouldn’t allow it.  Seale 

argued his case but eventually was bound and gagged, something 
you don’t see very much in courtrooms. Eventually, the defendants 
were acquitted, but it was too high a price to pay.  

One morning a suicide phoned in. Bob didn’t think the 
caller was serious at first, but listened and kept him on the line. He 
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revealed his name as Stanley and soon his voice became slower 
and slower. Fass repeatedly asked him to stand up, but eventually 

he either fell asleep or passed out. It took the station eight hours 
but they eventually located Stanley and he was resuscitated. It was 

not a night that anyone wanted to repeat. Stanley later got in touch 
with Bob and thanked him for what he had done.  

In many ways, WBAI had been a boys club. Fass had it 

pretty good and wanted to stay that way when a group of women 
asked for airtime on Mondays. Bob figured that was a good idea so 

he had no objections. Now another movement had arrived on the 
scene. February 1977 was another story. Bob and his crew had a 
great deal of freedom but the station also had management. The big 

guys thought it was time for a change of format. They wanted 
Radio Unnameable off the air and probably weren’t a big fan of 

Fass, even though he was responsible for the remarkable growth 
and success of WBAI. What management was doing didn’t make 
any sense. What about the other twenty hours of programming? 

Since the station was commercial free, it needed contributions 
from listeners. Bob’s community had no trouble giving gifts to 

keep the station operating. In fact, the movement alone may have 
sustained WBAI. Management probably wasn’t concerned about 
revenues, since it may have been only a matter of control and 

power, with a bit of discrimination thrown in as well.  
Fass and his team attempted to form a union and asked for 

negotiations between it and management, but the latter refused. 
Bob and his cohorts boarded themselves up in the studios at the top 
of the Empire State Building, where WBAI was located. Soon 

those in charge just pulled the plug on the station and it was off the 
air for over a month. Meanwhile, the followers of the show showed 

up at the building and did everything to prevent the subpoena 
being given to the Radio Unnameable crew. The court ordered an 
eviction and five were arrested for contempt. Bob had hoped that 

they would win the case, but that just didn’t happen. A five-year 
ban was placed on Fass, at which time he was a guest at WFMU in 

New Jersey.   
 He returned to the station in 1983, but only for one night a 
week and as a volunteer – he didn’t get paid for being on the air. 

Nevertheless, he began where he left off. Musicians appeared in 
the studio and his audience returned. He still was a man of the 
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people and advocated for the poor and downtrodden. WBAI wasn’t 
the same, but it survived. Fass loved what he did. How could he 

stay away? 
 When Bob was booted out of WBAI, management was 

about to dispose of all the old tapes of previous shows. Instead, 
Bob took them. As you can imagine, Fass had a great number of 
friends, many really close. One day they came to his rescue with an 

effort to catalog the tapes and the other stuff. It was a monumental 
task, but those in charge offered that the effort wasn’t so bad. 

Currently there are 80 hours of Fass’s programs available at the 
Museum of Television and Radio in New York.  
 We see so many bad people in society today, but there are 

also good ones – they undoubtedly outweigh the crud. There also 
are truly outstanding citizens and Fass was one of them. Former 

director of New York’s ACLU, Neil Fabricant, offered that Bob 
was A midwife at the birth of the counter culture, while writer 
Ralph Engleman embodied him as The father of freeform radio. 

Marc Fisher of the Washington Post lavished praise on Fass, 
saying of Radio Unnameable, Bob really opened the door and 

summoned the audience into the action. He used the mass media to 
amass a very real movement.  
 Fass always had time to offer guidance and advice to 

others. He was an inspiration to people in all walks of life, 
including others on the radio, such as Howard Stern and Vince 

Scelsa. Bob took artists under his wing, including Steve Post. In 
describing Bob, Steve added, He was more spontaneous. We all 
copied him, but he was the best. 

 I don’t think Fass was a fan of Richard Nixon or Ronald 
Reagan. He criticized President Lyndon B. Johnson for his 

Vietnam adventures, especially the escalation of the war. He 
showed no support for the war for oil of George W. Bush. He was 
a pacifist, but what did you expect. His show was on Pacifica 

Radio. Bob was on the air in the 60s, 70s, 80s, 90s and during the 
21st century. Today, he still has his show every Friday morning for 

three hours beginning at midnight. It’s only on one night a week, 
but after all, he is 80 years young. He was and still is a pioneer and 
inspiration. On one show around the time of the Be-In, Fly In and 

Sweep In, he asked the listeners to keep sending suggestions, 
because he didn’t want to be the leader. But he was! Many of the 
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activities that he inspired are still around today in the Occupy Wall 
Street movement and all the grass roots activities that are so 

necessary to restore our nation to what it can and should be.  
 Radio Unnameable was a counterculture radio show before 

people conceived of that designation for the youth of the day. Fass 
can be described as a hippie long before there were those types. 
Tuning into Radio Unnameable was a journey back into the 1960s, 

a decade filled with assassinations, war and violence, but also of 
dreams and aspirations. It was a time when many Americans 

challenged the status quo. In his own words: I like the idea of 
sharing, from each according to their ability, to each according to 
their need. I want to connect people in one city with people in 

another. I think information can cure almost anything. Be sure to 
watch the 2012 documentary, Radio Unnameable. PBS will 

probably feature it again. 
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John Mellencamp 
 

John was born on October 7, 1951, in Seymour, Indiana, to 
Richard and Marilyn Low Mellencamp. John’s brothers are Joe 

and Ted and his sisters are Laura and Janet. When he was only 
four, he became the mascot of the football team at Seymour High 
School. As he grew older, his love of sports continued. From an 

early age, he and his brothers were terrorists, or at least that’s how 
they appeared to Richard, Marilyn and the boys’ teachers. This 

may have been because of the times or something they inherited 
from their grandparents, who had had rough times in the Midwest 
as working-class citizens. 

Laura, His grandmother on his father’s side, may have had 
something to do with John’s musical inclination. Her siblings 

played guitars, harmonica, violins, banjos and pump organ. Her 
husband Speck, joined right in on cow bones. Eventually, the violin 
appeared on many of John’s songs. Mellencamp listened to the 

music of the Temptations, Sam and Dave, Chubby Checker, the 
Four Tops and James Brown, which came over the airwaves from 

radio stations in Louisville, Chicago and Detroit. At thirteen he 
picked up a guitar and while he was in the seventh grade, he and 
two classmates performed “Abilene” at a student assembly. 

Mellencamp sang while Sam Abbott played guitar. It wasn’t very 
good. In his opinion, it was horrible. John formed his own band, 

Crepe Soul, at the age of fourteen with Fred Booker, Dennis Blair, 
Rod Chávez, Steve Fletcher, J. Art Johnson and Duane 
Zimmerman. That didn’t last long as he wasn’t enthusiastic about 

rehearsing. He then joined the band, Snakepit Banana Barn. 
I mentioned his early misbehavior with his brothers, but as 

a junior in high school, it got worse. He grew his hair long, 
smoked, got involved with drugs, alcohol and with Priscilla 
Esterline, a woman three years older than he was. He later married 

her when she became pregnant. He graduated from high school 
with a less than stellar average and enrolled in Vincennes 

University and became involved with their broadcasting program. 
While on the air on the university’s WVTU station, he had 
difficulty pronouncing some of the names and wound up spouting 

a few obscenities. In the early 1970s, Mellencamp disavowed 
drugs and alcohol for good. 
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After working a few jobs, Mellencamp figured the 9 to 5 rat 
race wasn’t for him and decided he’d try a path as a musician. He 

loved singing and started out with bands singing cover songs. 
Eventually, he began writing his own music. His bands never 

aspired to having overproduced music as he represented the 
workers, the union. He hated most of what big business was up to. 
John and the band may not have hit all the right notes, but they 

were doing what they wanted and the fans appreciated that. With 
practice, their performances and records got better and better. He 

was still a rebel and spoke words on stage that weren’t appreciated 
in church, but still was in charge. His associates could offer 
comments but most of the time he went by what he thought.  

In the mid 1970s, John finally found a company that would 
release his music. The album was Chestnut Street Incident, which 

included some original music. Tony DeFries insisted that the 
record couldn’t be sold because of the artist’s name, so it was 
released under the name Johnny Cougar, which John didn’t care 

for. It was huge flop, selling only 12,000 copies. His breakout 
album, American Fool was released in 1982. At first, PolyGram 

was reluctant to release it, figuring it wouldn’t be profitable. When 
they finally agreed, the public must have liked it because it went 
multi-platinum, selling over five million units. The album hit the 

top spot on the charts, making John the first male artist to 
accomplish that and have two top-ten singles at the same time. 

John had made it and did it his way, not listening to what the big 
shots in the business world were saying. He never stopped 
operating in that manner. 

The song “Crumblin’ down” from his 1983 release, Uh-
Huh, referred to the less fortunate, especially his cousin who lost 

his electrical engineering job. As John stated, It‟s a very 
frightening thing when you realize the industrial revolution is over 
and there‟s no place to go. The next year, Reagan wanted to use 

“Pink houses”, another song from that album, for his presidential 
campaign for re-election. Mellencamp turned down the request. He 

didn’t want any of his songs used for political purposes. His 1985 
album, Scarecrow, featured the song, “Rain on the scarecrow”, 
which alluded to the demise of the small American farmer, who 

had become a man who lost his farm – now reduced to four 
hundred dusty acres.  
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 Scarecrow on a wooden cross blackbird in the barn 

 Four hundred empty acres that used to be my farm 
 I grew up like my daddy did my grandpa cleared this land 

 When I was five I walked the fence while grandpa held my 
  hand 
 

 Rain on the scarecrow blood on the plow 
 This land fed a nation this land made me proud 

 And son I‟m just sorry there‟s no legacy for you now  
 Rain on the scarecrow blood on the plow 
 Rain on the scarecrow blood on the plow 

 
 The crops we grew last summer weren‟t enough to pay the 

  loans 
 Couldn‟t buy the seed to plant this spring and the Farmers 
  Bank foreclosed 

 Called my old friend Schepman up to auction off the land 
 He said John it‟s just my job and I hope you understand 

 Hey calling it your job ol‟ hoss sure don‟t make it right 
 But if you want me to I‟ll say a prayer for your soul tonight 
 And grandma‟s on the front porch swing with a bible in her  

  hand 
 Sometimes I hear her singing „Take me to the Promised 

  Land‟ 
 When you take away a man‟s dignity he can‟t work his 
  fields and cows 

  
 John dedicated the Scarecrow album to Speck, who fought 

a difficult battle with lung cancer. While at the hospital, 
Mellencamp wouldn’t enter his grandfather’s room at first, since 
he wasn’t keen on that scene. This Speck understood. On 

Christmas Day the singer entered the hospital room of the father of 
his father with his guitar and sang “Silent Night”. Emotions 

overtook the room and Laura Mellencamp realized that it was the 
best gift of her husband’s life.  
 Because MTV had recently entered the picture, John took 

advantage of it and created many videos. He had in mind one for 
“Lonely ol’ night”. John was married three times and divorced that 
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many times as well. This wasn’t unusual for rock star relationships 
with so much time on the road and too time much spent recording 

in the studio, away from family. Mellencamp didn’t mind good-
looking girls in those videos. George Green was one of his 

classmates and also collaborated with John on songwriting. As the 
new video was being created, George’s wife offered, Listen, 
Mellencamp, you better not be putting a lot of real pretty girls in 

this video, because real pretty girls don‟t have lonely ol‟ nights! 
 Fine, John said. I‟ll put you in it. Mrs. Green starred as 

John’s wife in the production.  
John is a rock ’n’ roll man, a gifted storyteller who 

represents the working class, especially the American farmer. He 

speaks out against racism and the actions of corporate America.  
Drummer Steve Jordan said, John makes music, music for all of us 

and that‟s why I think „Cuttin‟ Heads‟ may be his best work ever. 
The song, “Crazy Island”, from that October 2001 album offers 
these words: 

 
 Hey hey, America 

 With your salesmanship and your salaries 
 And your strip malls growin‟ 
 And your handguns and your heresies 

 Don‟t hold no responsibility  
 In this land of easy millions 

 
  He began his Words and Music tour in 2005 with the song, 
“Our Country”, some of whose words are: 

 
 I can stand beside 

 Ideals I think are right  
 And I can stand beside 
 The idea to stand and fight 

 
 I do believe 

 There‟s a dream for everyone 
 This is our country 
 

 There‟s room enough here 
 For science to live 
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 And there‟s room enough here 
 For religion to forgive 

 
 And try to understand 

 Other people of this land 
 This is our country 
 

 John spoke out for truth and justice and received many 
favorable comments about this song. He also heard from a few 

people who didn’t like it. Maybe these critics weren’t part of our 
country. 
 In March 2003, Mellencamp released “To Washington”, a 

song written in 1903 but was later updated by other musicians. 
John also made some changes, as you can see below: 

 
 So a new man in the White House 
 With a familiar name 

 Said he had some fresh ideas 
 But it‟s worse now since he came 

 From Texas to Washington 
 
 And he wants to fight with many 

 And he says, „It‟s not for oil‟ 
 He sent out the National Guard 

 To police the world 
 

In July 2006, while performing in Lake Tahoe, Mellencamp 

introduced his song “Walk Tall” with the words, This next one is 
dedicated is for all the poor people who‟ve been ignored by the 

current administration. Dan Quayle was in the audience and 
wasn’t pleased and quickly left. Later Quayle mentioned that the 
concert wasn’t really very good. When Mellencamp found out that 

Dan had been in the audience, he commented: I wasn‟t aware that 
Dan Quayle was at the show the other night but had I known, I 

certainly wouldn‟t have changed a word. I still feel there are many 
people left behind by this administration. Not talking about 
problems doesn‟t make them go away. It‟s kind of telling that he 

chose to walk out as I was doing a song about tolerance. 
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Mellencamp is a singer-songwriter, sometimes actor, 
musician, painter and social activist. His music can be described as 

rock – folk, hard, roots, heartland – and pure folk. After seeing a 
documentary on Woody Guthrie, he agreed with Guthrie about 

performing songs that made people feel good and vowed not to do 
songs that have the opposite effect. Amassing 22 top 40 hits, he 
has sold over 40 million records worldwide. John has the record 

for solo artist with the most songs landing in the top spot on the 
Hot Mainstream Rock Charts with seven. He had nine songs that 

hit number one on some U. S. chart: “Hurts so good”, “Jack & 
Diane”, “Lonely ol’ night”, “Paper in fire”, “Cherry bomb”, “Get a 
leg up”, “Again tonight”, “What if I came knocking” and “Wild 

night”. Of the numerous albums he released, three were gold and 
nine became platinum, four of which were multi-platinum.   

Nominated for thirteen Grammies, in 1982 he won one for 
best male rock vocal with “Hurts So Good”. Other awards he 
garnered include: in 1991, the Nordoff-Robbins Silver Clef Special 

Music Industry Humanitarian Award; in 2001, the Billboard 
Century Award; in 2003, the Woody Guthrie Award; in 2007, the 

ASCAP Foundation Champion Award; in 2008, the Classic 
Songwriter Award. Though not elected, in 2009 and 2010, he was 
nominated for the induction into the Songwriters Hall of Fall. In 

September 2010, he was the recipient of the Americana Lifetime 
Achievement Award and in July 2012, he was given the John 

Steinbeck Award in San Jose, California, given to those who 
exemplify the spirit of Steinbeck‟s empathy, commitment to 
democratic values, and belief in the dignity of the common man. In 

March 2008, he was inducted into the Rock and Roll Hall of Fame.  
With Willie Nelson and Neil Young, he is one of the 

founders of Farm Aid, which began in 1985 with a Champaign, 
Illinois, concert. These three and Dave Matthews form the board of 
directors. The organization has raised $40,000,000 to help the 

small farmer so he can hold on to his farm. After Hurricane 
Katrina struck, he was one of many musicians who took part in a 

benefit to raise money for New Orleans. In April 2004, his efforts 
raised over $500,000 for the Bob Costas Cancer Center.  Before 
the election of 2004, he was one of the performers in a benefit that 

raised over $7,000,000 for the Kerry / Edwards campaign. He also 
contributed to VH-1’s Save the Music Foundation, whose mission 
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is music education in schools. He contributed to numerous other 
causes including Indiana University, even giving the 

commencement address for the school’s 171st graduating class on 
May 6, 2000. 
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8. Thomas, Neil and Joe 
  

Thomas Merton 
 

On a Sunday morning in the summer of 2013, the Buffalo 
News had an article on Thomas Merton. I wasn’t aware that he had 

spent time at St. Bonaventure University in Olean, New York, not 
far from Buffalo. I decided to find out more about this Trappist 
monk, so I began reading his autobiography, The Seven Storey 

Mountain, which was published in 1948. 
Merton was born in Prades in southern France on January 

31, 1915. His father, Owen Merton, who hailed from New 
Zealand, and his mother, Ruth Jenkins, an American, were both 
artists. In August 1915, with World War I raging, the Merton 

family left Prades for the United States. The Mertons moved into a 
house in Flushing, New York, not far from Ruth’s parents, who 

lived in Douglaston. Thomas’s brother, John Paul, was born in 
November 1918. 

Owen was a man of deep faith who painted landscapes and 

played organ at the Zion Church as well as piano at a few 
nightclubs. He was also a gardener. Ruth was a Quaker, while 

Thomas wasn’t much into religion, although he did attend services 
of different churches from time to time. His mother was in the 
hospital when she wrote Thomas a moving letter, saying that she 

was sick. Merton never saw her again, even at her funeral, as she 
succumbed to stomach cancer in October 1921.  

Being an artist, Owen traveled a great deal, as did Thomas, 

who went along. They journeyed to Bermuda and Thomas was left 
there as his father moved on. Neither Thomas nor John Paul spent 

a lot of time with their father, because of Owen’s travels. They 
were in the care of their grandmother, Bonnenmamen, and 
grandfather, Pop, and some aunts and uncles. 

Owen took Thomas to France and enrolled his son in a 
boarding school for boys in Montauban. Once again, Merton’s dad 

deserted him. Despite the opportunities, Merton didn’t attend any 
religious services but declared that All religions lead to God, only 
in different ways, and every man should go according to his own 
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conscience, and settle things according to his own private way of 
looking at things.   

In 1928, Owen removed Thomas from the school in 
Montauban and took him to England, where he was enrolled in a 

boarding institution in Surrey, the Ripley Court Preparatory 
School. Rutland, England, was the home of the Oakham School, 
next on the list for Thomas, beginning in 1930. In January 1931, 

Owen died. Tom Bennett, who had been Owen’s physician, 
became Thomas’s legal guardian. 

At Oakham, Merton became an assistant editor of 
Oakhamian, the school magazine. Around this time, Thomas spent 
time in Germany and Italy and could be said to be a complete 

agnostic. While in Germany, he developed gangrene in his toenail, 
but fortunately that was the only part of his body that was 

removed. In September of the next year, Merton found out that he 
had passed the admission exam for the school in Cambridge, 
England, Claire College. After he turned eighteen, he went to 

Paris, Marseilles, Saint Tropez, Genoa, Florence and Rome. That 
last city may have changed his life.  

In February 1933, he visited the churches and took 
everything in while not actually participating. He was soon visiting 
the basilicas, such as Santa Pudenziana, Santa Prassede, the 

Lateran Baptistery and Santa Costanza – not what you think. He 
purchased the Vulgate, the Latin Bible, and read the New 

Testament. On one occasion he felt the presence of Owen in his 
room, leading him to real prayer. He asked God for a deliverance 
from his darkness. While visiting Tre Fontane, a Trappist 

monastery in Rome, he felt that he’d like to become a Trappist 
monk.  

During that summer, Merton traveled by boat to 
Douglaston to see his grandparents. This gave him some time 
before beginning at Cambridge. He read his bible and his religious 

zeal was still present. He went to the Zion Episcopal Church close 
by and as well as a Quaker meeting, but wasn’t enraptured by 

either. It wasn’t long before his religious interest dissipated. He 
headed back to England. At Clare College, his life descended into 
despair as he took up serious drinking, rather than studying. His 

friends described him as a womanizer. A few biographers agreed 
that he’d fathered a child with a Cambridge woman, with legal 
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action pending. Bennett was frustrated by what had occurred and 
made a deal with Merton that if he returned to the states, Pop and 

Bonnenmamen wouldn’t find out about the indiscretions of their 
grandson. Whether there was a pregnancy or more than one has not 

been verified and Merton left Cambridge after his exams in May.  
On first coming to the city of New York, Thomas thought, 

New York, you are mine! I love you. He came to embrace the 

vitality of the city. He appreciated jazz, continued his drinking and 
he loved beer, partying, women and dancing. Thomas was an avid 

reader and he wrote poems, novels and articles. New York fit the 
bill for him. With the passage of time, this feeling of love changed 
as he found the city intolerable, mostly because of his time at 

Cambridge. He saw millions of people scurrying in all directions 
and wondered where they were headed. What kind of life were 

they leading? Some time after he lived in Kentucky, he would look 
down fondly on the Big Apple.   

Merton began Columbia University in January 1935 as a 

sophomore, living in Douglaston with the Jenkins family. He 
commuted by train and the time there made his life better as he 

found Catholicism. Merton was drawn to Communism, even 
briefly joining the Young Communist League. After attending one 
meeting of the group, he abandoned the philosophy, never 

returning to it. Tom continued his writing, working on a pair of 
papers at Columbia, the Columbia Review and Jester, a magazine 

of humor. He also had membership in the Philolexian Society and 
Alpha Delta Phi. 

In October of the same year, Thomas engaged in a picket of 

the Casa Italiana, a joint venture by the Italian government and 
Columbia, which supported war. This was a protest against the 

invasion of Ethiopia by Italy. Simultaneously, Merton also became 
a peace advocate and took the Oxford Pledge, vowing not to 
support any government that went to war.  

Pop died in 1936, with whom Merton had been very close. 
Thomas left school and returned home on hearing the news. 

Entering the house, he went to his grandfather’s room and knelt 
down to pray. In February 1937, Merton read Étienne Gilson’s The 
Spirit of Medieval Philosophy, where he found a pragmatic and 

logical discussion of God. He also read Ends and Means by Aldous 
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Huxley, which gave him a taste of mysticism. In August 1937, 
Bonnemaman died. 

The next year Merton graduated from Columbia with a 
degree in English, and followed this with graduate work in the 

same subject. In June he met a Hindu monk, Mahanambrata 
Brahmachari, who told him to read The Imitation of Christ by 
Thomas à Kempis and The Confessions of St. Augustine, an 

autobiographical work. He read both, prayed regularly and thought 
about becoming a Catholic. Merton went to Mass at Corpus Christi 

Church close to the campus in August 1938. He soon met Fr. 
George Barry Ford at Corpus Christi and indicated his desire about 
becoming a Catholic and subsequently began studying catechism. 

He was baptized at Corpus Christi and received Holy Communion 
in November 1938. A few months later he earned his masters 

degree in English from Columbia. 
Merton had many friends in New York, including clergy. 

He thought about becoming a priest, with the Cistercians, Jesuits 

and Franciscans coming to mind. Thomas considered the latter 
after reading about Saint Francis of Assisi. Meeting Fr. Edmund 

Murphy, who knew members of the monastery at St. Francis of 
Assisi on 31st Street, Merton was told that he could enter the 
novitiate, maybe in August 1940 because of their acceptance 

policies. Merton didn’t want to wait a year, but was patient. 
Thomas had some doubts about whether his decision to enter the 

novitiate was the right one. After further discussions Fr. Murphy 
concluded that Thomas shouldn’t become a Franciscan.  

In the summer of 1940, Thomas traveled to Olean, New 

York, home of the Franciscans at St. Bonaventure University, and 
stayed at a cottage with friends, Bob Lax and Ed Rice. Because 

Merton needed a job and there was an opening at the university, he 
secured a position teaching English there. He changed his ways, 
giving up smoking and drinking. As Holy Week in 1941 

approached, he wanted to go on a retreat at the Cistercian 
Monastery in Gethsamani, Kentucky. He wrote them and the reply 

was that he was welcome there at that time. One small problem 
arose. 

Besides his gangrene incident, Merton had other health 

issues. He was sick at various times, having had an appendectomy 
and problems with his teeth. To ease that pain, he had a few 
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extracted. He was mailed an invitation from Uncle Sam to report to 
the draft board. Though he was opposed to war, he felt that what 

was happening in Europe could justify action, but he refused to be 
involved in any killing. Working in a hospital or with the medical 

corps might be acceptable. He had no choice but to report for his 
physical. After being in the room with the examiners for a while, 
one of them asked the other if there was any sense in continuing 

and the other said to keep going. Finally Merton was directed to go 
home since he didn’t have enough teeth.  

He journeyed to Kentucky for his retreat at the abbey. It 
truly affected him and after he returned to Olean, he considered 
becoming a monk, if they would have him. He taught English for a 

few more months and then resigned in order to see if he could 
become a Trappist at the Abbey of Gethsemani. He arrived there 

on December 10, 1941, and was put to work doing dishes and other 
household chores. Three days later he was accepted into the 
monastery as a postulant. The following March he became a 

novice monk. 
When he went to the monastery in December 1941, he gave 

up wine, women and jazz. I’m not sure about the dancing. In the 
years to come, he grew fond of jazz once more. He planned to stop 
writing but his superior advised him to continue doing so. He still 

read as much as he could.  
Merton was a huge influence on those with whom he came 

in contact, including his friends: Bob Gibney, Robert Lax, Bob 
Gerdy, Mark Van Doren, Peggy Wells, Edward Rice and Nancy 
Flagg. On July 17, 1942, his brother John Paul notified him that he 

would be visiting the monastery, but he didn’t specify when. When 
he arrived, Merton asked him if it was his desire to be baptized and 

John Paul answered that he did. Unfortunately, the latter hadn’t 
had much preparation so Thomas began the process of rigorous 
instruction, including handing out some books to him. Since John 

Paul couldn’t be baptized there, it was thought that baptism could 
take place at one of the local churches. Thomas’s brother was 

baptized in New Haven. Not long after that, John Paul received 
Communion for the first time. 

The following day, John Paul left. During Lenten season   

John Paul and his associates were flying bombing missions. Their 
plane came down in the North Sea. He was rescued and hauled into 
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a rubber dinghy and may have had his neck broken. He was 
seriously injured and died a short time afterwards. Merton always 

hated war and the death of John Paul only infuriated him more 
because of the imperialism of nations and their endless need to 

engage in battle. 
Another unexpected incident happened during one holiday 

season at the monastery. Merton was participating in the last of the 

Christmas Masses. At the Agnus Dei, he spotted his old friend Bob 
Lax, thinking that it wouldn’t be long before his friend would be 

baptized. After dinner, Thomas went to see the Reverend Father 
and mentioned Lax and his surprise visit. Merton’s superior 
inquired as to whether Bob was a Catholic and Thomas replied in 

the negative. Reverend Father then asked, Why was he taking 
Communion at the midnight mass? 

As it turned out, during the end of Advent, a Jesuit from a 
church on Park Avenue baptized Lax. After that happened, Bob 
mentioned he was going to visit Merton in Kentucky at the 

monastery. On hearing this, Gibney said, You were a Jew and now 
you are a Catholic. Why don‟t you black your face? Then you will 

be all the three things the Southerners hate most. 
While at the monastery, Thomas familiarized himself with 

Cistercian sign language. Those in the order not only took vows of 

poverty, chastity and obedience, but also of silence. The monks 
prayed, worked to provide their own food and carried out the tasks 

necessary to have the community running in top form. They may 
have been vegetarians, even though they raised chickens, cows, 
pigs and turkeys. Those could have been sold to the public along 

with the bread for which they were famous. Merton also continued 
with his writing, publishing poetry and prose as well as translating 

religious texts. The Carthusians, another order similar to the 
Cistercians, wrote many books and copied manuscripts in order to 
preach to the world by way of the pen even though their tongues 

were silent. Merton did exactly the same thing.  
He was ordained a deacon in March 1949. Merton then 

became a priest on May 26, taking the name Father Louis. He said 
his first Mass the next day. Thomas began teaching mystical 
theology to novices at the abbey. By this time, his biography, The 

Seven Storey Mountain had sold over 150,000 copies. Besides this 
work, he wrote essays, reviews and more than 70 books – many on 



 

143 

 

quiet pacifism, social justice and spirituality. The National Review 
honored his writing in their list of the best 100 books of the 

century. Several biographies have been written about him, 
including Soul Searching: The Journey of Thomas Merton. Edited 

by Morgan Atkinson, that 2008 book has contributions by the 
Merton choir, people who knew Merton or wrote about him. It 
gives a great deal of insight into the monk. Soul Searching is also 

the title of the documentary that Morgan created about Thomas.  
Thomas was a poet, novelist, literary critic, Trappist monk, 

mystic and teacher. He was a very giving person. All his students 
loved him and learned from him. Merton was a student of 
comparative religions and a social activist who preached non-

violence in his stand against the Vietnam War and the race riots of 
the 1960s. This got him into trouble. The order wasn’t happy with 

his stance against racism, nuclear weapons and war, nor was New 
York’s Cardinal Spellman. They really wanted to suppress him and 
keep him quiet in those matters. Catholic newspapers around the 

nation were denouncing him as well. Eventually the abbot asked 
him to refrain from writing or talking about these controversial 

issues. Because of his vow of obedience, he complied with those 
wishes. 

As far as success, Merton never equated it to financial 

standing. He thought that success is nothing to be aspired to, 
recommending that people avoid it like the plague. Success was 

contrary to the spiritual life. In many ways, he was way ahead of 
his time. Even today, people haven’t caught up with his thinking. 
Thomas wrote on spiritual theology and was unclassifiable. His 

concern for the world was great, especially concerning issues of 
social equality, racial tolerance and peace. Merton entered into 

dialogue with prominent Asian spiritual figures, including the 
Vietnamese monk, Thich Nhat Hanh and the Japanese writer, D. T. 
Suzuki. 

While he was recuperating in a Louisville hospital from 
surgery, he fell in love with a student nurse there. She was 

designated as M in his diary, but he struggled to keep his vows. 
The relationship never proceeded beyond that of a platonic one. 
When the association ended, he renewed his vows and was 

committed to them. 
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As 1968 came to a close, Reverend Flavian Burns, the new 
abbot gave him permission to journey on a tour of Asia. There he 

met the Dalai Lama on a few occasions as well as Chatral 
Rinpoche, the Tibetan Buddhist Dzogchen master. He also made a 

solitary retreat in India. It was rumored that he wished to stay in 
Asia as a hermit.   

He was in Bangkok, Thailand, on December 10, 1968, for 

an interfaith conference. After speaking, he is said to have 
accidentally electrocuted himself with an electric fan. Others 

contend that he had died of a heart attack. Some even spread the 
rumor that he had been killed in a manner similar to the way 
Martin Luther King, Jr. had perished. When his associates at the 

monastery were asked about his death, many agreed that he was a 
klutz and figured he would have done himself some harm long 

before this accident in the Far East. 



 

145 

 

Neil Young 
 

Neil Percival Young was born on November 12, 1945, in 
Toronto, Canada, to Scott Alexander Young and Edna Blow Rassy 

Ragland. Scott was a sportswriter and journalist. Rassy was of 
American, Scottish and French background and one of the 
Daughters of the American Revolution. Shortly after Neil was 

born, the family moved to Omemee, Ontario. On family road trips, 
Scott would sing popular songs, but added his own humorous 

words. His brother Bob, Neil’s uncle, was a maestro on the piano. 
Scott inherited his talent from his mother, brother Bob and Granny 
Jean, who played the piano on Saturday nights at the Legion hall. 

All this talent was passed on to Neil and a few other members of 
the family. 

Neil’s other sibling from the Young-Ragland union is 
Dorothy. Neil loved his father despite the fact that his dad was a 
leaver. Scott abandoned Edna and then married Astrid Mead, who 

had a daughter from a previous marriage, with the same name. 
Thus Neil is a stepson of one Astrid and half-brother of another 

Astrid. I hope this isn’t too confusing. Eventually, Scott left his 
wife, Astrid, and married Margaret Hogan.   

As a youth, Neil became interested in Lionel trains and 

music. With other friends, he formed a band, the Squires, which 
consisted of Ken Koblun, Jack Harper, Allan Bates and Neil. 

Automobiles attracted him too, preferably older models. He spent 
$125 for a 1948 Buick hearse, which came in handy for road 
junkets for the band, considering all the equipment they had. The 

purchase made a great deal of sense. On one occasion he drove it 
over to pick up his girlfriend, Pam Smith. He gave the car an 

appropriate name, Mort, but who knows what Pam’s father thought 
about it when Neil pulled up at her house.    

As a foretaste of the future, Young drove the car down 

slopes in neutral, figuring he could save on gas. He was already 
quite energy conscious. Unfortunately, this practice wasn’t good 

for the engine and Neil paid for his environmental idea later. In the 
years that followed, some of the vehicles his bands traveled in 
made a dwarf out of Mort. Many of these were customized – Neil 

tinkered a great deal – including a bus named Pocahontas.  



 

146 

 

The Squires were formed in the early 1960s and based in 
Winnipeg, Manitoba. They played all kinds of music, including 

cover songs, rock and roll and R&B. They appeared at community 
clubs, church and high school dances, which included traveling for 

many gigs without seeing much cash. When Young began singing 
in a performance for the first time, someone shouted out, Stick to 
the instrumentals! 

Many times Neil’s bands survived on crackers and Spam – 
yuk. After graduation from college, I ate that stuff too, whatever it 

was. In their musical endeavors, Neil met people who helped the 
group out, but that would be far into the future. In Fort William, DJ 
Ray Dee recorded them and advised them in their performances. 

Meeting other musicians didn’t hurt either. They met the band, 
Company, which featured a singer who Young thought was great: 

Steve Stills. It would be a while but the two would eventually play 
in the same band. 

The Squires were barely getting by so they headed to 

Toronto. Making it there in the music scene was challenging as 
well. They auditioned in Vermont but didn’t get the gig. Soon the 

Squires broke up and Neil went for an audition in New York, 
which wasn’t very good, so Young headed back to Toronto and 
performed solo as a folk singer. The Guess Who hit the Canadian 

top 40 with the song, “Flying on the Ground is Wrong”, which 
Neil wrote. In 1966, Young briefly joined the Mynah Birds, with 

Rick James and Bruce Palmer. Things didn’t go well when James 
was arrested for going AWOL from the Reserves.   

Things were better once Young traveled to Los Angeles 

with Palmer, except for one problem. Young didn’t have a 
passport. It was miraculous that he crossed the border with so little 

difficulty. He admitted in 2009 that he was an illegal alien in the 
United States until he received his green card in 1970. There were 
a few other incidents in which the musicians were truly blessed. 

Once they had some coke in the car, and it didn’t come in bottles 
or cans. The vehicle they were traveling in was a car from the late 

1950s. The police pulled them over and Neil spoke to the officer, 
What‟s the problem? Is it against the law to drive a ‟59 Cadillac 
convertible in Malibu? For a moment the law agent was stunned so 

Neil went on, This car was made for this town. The cop was silent 
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for a short time but then answered, Just take it easy. Have a good 
evening. They dodged a bullet. 

The music scene was in California along with the drugs. 
Young stayed away from the really bad ones, but smoked weed 

and tried some of the other stuff. In 1966, he joined Stephen Stills, 
Dewey Martin, Richie Furay in a new group. They were in search 
of a name for it when going outside they saw a big steamroller 

with the name, Buffalo Springfield on the side. They now had a 
name for the group. 

 While visiting Dennis Wilson of the Beach Boys, a guy 
named Charlie was playing guitar and singing, whom Neil felt was 
pretty good and his music fascinating. When Young asked him if 

he had a recording contract, Charlie replied in the negative. 
Producer Terry Melcher had auditioned Charlie and he never 

pursued the matter. It turns out that the guy’s last name was 
Manson and his music may have been the only good thing about 
him.  

In December 1968, Neil married Susan Acevado, who ran a 
restaurant and had a seven-year old daughter. He thought the world 

of Susan, but the marriage was not to last. Neil admitted that he 
was too young and carefree. Pardon my pun – I couldn’t resist. 
Around that time, Neil joined Danny Whitten, Billy Talbot and 

Ralph Molina to form Crazy Horse, which over time included Jack 
Nitzsche, Frank Poncho Sampedro and Nils Lofgren. A few 

months later, he was a member of two bands at once when he 
joined the group composed of David Crosby, Steven Stills and 
Graham Nash. CSN became CSNY. The four produced great 

harmonies, and for gigs in front of small crowds and on vinyl, they 
were at their best. For concerts in front of huge crowds, that was 

another story. I wasn’t at Woodstock, but I’ve been told that they 
lacked something there and Neil admitted that at Altamont, we 
sucked at that performance. In the spring of 1970, disaster struck 

the campus of Kent State. Seeing the photos of the shooting in 
Time magazine, Young started playing and writing the song, Ohio. 

The next day CSNY recorded it. As with so many groups with so 
much talent – as well as ego – CSNY didn’t last long. They did 
come together in the future, or at least a few of the guys.   

Getting back to Neil’s love life, once he and Susan split, he 
had a few other women he dated, including the actress Carrie 
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Snodgress. Their time together resulted in Neil’s first soon, Zeke, 
born on September 8, 1972. That relationship failed as well. In 

1974, Young met Pegi Morton, a hostess at Alex’s Restaurant, and 
fell in love quickly. They were married in August 1977. On 

November 28, 1978, Ben Young was born. He was premature and 
eventually found to have cerebral palsy. O n May 15, 1984, Amber 
Jean Young came into the world. She was brought home in a ’57 

Chevy Bel Air called the Mother Ship. 
Neil and his family suffered quite a few health challenges. 

As a child, he was diagnosed with diabetes and also suffered from 
polio in 1951, resulting in a slight limp and the left side of his body 
was weak. Epilepsy hit him later and eventually lower back 

vertebrae were removed. For some time he went on stage with a 
brace. Before Scott died in 2005, he suffered from Alzheimer’s, 

despite all the writing he had done. This affected the Young family 
deeply. Neil’s son Zeke was born with cerebral palsy. Ben’s 
cerebral palsy was much worse than that of his brother. According 

to their doctor, Zeke may not have had cerebral palsy, but had 
suffered a stroke before he was born. Like Neil, his daughter 

Amber is afflicted with epilepsy. His wife Pegi was rushed to the 
hospital in March 1980 for a brain tumor. She was blessed with 
great health care and came out of it without any concerns. Neil also 

had a brain aneurysm.  
While onstage, he was subject to attacks of epilepsy. These 

were probably caused by pressure of the music business. His 
association with certain musicians didn’t help either. He wasn’t 
comfortable with crowds, in general, but was fine on stage since 

they were in large arenas with fans a distance away and in their 
place. His indulgence in marijuana and a few other questionable 

substances couldn’t have been beneficial to his health.  
Neil was interested in Lionel trains as a child and carried 

on this fascination into adulthood. Currently he is a member of the 

board of directors at Lionel, LLC, as he designed the Lionel 
Legacy control system and shares several model train patents. He 

is a collector: cars, manuscripts, tape recordings, clothes, records 
photos, memories and trains – but not the bullet train.  When he 
moves, I hope he doesn’t ask me for help.  

Neil has written many songs: some were huge hits while 
others were bombs, or as he stated, Some of them suck. To me, they 
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are like children. They are born and raised and sent out into the 
world to fend for themselves. It‟s not an easy place to be, the 

world, for a song. Of course, everything is relative, especially art. 
Young stopped smoking weed in January 2011 and has not written 

a single song since. By the time you read this, that may no longer 
be true. 

There are numerous other books on Neil Young besides the 

informative, humorous and insightful Waging Heavy Peace. 
Another is Neil Young: Reflections In Broken Glass, the 2001 book 

by Sylvie Simmons.  There’s another one with a great title, Being 
Young. It’s a multiple biography of Neil, Scott, Astrid and a few 
others. This 2007 book by his sister is informative and inspiring. 

Astrid is really his half sister – they have different mothers – and 
she insists the book is not another biography of the great Canadian. 

It certainly covers a great deal of his life, who he is, while doing 
the same for her. Astrid included a few stories that I thought were 
worthwhile passing on. 

  
In his later years, Scott Young had to be convinced to shave 

and bathe. Once, his wife tried but failed to have him lather up and 
get out the razor, even though Neil and his son Zeke were about to 
visit. They arrived from being on the road and each was a bit 

shabby, especially in need of a good shave. This moved Astrid to 
thinking, now I‟ll never get him to shave.    

 
There were a few incidents in her book that seemed either 

spiritual or cosmic. The first occurred when Astrid and Michael 

Johnson made a trip to the California desert. They saw a few of the 
sights including Pioneertown, Integratron and Great Rock. These 

places could be reached by roads but required some driving right 
on the desert. It was approaching sunset so the two decided to head 
back home. As might be expected, they got stuck in the sand. They 

had no cell phone so they didn’t know what they’d do. A pickup 
truck came to the rescue and the driver brought out a chain with a 

wench and soon they were out and on their way. Astrid wondered 
where he had come from. 

 

The next cosmic connection was made between Neil and 
the group Pearl Jam. Rumor has it that Eddie Vedder was 
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conceived during a Neil Young song. The original name of the 
group was Pearl and the title of their first album was Ten. It may 

be a fable but when Pearl Jam visited Neil’s ranch for the first time 
and were checking out Young’s cars, the first one they saw was a 

1958 Caddy Limo whose license plate was Pearl 10.  
 
Scott, the father of Astrid and Neil, died a week before 

Father’s Day on June 12, 2005. She called Neil with the news and 
remembered an earlier call from her father around the same time a 

year or two before, but it was a week before Dad’s Day. He asked 
her if she was going to wish him a Happy Father’s Day. She 
mentioned that it was a week away and he accepted the fact that 

she was right. When Scott died, Astrid wondered if he had wanted 
to die on Father’s Day and once again mixed up the date.  

 
The most bizarre occurrence related in Astrid’s book 

happened when she and her friend Reed took the horses out for a 

ride up the mountain. It was a nice trip until all of a sudden Penny, 
Reed’s horse, stumbled and started to fall into the ravine. Reed was 

fine, but Penny wound up caught on a branch in a tree. A man 
jumped out of the trees and Astrid was relieved. He mentioned 
having a bowie knife with a saw blade, which may have been able 

to free Penny. By this time Astrid became a bit nervous thinking he 
could be a serial killer. However, with the saw, Penny was freed 

with no major damage and just a few scrapes. When Reed and 
Astrid reached the fire road, they looked around, but the guy with 
the bowie knife was gone. He had disappeared just as mysteriously 

as he had come on the scene. 
 

Neil has been contributing in a large way with his art, but 
he hasn’t stopped there. He also has two projects that he’s been 
exploring for some time. PureTone is a movement to return music 

fidelity to where it had been in the middle of the twentieth century. 
The real sounds came from eight and sixteen track master tapes, 

which wound up on vinyl records. When CDs arrived on the scene, 
the quality of the music suffered. It progressed further downward 
with MP3. Young wants to move back to the old days of 

spectacular sound. Because someone else claimed the name, 
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PureTone, Neil’s project was changed to Pono, a Hawaiian 
expression for righteous and good. The site is www.mypono.com. 

His second venture is Lincvolt, which says a lot in the title: 
the use of electricity in a Lincoln Continental. It’s an attempt to 

prove that luxury vehicles can be environmentally friendly, 
guzzling biofuels and electric rather than fossil fuels. If the 
endeavor succeeds, Neil will have shown that gasoline isn’t 

necessary for transportation by car or truck. You can find more 
about it at www.lincvolt.com. 

Neil is primarily known as a singer-songwriter, but he’s 
also a humanitarian, activist, director, producer, screenwriter and 
writer – author of the 2012 semi-biographical book, Waging Heavy 

Peace: A Hippie Dream. Besides singing and playing guitar, he is 
gifted on ukulele, piano, banjo and harmonica. He covers the blues 

and various types of rock music: hard, country, experimental and 
folk. Besides his efforts with the already mentioned groups, he has 
also been associated with Leon Russell, Led Zeppelin, Elton John 

and Booker T. Jones. Young is responsible for over 36 albums not 
counting those for the Buffalo Springfield and CSNY. Neil has 

never been concerned with sales of his music. He made records 
that he wanted to release. His activism has been a great inspiration 
to countless other musicians.  

So far, Young has 28 Juno nominations and has won the 
award seven times, including three in 2011. He was given the 

Governor General’s Performing Arts Award at the Junos in 1994. 
He has about the same number of Grammy nominations, but fewer 
Grammies. His second one was in 2011 for the song, “Angry 

World”, and his first one was the year before for Best Art 
Direction on his boxed set, Archives Volume One 1963-1973.  

The Canadian Music Hall of Fame welcomed him as a 
member in 1982. He was inducted into the Rock and Roll Hall of 
Fame in 1995 for his solo work and two years later as a member of 

Buffalo Springfield. His song, “Philadelphia”, was nominated for 
an Oscar in 1994 for the movie of the same name. Tom Hanks won 

the Best Actor Oscar from that movie and mentioned Young’s 
song as inspirational to him. Neil has honorary doctorates from 
San Francisco State University and Lakehead University in Ontario 

and has been appointed to the Order of Manitoba and the Order of 
Canada. 
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In 2000, he was added to Canada’s Walk of Fame and that 
same year ranked 34th by Rolling Stone magazine in their 100 

greatest artists of all time. Three years later five of his albums were 
included in the top 500 greatest albums of all time by Rolling 

Stone. Paste magazine called him the second greatest living 
songwriter in 2006. In that year, VH1 ranked him in the 39th 
position of greatest hard rock artists. In 2010, he was listed 26th on 

the top 50 guitarists of all time by Gibson.com.  
He is a founder and remains a member of the board of 

Farm Aid. Each fall, he and Pegi bring about the sold-out Bridge 
School Concert in Mountain View, California, to help children 
with disabilities, such as epilepsy and cerebral palsy. Musicians 

who contribute their talents have included Dave Matthews, Bruce 
Springsteen, Tom Petty, Paul McCartney, Pearl Jam, The Who, 

David Bowie, Tom Waits and R. E. M. The civil liberties group, 
People for the American Way, gave him the Spirit of Liberty 
award in 2001. He was honored as the MusiCares person of the 

Year in January 2010. 
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Joe Ehrmann 
 

Joe Ehrmann was born in Buffalo on March 29, 1949. He 
went to PS 60 and then Riverside High School. His father was a 

boxer and union man who worked on the Great Lakes, so he 
wasn’t around much. Raised mostly by his mother and 
grandmother, Ehrmann could never forget the time when he was 

about six years old. His father took him down to the cellar and 
raised his hands in a position similar to someone being held up. He 

then asked Joe to jab and hit him. Soon his father was humiliating 
him with his slapping; before long the young man was crying. His 
dad shamed him some more by telling him to stop and suck it up. 

Don‟t be a sissy.  Joe wanted his father to be in his life, but not that 
way. 

A few years later, Ehrmann played football for Riverside 
High School. His feeling was that you could become a man by 
dominating your opponent. He had to validate his masculinity, 

something that his father had brought home. You could do that by 
laying out an opposing player on his back. But that concept didn’t 

create good fathers, husbands or sons, only bringing about 
confusion. 

After Riverside, Joe headed off to Syracuse University, 

where at six-foot-four and weighing 260, he played some 
outstanding football. He followed this by playing for eight years 

with the Baltimore Colts, from 1973-1980. In Baltimore, he was 
carefree. His dress was casual and he liked to party. For one 
Halloween happening, he came dressed as a toilet. A Buffalo 

sportswriter placed him on an annual Pro Football All-Everything 
List, offering that there weren’t many players in the NFL who 

dressed worse than Ehrmann. One of his friends said, If Joe ever 
donates his clothes to the Salvation Army, they‟ll turn him down. 

In the summer of 1978, things changed drastically in Joe’s 

life. His brother Billy was ten years younger and going to join 
Ehrmann for a workout in the team training camp in Maryland. In 

the locker room afterwards, Billy noticed some bad bruises over 
his upper body. After seeing a doctor, Joe’s younger brother was 
found to have plastic anemia, a form of cancer. There was only one 

choice: chemotherapy. There wasn’t much hope and Joe was 
distraught because he couldn’t do anything to save Billy. While 
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waiting in the hospital one day, Ehrmann read a passage from a 
poem. 

There is a destiny that makes us brothers: 
None goes his way alone. 

All that we send into the lives of others 
Comes back into our own. 
 

Joe was deeply moved by the words and convinced himself 
that he would do his best to live by them. Billy died on December 

16, 1978. Even before Billy’s cancer, when it came to the Colts 
and charities, Ehrmann was the person, leading the others in 
community work. He spent hours working and raising funds for the 

Ronald McDonald House. 
I mentioned Jeffrey Marx in the introduction, but never 

related how he came to know Joe, who eventually became a father 
figure to him. The latter was a few years younger than Ehrmann 
and had finished sixth grade when he was off to tennis camp at 

McDonogh School in Owings Mills, Maryland. The Baltimore 
Colts had their pre-season training camp next to the tennis courts 

so Jeff would head over and the players made him feel right at 
home. Before long, he helped out with minor tasks. Ehrmann noted 
Jeff’s Afro and one day asked him, Ever thought about doing a 

commercial for those Brillo pads?  Marx had a nickname. He was 
Brillo. He kept in touch with some of the players and when the 

Colts played in New York, he helped out in the locker room. At 
sixteen, he was hired as a full-time ball boy for the next four 
summers. 

Jeff kept in touch with Joe and some of the other Colts, 
seeing him in the spring of 1983 while he was in college. Ehrmann 

was playing in the United States Football League. When he had a 
long break from football, he would be spending time at Dallas 
Theological Seminary. The partying of years gone by had stopped. 

As Jeff left Joe, the latter said, Let me know how you‟re doing in 
school. Call anytime, Brillo. Marx figured that he would, but 

somehow they weren’t in contact.  
After graduation, Jeff became a reporter for the Lexington 

Herald-Leader. In January 1989, he saw the headline in the New 

York Times, Ex-Football Player Finds New Goal With an Urban 
Ministry in Baltimore. Reverend Joe Ehrmann was in charge of 
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The Door, an inner-city community, whose aim was to help the 
children and adults in East Baltimore. Programs included drug 

education, recreational sports and computer training. Food and 
clothing were provided as well as discussions on race relations, 

economic empowerment and parenting in a safe atmosphere of 
hope. 

The years passed and Marx hadn’t talked to Joe in a while, 

but he had a project in mind: contact various Colt players from the 
past and ask them for their favorite memories of Memorial 

Stadium since it was being demolished. He wondered if Ehrmann 
would remember him, but he knew he wouldn’t have a problem 
when he left a voice mail at Grace Fellowship Church. Joe, this is 

Jeff Marx, as in Brillo. When they talked, Joe mentioned that he 
was a football coach at Gilman High School and in charge of 

Building Men for Others, a foundation he created with a friend. His 
work at The Door was just trying to tackle too many issues at once, 
so he zeroed in education.  

 
All these problems I‟ve been trying to deal with, they‟re not 

 just problems, they‟re also symptoms. They‟re symptoms of
 the single biggest failure of our society. We simply don‟t do
 a good enough job of teaching boys to be men. 

 
Since Jeff was trying to locate Colts from the past, just 

before their conversation ended, he asked Joe if he still saw his 
former teammates. The response was that the atmosphere on 
professional teams is a pseudo-community. The guys would play 

cards, chase women and party together, but only because of the 
group goals. Some long- lasting relationships result from playing 

together, but not many.  
They met again at a fund raising dinner in March 2001 for 

the 23rd annual Ed Block Courage Awards. Ehrmann began the 

evening, Why don‟t you turn to somebody next to you and say, 
„We‟re here because of children.’ He then led the prayer and 

followed it with a few words.    
 
I spent thirteen years in professional football. And when I

 look back over my career, I have to say that the thing that
 impacted me the most, that I‟ve taken away out of the game
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 into my current life, really, is this concept of team. In the
 NFL, what you have is 53 men – black men and white men,

 men from the inner cities, from the suburbs, from the
 farmlands of America – and they‟re able to come

 together every year and kind of set aside their own
 personal goals, want and ambitions, in order to put the
 team first. And I think that the challenge, really, facing us

 in this society, is how we learn to come together, across all
 racial, economic and geographical divisions, to make this

 society  a much better place. 
 
Ehrmann was soon discussing the program at Gilman, 

where there was to be no shaming of the opponent – no taunting or 
looking down on the players on the other team. Francis Biff Poggi 

was a football player at Gilman in the late 1970s, Joe’s best friend, 
and the head coach. At 300 pounds, everyone listened to him, but 
they would have done so had he weighed half that. His philosophy 

of coaching mirrored Joe’s. They stressed community. Winning 
was fine, but it was more important to build a strong foundation for 

the players to later have lives of meaning and value. Being on the 
team meant looking out for, including and serving others. Biff and 
Joe had a code with four masculinity traits for the players: 

   
He accepts responsibility. 

He leads courageously. 
He enacts justice on behalf of others. 
He expects God‟s greater rewards.  

 
Joe once told the Gilman boys, Wherever there is injustice, 

we ought to show up. Stand up, and speak up. When Jeff said that 
he heard those words from Joe some time ago, Ehrmann added, 
That‟s when we start changing the world. All of us need to do that . 

There were at least three categories in which justice could be 
examined: relational, economic and communal. Another part of his 

definition of masculinity was the importance of having a cause 
beyond oneself. 

Jeff spent some time at Gilmore during one season and 

came to know Joe better. As a player and as a coach, winning or 
losing didn’t faze Joe. He realized that it was more important to 
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understand why he lived. As a coach at Gilman High School in 
Baltimore, many times he would ask the players, What is our job 

as coaches? To love us came the reply. What is your job? To love 
each other, the players answered. The new players there weren’t 

aware of the answers, but they learned fast. 
Ehrmann also told Marx about the donuts. Biff and Joe 

must have had great times trick or treating on Halloween because 

they loved cookies, pies and above all, donuts. This was serious 
matter. The night before a game was to be played under the lights, 

the team headed by bus to Krispy Kreme. They needed the energy 
for the upcoming game. One requirement was to wear silly Krispy 
Kreme hats. Biff was in his glory. That night was a rare event as 

not that many patrons order 30 dozen donuts at once. Luke Wilson, 
a junior defensive lineman said to Biff, Coach, maybe you need to 

get a job here. Biff responded, Yeah, you might be right.  It was a 
good time of laughter and camaraderie.  

Besides the fact that I was born in Buffalo and have lived 

there for over the last two decades, also Joe’s birthplace, I have a 
few connections to the Colts and Baltimore. Friends of mine live in 

the state, not far from Washington. Another friend went to school 
at St. Mary’s College in Maryland. There are even a few other ties 
to the Colts. My brother, Fr. Nicholas Swiatek, OFM Conv., taught 

at Bishop Curley High School in Baltimore and in 1972, he took 
me to see the Colts play the New York Jets on September 24, 

1972. Baltimore’s opponent wasn’t the Bills but they were from 
my state, so that was good enough. The Jets played at Shea 
Stadium in Flushing and hadn’t yet moved to the Meadowlands, so 

they were truly a New York team. The visitors won the game, 44-
34, and I remember the Colts marching down the field on a long 

drive to score a touchdown. When the Jets got the ball, Joe Namath 
tied up the game with a touchdown on the first play. The rest of the 
game followed in that same pattern.  

Two years before on November 15, 1970, both of us saw 
the Bills and Colts play to a 17-17 tie. A few years later on 

September 30, 1979, I saw the Bills beat the Colts in Baltimore, 
31-13. I also was in attendance a year later at Memorial Stadium 
on November 30, 1980. The final score was Baltimore 28, Buffalo 

24. Less than a year later on September 31, 1981, I saw the Bills 
post a 35-3 victory. I ordered tickets for the game in 1982 between 
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my hometown team and the Colts in Baltimore, but that game was 
wiped out by the players’ strike. Most likely Joe was on the field 

for the 1979 and 1980 games. I watched him in action, but didn’t 
realize it. In all, I saw five NFL games at Memorial Stadium in 

Baltimore over the years.  
Today Joe suffers from the pounding he administered to his 

opponents and what they did to him, causing him to shuffle, rather 

than walk. He has an artificial hip in his right side and on his left 
side his foot and ankle have very little flexibility. Despite this, he 

carries on with his work as motivational speaker and his other 
ministries. He no longer has time for coaching but Biff is still at 
Gilman. 

Ehrmann was an All-American lineman at Syracuse in 
1970. In 1999, the university named him to its All-Century Team 

and in 2004 they also awarded him the George Arents Pioneers 
Medal, which is the school’s highest alumni honor. After he left 
the Colts – he was chosen for the Pro Bowl in 1978 – he played 

two seasons with the Detroit Lions. He also strapped on his 
shoulder pads and helmet in the USFL with the Chicago Blitz, 

Arizona Wranglers and Orlando Renegades. He is the chaplain for 
the Ed Block program. In 1978, he was the first recipient of the Ed 
Block Award. Joe and his wife, Paula, a psychotherapeutic 

counselor at Peach Ehrmann & Associates in Hunt Valley, 
Maryland, have been married for over 30 years. They’re the proud 

parents of four children. 
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