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Major support is provided by the State of New Mexico, Smithsonian Latino Initiatives Fund,
U.S. Department of Agriculture, and Housing Assistance Council.

Additional support is provided by El Consejo Nacional para la Cultura y las Artes, Texas
Commission on the Arts, El Consejo para la Cultura de Nuevo Leén, Instituto Tamaulipeco para
la Cultura y las Artes, Direccién General de Ecologia del Estado de Coahuila, Programa de
Museos Comunitarios en el Estado de Chihuahua, and National Museum of American History’s
ENCUENTROS: Latino America at the Smithsonian. In-kind contributors include Cambridge
International; Colorado College; Cultura Fronteriza, A.C.; Desarrollo Integral de la Familia del
Municipio de Saltillo, Coahuila; El Colegio de la Frontera Norte; Garden City;
Mexican Cultural Institute, Washington, D.C.; Priefert Mfg.; Southwest Center for
Environmental Research and Policy; University of New Mexico: Southwest Hispanic
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The Festival:

For the Cultural Good of the Nation

by Lawrence M. Small, Secretary, Smithsonian Institution

he Smithsonian is an immense force for
good in American society and, indeed,
among people throughout the world who
are touched by its programs. One way the
Smithsonian achieves so much recognition and
respect is by providing authentic experiences of
our cultural heritage. There’s authenticity in the
artifacts and artworks of our museums. There’s
authenticity in the knowledge Smithsonian scien-
tists, scholars, curators, and educators present in
books, exhibitions, and public programs. And
there’s authenticity, in perhaps its most dramatic
and intimate form, in the performances and activi-
ties at the annual Smithsonian Folklife Festival. If
you're looking for the genuine traditions of our
cultural heritage, you'll find them at the Festival.
The goal of the Festival is to present diverse,
community-based traditions in an understandable
and respectful way. The great strength of the
Festival is to connect the public, directly and com-
pellingly, with practitioners of cultural traditions.
This year, the Festival features programs on the
cultural ecology of the Rio Grande/Rio Bravo
Basin, on Tibetan refugee culture, and on the local
traditions of Washington, D.C. If you want to
know how a cowboy or vaquero from South Texas
works cattle, you can watch him do so at the
Festival. If you want to know the meaning a
Tibetan-American immigrant sees in her contin-
ued practice of sacred traditions, you can ask her.
And if you want to imagine how an urban mural
reflects life in Washington, D.C., you can let your
mind’ eye be guided by an experienced artist.
The Festival has an especially significant impact
on those artists, musicians, cooks, and ritual spe-
cialists who participate directly in it. The attention

they receive usually fortifies their intent to pass on
their traditions to children, apprentices, and
students, just as it sometimes encourages cultural
exemplars to extend their creativity by connecting
it to broader civic and economic issues.

The Festivals rich cultural dialogue on the
National Mall is particularly significant for
American civic life as we enter an era in which no
single racial or ethnic group will be a majority.
The Festival allows a broad array of visitors to
understand cultural differences in a civil, respect-
ful, and educational way. No wonder it has
become a model for public cultural presentation,
adopted by organizations elsewhere in the United
States and in other democratic nations.

Festival programs are often reproduced “back
home” and reach directly to regions around the
United States. Earlier this month, the 1999
Festival program on New Hampshire was repro-
duced as “Celebrate New Hampshire” at the state
fair grounds. More than 14,000 students attended
the program. From other recent Festival programs
— on lowa, Wisconsin, and the Mississippi Delta
— there have emerged education kits for schools,
Smithsonian Folkways recordings, teacher-training
programs, and even traveling exhibitions and tele-
vision programs.

The educational power of the Festival is felt by
hundreds of thousands of people who hold a mag-
nificent, open, public dialogue at our symbolic
national center in the weeks leading up to our
Independence Day — just as it5s felt by countless
others when the dialogue is resumed back home,
in states across the nation.

We’re honored and proud to offer this event to
the nation.



Our Cultural Heritage:

The Key to Preserving America's Treasures

by Bruce Babbitt, Secretary of Interior

mericans have always valued their natural

heritage. Our heritage is the gift of our

forebears — an inheritance we share with
our children and future generations. By preserving
and protecting spectacular sites and breathtaking
landscapes of natural beauty, we pay tribute to
America's past. Millions visit our national parks
every year to experience the glorious tapestry of
nature in places like Grand Canyon, Yellowstone,
and Yosemite. And as we have learned, biological
treasures are also to be appreciated in their
integrated landscapes — grasslands, wetlands,
forests, lakes, and rivers, in which life is
continually renewed. At the national, regional,
state, and local levels, Americans are caring for
and conserving their natural environment —
because they are very concerned about open
spaces, how we live on the landscape, and how
we use its natural resources.

Increasingly, Americans also celebrate their
bountiful cultural heritage. The National Park
Service has long served as steward for many of the
historical sites and monuments that represent and
help to interpret the diversity of our national life.
We preserve and protect monuments and memo-
rials that help to define our nation's spirit and the
principles for which we stand. Our recent initia-
tives have recognized that cultural sites are part of
a larger society, its social movements, and its
historical periods. Through federal-state and
public-and-private partnerships, we have encour-
aged the formation of heritage corridors and
heritage rivers — the Rio Grande among them —
to promote the preservation and interpretation of
cultural achievements.

Today there is a sense of urgency about
protecting America's natural and cultural
treasures, simply because we don't always get
a second chance. There is a sense of urgency
about not just celebrating the visionary acts of
great leaders in the first half of the century, but
also turning towards the future and asking,
“What is that we want to see 50 and 100 years
from now? How will we preserve these treasures
for the future?”

At the threshold of the new millennium,
we, along with the White House and the U.S.
Congress, support a program to Save America's
Treasures. Some of this effort will help preserve
important historical and cultural icons like the
Star Spangled Banner and the Wright Brothers
Flyer. Other grants have helped to recover
Hispanic literary texts in the Southwest, to restore
the ferry building at the Statue of Liberty where
new immigrants took their first steps into
America, and to preserve the Sewall-Belmont
House, just a block from the Capitol in
Washington, D.C., the first (and present)
headquarters of the National Woman's Party,
which pressed for women’ suffrage.

The Smithsonian Folklife Festival itself is an
American treasure. This annual event brings
together on the National Mall a great diversity of
individuals and traditions, demonstrating that our
cultural heritage lives. By honoring past traditions
and sharing the inheritance of our culturally
diverse heritage with our children and future
generations, we move with grace and understand-
ing from one millennium into the next.



Pursuing

Cultural Democracy

by Richard Kurin

or some, the Festival is an entertaining

show on the National Mall, a pleasant

summertime diversion with song, dance,
and food. For others, it is a museum exhibition,
albeit with living people, but nonetheless a dis-
play of traditions rooted in a historical past.
While these are indeed possible ways to see the
Festival, they might not be the best. More appro-
priate, in my opinion, is to see the Festival as
the exercise and pursuit of cultural democracy
— a view closer to the intentions of Festival
producers, collaborators, and most participants.

The founding director of the Festival, Ralph
Rinzler, developed an idea of cultural democracy
from such teachers as Woody Guthrie, Charles
Seeger, and Alan Lomax and through the folk
music revival and the Civil Rights Movement.
Guthrie expressed American populist democracy
in song. His “This Land Is Your Land” presents
the idea that everyone has an equal place as an
American in this country and that no one owns
the nation more than anyone else. Charles Seeger,
the founder of ethnomusicology and a public doc-
umentarian, found in America’s communities a
diversity of cultural treasures embodying wisdom,
artistry, history, and knowledge. Alan Lomax
clearly saw the growing problem of “cultural gray-
out” — the worldwide spread of a homogenized,
commercial, mass culture at the expense of most
local and regional cultures. In the 1960s Rinzler
drew these strands together and created a plan.
Rinzler saw the problem of cultural disenfran-

chisement, as people lost touch with and power
and control over their own cultural products. He
saw that in rural Appalachia and in Cajun

DOCUMENTARY OF THE MARCH ON WASHINGTON

AUTHORIZED RECORDING, PRODUCED BY THE COUNCIL FOR UNITED CIVIL RIGHTS LEADERSHIP

IN ORDER OF APPEARANCE:
JOAN BAEZ/ PRESIDENT KENNEDY /DR MARTIN LUTHER KING, JR. /MARIAN ANDERSON /ODETTA
RABBE JOACHIM PRINZ /BOB DYLAN / WHITNEY M, YOUNG. IR /JOHN LEWIS /ROY WILKINS

WALTER HEUTHER /FETER, PAUL AND MARY /BAYARD RUSTIN/A. PHILIP RANDOLPH

FOLKWAYS RECORDS FD 5592

The March on Washington marked the modern beginning of
the use of the Mall for public gatherings to assert participa-
tion in the institutions of democracy. The documentary
album of the march, including Rev. Martin Luther King, Jr.’s
| Have a Dream speech, was published by Folkways Records.

Louisiana and in Texas, the spirited performances
by old-timers of superb musical skill were under-
appreciated by their descendents, but had
achieved popularity among city youth in the
Northeast. He saw the strength of cultural enfran-
chisement in the powerful role music played in
the Civil Rights Movement, where it mobilized
people in community churches, on picket lines,
and in the streets for a great moral battle. For
Rinzler, the grassroots creation and continuity of
culture in contemporary society was a building
block of democracy. The democratic force of cul-
ture was raised to a new level on the National
Mall with the March on Washington in 1963 and



the Poor People’s March in 1968.

Rinzler came to the Smithsonian Institution,
hired by Jim Morris, to design the content for a
folklife festival, as a popular attraction on the
National Mall. Rinzler envisioned a project of cul-
tural conservation and recovery, in which, with
the efforts of people like action-anthropologist Sol
Tax and the leadership of then-Secretary S. Dillon
Ripley, endangered cultures and traditions could
be revitalized for the life and livelihood of grass-
roots culture-bearers and for the educational ben-
efit of the larger society. Displays like the Folklife
Festival on the Mall, concerts such as at the
Newport Folk Festival and in Carnegie Hall,
recordings on labels such as Folkways Records,
documentary films, and other programs could
honor musicians and their cultural communities,
enhance their cultural identity, standing, and
practice, and convey knowledge to others. Rinzler,
with artisan and activist Nancy Sweezy and econ-
omist John Kenneth Galbraith, also helped revive
crafts operations and Southern family potteries to
aid cultural and economic development in the
region. Museum shops, by selling these crafts,
generated income and regenerated these American
cultural traditions.

By the time of the American Bicentennial cele-
bration in'1976, Rinzler was ready to orchestrate
a redefinition of America’s cultural heritage in the
face of European nationalist and American elitist
models. American culture has its multiple levels
and interpenetrating sectors — national, regional,
local, ethnic, religious, occupational, folk, popu-
lar, elite, community based, commercial, institu-
tional, and official. Most importantly for Rinzler,
American culture is diverse, vital, and continually
creative. It is situated in a larger economy, a larger
society, indeed a larger world of technological and
social transformations. In this world lie opportu-
nities and challenges. Rinzler did not want to
recreate an older world of utilitarian crafts or
purge music of electronic media, or reconstitute
the nation or world into villages. Rather, his
vision was to move the contemporary world

towards more culturally democratic institutions.
This vision grew and took shape thanks to the
efforts of a broadly inclusive and diverse group of
scholars and cultural workers in the Festival proj-
ect — folklorists Roger Abrahams and Henry
Glassie, Gerald Davis, Bernice Johnson Reagon
and the African Diaspora Group, Clydia
Nahwooksy, Lucille Dawson, and other Native
Americans, Archie Green and those involved in
occupational culture, and many concerned with
the broad range of U.S. immigrant groups, new
and old. Scholars and researchers working on the
Festival recognized that older aesthetic traditions,
forms and systems of knowledge, values, and
social relationships would not just inevitably and
uniformly fade away, but rather could be used by
people to design and build their own futures.
The village might get bigger, the forms of
communication more wide ranging, the systems
of exchange more complex, but skill, knowledge,
and artistry based in human communities could
still remain and prosper. If voices that could
contribute to cultural democracy became silent,
everyone would lose.

We have followed Ralph Rinzler’s course for
over three decades now, guided by the under-
standing that a living culture depends upon the
self-knowledge of its practitioners and access to
their own heritage. Culture depends upon liberty
— the freedom to practice one’ traditions, be
they religious, linguistic, culinary, or musical.
Democracy depends upon a community’s reaping
the benefits of its cultural achievements, as well as
upon its continued opportunity to build on those
achievements through creative change.

Cultural democracy is threatened in today’s
world on a variety of fronts — ecological, politi-
cal, and socioeconomic. The environmental degra-
dation of ecosystems destroys the infrastructure
supporting many traditional peoples and cultures.
Displacement, famine, lack of economic viability
drastically change ways of life. People die, and
cultures with them. In other cases, local, regional,
ethnic, and other forms of culture are suppressed



Festival participation has often been used as a
vehicle for expressing the joining of diverse
cultural communities within a larger civic frame-
work of dignity and respect. At the 1992 Festival,
Sam Leyba painted a mural representing the
various Native, Hispanic, Anglo, and African-
American populations of New Mexico, who share a
land and interact to create a regional culture.
The mural was returned to Santa Fe, where it
remains on view at the Plaza Resolana, a center
for community, culture and education.

Photo above by Rick Vargas; photo at right by Richard Strauss.
Photos courtesy Smithsonian Institution

by state authorities. Despite major gains in demo-
cratic and human rights achieved in the last part
of the 20th century, much of the world still lives
under authoritarian and repressive national gov-
ernments. Those governments often seek to limit
or destroy cultural diversity within their borders.
Globalization in the form of the unprecedented
worldwide spread of mass commercial cultural
products, forms, and sensibilities also threatens
local cultures. Many see their own ways of nation-
al, regional, or local life threatened economically,
socially, aesthetically, and even morally, by the
availability, popularity, and packaging of global
mass culture. They also witness the appropriation

of their own commodifiable traditions by out-

siders without adequate compensation or benefit
to the home community.

Given this situation, our job is to study, encour-
age, and promote cultural democracy. We seek to
understand how various and diverse communities
see, use, and care for the world with their cul-
tures. We appreciate that those ways of knowing,
doing, and expressing have significance, meaning,
and value to real people living contemporary
lives. It doesn’t mean we necessarily agree with all
of them or want to emulate every lifeway known
to humans. But it does mean we respect the fact
that varied forms of knowledge, skill, and artistry



may have something to contribute to the lives of
fellow citizens of the nation and the world. We
believe that as a national cultural institution we
have an obligation and duty to provide a just and
civil framework within which different forms of
knowledge and artistry can be broadly discussed,
shared, and considered, for the benefit of all. And
we have learned that our mission is best achieved
when we work closely and collaboratively in part-
nership with the people and communities we seek
to represent. The Festival is one very public way
of pursuing this mission.

Issues of cultural democracy are at the fore of
the featured programs at this year’s Smithsonian

Folklife Festival. Our program on the cultures of
Washington, D.C., shows the vibrancy of local
communities that live in the shadow of national
institutions. El Rio demonstrates the tenacity of
regional culture at the borders, even margins, of
Mexico and the United States. The program on
Tibetan refugees provides a cultural in-gathering
of a diaspora community that faces issues of con-
tinuity and survival. Overall, the Festival this year
demonstrates that, while people may be subject to
modern forms of colonization, to unequal power
and economic arrangements, and to marginaliza-
tion, exile, and strife in many forms, they use
their cultural traditions as sources of strength,
resistance, and creativity to cope with and over-
come their travail. Culture, after all, is a means of
human adaptation. Just because people may be
economically poor or politically powerless does
not necessarily mean that their cultures are brittle
or bereft of value.

We pursue our mission beyond the Festival in
other ways. We recently concluded our series of
Smithsonian Folkways recordings on Indonesian
musics, a benchmark 20-volume effort document-
ing that island nation’s musical heritage. The proj-
ect began with the development of the 1991
Festival program on Indonesia. Funded by the
Ford Foundation over the last decade, dozens of
Indonesian archivists, technicians, and students
were trained, in an extensive collaboration with
the Indonesian Musicological Society. Publication
of the series — with notes in regional languages
— usage in Indonesian educational institutions,
and popular airplay have helped millions of
Indonesians access their own traditions and build
their cultural future. Half a world away from
there, we are in the final stage of completing an
education kit with a stellar video, Discovering Our
Delta. This project, growing out of the 1997
Festival program on the Mississippi Delta, follows
six middle and high school students as they
research their community’s traditions. We expect
the video and the teacher and student guides to
inspire a generation of students in that region to



Various nations have used the Festival to help express new
ideas of cultural participation in civic life. At the 1999
Festival, a diverse group of South Africans, here with
Ambassador Sisulu, gave form to the idea of a rainbow
nation. Photo by Jeff Tinsley, courtesy Smithsonian Institution

learn from the people and cultural communities
around them.

Good signs for cultural democracy appear on the
horizon. There is an increasing institutional con-
sciousness that healthy ecosystems are necessary
for economically viable communities. International
and local policies increasingly recognize possessing
culture and practicing traditions as human rights.
We cooperated with UNESCO last summer to
organize an international conference and
prepare analyses of current international
policies on folklife and intangible heritage. Our

particular contribution was to define cultural
heritage in an active, dynamic sense, connect it

to broader civic and economic life, and stress com-
munity self-help, participation, and enterprise as
action strategies.

In the United States, many are wary of a govern-
ment-based, top-down approach to “managing the
culture” — a cultural policy that would impose
upon the American citizenry a prescriptive cultural
regime analogous to the statist and authoritarian
models found in most of the world. Ministries of
culture frighten Americans. They seem to be elitist
rather than democratic institutions. Allowing a gov-
ernment power to define and decree the correct use
of language, the correct appreciation of art, or the
correct interpretation of history runs counter to the
liberties historically enjoyed by Americans, the very
liberties that have attracted so many immigrants
from around the world. While national institutions
provide a general sense of a broad American experi-
ence and shared laws, values, heritage, and icons,
they tend to avoid overt normative prescriptions for
particular cultural behavior. We avoid, with a pas-
sion, official rules for how to talk, what to wear,
how to worship, what to eat, how to sing. Rather
than promoting a specific, narrowly conceived cul-
tural canon, most of our government’s very limited
effort in the cultural arena goes towards recognizing
and encouraging the diversity of the nation’s cultur-
al traditions and providing the infrastructure for
citizens to assemble and utilize cultural resources.
Much of the cultural effort is actually handled by
state and local governments, and often through the
formal educational system — as a means of encul-
turating the population. Cultural forms and accom-
plishments are encouraged through curricula — the
heroes and heroines studied in history, the genres
of oral and written literature studied in language
arts, the arts studied and emulated in music and art
classes. While there is a broadly shared sense of
national cultural experience, the decisions that
develop it are fairly democratic, the outgrowths of
public school-board hearings and local and state
elections.



Increasingly, however, culture is managed not so
much in the governmental sector as in the corpo-
rate sector. Cultural products — music, food,
fashion, adornment, popular arts, games, and
entertainments — are carefully managed by
industry to produce a profit. Product development
and marketing divisions generate public demand,
and make the distribution and consumption of
cultural products subject to the values of the mar-
ketplace. And the marketplace, even a lively one,
is no guarantor of democracy. The marketplace
can exclude people, ideas, and cultural products.
But efforts to democratize the marketplace have
resulted in the entry of cultural enterprises initiat-
ed and controlled by members of culture-produc-
ing communities. This is a good sign, as members
of the cultural communities find enterprising
strategies to benefit the hometown folks who sus-
tained and shaped a tradition — music, foods,
textiles — over generations.

Cultural policies are also made by various
organizations of civil society. Associations, volun-
tary groups, foundations, unions, museums, edu-
cational institutions, clubs, and neighborhood,
regional, ethnic, and other organizations regularly
assess or reassess their cultural identity, values,
aspirations, and forms of expression. They seek
ways of realizing them within a larger social
framework. This, too, embodies participatory cul-
tural democracy at the grassroots level of
American society.

We are proud to be engaged in the work of cul-
tural democracy, in which we find many allies,
friends, and collaborators. We are encouraged by
the work of foundations like Rockefeller, Pew,
Luce, Ford, and others who have invigorated cul-
tural work and articulated it with attempts to
increase political democratization and economic
opportunity. We are encouraged by academic ini-
tiatives at Princeton University and the University
of Chicago, where new programs address cultural
policy issues from a research-based perspective.
New non-governmental public service organiza-
tions like the Center for Arts and Culture are

bringing added vigor to ways of studying cultural
communities, examining public policies, and fig-
uring out how cultural resources may be pre-
served and best utilized for broad benefit.
Organizations in the culture industry and the legal
profession are wrestling with questions of who
owns culture and benefits from its products.
These debates over copyright and cultural owner-
ship are a healthy development and will provide a
basis for legislation in the United States and for
international accords developed by UNESCO,
WIPO (World Intellectual Property Organization),
and WTO. Economic approaches to cultural
democracy also abound. Small non-profit organi-
zations like PEOPLink, Cultural Survival, and Aid
to Artisans are trying to appropriate contemporary
global technologies — the World Wide Web and
networks of markets and communications — for
local benefit and with local involvement. Other,
larger multilateral organizations like the Grameen
Bank, and even the World Bank, are developing
globally linked programs for utilizing local-level
cultural industries to stimulate economic and
political development. The desire for a diversity of
flourishing local cultures exists not only at the
institutional level, but also at the personal.
Individual artists, scholars, advocates, philanthro-
pists, and others are strongly committed to the
fullest range of human cultural achievement. The
realization of that goal would maximize not only
humanity’s chances of future survival but also the
quality of life we might hope to enjoy.

Richard Kurin is Director of the Smithsonian Center for
Folklife and Cultural Heritage. A cultural anthropologist who
earned his Ph.D from the University of Chicago, he is the
author of Reflections of a Culture Broker: A View from the
Smithsonian and Smithsonian Folklife Festival: Culture
Of, By, and For the People. He was awarded the Smithsonian
Secretary’s Gold Medal for Exceptional Service in 1996 and the
Botkin Award for Lifetime Achievement in Public Folklore by
the American Folklore Society in 1999.
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Festival Partnerships

by Diana Parker

ou might think that after 34 years, producing

the Smithsonian Folklife Festival would have

a standard formula. While some systems
have become routinized over the years, each year is
different — both because of the content of each
Festival program and because of the particular team
involved in its production.

The Festival is an intensely collaborative project.
A strong Festival program requires an intimate
knowledge of the community being presented — its
traditions, history, aesthetics, current issues, leader-
ship, and funding possibilities. Our own staff lacks
the expertise needed to curate three to five programs
a year — while following up on prior programs and
planning new ones. Nor would it be desirable to
research and design programs totally “in house.” It is
far more eye opening and engaging to work in intel-
lectual partnership with the communities featured.
This means working with people who are daily
involved in understanding and interpreting their
own traditions, and with varied members of the
community — political and civic leaders, sponsors
and supporters, educators and cultural advocates.
This engagement improves the quality of our work.

This year provides good examples. Washington,
D.C., is home for many of our staff, several of
whom have done long-term research in the city. But
to comprehend the full breadth of the city’s artistic
expression is a full-time job belonging to Tony
Gittens, Executive Director of the D.C. Commission
on the Arts and Humanities, who first proposed the
program. With the able leadership of Michael
McBride on the commission’s staff and John
Franklin on ours, a curatorial team was put together
that includes Brett Williams of American University
and Marianna Blagburn, a cultural anthropologist
based in D.C. More than 45 researchers from com-
munity institutions and universities in the District

worked for over a year and compiled cultural docu-
mentation on hundreds of potential Festival partici-
pants. Then they tackled the ticklish task of making
a coherent statement about our multi-faceted city.

The EI Rio program had to work with a more
widespread community. Staff curators Olivia Cadaval
and Cynthia Vidaurri worked closely with scholars,
educators, and cultural workers from communities
along the length of the Rio Grande in Mexico and
the United States. Among those involved were
Juanita Garza of the University of Texas-Pan
American, Jorge Ibarna of the Consejo para la
Cultura de Nuevo Leén, and Marico Montario of
Colorado College. Together they compiled case stud-
ies of particular ways that human culture interacts
with the river basin environment. Community
culture-bearers, like educator, drummaker, and
musician Arnold Herrera from Cochiti Pueblo, New
Mexico, and the Layton conjunto group from Elsa and
Edcouch, Texas, participated as interpreters of their
own traditions, history, and contemporary actions.

In Tibetan Culture Beyond the Land of Snows, the
partnership was also widespread, with collaboration
from scholars and Tibetan refugee cultural organiza-
tions, and financial and in-kind support from people
around the world. The Conservancy for Tibetan Art
& Culture initiated fundraising drives and activities
highlighting cultural concerns. More than 1,400
individuals and foundations contributed the funds to
ensure the program’ viability.

Finally, a very important partner in a Festival pres-
entation is you — the audience. Dance to the music,
eat the food, introduce yourself to the storytellers,
and question the craftspeople. We and our partners
have worked for years to bring you something
extraordinary. We invite you to engage it.

Diana Parker is Director of the Smithsonian Folklife Festival.
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Washington, D.C.:
It's Our Home

Welcome
by Anthony Gittens

am the son of West Indian parents

who immigrated to the United

States in 1917. They left Barbados
to move to Brooklyn, New York. Later I
left Brooklyn to move to Washington,
D.C,, for, ironically, the same reason they
left Barbados — to search for a better life.
Just as they found what they were
looking for in Brooklyn (they never once
returned to Barbados), I have found what
I was looking for in Washington. What is
it about Washington that makes it my
home?

If T had only five minutes to illustrate

Washington to someone, I would take
theni to the corner of 29th and

O Streets in Georgetown on a Sunday
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afternoon just as the African-American congrega-
tion of Mt. Zion United Methodist Church was
coming out from service. I would ask my friend to

observe the down-home feeling of people hugging
each other in their Sunday best, as around them
yuppie Georgetowners walk their dogs while read-
ing the Washington Post or hop into their Mercedes
on their way to Sunday brunch. These represent
two of the worlds of Washington.

While these worlds may seem divergent, they
actually conspire to make Washington one of the
most fascinating cities in the United States. The
legacy of free Blacks who settled in Washington
even before the Civil War has resulted in a compe-
tent, well-educated, self-assured Black community.
The waves of immigrants who followed have con-
tributed to creating a city of incredible social com-
plexity, one of the most international in the world.
It is a city where an Ethiopian cab driver is proba-
bly better educated than most of his passengers,
and where the fine dishes in better restaurants are
prepared by Salvadoran chefs; where the ATM
machines give you a choice of Spanish or English,

Left: Shoppers survey the rich
autumn harvest at Eastern
Market in Southeast D.C.
Photo by Harold Dorwin

Previous page: The spirit of
celebration is alive and well at
the Hispanic Heritage Festival
parade in Northwest D.C.

Photo by Jonathan French

and where the call to prayer can be heard from
the Islamic Center as you drive up Massachusetts
Avenue on Friday afternoon. The history of
Washington is paradoxical and unique. Most of
our citizens do not hail from “Old Europe,” and
they have not worked in factories. Monuments
form our skyline, and the city boasts few CEOs.
Non-native Washingtonians have come here to
hold power, plead a cause, or become part of
public life. African-American expressive traditions
lie at the city’s cultural heart, but new immigrants
from places in turmoil have enriched the 21st-
century mix.

People who call Washington home live in 127
named neighborhoods. The Potomac and
Anacostia rivers embrace the District, a circle of
green forms its hilly perimeter, Anacostia Park
stretches for five miles through the Northeast
and Southeast portions of the city, and Rock
Creek Park stretches through Northwest. These
landscape features shape many Washington
neighborhoods.

Washington is a city of wonderful human scale,



where one never feels subservient to his or her
physical environment. Because of architectural
restrictions, there are no skyscrapers blocking the
sky, no towering structures whose sheer size dom-
inates the spirit of the people within them. The
rivers, the abundance of trees and parks, the logi-
cal streetscape of the UEnfant plan all make
Washington a city for people. The result is a citi-
zenry who feel empowered by as opposed to
dominated by their environment.

This environment of human scale allows people
to maintain contact with their traditions without
being absorbed into a homogeneous whole. At
times, one can be thrust into small foreign villages
— dancing in the streets during the Caribbean
Carnival, attending an Ethiopian wedding cere-
mony where they kiss twice on the cheek, or
observing people leaving service at the Greek
Orthodox cathedral, where they kiss three times.

The geographical location of Washington results
in something for everybody. Washington is close
enough to the South so that its hospitality and
culinary traditions are quickly appreciated.
Washingtonians easily travel along the Boston-
D.C. corridor for business and to check out New
York styles. The city is located close to farmlands,
the traditions of which still live in the back-
grounds of those who migrated to Washington.
There are thriving home gardens, community gar-
dens, and farmers’ markets.

While much of Washington is about political
power, much of it is also about doing good.
Unlike many parts of the United States, the feder-
al government and its bureaucrats do not intimi-
date Washingtonians, because those bureaucrats
are our neighbors. People are proud of being pub-
lic servants who work hard to solve huge social
problems. This has resulted in a can-do culture as
opposed to one of constant complaint.

Yet Washingtonians must often draw on huge
reservoirs of courage and resilience, as it some-
times seems as though we live in a city designed
to ignore us. The center of town is the U.S.
Capitol, not city hall. We do not have home rule

or congressional representation, and all local gov-
ernment activities are closely scrutinized by out-
of-town members of Congress. The transportation
system is designed to move workers between the
suburbs and their downtown offices, and tourists
around the National Mall. Our only major news-
paper concentrates on national — not local —
issues, and when visitors consider Washington
culture, they draw upon images of the
Smithsonian Institution, the White House, and
the Kennedy Center, as though those who live
here have little to offer.

This is why the Folklife Festival’s focus on
Washington, D.C., is a unique opportunity to
showcase, appreciate, and celebrate what is
uniquely Washington, beyond the monuments. It
will present a look into those who built and main-
tain the nation’s capital while living a full and rich
life. So we welcome you to Washington, D.C. We
open our doors and welcome you into our home.

Anthony Gittens is Executive Director of the D.C. Commission
on the Arts and Humanities

THIS PROGRAM IS PRODUCED IN COLLABORATION WITH
THE D.C. COMMISSION ON THE ARTS AND HUMANITIES.
MAJOR SUPPORT IS PROVIDED BY THE GOVERNMENT OF THE
DisTRICT OF COLUMBIA, THE MORRIS AND GWENDOLYN
CAFRITZ FOUNDATION, THE D.C. SPORTS AND
ENTERTAINMENT COMMISSION, HittON HOTELS
CORPORATION, THE DUNN AND BRADSTREET
CORPORATION, THE MEYER FOUNDATION, THE
WASHINGTON PosT, CHEVY CHASE BANK, WASHINGTON
METROPOLITAN AREA TRANSIT AUTHORITY, IBM, AND
THE RECORDING INDUSTRIES MUSIC PERFORMANCE TRUST
FUNDS. ADDITIONAL SUPPORT IS PROVIDED BY THE D.C.
HumanNiTiES COUNCIL; THE BLUM KOVLER FOUNDATION;
AND PROGRAM IN AFRICAN AMERICAN CULTURE, DIVISION
OF CULTURAL HISTORY, NATIONAL MUSEUM OF AMERICAN
HISTORY. IN-KIND CONTRIBUTORS INCLUDE SPOT IMAGE
CORPORATION, AMERICAN UNIVERSITY; THE GEORGE
‘WASHINGTON UNIVERSITY GELMAN LIBRARY, SPECIAL
COLLECTIONS DEPARTMENT; HOWARD UNIVERSITY;
GALLAUDET UNIVERSITY; AND RON ALLEN.
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Research Practices:
How We Learned about
the Traditions of D.C. Folk

by Marianna Blagburn and Brett Williams

ur research team for Washington, D.C.:

It’s Our Home was composed of D.C.

community residents and local
university students interested in urban folklife.
As coordinators of this group, we brought to the
project a great love for Washington nurtured by
growing up, marrying, raising children, sustaining
families, supporting churches, schools, and
sports, working, organizing, and conducting
public anthropology projects over many years
here. While we knew that we knew the city, we
wanted many eyes and voices involved in
research, for Washington’s complexity ensures
that no person can know it all. The research effort
was funded by the D.C. Commission on the Arts
and Humanities and the Humanities Council of
Washington, D.C., in collaboration.

Our goal was to document urban practices and
living traditions performed by the residents of
Washington, D.C. The methodology required
thousands of hours spent deeply involved in D.C.
communities in conversation with D.C. residents,
and active participation and observation in a wide
cross-section of neighborhoods and communities.
Our challenge was twofold: to seek out the D.C.
residents whose photos and living practices are
rarely seen, and to ask them to collaborate with
us in documenting their traditions. Our knowl-
edge and connections to the city, the energies and
skills of the researchers, and careful attention to
this collaborative process allowed us to capture
the tenor and quality of the voices, expressions,

and indefatigable spirit of the citizens who live in
this place we call home.

Seasoned anthropologists, longtime D.C. resi-
dents, senior citizens, young athletes, environ-
mentalists, musicians, immigrants, and students
from George Washington, Howard, and American
universities fanned out across the city. Over a
nine-month period, the 45-member research team
visited playgrounds, schools, churches, communi-
ty gardens, and nightclubs; attended civic meet-
ings, picnics, concerts, and games; and participat-
ed in river clean-ups, parades, political gatherings,
and Senior Wellness Day. They listened to hun-
dreds of D.C. natives and newcomers share stories
and watched their artful expressions of making
and doing within their own communities.

Washington, D.C.: It's Our Home is a program
rich with the memories and flourishing traditional
practices of the city’s fishermen, taxi and bus dri-
vers, lawyers, dancers, activists, retirees, seam-
stresses, craftspeople, musicians, choirs, quartets,
gardeners, poets, cooks, quilters, and rappers,
from east of the Anacostia River to west of Rock
Creek Park. Often people drew on times gone by
to interpret the current conditions of the city.
Washington, D.C., is a city of refuge and advocacy
for the marginalized peoples of our nation and the
world, and people helped us see the social, cultur-
al, and political context for their folklife practices.

The perspectives of anthropology and folklore
have also helped us provide context for these
practices. For example, we talked to people who



Glover Archbold Community Garden, in the Glover Park
neighborhood of Northwest D.C., is one of nine community
gardens under the authority of Rock Creek Park and one of
the oldest. Photo by Carla Borden

fish about the techniques of skilled fishing. Some
anglers draw on traditional arts to craft their own
rods and lures. People often fish with kin and
friends, share their catch with neighbors, and
gather for fish fries or spicy fish stews. Fishing
offers a window to building community in the
city. Sometimes fishing practices affirm connec-
tions to other places. When anglers dip for her-
ring to preserve in salt and fry up for breakfast,
they echo the Atlantic practices of the West
African communities where some of their
ancestors lived. New immigrants often catch
different fish and prepare them using the season-
ings and techniques of Southeast Asia or Central
America. Finally, many people concerned about

how pollution harms fishing come together in
community clean-ups to act on their concern for
Washington’s rivers.

Soccer games offer other windows to connec-
tions and community. New immigrants to
Washington often search for soccer teams from
home. Each week Washington’s parks host a small
contest between nations, from Trinidad to Korea
and Ethiopia. Spectators cook and share tradition-
al foods, play music, and dance, transforming
these games into celebrations. Long-time
Washingtonians have grown to love soccer as
well, and the city has nurtured its own legendary
players and coaches, clinics and camps, styles,
language, and new generations of players.

We found that Washington, D.C., residents are
enthusiastic participants in and spectators of
numerous parades and processions throughout
the year. Caribbean Carnival, Gay Pride, Chinese
New Year, Unifest, Halloween, the Cherry
Blossom, and inaugural parades and Good Friday
processions are examples of lively celebratory
events which take place on our city streets.
Participants spend countless hours in detailed
planning and preparation to create the delicate
balance between artistic style and performance.
Spectators interact with performers as this unpre-
dictable form of dynamic street theater pulsates
through city neighborhoods.

This program honors community life and civic
action, including the memories of the neighbor-
hoods that people built as safe spaces from dis-
crimination, and others that people lost through
urban renewal and relocation. Participants also
describe the city’s long tradition of human rights
activism, and they share the songs, arts, stories,
icons, rituals, and memorabilia that have
enlivened this tradition. Go-go, Washington’s
indigenous music, may be the quintessential
urban music, all percussion and beat, pulsing
from garbage can lids, plastic buckets, homemade
drums, cowbells, bass guitar, and saxophone,
drawing audiences into passionate call-and-
response as they identify the neighborhoods
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where they live. As musicians, deejays, dancers,

stylists, instrument builders, and fans make this
music, they also communicate its deep and com-
plex roots in African-American musical styles, the
history of live musical gatherings in the city, and
the pride of place expressed in a musical tradition
that begins with meager material resources.
Washington, D.C.: Its Our Home began with this
research: developed and guided by the residents
of Washington who have built extraordinary tradi-
tions from the ordinary fabric of everyday life.
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Culture and Community:
Voices of Washington, D.C.

hat aspects of Washington, D.C.,
make this city “home™? District
residents of different ages and
cultural heritage, from different walks of life and
neighborhoods, some born here and others here
by choice or circumstance, offer their insights into
the question in this collection of short essays.
They begin with communities of worship. Like
extended families who tend to members’ spiritual,
social, and material needs, the congregations at
the same time constitute communities in a broad-
er sense, having built enduring coalitions that
transcend religious denominations and race.
Another group of essays focus on expressive
traditions — one, go-go, a D.C. invention — and
the institutions that have enabled them to flour-
ish. These also are rooted in particular city
neighborhoods or cultural communities, yet may
have an impact well beyond them.
While providing D.C. residents an opportunity
to display their athletic talent and channel their
competitive urges, soccer and pick-up basketball

forge bonds between people of diverse back-
grounds that they maintain through the years.
Sports have developed their own distinctive
traditions here, and games draw friends, family,
schoolmates, and neighbors to share in them.

The last cluster of essays are linked by their
authors’ active concern with human dignity,
freedom, service, and social justice. Washington,
D.C., is a place of refuge for those fleeing turmoil,
persecution, or poverty in other countries — or
other regions of the United States. It is a place of
solidarity for those seeking economic indepen-
dence and equal rights. It is also a city, as the final
essay so powerfully argues, in which full democ-
racy for its own citizens has not yet prevailed.

As they reveal values, pursuits, traditions,
concerns, and even contradictions that are integral
to life in this multi-faceted city, the authors of
these interconnected essays leave no doubt as to
their pride in being Washingtonians.

— John W, Franklin and Michael McBride

John W, Franklin is Program Manager at the Smithsonian
Center for Folklife and Cultural Heritage and a co-curator
of Washington, D.C.: It's Our Home. Michael McBride is
a Program Officer at the D.C. Commission on the Arts and
Humanities and a co-curator of the Washington, D.C.,
program.



Every Day of
the Week

by Alpheus Mathis

n 1863, 21 freed slaves and enslaved African
IAmericans from Fredericksburg, Virginia,
came to Washington, D.C., and founded
Shiloh Baptist Church. Since then its membership
has grown by the thou-
sands, and it has become a
center for African-American
life in the Shaw community
and in the city. It has sur-
vived the unknowns
brought about by the end of
slavery, the dismantling of

Reconstruction, Jim Crow,
segregation, racist mobs in
1919, the disturbances of
1968 following the assassi-
nation of Dr. King, and a
fire in 1989. It has always
held a special place for me.

Church is not just on Sunday. Church is sup-
posed to be every day of the week. When you
wake up in the morning, you say: “Lord, I thank
you for this day.” I was raised as a Southern
Baptist. My whole family came from Georgia. My
father came first, seeking employment, and then
my mother and my brother and I joined him.
One Sunday night, during an evening service, we
all joined Shiloh as a family.

Church members were from various Southern
states. It was a warm, family-oriented church.
You felt welcomed. They fed you fried “gospel
bird” (chicken), string beans, mashed potatoes,
cake, and punch. But the drawing card was the
preaching — the sustenance that you got was the
word. You went to the house of the Lord to seek
guidance. Shiloh was an open haven for people

coming to the city.

Back in the 1940s, Shiloh was a mecca for young
ministers. If you attended Howard Divinity School,
and you had tutelage under Reverend Harrison,
you were called a “Son of Shiloh.” New ministers
gained credibility by learning to preach under him.
Many Washington churches got their start from a
relationship with Shiloh — it was a nursery for
preachers. That made a great impression on us and
many others. The preaching, the people, and the
tradition made you feel at
home again.

There were close to 4,000
people then. Each family
joined a “named” circle, and
that would become your
extended family. Each circle
had a representative who
would deliver the spiritual
and social concerns of his
group in the circle leaders’
council. The church had pro-
grams for new members,
indigent people, and even a
clothing store. That began a
tradition of ministering to an extended family. If
you were sick, they had prayer bands who prayed
for you. You supported each other. I joined the
usher board because the first impression is always
the lasting impression. You dressed sharp, you
wore white gloves. People served by the church
served the church back.

Even now, there are a lot of outreach programs.
The Family Life Center ministers to the church and
to residents of the Shaw communities. There are
technical training programs, programs for seniors,
a nursery, and a restaurant. Even though times
have changed, the church continues to feed its
flock spiritually, physically, and mentally. The bot-
tom line is that the family bond draws us together.
We pray together, we grow together, we stay
together as a church home.
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Alpheus Mathis has been a member of Shiloh Baptist Church
since 1946. A professional caterer for more than 30 years, he
has prepared dinners for congregants at Shiloh as well as for
occupants of the White House. He lives with his wife and son in
Fort Totten.

Our Experiences
at Adas Israel

by Raymond and Pearl Kruger

ow difficult was it going to be to find our

place at a

Conservative Jewish
congregation of more than
1,600 in the nation’s capital?
Did we want to be as active
as we had been in the two
small suburban congrega-
tions to which we had
belonged? For us, the answer
was a resounding yes.

Adas Israel now has two
rabbis, two cantors, and a
myriad of programs and
activities designed to interest
and serve our diverse synagogue community. It
includes families that have been members for
three or four generations, people in the federal
government, and many young professionals. It has
developed special services in addition to the one
in the main sanctuary. For 29 years there has been
a havurah,* to which we belong. The service is
shorter, and there is study in the form of a “give
and take” sermon. All parts of the service are
performed by members of the group. We have
both learned to read the Torah after being trained
by a member of the havurah, and Pearl chooses
from among six or seven people to preside over
the service.

More recently, another lay-led service called the
Traditional Egalitarian Minyan** has become well
attended by younger adults. Its unique name

Adas Israel
is very much
tied to the s
- lite of
Washington.

means that it includes more of the Sabbath prayers
and is totally in Hebrew, but is led by both men
and women. This service, not coincidentally,
serves as a place for singles to meet. At High
Holiday time, we need five different services to
accommodate members from all over the
Washington area. Both of us sing in a volunteer
choir in one of the services.

We have a very active Hebrew literacy program
for adults who either never learned the language
or forgot it. Pearl teaches one of those classes. We
keep our home open to Washington-area students
who cannot be with their families on some of the
Jewish holidays. The syna-
gogue is not the only place
for worship; the home is the
little sanctuary in Judaism.

Partly because of the
increasing expense of funeral

hevrah chadisha (holy broth-
erhood), was started. We are
co-chairs of the group that
provides “guardians” for the
deceased from death until
burial. Ray served for a time
with the group that prepares the body for burial.
Pearl provides evening services at homes during
the week of mourning. It is interesting to note that
one of the first things the members of Adas Israel
did when they established the congregation in
1876 was to buy a plot of burial ground — a sign,
in religious terms, that this was their new home.
Adas Israel is very much tied to the life of
Washington. We receive many dignitaries and
diplomats in search of a traditional Jewish service
when they come to our city. We maintain close ties

*Derived from the Hebrew word haver, which means friend. A
havurah is a small group of individuals, couples, or families who
form a close community through the sharing of common interests
and regular meetings.

**The minimum number of males (10) required to constitute a
representative “community of Israel, or quorum,” for liturgical
purposes.



with the African-American community. Each year,
on the King holiday weekend, the pastor of
Turner Memorial A.M.E. Church (now housed
in Adas’s last downtown sanctuary) comes and
preaches a sermon at Friday night services,
their choir sings, and we enjoy a Shabbat meal
together. On the following Sunday, we go to
Turner Memorial, our rabbi preaches at their
service, our choir sings, and we enjoy Sunday
dinner with them.

So here is our place to pray, teach, learn, help
others, and socialize. Our motto of “patronize
your local synagogue” is still right for us.

Raymond and Pearl Kruger have
been married for 49 years and
have lived for the last 21 years in
the District of Columbia. They
have been singing in Zemer Chai,
Washington’s Jewish community
chorus, for 21 years. They have
three daughters, four grandchil-
dren, and two great-grandchildren.
Ray is now a sculptor and a docent
at the Corcoran Gallery of Art.
Pearl is a tour guide at the
Kennedy Center.

Haroset and

Hoecake:
The African-American/
Jewish Seder in D.C.

by Michael Twitty

ach year I join other African Americans

and Jewish Americans of Shiloh Baptist

Church and Adas Israel Congregation for a
Seder in celebration of freedom and our commit-
ment to social justice. Coming as families,
activists, clergy, and students, some 400-500 peo-
ple a year participate in one of the largest African-
American/Jewish Seders in the nation. It is part of

a tradition that began in D.C., in 1968, when
Rabbi Arthur Waskow and other Jews involved in
the Civil Rights Movement held a “Freedom
Seder” incorporating common themes of struggle.
Each year, Adas Israel, Shiloh Baptist, and the
Anti-Defamation League of Bnai B'rith work
together to sponsor the event.

The Seder is only one example of cultural
democracy at work in African-American/Jewish
coalition building in Washington. Common Quest
magazine is a joint project between Howard
University’s Afro-American Studies Department
and the American Jewish Committee. Operation
Understanding brings
African-American and
Jewish students together for
holidays, trips, and dia-
logues. American and
Howard universities offer
jointly taught courses on
the history and contempo-
rary relevance of African-
American/Jewish relations.

The Seder occurs approx-
imately two weeks before
the actual Passover, and the
congregations alternately
host the evening. When Shiloh hosts, it is the rare
occasion when a mashgiach (inspector) supervises
the preparation of food to insure it is kosher.
When Adas Israel hosts, it is the only time of the
year when cornmeal and raw greens are prepared
for ritual consumption.

Central to the Seder is the use of symbolic
foods. Matzo and hoecake sit side by side as
breads of poverty and affliction. Parsley is wed
with collard greens, symbolizing the bitterness of
oppression. Salt water reminds us of both the
tears of the Israelites and the waters of the
Atlantic during the Middle Passage. Tasting haroset
(a mixture of apples, nuts, and wine symbolizing
mortar) and hoecake, I am reminded that in both
traditions food expresses the soul. I savor roast
chicken, matzo ball soup, and tzimmes (a sweet
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vegetable dish) made with sweet potatoes.
Everything is intertwined. Rabbi Jeffrey
Wohlberg and Pastor Charles Smith both lead the
ceremony. The opening song of the Seder is “Go
Down Moses,” a shared expression of pain and
promise. African-American and Jewish children
sing the four questions of the Seder, in English
and Hebrew. In the Haggadah or Passover narra-
tive, prophets from Abraham Joshua Heschel to
Martin Luther King, Jr., foretell a peaceful age.
Jewish and African-American songs bleed into
each other, “Dayenu” and “Oh Freedom.” At the
end, the hallel, or songs of praise, are “We Shall
Overcome” and “Lift Every
Voice and Sing.”

Why do I return each year? D -
-y FOetls
It’s satisfying to see old e WA
friends from past Seders and INSPl1
new faces, all of us savoring 1
the gift of freedom. With 2 11{ Sé
A &;.,, 4
affection, I call it the “Soul O

e

Food” Seder. Al L

)

Michael Twitty is a senior at Howard
University. He has been actively
involved in courses, conferences, and
inter-ethnic dialogues in the
Washington, D.C., area on African-
American/Jewish relations.
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The Ubiquitous

Poetry of
Washington, D.C.

by Kenneth Carroll

he official history of poetry in Washington

is told primarily by its scholars and formal

institutions. Since the 1800s the Library of
Congress has been a magnet pulling the great poets
of the world to our city. Universities like Howard,
Georgetown, American, and
George Washington have
also hosted their share of
poets. But the true story of
Washington poetry is found
in the neighborhoods where
poets lived and the everyday
lives of people they wit-
nessed. Poets like Georgia
Douglas Johnson, May
Miller, Sterling Brown, and
Jean Toomer all found con-
siderable inspiration in the
neighborhoods and the peo-
ple who inhabited them. Johnson’s weekly “S Street
Salon” hosted the likes of Toomer, Countee Cullen,
Langston Hughes, and Angelina Grimke, who often
introduced new works there.

Today, in addition to its vibrant written literary
tradition, D.C. has become one of the most excit-
ing cities for spoken-word poets and performers.
Why is understandable if we examine two impor-
tant D.C. community institutions that were born in
the 1970s.

“It was when I began ‘The Poet and the Poem’
that I learned how ubiquitous poetry was in
Washington, D.C.,” relates Grace Cavalieri, founder
and host of the ground-breaking radio program
that has captured the ears and hearts of
Washington-area poetry lovers for 20 years on
Pacifica outlet WPFW 89.3 FM. What Cavalieri
discovered when she opened the airwaves for poets



to hear and be heard was that a deep folk tradi-
tion existed in D.C. It manifested itself through
the barbers, grocery clerks, and church deacons
who called in to be a part of Cavalieri’s “Dial-A-
Poem” program. “The Poet and the Poem” fea-
tured not only the literary greats who lived and
performed in D.C,, it also featured our neighbors
in Anacostia and Brookland who wrote poetry to
raise the everydayness of their lives to art. Many
emerging poets have discovered themselves and
been discovered as a result of Cavalieris program,
which now reaches poetry fans across the United
States and around the world through its associa-
tion with the Library of
Congress and public radio.

ings special is the way Miller uses them to bridge
and create community. “Everyone here should leave
with one new phone number of a person you don't
know, and you should get together to set up your
own readings,” is a standard appeal Miller uses to
begin or end his series. Ascension readings have
acted as the basis for dialogue between D.C.’s
Black, Latino, gay, and straight communities.
Ascension’s ripple effect is evidenced by the pro-
liferation of readings, slams, performances, and
other spoken-word collaborations over the past two
decades between poets who first met after braving
the stairs at Founders Library on the Howard
University campus and finding
themselves in Millers domain

“We announced our pres-
ence to the world in 1977
by coming on the air with
the music of Duke Ellington
and the poetry of Sterling
Brown,” says Cavalieri, who
would continue this rich
mix of music and poetry
with her annual poetry and
music celebrations at the
famed DC Space nightclub.

“I wanted to create a read-
ing series that would pro-
vide opportunities and
access for African American,
women’s, and other voices
which tend to get marginal-
ized in our society,”
responds E. Ethelbert Miller,
when asked why he started
his award-winning

“BEFORE THE ALPHABET”

Jane Alberdeston-Coralin

Yo pledge Allegiance to the flag
of the place my Papi moved us o
and

to which republic where we to stand
buried in the tin heart of a tank
One family divisible

under God

Whisper Shango, Allelulia Dios
arroz con leche es la libertad
Where is the liberty

We have liberty?

Yeah —

just as we fall

Puertoriquena fane Alberdeston-Coralin came to

home in the Black writers’
community. She is a co-founder of the Modern Urban

D.C.in 1995, and found a

Griots, a local poetry performance collective, and one

of the writers who has shared her work on “The Poet
and the Poem.” Her most 1t

The Afro Taina Dreams.

nt collection of poems is

— the Afro-American Resource
Center. Ascension would be one
of the first reading series to fea-
ture young poets whose primary
poetic influence was hip-hop.
Miller’s and Cavalieri’s pro-
grams have made space and
opportunity for the flowering of
the spoken word in
Washington, D.C., by sanctify-
ing the voices of poets laureate
and bus drivers, Pulitzer Prize
winners and the homeless, aca-
demics and recovering addicts.
What “The Poet and the Poem”
and the Ascension Reading
Series have done is to use the
art of the spoken word to create
new communities by building
bridges and tearing down
fences. Cavalieri and Miller have

Ascension Reading Series. Begun in 1974, the
Ascension readings are D.C.5 longest-running
reading series. In addition to providing a platform
for celebrated poets, Miller, like Cavalieri, would
tap the unheard and uncelebrated voices of D.C.
communities to fill out the over one hundred
readings he has hosted since the program’ incep-
tion. But what truly makes the Ascension read-

found poetry everywhere in Washington, and have
created safe and familial places for that poetry to be
heard. “The Duke” and Sterling would be proud.

Kenneth Carroll, a native Washingtonian, is a poet, playwright,
and a freelance features writer. His poetry, plays, and essays
have been widely published. He is Executive Director of DC
WritersCorps, an award-winning arts and community service
program.
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Go-Go, Yesterday
and Today

by Iley Brown II

he early 1970s in Washington, D.C.,
I marked the beginning of a new musical

sound that was still untitled. Basements in
neighborhoods throughout the city were convert-
ed into after-school stages and rehearsal halls for
budding bands and musicians. In many parts of
the city, an organist would meet up with percus-
sionists and drummers, who
in turn would know of a
horn player. Bands were cob-
bled together, and bonds
were formed.

To satisty audiences of
teenagers, young adults, and
grown-ups, local “funk”
bands would play the radio
hits of Mandrill, Kool & The
Gang, New Birth, Average
White Band, or Herbie
Hancock, among others.
Musicians and singers began
to provide listeners with something extra — a
sound they could call their own because it was
homegrown.

A fresh new energy with percussion-based funk
(bongos, congas, cowbells, whistles) as a bedrock
for rhythm and blues, inspired by the national
funk and soul music surge, was the beginning of
the music known then and now as “go-go.”
Instrumentalists in and around Washington,
inspired by this movement, were now “jamming”
and playing the hits at recreation centers,
summer-in-the-park concerts, or “show-mobiles”
throughout the city and newly blossoming
suburbs of Landover, Pepper Mill Village, Capitol
Heights, and Chillum, among others.

Dozens of bands across the city, such as
Experience Unlimited, the Young Senators, Chuck

Brown and the Soul Searchers, Trouble Funk, Lead
Head, Hot, Cold Sweat, Cro Magnum Funk, Stacy
& the Soul Servers, Class Band & Show, Mouse
Trap, The Shadows, and go-go icons including Ice
Berg Slim and Big Tony, began to add the “live”
features of go-go to their shows or recordings:
choreography, smoke and fog machines, go-go
dances, and extended instrumental solos including
the trademark cowbells, whistles, and drum and
conga solos added to known radio songs popular-
ized by local radio stations. Radio hits that became
go-go hits were “Family Affair” by Experience
Unlimited, “Run Joe” by Chuck Brown, and
“Trouble Funk Express” by
Trouble Funk, which is a
take from “Trans Europe
Express” by Kraftwerk.

In live performances audi-
ences engaged the bands in
call-and-response segments
of songs, usually during
percussion breaks ranging
from a three-minute teaser
— a short percussion solo
with strains of the radio
version of the song — to as
much as 17 minutes of
percussion and call-and-response. Chuck Brown,
Trouble Funk, and Reds and The Boys all popular-
ized this style of go-go. And the music lives on
today because of the creativity of its style of song
crafting. As a full-fledged movement began to
grow in D.C. and spread elsewhere, promoters and
record labels including TTED - DETT, I Hear Ya,
and Jam Tu all released hits. Their contributions
have kept the music going for nearly 30 years.

Go-go has enjoyed local, regional, national, and
international success, and its influences are
evident in the music of hip-hop inventors Africa
Bambaataa, Doug E. Fresh, and most recently Will
Smith, who included a version of “Pump Me Up”

Photo: Go-go has influenced D.C. style, as exhibited in the
jacket worn by Rare Essence band member André Johnson.
Photo by Darrow Montgomery



by Trouble Funk on his Willenium CD. There are
also local record and production companies,
including PA Palace, releasing cassette tapes of the
ever-popular go-go groups Only 1 Purpose
(O1P), Rare Essence, Chuck Brown, and
Junkyard. A book documenting go-go will be
published by Billboard next year.

Iley Brown II is a native Washingtonian and has been a fan of
go-go music since its inception. He has worked extensively in
the music industry in New York, Los Angeles, and overseas.

“Stepping”
Out

by C. Brian Williams

W1t

tepping is a uniquely

American, percussive

dance genre that grew
out of the song and dance
rituals performed by histori-
cally African-American frater-
nities and sororities. As dis-
cussed by scholar Jaqui A.
Malone in her book Steppin’
on the Blues, stepping is “one of the most exciting
dance forms to evolve in the twentieth century.”
The tradition’s “...precise, sharp and complex
rhythmical body movements combined with
singing, chanting, and verbal play require creativ-
ity, wit, and a great deal of physical skill and
coordination.” Stepping is, without question, a
rising art form with growing popularity among
hundreds of thousands of Americans, young
and old.

Washington, D.C., more so than any other city
in the country, can claim “bragging rights” to this
traditional dance form. As home to Howard
University, the birthplace of several African-
American fraternities and sororities, the city has
witnessed the beginnings of the tradition, dating
back to 1907, all the way through the first

ing is.
hott
question,

a rising
art form.

Stepp

competitive “step show” at Howard University in
1976. Today stepping can be found on many local
campuses, and performances are shared
frequently with District residents.

But stepping is no longer just for fraternities
and sororities. As stepping has received wider
exposure in D.C. and the country, schoolchildren,
K-12, are performing the dance with tremendous
enthusiasm. Step teams can be found in numer-
ous District high, middle, and elementary schools
with teachers using the dance form as a way to
foster teamwork, discipline, and community.
D.C.-based churches have also picked up the
form with Gospel step teams
found in practically every
quadrant of the city.
Stepping is definitely an
important part of our city’s

out

daily cultural life.

C. Brian Williams is Director of
Step Afrikal USA, and co-founder
of the Step Afrikal International
Arts & Cultural Festival.

The Vietnamese
Wedding in
Washington, D.C.

by Thanh-Thuy Nguyen

ietnamese Americans are the fastest-

growing ethnic group in Washington,

D.C. While some Vietnamese, the “boat
people,” came after the end of the Viethnam War in
1975, most of the District’s Viethamese communi-
ty arrived 15 to 20 years after the fall of Saigon.
They are a diverse group, mainly ex-military,
government officials, and family members who,
having associated with the United States during
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the war, were freed after re-education camp. Since
1990, 5,000 Vietnamese refugees and legal immi-
grants have resettled in the District of Columbia.
The majority of them are now living in the Mount
Pleasant and Columbia Heights neighborhoods.
Christian churches, Buddhist temples, and non-
governmental organizations have helped them
make the transition to American life. Yet the com-
munity also holds on to many of our traditions
and customs, continuing to honor values of family,
education, and hard work, celebrating Tet (New
Year) and the moon festival at home and commu-
nity gatherings. The older generation transmits
our heritage to future gener-

ations. Within the metropoli-

tan Washington, D.C.,

community, the Vietnamese

wedding ceremony is the

most beautiful representation

of the linkage between past
and present.

Dam Hor —
ENGAGEMENT
CEREMONY

There is a deep sense of
continuity that Vietnamese
feel between the living and the dead; and the fam-
ily structure, generational roles, and the network
of relationships in which the Vietnamese live is
strong. The decision to marry is a family one.
When a couple wants to wed, they first ask their
parents for permission. Once it is granted from
both sides of the family, the couple has an engage-
ment ceremony at the bride’s home. Traditionally,
this ceremony would permit the couple to start
dating and be seen in public together. However, in
present-day American society, this tradition is not
necessarily followed. The groom leads a proces-
sion by foot not far from the bride’s house,
accumulating family and friends along the way.
When they arrive, they present the bride with gifts
of clothes, jewelry such as earrings and necklaces,
fruits and cakes, foods such as roasted pig,

perfumed tea, fine wine or spirits, and money. All
these products are available at the local
Vietnamese stores. The couple would be wearing
the ao dai (traditional Vietnamese costume), a
symbol of the country’ rich history and culture.
The groom’s parents formally ask the bride’s
parents for their daughter’s hand in marriage to
their son. Next, they share a toast to mark this
special occasion. Then the two families join in a
feast to celebrate the coming union.

Dam Cuor —
WEDDING CEREMONY

Parents traditionally pick
a date for the wedding
based on the horoscopes of
the couple’s birthdays,
delivered by a monk or a
fortuneteller; however, cou-
ples have more freedom to
choose their special day in
America. For Buddhist cou-
ples, the wedding usually
takes place in the bride’s

Ll a. home. The groom and his

family again go to the

bride’s home to ruoc giau
(escort the bride), bearing gifts. Next, the parents
and elders of both families and the couple share
tea. The couple will then ask for their parents’
blessing and will proceed to the ancestral altar to
pay respects and receive a blessing from the
ancestors. Then both families enjoy a light buffet.
Christian couples may have an afternoon ceremo-
ny at Sacred Heart parish in Mount Pleasant. Later
in the evening, a reception at a restaurant with a
nine-course meal will celebrate the union of two
families.

Thanh-Thuy is a member of the D.C. Mayor’s Asian Pacific
Islander Affairs Commission, and past president of the
Vietnamese American Society, a non-profit organization
dedicated to promoting Vietnamese culture, fostering better
business relations between Vietnam and the United States, and
serving the Vietnamese community in the United States.

She came to the United States with her father and two



younger brothers in December 1981, at the age of eight, as a
boat refugee. Her mother escaped eight years later. She is
presently pursuing an M.S. in behavioral science at Johns
Hopkins University.

The Circolo della
Briscola

by Enrico Davoli

n March 1991, an old friend telephoned me
Ibecause his wife had left him. He said he

merely wanted to talk
with me, to have someone
listen to him, to have a
sounding board. Rejecting
my “macho” offer to get
drunk together, or to “get
together with the boys,” or
even for “just the two of us”
to have dinner at a quiet
restaurant, my final sugges-
tion — a game of briscola —
was slowly, deliberately
accepted with a very happy,
“Hey, Enrico, that’s not a
bad idea. I used to play with my Sicilian grand-
mother, who told me the only way to win was to
cheat! Let’s do it! But I haven't played for 25
years!” Well, I hadn't played for 30 years, but I
recall having played the game of briscola with my
nonno (grandfather) Bruno from Calabria, who
always taught me that to win consistently one
had to remember all the cards which had been
played. We set a date; we would see whose
grandparent was correct!

I learned how to play briscola during my fami-
ly’s frequent visits to my grandparents’ very mod-
est, cold-water flat on Hester Street in New York
City’ “Little Italy.” In that tiny flat, the kitchen
was the center of family activities during my
youth in the 1930s and 1940s. Everyone in that
large family — our grandparents had six children

and fifteen grandchildren — tried to congregate
there at least monthly. I recall much laughter and
shouting, lots of hot food — pasta, ragii, brasciola,
caffé espresso, pizzelle, and the like, good southern
Italian peasant fare — and the inevitable briscola
card games which followed all those eating
“orgies.” Briscola is one of several traditional
Italian card games which we, the sons and daugh-
ters of immigrant families, learned from our
fathers and grandfathers, part of what I like to
refer to as an oral tradition. We played with decks
of American poker cards, but we always removed
all the eights, nines, and tens, leaving a deck with
40 cards, the number neces-
sary for playing briscola. The
“picture cards” — queens,
jacks, and kings — were
then assigned the numerical
values eight, nine, and ten,
respectively. I would not
learn of the existence of
those classical, beautifully
decorated, tarot-like Italian
playing cards — carte da

~ ioco — until my first trip to
g y p

Italy in 1970, where I wit-

nessed a street-corner game
outside a small caffe in Piazza San Marco in
Venezia. I have never again played briscola with a
poker deck. Throughout Italy, the game of briscola
is played with words more than it is with cards.
Partners resort to figurative language, cunning,
and enigmatic signals to dupe their opponents
into believing that the hand of cards they hold is
exactly the opposite of what they have been dealt.
It is a battle of wits.

From that low-key, somewhat inauspicious
beginning precipitated by my friend’s wife leaving
him, we proceeded to play sporadically, usually
once every two to four months that first year.
Today, we have grown to 44 dedicated, impas-
sioned members — soci — who meet to play
monthly, dine informally, almost always “family-
style,” at players’ homes or at one of the many
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area Italian restaurants, vicariously trying to
recreate the warm, exuberant ambience of Italian
homes. We also enjoy an unparalleled competitive
camaraderie in our quest for a trophy awarded
annually. Two of our circolo are recognized “inter-
national champions.” The circolo now plays a pre-
Christmas mini-tournament at Washington’s Holy
Rosary Catholic Church against visiting professors
from Italy and conducts an annual awards dinner
in conjunction with the International Lodge of the
Order Sons of Italy in America in January at the
Tivoli restaurant. Our soci would, indeed, prefer to
play weekly, if only our wives would consent!

Enrico Davoli is a pediatrician. He
is also the president of the Circolo
della Briscola and a very active
member of the Italian community in
the Washington area.

Soccer —
The
Beautitul
Game

by Walter A. Roberts III

have been playing soccer since I was six years

old. When I graduated from DeMatha Catholic

High School in 1993, though, I thought that
my soccer-playing days were essentially over.
[ enrolled at the historically Black Morehouse
College, which at that time did not have an NCAA
soccer team. But it did have a club team that
competed at a high level, and I joined the team
my third day at school. I became team captain,
manager, and assistant coach. I also spearheaded
the teams efforts to become an NCAA Division 2
team. We had players from all over the globe, from
the Caribbean to West Africa; that was my first
experience of the international nature of the game.

After completing college and returning to
Washington, D.C., from Atlanta, I began to look
into the amateur game in the metropolitan area.
In my efforts to find an adult team to play with,

I was amazed to learn how significantly soccer
had grown over the short time of four years. In
just a few brief searches on the Internet and a few
pick-up games on the Mall, I came across all types
of contact names and leagues. I found ethnic
leagues, men’s amateur leagues, co-ed leagues,
women’s leagues, embassy leagues, recreational
leagues, and I was stunned to find out that the
youth leagues that I had grown up playing in had
almost tripled in size.

Seeing this growth and
also having been armed in
my college experience with
the passion not only for
playing but also for coach-
ing and teaching the game,
I decided to find a career
in soccer. I am presently the
athletic director for DC
SCORES, a non-profit
organization that operates a
soccer league along with
creative writing workshops
in 16 elementary schools throughout the District
of Columbia. With my mother, I coach the
Washington soccer club, Isis, an under-12 urban
girls’ travel team. I also coach an under-12 boys’
recreational team, comprised of children from the
DC SCORES program.

I particularly enjoy coaching these youth teams
because each reflects a special piece of the future
of soccer in this country. Soccer is a unique sport
in that it has few limits or boundaries; it is similar
to a universal language, spoken by all who have
ever touched their foot to a ball. It is undoubtedly
the most popular sport in the world. On both of
my teams, the cultural representation is a mirror

Photo: A spirited game of soccer takes place on the field at
Jefferson Junior High School in Southwest D.C.
Photo by Harold Dorwin



of communities throughout the District. Isis and
the DC SCORES team both bring together chil-
dren of Black and Latino descent, which has the
positive effect of erasing fears, combating preju-
dices, and uniting families.

The sport of soccer has given me more than
I ever expected in return, and I can only imagine
where it will lead me in the future. I have kept
my need for competition alive by playing with a
Peruvian amateur team called La Univarsitaro,
which, like my former college team and the two
teams I coach, is extremely diverse and dynamic.
I am also a proud fan and season ticket holder of
DC United, the Major
League Soccer champion
three out of the past four
years. To my delight, the
sport of soccer is thriving in
this country and is alive and
well in Washington, D.C., at
all levels transcending age,
ethnicity, race, gender, and
class.

When not on the soccer field,
Walter A. Roberts III lives in
Northwest D.C.

Who’s

Got Next?
Pick-Up Basketball
in Washington, D.C.

by Tom Blagburn

he competition is always intense, the
| rhythm almost hypnotic, the jukes and
bounce of the ball practically non-stop!
On playgrounds across America, and in

Washington, D.C., in particular, the first yell is
“who’s got next?” Who is choosing the next pick-

up basketball team? The game, frequently called
“b-ball” in D.C., is an asphalt theater of jumpers,
blocked shots, sweaty T-shirts, fast breaks, and
awesome dunks. Players have been known to
shovel snow off the court to start a pick-up bas-
ketball game. Over the past 30 years, I have shov-
eled off a few courts myself.

Pick-up ball is a highly competitive training
sport where skills are developed and refined.
Some of us progress; others seem to be able to go
no further with their talent — a slice of life. A
game is comprised of two, three, four, or five
players. Nothing energizes the play like the chat-
ter and critiques from the
sidelines. Shouts and
screams such as “shoot the
T” and “D-up” drive the
play to new heights. Great
performance is always
rewarded with a boost in
game reputation.

The games rich history is
full of legendary players
whose playground heroics
often transcend the game
itself. Elgin Baylor, John
Thompson, Ernie Cage,
James “Sleepy” Harrison, “Monk” Milloy, Bernard
Levy, Dave Bing, Jerry Chambers, Frank Williams,
“Chicken Breast,” Ray Savoy, “Biggie”
Cunningham, Bill Gaskins, Lonnie Perrine, Austin
Carr, James Brown, Aaron Covington, and Melvin
Middleton are just a few of D.C.5 finest. I remem-
ber clearly the rainbow jump shots of Joe Carr,
the keen shooting accuracy of Art “Bunny” Perry,
the adroit cross-over of Reggie Green, the bricks
of seven-foot Art Beatty — each representative of
so many players who loved the game. Ask any-
body across the city, these players were the
“b-ballers” of summer in their day.

Endless captured moments of play can be
debated and disputed. Post-game analysis is part

Photo: Young athletes enjoy a pick-up game at Lincoln
Heights Day block party in Northeast D.C. Photo by Harold Dorwin
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of the participation. There may never be a “best,”
because someone will always have a story about
another player who was better. It is the cama-
raderie of the game which gives all of us a special
connection over time. Even today, after so many
years of playing b-ball on the courts of D.C., I run
into other players in board rooms and grocery
stores; we still talk about the legendary players
and games we remember.

D.C. playgrounds, for decades, have been the
incubators of basketball talent. It was on the play-
grounds at 10th & R, Luzon, Turkey Thicket,
Happy Hollow, Sherwood, Banneker, Kelly Miller,
and Bundy where so many
first displayed their prowess.
Average players were devel-
oped and nurtured to great-
ness by many unsung men- 23*
tors and coaches, such as Bill
Butler and Jabbo Kenner,
who tirelessly gave of them-
selves. Because of their con-
tributions, perhaps it can be ‘@ ( }I 1
said, “Everybody has game.”

In Washington, D.C., pick-
up basketball is the game of
choice. Like a boomerang
evolution: no matter to which level of play the
game has taken you, pick-up basketball always
brings you home.

Tom Blagburn plays pick-up b-ball on Sunday mornings at the
Chevy Chase, D.C., playground. He has played for more than
30 years on playgrounds across the city from River Terrace to
Chevy Chase.
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“I Am a Proud
Woman”

by Elizabeth Clark-Lewis

n the fall of 1979 my great-aunt Mary Johnson

Sprow found a diary she had written while

working as a domestic servant more than 60
years before. She was part of the outward migra-
tion from the South between 1900 and 1920,
when cities such as Boston, Chicago, Cleveland,
Detroit, New York, and Philadelphia shifted from
reliance on European immi-
grants to African Americans
for household service.

In 1910 nearly 90 percent
of [Washington’] gainfully
employed African-American
women worked in domestic
service. [But] she chafed at
the attitudes of those,
including her own family
members, who believed that
simply because she was a
poor African-American
female born in the rural
South, she should work as a live-in servant all her
life. Living in meant being on call to one’s employ-
ers 24 hours a day. Those women like Mary who
ultimately made the transition from live-in service
to day work sought the autonomy of setting their
own schedule and tasks. Living in meant little if
any privacy, few opportunities for a social life, and
minimal independence. Live-out work meant that
the worker had the freedom to quit an unpleasant
situation; she did not rely on her employer for the
roof over her head.

Then what is work? Who made work? To clean and
scrub days in and days out. Above all who made the
people that we toil for? That never knows what it is
to want and yet is never thankful for nothing that we
do, no matter how hard no matter how we try to

please. When I look at them I see that they are made



of the same flesh and blood as we. I see that they
eat three times a day same as we — but only after
being waited upon they enjoys it better because
their digestion organ have had the rest while our

body and minds work all the time.

After all, work would not be such a task if it was
not for the ingratitude we get from our employers.
But then all of the good boys and girls that can,
find better works. You can get something to do that
don't take all day and night; and you have parents
that try to make something out of you.

Mary Johnson Sprow personified the determi-
nation that women workers
brought to the eventual
transformation of domestic
work from near-slavery to
independent contracting.
Women such as Mary estab-
lished and sustained sup-
port networks with other
women who had left live-in
service in the 1920s and
1930s. These networks pro-
vided role models for the
transition into daily paid
work, mentors who did not
belittle the former live-in’s
desire for independence. These women shared
their knowledge of how to operate in several
households simultaneously. They also formed
self-help groups, savings clubs, and burial soci-
eties, which augmented the region- or kin-based
associations that also provided African Americans
with some social security.

Mary Johnson Sprow died in Washington in
1981 after more than 80 years of work in domes-
tic service. Her story is one of the very few first-
person sources for understanding the feelings,
experiences, and aspirations of members of this
important social and economic group as they
confronted life in the first generation after slavery
and made the leap from live-in service to day
work. Her diary [offers] a different view from his-
torians who emphasize the victimization of

America’s domestics; [Mary’s writings] stress the
power and autonomy of a working-class woman.
She reveals how African-American women were
simultaneously intricate and plain; overt and sub-
tle; visible and veiled. She helps us again realize
why the women who have been “domestics” will
themselves write the correctives to this culture’s
misconceptions about them.

Elizabeth Clark-Lewis is Associate Professor of History and
Director of the Public History Program at Howard University.
She has spent nearly 30 years collecting the oral histories and
documents of rural-to-urban migrants from 1900 to 1940.

These excerpts are from a longer
article that appeared in Washington
History Magazine of the Historical
Society of Washington, D.C., 5-1
(Spring/Summer 1993). Reprinted
with permission.

Latinos
and
Human

7 Rights

by Nilda Villalta

ast year in the midst of a discussion about

the Latino Festival in Washington, D.C.,,

Quique Avilés, a performance artist and
writer, summarized the irony of the Central
American migration to D.C.: “We came to D.C.
because of a war that was supported from here,
and now we are here to stay.” Historical and social
developments in Latin America have drawn
Latinos to the U.S. capital. They represent a large
community of people of different nationalities,
educational levels, social status, races, and immi-
gration experiences. Veronica DeNegri, a Chilean
exile, illustrates the activism, search for justice,
and political struggle within a community that has
grown and diversified over the years.

In 1973 in Chile, Augusto Pinochet led a coup

that removed socialist president Salvador Allende.
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Allende and approximately 3,000 others were
killed. Thousands more were imprisoned,
tortured, and forced to leave Chile. Verénica
DeNegri, an Allende partisan, was one of those
imprisoned. After her release, the government
harassed her until she left in 1977. With the help
of the International Rescue Committee, she came
to Washington, D.C., with her youngest son,
Pablo. Soon her son Rodrigo joined them. During
those years, Veronica worked in many jobs from
chambermaid to housing activist with Adelante, a
local Latino social agency. She and Rodrigo, a
photographer with a growing reputation, were
activists against South

African apartheid and U.S.

intervention in Central

America. In 1986, 19-

year-old Rodrigo went to

Santiago, where he

photographed city life and

street protests. One morning,

soldiers arrested him and a

student. The army severely

burned both youths, and

Rodrigo died, having been

denied proper medical treat-

ment. In the following years,

Veroénica traveled widely speaking about human
rights for Amnesty International. She now works
as a tour guide in D.C. and continues her public
speaking. Veroénica discusses how readily she fit in
as an activist in D.C.:

I was born into a troubled world and then got into
another troubled world. I have advocated all my life
for human rights in different capacities, as a
student, a woman, a mother. When I arrived in
Washington, I found an atmosphere of solidarity,
and there I began at a time when young people’s
and immigrants’ rights were just being recognized.
The Latino community was very active, more
integrated,; it participated with the Black community

and other communities.

In April of this year in a discussion about her
participation in a community exhibit at the Latino
Community Heritage Center, Veronica voiced the
importance of Washington, D.C., in her life:

This city is the center of everything; you can
demonstrate and express your opinions about issues
that are important for people all over the world,
and that is very important for me. I like to live here
and be part of a community that has gone through
so much and is full of life and willing to keep

on fighting.

Nilda Villalta is a Ph.D. candidate
at the University of Maryland,
working on a dissertation entitled
“Testimonies, War, and Survival:
Representation and Creation in El
Salvador and in the United States
by Exiled Salvadorans.” She has
conducted research and fieldwork
in Washington, D.C., and in
Central America.

Reflections
on Nineteen Years
of Service

by Sharon Murphy

ary House opened its doors in 1981

with the belief that forgotten families

have the right to shelter, food, medical
care, and a safe place to tell their stories.
Immigrant and refugee families bring their stories
of family members left behind, struggles of new
beginnings, and the same dreams for their chil-
dren that all parents, of all countries and back-
grounds, desire.



The first family to come to Mary House made it
to the nation’s capital from Mexico. At the mercy
of an unscrupulous apartment manager, they,
along with 15 other immigrants, paid $85 for the
privilege of sharing a basement hovel in
Northwest D.C. When I took this family home
with me, Mary House began what is now its 19th
year of service to refugee families in Washington,
D.C. During this time, we have shared our home
with more than 200 families.

For many families who come to the nation’s
capital as refugees, day-to-day demands become
the focus of stories. A mother from Honduras
learns English for an hour
on Sunday mornings
because the 12 hours of
commuting and work six
days a week only allow for
an hour. This is nevertheless
her determined attempt to
master the language that is
quickly becoming her
daughters first language. A
Bosnian father performs
jobs that most would not
want in order to provide for
his children; he wants to
give his children the warmth of a safe home to
dream their own dreams.

The first phrase I learned in Spanish was,

“Mi casa es su casa” — “My house is your house.”
This is the foundation of Mary House, and to
provide necessary services to those refugees and
immigrants in the nation’s capital. The first victim
of poverty is always a person’s dignity. Mary
House provides a home to forgotten families, a
place to reclaim their dignity, and an opportunity
to establish themselves as neighbors in this new
community they call home, Washington, D.C.

Sharon Neuman Murphy is a wife, grandmother, and mother
of four: She is co-founder and Director of Mary House.

Some of Us Were
Born Here

by Diana Onley-Campbell

was born in Washington, D.C., on May 4,

1954, in Freedmen’s Hospital (now Howard

University Hospital). I grew up in a complete-
ly Black environment. The only window that I
had on the world of White America was television
and my family’s weekly drive from our split-level
home in far Northeast to the family church in
Georgetown. I grew up two
blocks from the Shrimp
Boat, and to this day I can
tell if Black folks are native
Washingtonians by their
familiarity with this land-
mark.

On Sunday mornings my
family embarked upon a
journey across social bound-
aries. Traveling west on East
Capitol Street brought us
across the Anacostia River.
But it was not until we got
to the other side of Stanton Park that things
became less real to me and more like television.

I wondered why our church, Mt. Zion Methodist,
was surrounded by White people. My paternal
great-grandmother and my grandmother shared a
home in the heart of Georgetown on O Street
around the corner from the church. The closest
Black families to them were over on P Street near
Rose Park. The house in which they lived had
been built by my great-grandmother’s husband as
a wedding gift to her when the neighborhood was
still predominantly Black. When my great-grand-
mother died, the house had a huge sum in back
taxes attached to it, so it was sold. I was 19 then.

As a child I felt very safe in my neighborhood.

I attended Kelly Miller Junior High School at a
time when it was transitioning away from the

35
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long-time principal who had just retired. It was a
rough three years, not only because of the chaos
that reigned there but because I was beginning to
understand myself to be a lesbian. At least there
was the beginning of understanding that it was
girls that I wanted, not boys. This desire would
lie submerged in my consciousness for another
decade before my acceptance of it as part of who
[ am.

High school was a time of great unfolding for
me. [ attended Spingarn High during the Black
Power/Vietnam War era. I wore a black armband
to school for the anti-war moratorium campaign.
None of the faculty or staff
made any note of it. My
peers, however, inquired all
day about it. I became a con-
duit of information for them,
a role that I continue to be
drawn to even now.

I curtailed my education at
Howard University to get .
married, a move that I now :
recognize as an attempt to
negate the lesbian part of R
myself. It was an ill-founded
relationship that could not
have lasted for a number of reasons. But from it
I was blessed by giving birth to my daughter.

I never did return to Howard. Instead I began the
task of building a life that would be true to who
I am and to the things in life that I value.

Part of that life included being the out lesbian
mother of a child in the D.C. public school sys-
tem. My daughter was fortunate to have attended
Brookland Middle School. The faculty and staft
there were nothing but loving and nurturing.

I know that they knew I was a lesbian. I had been
featured in a Channel 9 news series by Bruce
Johnson about the city’s Black lesbian and gay
community. My daughter’s high school experience
was not as positive, but the climate in the whole
country had begun to deteriorate by then.

I have been out as a lesbian for more than 20
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years. In that time I have had my family’s love and
support. I have had the opportunity to be politi-
cally active as an out lesbian, an opportunity
uniquely provided by D.C. All of the social justice
movements of my time have had, and will have, a
presence in this city. It has been uncommonly ful-
filling to me to be in this environment where the
idea of justice lies always just below the surface
and so regularly is elevated by those who seek it.

Diana Onley-Campbell is Assistant Director of the Union
Institute’s Center for Women. She is a founding member of the
Black Women’s Education and Action Collective.

Photo: October 11, 1987, is the
date of the second national march
for lesbian and gay rights.
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