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Let me take you back to August 2005.
We all saw the images — Hurricane Katrina 

devastating the American Gulf Coast region and, in spite of 
evacuation recommendations, thousands of people being 
trapped in New Orleans. These were people who were too 

economically deprived to leave the area by their own means, so they 
stayed behind, often starving, sometimes hurt, and worse yet as many as 
1,600 of them died. For five entire days, they received no help from the 
US government, no food, no water, no medical attention, no clothes or 
blankets, nothing! 

We all heard the words — those powerful accusatory words 
that produced more damage than photos ever could: anarchy, guns 
and looting. Yet we all knew that what some media called looting was 
in fact survival: water, food and diapers are necessities. When some 
media outrageously branded the displaced people “refugees” we all knew 
something was up. Those were not refugees, a term that designates 
people who flee to a foreign country for safety. They were American 
citizens but one can’t help but wonder, had they been real refugees, 
would that have justified their treatment? Isn’t a human in need just that 

— a human in need? 
And, yes, we all saw the colors, too — most of the people 

trapped were black.
Many among us believed that what we saw was indeed true. 

They agreed that the US government abandoned Katrina victims because 
most of them were African Americans and/or poor; that the government 
stayed true to its policies of race- and class-based exclusion, and chose 
not to help fellow citizens because they were just not worth it.  Yet the 
optimists among us wanted to believe that it was all a mistake. After all, 
didn’t President Bush say in his defense that experts hadn’t informed him 
on how devastating the hurricane was going to be? 

The leader of the Western world, the head of the only global 
superpower, claimed no one had told him. Hmm… hard to believe! In 
fact, we recently learned that President Bush and his staff did know that 
lives were going to be threatened and still did nothing during the crucial 
first days following the devastation. Furthermore, the fact that, months 
after the hurricane hit the region, New Orleans Mayor Ray Nagin is 
seeking help from other nations to help rebuild his city speaks volumes 
about the US government’s lack of commitment toward the victims of 
Hurricane Katrina. 

The contributors to this issue have explored the aftermath of 
Hurricane Katrina using science fiction (“Katrina Storms the Reality 
Studio” by Marleen S. Barr), hip hop (“Awareness of Disaster: Hurricane 
Katrina and the Voice of the Hip Hop Community” by Amanda 

Vignone), faith (“Their Eyes Were Watching God” by M. K. Asante) and 
provocative poetry (“Self-Hexed Rex Amerika” by Everett Hoagland). 
They have also shared personal perspectives via testimonies (“Long Ways 
From Hooooommmee” by James G. Spady; “Traveling By Hurricane” by 
Kenya Mitchell) and fiction (“Selfish” by Akilah Wise).  Like Amanda 
Vignone, they all seem to agree that “Hurricane Katrina is now 
commonly referred to as the 9/11 of the African American community.” 
We would like to thank the writers, poets, students, professors and 
activists who have contributed their critical analyses to this thought-
provoking issue of the BAQ. 

Rodney Ewing, our featured visual artist, creates images that 
depict the tragedies and chaos of this world. In his artist statement, 
he states, “We exist simultaneously between seconds that can be 
apocalyptic and graceful, minutes that are mediocre, and hours that 
stand still. We rest on legacies of unsettled boundaries and stolen 
territories.” We extend our heartfelt thanks to Rodney and to the other 
visual artists of this issue (Maya Freelon, Adekunle Adejare and David 
White) for their powerful images.

It was a real honor for the BAQ staff to meet and talk with 
writer/thinker Ngũgĩ wa Thiong’o and jazz musician Marcus Shelby. Our 
new “Portrait” section features these two extraordinary men — one who 
uses the written word to deconstruct issues of language and identity, and 
the other who employs the musical note to elucidate the intricacies of 
our world. 

Last but not least, we would like to welcome Jo-Issa Diop, a 
tremendously gifted Stanford student majoring in African 
and African-American Studies, who recently joined our 
ranks as the new Marketing and Advertising Coordinator. 
Jo-Issa, an aspiring director, producer, filmmaker and 
actress, will also be writing the BAQ music review.

Our next issue on black popular culture will be a 
tribute to Stanford Professor Kennell Jackson (1941-2005) 
who passed away before he could fulfill his desire to collaborate with us 
on this theme (see the call for papers on p. 34). Let us hear from you.

In unity,

Alice N. Endamne
Editor, Black Arts Quarterly
aendamne@stanford.edu 
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If the essence of ‘God’ can be seen in the fury of the 
hurricane, whose essence is revealed in the response 
to the hurricane?

Katrina, the storm that battered the 
Gulf Coast bears a striking resem-
blance to the hurricane and subse-
quent flood depicted in Zora Neal 
Hurston’s 1937 novel, Their Eyes Were 

Watching God. Although both the fictional storm 
and Katrina were violent and destructive, it is not 
the physical characteristics of the two storms that 
bare the bulk of their sameness. Instead, and I 
might add sadly, it is what links the people in the 
novel – be they victims, rescuers, or bystanders 
– to the people of today: race.

 ‘God’ is the term Hurston’s narrator uses 
to describe the essence of the furious hurricane. 
The question America must ask itself in the wake of 
Katrina is: If the essence of ‘God’ can be seen in the 
fury of the hurricane, whose essence is revealed in 
the response to the hurricane?

The hurricane in Their Eyes Were Watch-
ing God was most likely inspired by the San Fe-
lipe-Okeechobee Hurricane of 1928. San-Felipe-
Okeechobee caused heavy casualties and extensive 
destruction along its path, however the worst trag-
edy occurred at inland Lake Okeechobee in Florida, 
where the hurricane caused a lake surge of 6 to 9 ft 
that inundated the surrounding area. Nearly 2,000 
people, mainly African-Americans, died from the 
flooding of Lake Okeechobee, and like the people 
in New Orleans, should not have been there in the 
first place. The fact that they were there “is a pretty 
graphic illustration of who gets left behind in this 
society,” commented Christopher Jencks, a sociolo-
gist at Harvard University.

New Orleans, with 23% of the population 
living below the poverty line, is the poorest large 
city in the United States. Perhaps this is why Mayor 
Ray Nagin’s order to evacuate the city, dispatched 
just a day before the Category-5’s rampage, was, 
for many, nothing short of cruel and impossible to 
carry out. Wind and water, while devastating for 
poor people, are forces of nature that, coupled with 
the forces of government or lack thereof, become 
two more entities that marginalize them.

 “Where were we suppose to go and how 
was we suppose to get there?” asked a distraught 
Tamika Barnes, an African-American hair stylist 
whose aunt and house were swallowed by the flood 
waters. As the hurricane approached the coast, 
Tamika along with the other poor folks in New 
Orleans, just as the fictional characters in Hurston’s 
novel did, “sat in company with the others in other 
shanties, their eyes straining against crude walls 
and their souls asking if He meant to measure their 
puny might against His. They seemed to be staring 
at the dark, but their eyes were watching God.”

Unlike Hurston’s fictional storm, much of 
the devastation suffered in New Orleans was all too 
real and could have been prevented. In early 2005, 
FEMA ranked the potential damage to New Or-
leans among the three likeliest, most catastrophic 
disasters facing the U.S.  The Bush Administration 
responded to this report by enacting the steepest 
reduction in hurricane and flood-control funding 

for New Orleans in history. In turn, thousands of 
lives were lost. Surviving victims lost photographs, 
journals, heirlooms, and all the other items that 

made their houses, which they lost as well, they lost 
as well. 

Although Janie, the protagonist in Hur-
ston’s novel, and her husband Tea Cake were able 
to weather the vehement hurricane, it was in the 

storm’s aftermath that they suffered the greatest 
loss – at the hands of people. Such was the case 
after Katrina.
It wasn’t the force of nature, but rather the dor-
mancy of FEMA and the Federal Government, who 
were fully aware of the catastrophic potential of a 
hurricane in New Orleans, that failed to provide 
adequate resources for a mass evacuation. As a 
result, many victims, especially children and elderly, 
suffered the agony of death and helplessness as the 
federal, state, and municipal governments gradu-
ally awoke from their slumber to send help to the 
stricken city.
Hurston wrote about a hurricane that made her 
characters question themselves, their neighbors, 
and ‘God.’ After Katrina, we all have to reassess 
and reclaim our relationships with each other and 
nature. 

Henry Louis Gates Jr., who wrote the 
afterword for many modern editions of the book, 
suggests that Their Eyes Were Watching God is 
primarily concerned “with the project of finding 
a voice." The preventable disaster that followed 
Katrina has left many Americans who were already 
underrepresented – voiceless and metaphorically 
howling at the wind. We must assist in giving these 
citizens their voice and demanding our leaders 
react to natural disasters in ways that protect 
people, regardless of race and class lines. Zora 
Neale Hurston wrote about African-Americans 
being on the “rimbone of nothing” almost seventy 
years ago; all of the citizens of the Gulf deserve to 
be a vital part of something.

M.K. Asante, Jr. wrote and produced the award-
winning film 500 Years Later and authored the books 
Beautiful And Ugly Too and Like Water Running Off My 
Back. A graduate student at UCLA, he can be reached via 
his web site www.asante.info.
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it is a big secret the official’s grief 
it is exhibited 
as a business proposition 
it exaggerates for the public effect 
and signifies money and approbation 
or hope of censure abrogated
 
the official exists
by virtue of bullshit
so many acres so much status
you and I may cross these lands
at the risk of drowning
 
but there we shall have the official’s grief
cleansing us
for exhibition

I Weep for You
By Christopher Mulrooney 

Christopher Mulrooney’s poems and translations were 
published in Crate, Segue, The Scribia, Mustachioed, The 
Tiny and Julie Mango, criticism in Pyramid, The Film 
Journal and Parameter. He has also written a volume of 
poetry, Notebook and Sheaves (2002).

Hurricane Coverage
By Gina Streaty 

Hundreds, thousands
Ashen black faces
Tongues lap lips like waves 
Bowed backs wish for wings
Tempers surge toward the camera 
Voices jangle from jutted jaws 
Bodies muddled on a stadium floor.

Black hands rain on water bottles,
hastily made bologna sandwiches
A throng of men circle a body
hoisted from a cot — dead
Black woman seals her eyes in tears
Says, some died in the house. 

Living room, kitchen like marshland
An opened wallet, wet dollar bills
Ain’t got no money to buy a car!
Women, children — Refugees
Men wear necklaces of sweat
Dead body in a wheelchair, elderly woman
Black man hunkered down on his porch 
yellow dog, shot gun at his knee
He speaks to the water, not the rescue team
I gonna stay right here. Leave me be.

Outside Mississippi, Louisiana,
eyes scan televised ruins
Tears pelt shoes on dry land.

Gina Streaty is a program coordinator, 
technical and freelance writer, editor, poet, 
lecturer, and a member of the prominent 
Carolina African American Writers 
Collective. She earned a B.A. from the 
University of Maryland and an M.A. from 
Duke University. Her works have appeared 
in numerous periodicals, anthologies 
and literary journals. She won the 2001 
National Zora Neale Hurston Literary 
Award.  She is Editor of the CAAWC 
Newsletter and a contributing writer for 
the Durham, NC based newspaper, The 
Independent Weekly. Harmony, The Piano Room. 

Self-released, 2006.
Take the sultry lyrics of Floetry and blend them 
with the vocals of Tamia and Monica and you get 
Harmony, a group comprised of Megan and Tracy 
Oliver – two sexy, soprano sisters out to prove 
that they are more than just an image. Their debut 
album, The Piano Room, is rhythm and blues at its 
finest, consisting of songs about love, heartbreak and 
sensuality – all written by the duo.

The opening track, “I Need to Hear It,” 
draws you into the sensual mood of the album 
and is reminiscent of the heartfelt ballads of Amel 
Larrieux. Other tracks like “Love,” a bitter ode to the 
pain that the emotion brings, and “Hurt Me Again,” 
a vocal expression of hesitancy to fall in love again, 
best describe the emotional feel of the album.

No album would be complete without 
the “club-bangers” and The Piano Room does not 
disappoint. In “Let Her Go” and “I Know You Like 
That” Harmony flaunts their sexuality, taunting and 
teasing men to come approach them.

The group is appropriately named, as the 
sisters are seemingly meant to harmonize their 
voices together. Initially, it may be easy to group the 
two sisters together, but by the end of the album, two 
distinct voices are clearly apparent.

For more information on how to purchase 
the CD, visit www.pianoroomthealbum.com or 
contact daizyo@aol.com.

Jo-Issa Diop, an intern for the Committee on Black 
Performing Arts, is an aspiring director, producer, 
filmmaker and actress. She is currently a junior at Stanford 
University, majoring in African & African-American 
Studies with a minor in Political Science. Last year, she 
directed, adapted and produced Spike Lee’s School Daze 
and, prior to that, acted in numerous campus productions. 
She is currently working on directing her own adaptation 
of Lee’s Do the Right Thing for Spring 2006.

MUSIC REVIEW
By Jo-Issa Diop

Hurricane Coverage
By Gina Streaty

I Weep for You
By Christopher Mulrooney

Music Review
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I met with renowned jazz musician Marcus Shelby at Harmony House, 
home of the Stanford Committee on Black Performing Arts (CBPA). 
He is their Ford Resident Dialogues Artist Fellow for the Winter and 
Spring Quarters and taught a Winter Quarter workshop in Jazz 
Oratorio: “Bound for the PromisedLand” — a class that fused jazz 

with investigation into the life of Harriet Tubman.  The multitalented bass 
player finds inspiration everywhere as the leader of a trio and an orchestra, 
as a teacher, whether at Stanford, at San Francisco State University or at his 
daughter’s preschool, and as a music composer for film, ballet and theater 
productions. Marcus opened up about his passion for jazz, what inspires 
him, and the importance of history, as he believes that jazz is an extension 
of the African American experience and that it is important for black people 
to reclaim it. Mr. Shelby’s charisma coupled with his humility and sense of 
community have produced a rare combination among artists nowadays, which 
is probably why he was recently named one of the 10 Most Influential African 
Americans in the San Francisco Bay Area for 2005.  Among his many other 
awards are the Theater Circle Critics Award for Best Musical Score and Dean 
Goodman Choice Awards for Excellence in Bay Area Theatre for Theatrical 
Score.

Alice Endamne: Marcus, you’re quite the Renaissance man! You’re the leader 
of the Marcus Shelby Trio and of The Marcus Shelby Jazz Orchestra; you 
write music for dance, theater and film productions; you teach and you act. 
Where do you find the time to do all this?
Marcus Shelby: Well, I have a lot of interests. It’s not just music, it’s really 
just art whether it be ballet, film, theater — those are the projects for which 
I’ve been able to find ways to use jazz as a universal language. Jazz music, in 
concept, has been the most effective way African Americans have maintained 
their narrative in this country through the blues, through the work songs. 
Those work songs gave us a sense of escape but also coordination, and they 
carried our stories. 

When we came to this country we had two ways of communicating: 
storytelling and the drum. And jazz starts right there; it follows our 
experience through the Haitian Rebellion, which populated New Orleans. 
And New Orleans was able to have this amazing fusion: African music mixed 
with European music, whether it was from Spain or France or even South 
America, to create this diverse soup that pushed the whole idea of jazz into 
the 20th century. From there it went to Chicago and New York City but it 
always followed the dispersion of black people in this country. It followed 
social movements. Jazz 
always gets pushed to 
the next level. It is a 
magnificent, complex and 
earthy art form created 
because of the experience 
that black people went through here. 

That makes jazz a multi-artistic partner in theater, film and 
ballet, which are about telling stories. What makes jazz interesting is its 
preoccupation with unique characters so, I’ve been very lucky and blessed to 
be able to find projects in theater, film and ballet that allow that relationship 
with jazz music. I enjoy the art of expressing oneself and music is the 
instrument that I use but I try to understand every art form because they are 
connected. For instance when I write a piece of music I imagine myself as a 
screenwriter and I try to figure out how I can take some characters through 
a journey or a story with a beginning, an end, climax and resolution. So, how 
can I use music the same way? By using themes in relationship to characters 
and using rhythms in relationship to time and space, and using chords 
in relationship to color and mood. Duke Ellington was the most prolific 
example of how this could be achieved.
AE: So, what inspires you Marcus?
MS: I try to participate in various aspects of traditional jazz music, whether 
it’s teaching, composing or performing. And teaching can be teaching kids, 
adults or teenagers, or teaching bass or composition. There’s also the playing 
aspect — I like playing in my trio, the orchestra, I also like playing in other 

people’s bands, under their directions. I also like writing essays on music 
based on my experience. And I like lecturing about it, be it the history of 
Duke Ellington and his orchestra, or Count Basie or black women in jazz. 
Whatever the subject it’s always a challenge because I’ve got to research it and 
develop my own perspective on it. In other words, the inspiration is always 
there because jazz relates to people. But, first and foremost, I am inspired by 
the work of Duke Ellington. I’m inspired by my family, my daughter. And by 
the things that really interest me such as history — trying to understand the 
past. I never get tired of learning about those who came before me, like right 
now it’s Harriet Tubman.
AE: Tell us more about this 
project.
MS: It really has to do with a 
woman who was ambitious, a 
woman who dreamed big. She 
was intensely in love with her 
family, which motivated her to 
go back to the South to rescue 
her family. She was committed to her work and had a sense of purpose, which 
her father gave her. I see in Harriet Tubman a great role model for all of 
humanity, black or white. I also see in her this metaphor for jazz, the way she 
operated, the way she knew music spiritually, her ability to communicate not 
being able to read or write. She was one of the most effective communicators 
of her time. She had a sense of humor, which means she had a love for life. 
From what I studied and read about her, she was the type of woman who, 
when she walked into a room, everyone would be in awe of her presence 
without her speaking one word. I don’t think that it was anything physical. It 
had everything to do with her nature, which was unselfish and very confident.
AE: What exactly will you do with your research on Harriet Tubman?
MS: I’m writing an oratorio, which is a vocal composition for a jazz 
orchestra. It’ll be a 15-piece jazz orchestra with an ensemble of vocalists. One 
vocalist will represent the voice of Harriet Tubman, then other vocalists, 
a combination of men and women, represent characters that we’ll be using 
to tell the story, like her father, her husband, her sisters, some of the slave 
masters, John Brown, etc. There will also be poetry and other written 
perspectives on the impact that she had on American life, like a perspective 

Of Jazz, Art and Representation: A 
Conversation with Marcus Shelby

By Alice Endamne
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“Jazz always gets pushed to the 
next level. It is a 

magnificent, complex and earthy 
art form.”

“I see in Harriet Tubman 
a great role model for all of 

humanity and a metaphor for 
jazz, the way she operated, 

the way she knew music 
spiritually.”

Of Jazz, Art and Representation: A Conversation with Marcus Shelby
By Alice Endamne
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on Rosa Parks, how she contributed to the fight for freedom by refusing to give 
up her chair.
AE: You are now teaching a class at Stanford on Harriet Tubman, are the 
students helping you with the research?
MS: Yes, they are. They come from various academic backgrounds, some in 
history, others in political science and one is actually in biology; but they’re 
all music lovers. They decided to join this class because they wanted to not 
only learn about Harriet Tubman but also they knew that it would be a 
collaboration. They’re researching perspectives that are directly or indirectly 
connected to Harriet. For instance, one of the students is studying political 
science so she’s been very interested in finding various court cases, like the 
Dred Scott law (1857), the Fugitive Slave Act (1850), etc. All those laws 
were passed during Harriet Tubman’s time and affected that period. So we’re 
studying the impact of that and we’re looking at Harriet 
in a less romanticized way but in a much more specific 
way, trying to understand her, in a way, to understand 
ourselves. And all of this is based on Kate Clifford 
Larson’s book, BOUND FOR THE PROMISED 
LAND: HARRIET TUBMAN, PORTRAIT OF AN 
AMERICAN HERO (2004), which shows the research 
that went into discovering who Harriet really was and 
what her motivations were.
AE: You wrote a ballet entitled ELLA (2005), which 
was a tribute to Ella Fitzgerald. You’re paying tribute to 
these great ladies of American history, particularly African American history, so 
who’s next? Do you know?
MS: I don’t really know. I’m so entirely involved in Harriet Tubman’s life now 
that it’s hard for me to see beyond that. I will say this — as I got older, I can 
see that my biggest direct influences have been the women in my life, first and 
foremost, my grandmother from Memphis, who always read to me when I was 
a child. I’m not a religious person at all but my grandmother gave me a sense 
of direction by teaching me about the BIBLE. I think it was through that that I 
had a respect for humankind. Then there’s my mother, who was an extension of 
my grandmother, even today we’re still very very close. Then there’s my sister 
who’s one of my best friends. Ultimately there’s my daughter. These generations 
of women have had the most profound effect on me and that has helped me 
understand myself better, and part of that is understanding people like Harriet 
Tubman — great black women who came before me who have made these 
contributions in many ways. I see it with these women in my life and I see it with 
these women who’ve been far too undercelebrated, like Harriet Tubman, Rosa 
Parks. They have to die before we go, “Oh, they were great!” When you think of 
American society, when it comes to pay, respect, jobs, you name it, black women 
are the lowest on the totem pole. Why is that? Some people might say, “What 
about Condoleeza Rice”? I mean, women like her do not represent my interests. 
She may be a black woman and she may be accomplished but that to me is not 
enough. Personally I don’t think that she represents the majority of black people 
in this country. But I have a lot of respect for Oprah, she’s giving a lot of pride 
and leadership in many ways to the black community. Most of the black women 
out there doing something that we know about, I respect them.
AE: So, Marcus, going back to jazz, I have a question about its place in the black 
community today.  Although jazz was created by African Americans, it seems 
that today’s younger generations can’t really relate to it. Do you think younger 
people can reconnect with it?
MS: Yes, absolutely! I think it starts at an earlier age. My parents surrounded 
me with jazz at a very young age, not forced it, but just surrounded me by it and 
taught me as much as the history that they knew, which wasn’t a lot but was 
enough so I understood its importance. That didn’t just stop at jazz music — it 
was history in general and African American history in particular. There’s been 
a disconnect from how jazz is being taught to kids, particularly black kids. It is 
no longer an essential subject for young people like it used to be, and now pop 
culture replaced that. There are many ways that it has manifested itself in terms 
of who we celebrate as the heroes of jazz. More black people are familiar with 
Kenny G. today than they are with Wynton Marsalis. That is the biggest shame 
in the world! 
AE: [laughter]
MS: But, that’s not white people doing that to us, that’s us doing that to 
ourselves! The NAACP actually gave Kenny G. an Image Award for jazz!a

AE: Yes, I remember that.
MS: That’s a crying shame, that hurts me so bad because Wynton Marsalis, in 
image and in accomplishment, has been one of the most important messengers 
and representatives of this art form. And I have nothing against Kenny G., it’s 
just that he’s not black — he doesn’t represent our image. It’s this type of thing 
that has disconnected the black community.

AE: Wait a minute. So you’re saying it’s because Kenny G.’s white? Not because 
his music is not “pure jazz”?
MS: In this case it’s because he’s white. I have a problem with that.
AE: Really? So you think his music is jazz, then? 
MS: No, his music is not jazz and he’s white. You see, Kenny G. gets celebrated 
every day by white people and black people — the Grammys, etc. There’s no 
place for him to be celebrated by the NAACP, as far as I’m concerned, because 
he doesn’t represent the history, the continuum of the history, nor the image 
that the National Association for the Advancement of Colored People would be 
supporting.
AE: Some people might disagree and say that it’s just music and music is not a 
racial thing.
MS: See, let me tell you about how I came to jazz in a serious way because I saw 

someone who looked like me, performing, speaking 
articulately about the music and using it not only 
as a way to make a living but as a societal, cultural 
context like Marsalis. So, when I think of image, it’s 
not just the music, it’s really, “How do young black 
kids see themselves through role models?”
AE: It’s a cultural relationship.
MS: Yes, I agree with that. 
AE: But you know, a lot of black kids think jazz is a 
“white” type of music nowadays. They don’t know…

MS: When we are giving awards to white musicians, 
then we are telling them what jazz is. Those decisions are based on record 
sales and program ratings. We don’t celebrate our black musicians, our jazz 
musicians, in a way that excites young people. It doesn’t mean you have to like 
jazz, I mean jazz isn’t for everybody but there’s a respect and honor — we all 
respect classical music, we know its importance but we don’t necessarily listen 
to it. I don’t think jazz even garners that respect in the black community so that 
we’ll continue to preserve it and it is a problem.
AE: Do you teach younger children?
MS: I do. I have a three-and-a-half-year-old daughter, I taught a class at her 
preschool last week. I enjoy it because kids are smart and they absorb more 
information, like my daughter knows Duke Ellington and Count Basie, she can 
tell the difference. But if we don’t tell them that, we don’t show them, we don’t 
take them to concerts then they will never know. We need to make the effort 
because access is there. Jazz is an extension of the African American experience 
all the way from slavery until today, it is the most powerful embodiment of our 
experience — call and response, our improvisational nature, our uniqueness, the 
blues, spirituals, hymns, work songs, etc. We need to know its importance. You 
know my older students were complaining today about the Oscars and the band 
that won, Three Six Mafia, they showed me the video and it’s about a pimp!b “It’s 
hard being a pimp”! 
AE: [laughter]
MS: I mean, this is a step back 40 years! This is who we’re celebrating, this is who 
replaces Wynton Marsalis! So kids think, “This is the kind of music I need to do 
to be recognized.” It’s been glamorized.
AE: You’re absolutely right. Now, my final question, Marcus, is, about the 
aftermath of Hurricane Katrina. It is the theme of this issue of the BAQ, do you 
have any thoughts on this you’d like to share?
MS: Well, I think it exposed America to a lot of people who didn’t know, people 
in this country, in other countries. It exposed what’s been going on since day one 
— two Americas.  It’s something that John Edwards talked about so eloquently 
during the elections — the haves and the have nots — but it’s something that 
Martin Luther King had talked about, or Marcus Garvey, Harriet Tubman, 
Phyllis Wheatley. Phyllis Wheatley said, “America has not atoned for its sins 
because of slavery.” This has been discussed for hundreds of years and finally it’s 
shown on television in pictures. Since people don’t want to listen to words, they 
got to see someone holding a child crying on top of a roof to go, “Oh, it’s that 
bad!” 
AE: That’s true. Thank you so much for your time, Marcus. It’s been a pleasure.
MS: Thank you.

(Endnotes)
a: Kenny G. received the NAACP Image Award for Outstanding Jazz Artist in 
1998.
b: Three Six Mafia’s song “It’s Hard Out Here for a Pimp” won the 2006 Academy 
Award for Best Original Song. 

Born in France to Gabonese parents, Alice Endamne is an “Afropean,” an editor, a 
freelance writer and an aspiring novelist. She has been the editor of the Black Arts Quarterly 
since 2003. She lives in Northern California with her husband and daughter.

“I came to jazz because I saw 
someone, who looked like me, 

performing the music, speaking 
articulately about the music 

and using it not only as a way to 
make a living but

as a societal and cultural context.”



6 Black Arts Quarterly

(for New Orleans)

theory one:
 you boiled over and belched out 
 your gumbo children like a calabash 
 that knows not its tipping point     saturated 
 ecosphere    skin and spice isthmus   
pumped
 dry    walled off     and craving the sanctity 
 of your irrigated origin  

your mothers steep
in plutonic filings olive oil
henna themselves speechless
burn myrrh on 
 watery altars

in this case 
even tears are a blasphemous
azurite deity   cantos
 chanted backwards
seasonless

these crescent mamas
once babies of pretty 
 haired octoroons
float up desiccated 
intonations of absolute waterlessness

bone    bare      barren     dust

theory two:
who raids your city’s eurhythmy

ripples your throat
 inundates the praline encrusted mouth

was it the insatiable thirst 
of a swamp demon
 prowling to feed her babies
on your tabasco and bourbon 
 marinated pulp

or the sins stewing in your bacchanal bayous
 that rattle loose the heavens and leave you
 a bleak and vegetation void canvas

theory three:
 atone atone atone
the day soon arrives
when flashlights and fresh 
jugged water are useless   clutch 
tight your faith
 sincerely kiss your mama’s tobacco lips 
pumice the scales from your eyes
and view the foreshadowed destruction
 martyrs have a different face now
amen

Funeral Dirge
By Ebony Noelle Golden

Ebony is an artist, activist and 
educator from Bayou City, 
Houston, TX. She earned a 
Master of Fine Arts in Poetry 
from American University in 
Washington, DC. Ebony is 
an Instructor of Adult Basic 
Skills and English at Vance-
Granville Community College. 
Her first poetry collection, 
Mama’s Hieroglyphics will be 
published by her grassroots 
literary press, Betty’s Daughter, 
this spring.
For more information about 
Ebony or to book her for a 
performance or workshop, 
please visit www.myspace.
com/mamashieroglyphics or 
email her at goldendharma@
yahoo.com.

San Jose’s Mexican Heritage Plaza Presents
The First West Coast Museum Exhibition of Acclaimed In-

ternational Artist  Wosene Worke Kosrof
April 22-June 30, 2006 

Free Admission

Featuring over 35 paintings created in the United States over the past 
three decades, the exhibition will be curated by Stanford University As-
sistant Professor of Art History Dr. Barbaro Martinez-Ruiz and Dr. Allyson 
Purpura, Visiting Assistant Professor in the Department of Museum Stud-
ies at George Washington University in Washington, D.C.

As part of its mission to showcase multicultural arts in the region, the 
Mexican Heritage Plaza is proud to present the work of Wosene Worke 
Kosrof, an African contemporary artist. Born in Ethiopia in 1950, Wosene, 
who now resides in Berkeley, CA, was academically trained as a fine artist 
in both Ethiopia and the United States and was among the first of Afri-
can contemporary artists to gain critical attention on the international 
art scene.

The exhibition is based on his fascination with the plasticity of the writ-
ten word, particularly his native Amharic, one of the world’s oldest writ-
ten languages. Most of his paintings begin with a letter or syllable, which 
Wosene distorts by stretching, inverting or coloring so that it becomes an 
impressionistic shadow of its former self. For Wosene, Amharic becomes 
the most resilient means for communicating across the borders of time, 
place, culture and nation.

Living outside of Ethiopia since the late 1970s, Wosene draws from all 
the places that he has called home and resists fixed and facile labels that 
characterize him or his art as essentially African or Ethiopian. It is this 
ability to elude category, and to challenge conventional distinctions 
between the familiar and the foreign, tradition and modernity, that has 
made Wosene’s work compelling to such wide-ranging audiences. 

Major underwriting for this exhibition is provided by a generous grant 
from The Christensen Fund, AT&T, the Silicon Valley/San Jose Business 
Journal and Spirits in Stone Galleries.

La Galeria
Mexican Heritage Plaza

1700 Alum Rock Ave.
San Jose, CA 95116

1 (800) MHC-VIVA (642-8482) for gallery hours

Wosene Worke Kosrof is available for media interviews (TV, radio, print). 
To interview the artist, please contact Pam Kelly at (408) 287-1700 x125 
or (408) 483-2410.

To learn more about the Mexican Heritage Plaza, visit
http://www.mhcviva.org. 

Palabras: Desde las dichas hasta las vistas
El arte de Wosene Worke Kosrof

Words: From Spoken to Seen 
The Art of Wosene Worke Kosrof 

Funeral Dirge
By Ebony Noelle Golden
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I decided to leave my father a note to let him know that I was gone for 
good. I owed him that much. Earlier that evening I arrived home at 7 from 
the market down our street and found the house in a mess. A disgusting 
impractical mess. The smell of stale beer permeated the air. It was cool 
and dim from the shades being drawn all day, but the air was humid and 

thick. I tripped over a tall stack of Pharmacy Times that dated back to 1956 but 
my fall was saved when my hands landed on the coffee table, sticky with God 
knows what. 

My purse slid down my arm and dropped to the floor when I glanced 
into the kitchen from the living room. The radio inside was still on from this 
morning, but instead of playing “The Johnny and Diane Miami Morning Show,” 
Kool and The Gang was playing softly from its speakers. It was the only sound 
in the house. An oatmeal encrusted pot lay halfway in a sink of cold and mildly 
sudsy water with its chipped handle sticking into the air. I remembered when 
the oatmeal was warm, lying thickly over the bottom of the pot and I told Dad to 
take care of it. Obviously he decided to ignore each of my requests and do what 
he always did, which was anything he wanted. I still had the delusions that he 
would get himself together and we could be a family, again. Maybe spend some 
time together, celebrate our birthdays, but I was probably asking for too much. I 
saw an old Herb Alpert vinyl lying on the stove.

A low burning cigarette was scorching the desk in the back of the house. 
The house could be burning right now and he wouldn’t even know it. 

 “Daddy! Dad!” I screamed angrily for him as I smashed the cigarette 
into the marble ashtray.  

As I marched into the hall I felt extremely tired. Really fatigued and…
sickened with the disappointing familiarity of this situation. My limbs felt like 
stone, heavy with my burden. My body collapsed against the wall and I sighed 
deeply, caught in a whirlwind of thought, darkness and the smell of alcohol. A 
memory of my father came to mind. He accused me of wasting my life away. 
As I gazed upon the sliver of white crescent in the night sky while listening to a 
report on the upcoming elections, I ignored him. 

I thought it was his brain, marinated in Southern Comfort, doing 
the talking for him. Yet what he had to say was what I wanted to hear; I just 
didn’t know it at the time. He was right. I was living a life created by horrible 
circumstances that I did not control.  I traced them back to the ultimate 
determinant: the hurricane. 

I lost my mother, he lost his purpose, and I was compelled to care for 
him. He suffered after the hurricane, losing the pharmacy and his family. After 
sending the last of the college admission declines, I found work as a check-out 
girl at Pop’s Stop down the street. 

If someone had asked me that night if I had taken his words seriously 
I would have to disappoint them and say no. But now his words were eating at 
my brain. Leave this place. How fresh it would be to go to the city, get a job at an 
office, and live in an apartment on my own! 

My face emerged from behind my sweaty hands and I slowly pulled 
myself together and walked to his room where I found him sprawled out on his 
bed with a long slender bottle of scotch still in his hand. Pathetic. I shook my 
head as I walked over to him, taking the bottle away from his hand and setting 
it on his dresser. I got a towel from his bathroom and wiped the saliva from his 
mouth and the sweat and oil from his face and neck. He was sweating profusely 
and I could feel heat radiating from him, so I took off the thick flannel robe he 
was wearing. 

As I cleaned him up and got him fixed into his bed I thought of how 
he used to be. Before the hurricane. He taught me how to play the piano, told 
me to stay away from boys and to always look out for myself because nobody 
else would. I thought of how susceptible the human spirit is to external 
circumstances, how easily we can be molded, destroyed and reshaped. He had 
been destroyed and I had been reshaped. Once he was settled into his bed, 
peaceful at last, I slowly backed away. 

Packing was easy. Writing the note was difficult. I was trying to 
convince him that I was within my rights to be happy. I ended up crying as I 
wrote for an hour, feeling guilt so strong that I made myself sick in the stomach. 
Maybe it was the heat.

My eyes fell on a stack of papers, half hidden by a newspaper. One 
of them was a letter from the local hospital. I remembered that he had an 
appointment some weeks ago, but I hadn’t cared to ask why. I scanned the letter 
looking for key facts. 

I set the letter carefully back into its place, under the newspaper, slightly 
angled towards the pencil sharpener. I took a deep sigh. Actually I took several 
and said a long prayer before I walked out the back door.

I had not planned to go but I found myself facing Drew’s low squatting 
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house. Stucco painted pink. He lived all alone. 
I then realized what led me to him. 
His steel gray Ford Taurus sat in the middle of his patchy front yard, 

parked right in front of his porch where he could take three steps at most to get 
inside his house. It was dark by now and the only light I had was the orangey 
yellow from the streetlights illuminating this machine. I had been in this car 
a million times with Drew. The memories of kisses, movies, hamburgers and 
contagious laughter couldn’t evoke the level of excitement and emotion I was 
feeling at this moment for this car. It was a rocket that would take me far away 
shooting against the forces of roots, devotion and responsibility, forces much 
stronger than gravity. I wanted it to take me far above this place. I ran my hand 
over the rough finish of the trunk, the slightly 
bent antennae that looked gold-plated in the 
light, and inhaled its scent of gas, dirt and the 
dinginess of its inside. 
  “Long time, no talk,” I heard him say 
from behind me. 
 I turned and saw that Drew was 
searching his leather jacket for a cigarette, 
staring at me intently. He was looking for 
something in me and I stared back just 
as coldly. A small plastic bag filled with 
something gave me a peek-a-boo before he 
jammed it back in, obviously not wanting me 
to see. 

It seemed as natural as blinking for 
Drew and me to stop seeing each other after 
the hurricane. He lost his mother and brother 
and I was at a loss of what to do with him. 
We talked sometimes on the phone, but most 
of the time I stayed away from him. He had 
changed. Insurance money allowed him to 
travel to Miami to buy marijuana and hard 
liquor. He stayed locked up in the house 
listening to Stevie Wonder, John Coltrane and 
whatever music that shot him out of his reality 
into worlds that only he and I had dreamed of. 
He saw the ghosts of his mother and brother, 
but sometimes if he was high enough he 
could relive the days they were alive. She even 
cooked for him and his brother sang songs by 
The Spinners.
  “Yeah it has been long time…How’re 
you doing?”
  “Same shit, you know. Trying to 
keep mellow like a fellow. You’re still at that 
sorry ass job? Terrence still pulling that 
same bullshit?” He took a long drag from his 
cigarette, still staring at me unblinkingly.
  “No…he stopped the harassment after I filed a complaint.”

 “A complaint…you’ve always been the type to do that shit. File a com-
plaint. I guess that’s why we broke up…”

I wanted to avoid this situation because it was dangerous territory. I had 
to be careful with Drew because we hadn’t talked in so long and I didn’t know 
how to deal with him. He blew out circles and looked me straight in the eye.

 “What do you want,” he said all of a sudden, taking another long drag. 
He was so ugly. I couldn’t believe I had been with him. It was either him 

or Eunice from around the corner who had told me that I had “good birthing 
hips.”

Out the corner of my eye the car gleamed with a dream.
 “I want what you want. To get out of here.”
He flicked his cigarette and looked down and I heard a sickening crunch 

of him squashing a water bug under his foot. I wasn’t nervous or hardened with 
anticipation. I knew Drew, but I hoped that he didn’t know me. 

“You don’t know what I want,” he said simply, staring out beyond me. 
The music of crickets replaced our words. A dog barked from somewhere in the 
distance and then a wolf howled in response.

I leaned back against the car and crossed my arms.
There was a valley of silence between us. I was on one end and he was 

on another end, but we were connected. I had his attention for the meantime. A 
car rumbled by and I could hear a tiny snippet of “Inner City Blues.”

 “You don’t want this life,” I said calmly, looking down at my gray 
Converses, “This isn’t living, Dee. I…I’ve taken up drinking now, just like my 

father…this place will kill me.” 
I saw him drop his head before picking it back up chuckling quietly, his 

shoulders heaving up and down. 
 “You’ve always been the type to run away when shit gets hot…Just run 

when things get tough…”
 “So, I should just stay here and start doing dope like you? You’ve got 

your damn nerve, Drew! I took care of my father for as long as I could! Sorry if 
I’m not a tough guy like you, but I’m only flesh and blood and…and I can only 
take so much! I’ve begun to crack, Drew! I’m losing it — or I’ve lost it — I don’t 
even know, but I need to get out of here. I’m not coming here to ask for a favor, 
I’m doing you a favor!”

Drew carelessly flicked his cigarette 
towards me and it landed near my foot. I 
pushed up from the car, gathering my duffle 
bag, and began to walk past him.

 “I’ll be praying for you,” I said.
 I felt him grab my arm as I walked past him. 
His fingers digging into the flesh of my arm 
as he glared at me for a moment but I didn’t 
flinch. 

He pulled my face close to his and 
whispered, “Get in the car.” 

I got in the car, ready for take off. On 
the other side Drew got in. He reached across 
me, opened the glove compartment, and put 
a pistol inside. He also threw in a bag of weed 
from his jacket before slamming it shut. I felt 
him watch me for a response, his eyes burning 
into the side of my head, but I stared straight 
ahead. I heard him turn the ignition.  I felt a 
slight fear when I heard it struggle to start. 
But the panic vaporized as soon as the engine 
began to rumble, vibrating my world. 

I leaned back into the seat, reclining 
it back, letting my body sink into the softness 
of the filthy upholstery. It was better than the 
comfort of my own bed. My eyes caught the 
swift movement of trees, stars, clouds and 
houses with families watching the 8 o’clock 
sitcoms, passing by my window, giving me a 
satisfying feeling of car sickness. I watched the 
pattern of orange streetlight and black shadow 
pass across Drew’s unyielding face as we slid 
down the road, gravity pushing us forward, not 
down.
 My stomach sunk deep into the pit of my 
core when I thought of what I last glanced at 
before I left my father. He still needed me. But I 
needed me, too.

 The S.O.S. Band came on the radio with their new hit and I immediately 
stretched out my hand and turned the volume knob up. I loved this song. Tears 
burned my eyes as I thought of my father and I turned away to face my window 
on the right. If someone was to ask if I regretted this moment, I would say no, 
even if I had a crystal ball and could watch the future like a movie.

And yet I sobbed quietly in the car with my sweater pulled half way 
up my face.  The music enveloped me whole with its haunting melody and 
synthesized drum beats. I drowned in the lyrics. Tell me if you still care…about 
me. I knew then that whenever I would hear this song I would think of the most 
gut-wrenching night of my life. 

Akilah Wise is a student at Stanford University majoring in Anthropological Sciences 
with a focus on Medical Anthropology and Anthropological Genetics, with a minor in pos-
sibly Creative Writing and Spanish. She has been writing creatively since the age of nine. 
She is currently involved in East Palo Alto Stanford Academy and Claude Steele’s Psychol-
ogy Lab among others. She would love to hear feedback about her story as well: amwise@
stanford.edu.

Adekunle Kabir Adejare was born to the royal family of Oluyimika in Ede, Nigeria. His 
first break as an artist was in 1990 when he assisted Mr. Olabiran Osunsoko, a legendary 
sculptor and lecturer in Nigeria, to raise a statue of Sango at the palace of Timi Agbale, the 
King of Ede. A.K. Adejare came to the U.S. in 2002. He won the Diane Glover Honorable 
Mention Award, The Art of Living Black 2006 at the Richmond Art Center, Richmond, 
CA.
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The gray blue shirt clad President Bush striding across the grass 
in front of the gray blue lit St. Louis cathedral edifice flanked by 
the statue of Andrew Jackson astride his horse evokes the clichéd 
little green male alien who, after landing on the White House 
lawn, demands, “Take me to your leader.”  Yet science fiction has 

taught every culturally literate American that the president is supposed to be 
the leader to whom the White House lawn ensconced alien is taken, not the 
alien slacker who beams down to the St. Louis Cathedral lawn belatedly to claim 
governmental ineptitude responsibility for an unprecedented ruined American 
city disaster that renders apocalyptic science fiction real.  Message: George W. 
Bush, the leader, is no Andrew Jackson — and no Captain James T. Kirk.

Amid all the commentaries about Hurricane Katrina’s horrific reality, 
the relationship between the tragedy and science fiction has been overlooked. 
My purpose is to bring science fiction — especially the science fiction authored 
by the black writers Samuel Delany and Octavia Butler — to bear upon our 
understanding of the greatest natural disaster in American history. In 1991, 
Larry McCaffery edited Storming the Reality Studio: A Casebook of Cyberpunk 
and Postmodern Science Fiction (Duke University Press). On September 15, 
2005, President Bush gave a speech in New Orleans. There in Jackson Square in 
front of the Saint Louis Cathedral, he responded to Katrina in terms of media 
hype replete with stereotypical science fiction imagery. Instead of appropriately 
responding to the newly made real horrendous conditions that until then had 

only appeared on the pages of Delany’s and Butler’s science fiction, he literally 
stormed the reality studio.  

Lighting made the president’s shirt and the cathedral appear to be the 
same grayish blue color. Bush seemed to merge with the cathedral to become 
a brave new creature: a cyborgian juxtaposition of human and building to 
communicate that the president has literally become one with the city. The 
word “future” resonated throughout Bush’s speech. He imagines a new New 
Orleans, the future of a predominantly black city, as surely as Samuel Delany 
imagines Bellona, the ruined city in Dhalgren. Bush, in the manner of a science 
fiction writer, describes a future urban vision, a vision which will impact upon 
predominantly black residents. His speech, which evokes Franklin Roosevelt’s 
New Deal and Lyndon Johnson’s Great Society, also alludes to the black science 
fiction writers who build new black worlds. Casting Bush as analogous to a black 
science fiction writer is no less absurd than his handlers’ efforts to position him 
as Roosevelt and Johnson’s locutionary force clone. 

Maureen Dowd understands Bush’s Jackson Square speech in terms of 
Walt Disney. She writes that Bush 

looked as if he’d been dropped off by his folks in front of an eerie, blue-
hued castle at Disney World. . . . His gladiatorial walk across the darkened 
greensward, past a St. Louis Cathedral bathed in moon glow from White 
House klieg lights, just seemed to intensify the sense of an isolated, out 
of touch president clinging to hollow symbols. . . . The president is still 
looking for a gauzy beam of unreality in New Orleans (Dowd, New York 
Times, September 17, 2005, A15). 

Frank Rich concurs with Dowd’s linkage between the televised image 
the speech conveyed and Disney. He describes “Karl Rove’s Imagineers” directing 
Bush’s “laughably stagy stride across the lawn to his lectern in Jackson Square. 
(Message: I am a leader, not that vacationing slacker who first surveyed the 
hurricane damage from my presidential jet)” (Rich, New York Times, September 
18, 2005, 4:12). When Rove’s Imagineers bathed the flooded New Orleans in 
“moon glow” klieg lights, they inadvertently evoked imagery straight out of a 
grade B science fiction movie. Bush seems to have been staged by Chief Engineer 
Scotty in the Star Trek transporter room rather than by Rove’s Imagineers: he 
seems to have beamed down on a “gauzy beam of unreality” emanating from his 
presidential jet recast as spaceship. 

The New York Times reported that Katrina disaster “scenes that could 
have been lifted from “The Grapes of Wrath” or maybe the Book of Exodus, 
continued to be played out” (Dan Barry, New York Times, September 5, 2009, 9). 
True enough.  But the horrific scenes could have been more pertinently lifted 
from Delany’s Dhalgren and Octavia Butler’s The Parable of the Sower. New 
Orleans is now most certainly analogous to Delany’s Bellona, the destroyed city 
that exposes the veneer of civilization, the perpetual disaster zone emanating 
from failed race relations. Further, all the young black women evacuees newly 
speaking from behind the television screen represent many versions of Butler’s 
Lauren Olamina, a refugee who flees from a ruined urban environment afflicted 
by global warming and racial strife. George W. Bush might meet his Waterloo 
because the whole world watched him fail to show any symptom of the disease 
that afflicts Lauren: “hyperempathy syndrome,” the ability to directly feel the 
suffering of others. Instead of trying to save face by surrounding himself with 
the conservative black leaders who do not wish to be associated with him, Bush 
would do well to consult Butler and Delany’s work as they created the science 
fiction scenarios that predict the fate of New Orleans. 

In relation to such newness as cloning and ever increasing technological 
advances, we live in a science fiction world. We need now to recognize that post 
9/11 Americans now inhabit a black science fiction post apocalyptic post-Katrina 
world. Katrina names this non brave new world born from cowardice in the face 
of the need to spend federal government money to improve levees as well as the 
need to deconstruct the social barriers that separate impoverished blacks from 
economically secure whites. Katrina names the failure adequately to spotlight 
this schism in the strobe lights illuminating the stage sets ensconced behind the 
television glass (television viewers never saw Amos, Andy, and Beulah literally 
drown in a sea of poverty). Frailty thy name is now the racist American social class 
stratification system, Katrina announces. Frailty thy name is George W. Bush 

Katrina Storms the Reality Studio: Seeing the 
Hurricane With a Science Fiction Eye

By Dr. Marleen S. Barr
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Katrina Storms the Reality Studio: Seeing the Hurricane With a Science Fiction Eye
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 “We’ve got to do something.”
  “…a stable political organization … from the grassroots…

  … create a Left Caucus initiated by but not limited to the 
Black Left ” 

– Amiri Baraka, October 2005

“…It is essential that we always repeat:
      we the people…”

 – Sonia Sanchez, “Poem for July 4, 1994”

who put the hoodoo hex on you rex amerika?
you founding father of sally hemings’ slave children you
who would drown all of us in the u.s. under
your man-made flood of bad blood you
who drowned many thousands gone in middle

passage ... in cape fear river ... in new orleans

you who drowned our ancestral african family
names in the holy water of those baptismals We
The People have a brassy bravura second-line to do
in your haliburton bottom-line you don’t-give-a-damn
levee saboteur you unnatural disaster of pox-infected

blankets tuskegee experiment “scientific” race-
isms benign neglect you who broke your own levee of lies
as you have all of your promises since the declaration
of your slavery-based “free” market nation We

The People have an upbeat dancing second-line
marching behind your mass murdering kind playing you
out of our minds escorting your dying self to the border of hell
while we knell you out with the red-white-&-black blues
tune “liberty” with your own old cracked two-tongued bell We

The People with history’s bloodknots who you
call have-nots who indeed have never had any homeland
security under you are heralding in a new order We The People
having always been playing you playing variations
of “god mess up amerika” when we cake walked ragged

in minstrelsy jazzed injustice high-five & slam 
dunk our defiance of you from now to back when 
you were an outright slaveship crew & right
up again to what we just went through in new orleans
which is hardly new behind your big easy behind

one of the capitols of capital (another being
the colonized mind) where you reign
over death for profit in the hood you who still steal
deal & otherwise sell souls having done it to us in the u.s.
since before we even got here the receded flood

of your bad blood reveals your graffiti walled order
as the open book of devilish lies it wholly is you
commodifier of c.a.r.e. & compassion you
domestically violent white sheeted terrorist
you who profits from polluting the planet sabotaging

all of earth you who are intent on the mass
murder or incarceration of all of us in the nation who
do not abide by your will
be done
in

Everett Hoagland’s poetry came of age during the Black 
Arts Movement. His most recent book is HERE... New & 
Selected Poems (www.leapfrogpress.com) and his poetry 
can also be found in the current anthologies: The Oxford 
Anthology of African American Poetry and African American 
Literature. Hoagland is a University of Massachusetts 
Dartmouth English Department professor emeritus.

Self-Hexed Rex Amerika
By Everett Hoagland

if you had your way but We The People
peeped that & say you had your day
rex amerika by 
boomerang jet wings
by way of “bombs away!” over:

iraq
afghanistan
vieques
yugoslavia
sudan
panama
el salvador
libya
west philadelphia
grenada
guatemala
cambodia
vietnam
laos
peru
congo
cuba

you put a hex on yourself rex amerika
hey-day king of the may king of the gras
on a five hundred year old perennially new parade
float of floating corpses
but We The People shall reign ourselves
when every day is may day We The People
a high-stepping brassy second-line shall be

behind you & do
& not for a closer walk 
with your t’is of thee economy
rex amerika but to usher you
and your warring “business of amerika is business”
as usual at all costs youth-killer-kind out
to herald ourselves in

We The People seeking more than mythic white
dove holiday card peace & sunday morning love
of one another 
an organized coalition of us in the u.s.
shall drown you out with gospel shout righteous rap
dialectics in diverse dialects more than token spoken

word protest anthems movement mantras with bible
& koran in hand in unity 
& struggle to usher your deposed pimping
“show me something” ass out
rex amerika you founding
motherfucker
you
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Sometimes I feel like I was born in the wrong generation.  Spending 
time with those born close to my mother’s era gives me a kick.  
People try to give me that psychobabble about searching for a dad 
but I’m not swallowing that. Wonderful stories and some clues to 
the mystery of consciousness come out of my father, my uncles and 

all my other old man friends. Stories are good for entertainment, but I prefer 
mentally kaleidoscoping clues.
 In July Denis, one such friendly neighborhood senior, came by.  
I remember this day because he forgot to bring the Marvin Gaye CD with 
“Sanctified Lady” on it and I was a little upset.  “Be careful down there in New 
Orleans,” Denis said out of the quiet.  “It’s hurricane season there.”  I thanked 
him for reminding me and assured him I would be careful.  “Have you ever 
thought about the growth pattern of hurricanes?”  I admitted I hadn’t. “Well,” 
he said, “they start on the western coast of Africa as thunderstorms.  The 
thunderstorms create and stir hot and cold winds, which makes the storm 
spin.  Spinning across the ocean, they crash on our southeastern coast.” 
We sat in a contemplative silence. Denis turned and looked me in the eye.  
“Recently,” he said, “I’ve been thinking about how when the kidnappers 
transported our people, they traveled from that same African coast, sailed 
over the same ocean path as the storms, using the same winds that feed the 
hurricanes just to land in the same places the hurricanes land. I’ve wondered 
if there’s a karma to the storms.”  I bunched up my brow, thinking.  “But hey,” 
Denis added lightly, “It’s just something to think about.”
 Stepping foot in New Orleans this past July gave me more to 
think about, it was like stepping back in time.  The Ninth ward, where my 
godchildren lived, was just the slave quarter of a massive plantation.  Leaning 

shanties on stilts had plastic bags taped over broken windows. Michael, my 
oldest godchild, pointed out a pile of rubble that had once been a house.  
“It just fell down one day,” he told me, with eyes too grave for a 13-year-
old.  A family had been living there at the time.  From his front stoop, I 
spied a bridge with a beautiful ochre hue. I thought, I don’t remember any 
red bridge.  Baby, when you got up close you could see the bridge was just 
rusted.  If it rained for 45 minutes, low parts of the street were flooded. All 
the potholes made drives around town feel like wagon rides.  All the blacks 
cooked or cleaned somewhere unless they were light enough to get a job in 
retail.  Common people barely had enough money to get on the bus, much 
less leave town.  Loose dogs raced with me and the kids down desolate 
streets, streets that became murderous at night.
 People kept up their spirits in spite of the depravity with 
potluck BBQ’s and gallons of daiquiri.  There was never any lack of food 
— pralines, okra with shrimp, pot roast, oyster po boys and, my favorite, 
rock-n-rolls. The impossible happened.  Trying, in vain, to carry New 
Orleans home in my stomach, I gained five pounds.  My daddy and uncle 
took my little sister, Ms. Kim, and I to this swinging-ass juke joint. There 
was this ten-minute jam that had the place hoppin’.  A woman sang, “Ain’t 
nothing wrong, we ain’t never going home.  You better call the police, cuz 
we wanna take our drinks in the street.”  I loved every minute of it, but I 
couldn’t shake that underlying feeling of despair.
In the midst of swillin’ it up, I wrote another old comrade, Steve C. The 
postcard went something like:
 Steve,
Every time I’m away from the N.O., all my memory presents me with are 
misty gray images of this place, leading me to believe that my inner vision 
has failed me.  Now I see my recollections were correct.  Rowhouse Grey is 
the color of many of the houses here.  It’s a white that had been dirtied and 
faded by too many rains.
 Kenya
 Ms. Kim promised she’d mail it, but she didn’t say WHEN.  It’s a 
watery pulp now, just like the rest of the city.
 The 24/7 tragic chorus of news anchors made me feel like 
smashing every TV I came across.  Those insensitive tones! The, “I don’t 
know WHY the people of the gulf coast just didn’t LEAVE!”  The “We’re 
not helping we’re just taping” attitude of journalists at the superdome left 
me cold.  With ancient emotion, these anti-activists cried “Racism! Horror! 
Anarchy! Violence!”  I...just cried.
 Sad catharsis is the natural emotion that comes with destruction. 
People around me reacted to that emotion and those they were fed on TV 
— the disgust, the anger.  When asked about how I felt or what I thought 

about the whole thing, I was hesitant to give a response.  People expected 
me to be angry, but I wasn’t.  I was surprised at OTHER people’s anger.  When 
the angry ones asked me about my anger, I asked them, “How can you be 
angry at a governing body that was created to thrive on the misery of others 
for failing to help in a tragic situation?  When has the government ever helped 
an ethnic group in need? I’m just glad they didn’t give the refugees blankets 
with anthrax on them.  We really need to keep our expectations low in regards 
to our ruling body. Besides, doesn’t helping go against the basic principles 
of a capitalistic society?  Why should I be angry at whites?  Yeah, their “God 
that’s horrible! No, not that Chianti”-ness can be annoying. My perspective 
is this — whites are just getting used to not carrying ropes. It was just forty 
years ago that whites stopped bombing churches and finishing their Sundays 
with picnics at lynching. At least they’re learning to sympathize. I’m angry at 
affluent blacks for not working to prevent poverty in the black community. 
Many of us have moved to the suburbs and forgotten our cousins. “  People 
stopped asking me how I felt real fast.  It made them think about how many in 
their own families had prospered and left their poorer relatives to languish in 
the backwoods. 
 By the end of it all, I just vocalized my sadness. People have a 
tendency to back off or just change the subject when faced with depression.  I 
played on that to mask my true emotion, glee.
 As I watched the petty infighting among officials I saw a historic 
change occurring.   The demonic specter of corruption and residual racism 
was paid more homage than Madame Laveau. Now that spirit, which 
thrived on the people’s destitution, was finally exposed to the world and 
exorcized.  New Orleans, you convoluted little town, it was time you were 

Traveling By Hurricane
By Kenya Mitchell
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washed clean.  Clean of the blood of my ancestors, brought to your shores by 
living storms. Ancestors who were tortured to create your beauty.  It was time 
the torrential winds that brought Africans here swept us to better places.
 For many of the displaced people, this is the first time they’ve left 
New Orleans.  From my family I’ve heard stories of newfound prosperity.  Heard 
of people settling where they’ve landed.  For years the poor of New Orleans 
thought their dire situation was true for all places in America.  Katrina rained 
unexpected blessings on them.  The poor are receiving money, new homes 
in new places, jobs that pay more than minimum wage and hope, something 
many people never had before.  It’s shocking for them but they are embracing 
the changes. Ironically, they are settling mostly in places like Minnesota and 
other states that were once a part of Louisiana.  Even more ironic is the fact that 
these states voted for our heartless, imposter president.  Now they must deal 
with the fallout of his inaction in this tragedy. I hope this is God’s way of giving 
those people some sensitivity lessons. It’s hard to ignore someone if they’re your 
neighbor.  I pray in a few generations, all those red states will be brown.
 People question if New Orleans will come back, or if it’ll be the same.  
I’m gonna tell you like I told Ms. Kim: New Orleans is older than America. It 
ain’t going nowhere.  I can say with all confidence that it won’t be the same, 
though.  I mean, they’ll keep making shrimp and rock-n-rolls. Mardi Gras will 
return, hopefully with more pageantry.  But that oppressive spirit won’t be 
there.  Riding the same winds that brought them there, the downtrodden have 
left. Those tumultuous gusts don’t move backwards, only forward, from Africa 
to New Orleans to further inland.  People who fed into the institutionalized 
oppression and those who thrived off of it are going to have to rethink their life 
strategies if they want to make it in the future.   If they want to attract the money 
it’s going to take to rebuild the city, they are going to have to realize money isn’t 
white.
 It’s hard for me to think of the future realistically.  Right now I’m 
meditating on a reborn New Orleans where the people are unified through 
a humanity that has learned from this tragedy and not divided by class.  My 
ever dreaming mind envisions a candy colored city gift-wrapped in wrought 
iron, gray days forgotten, an American Venice with canals everywhere.  I see 
my people finally free, physically and spiritually, working in Middle America 
to claim all that open land.  I think, maybe we’ll get those forty acres we’re 

owed after all.  Maybe blacks there will create a more cohesive culture like the 
Jews did when they escaped the Nazis. I ask myself, “What was the history of 
hurricanes before Columbus?” I wonder if the karma of hurricanes will always be 
tied to migration in the Americas.   Images of a dry Bering Straight, the parted 
Red Sea, humans seeking cave refuge during the Ice Age whirl in my mind. I 
focus my thoughts on how the weather has been a major contributing factor to 
cultural evolution over the history of mankind, how weather has had an effect 
on fundamental cultural differences, like skin color. Just being in the sun made 
some people black, winters and caves made others white.  So where do people 
get this silly idea that one is better or so different than the other? I wonder 
when people are going to stop their finger pointing, rabblerousing and just help 
each other. Now watching the aftermath of the earthquake in ancient Kashmir, 
questioning thoughts permeate, multiply in my mind.  Considering the expanse 
of humanity’s technology, can something as simple as winter wipe out an entire 
generation of South Asian children?  
 For all our much-touted progress, we can’t stop nature from affecting 
our race, even though we have the technology to track and even predict it, 
like in the case of the Tsunami of 2004.  Even more disheartening, we haven’t 
progressed enough in the field of empathetic action to prevent tragedies before 
they happen. But hey, it’s just something to think about. 

Born in New Orleans, Louisiana, Kenya Mitchell has written in almost every genre of 
writing, starting at age ten.  In the past year, Ms. Mitchell has burst upon the writing scene, 
writing and editing for various publications, including the esteemed Tribes Magazine.  In 
addition to freelance writing work, Kenya currently attends City College of New York on 
a full scholarship.

Maya Freelon, 23, is a visual artist who interrogates social issues by juxtaposing 
traditional and contemporary media. Her artwork has received critical acclaim from 
numerous publications and she has been selected to attend the prestigious Skowhegan 
School of Painting and Sculpture for the summer of 2006. In addition to founding and 
running the award-winning, community art collaborative, Make Your Mark Art, Freelon 
is also pursuing her MFA at the School of the Museum of Fine Arts in Boston, MA. For 
more information visit www.mayafreelon.com and www.makeyourmark.org 
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TO OUR NEIGHBORS

Why do you point
those rifles at us
shove us like cattle
on buses that do not display
where we will unload
without food enough to walk

Why do you turn us
back to the stench
that rises like a gull drowned
in a dawn of mud
where grief swells and bends
and sags out of the body

KATRINA COUGH

Over the phone on Christmas Eve, she tells me in 
a nasal-thick tone, I’ve been in this state since my 
husband and our son, scrambled away from New 
Orleans.  We leave in eighteen days, going to the 
Midwest.   Then we’ll return.  She coughs again and 
again, manages to say, I’m on leave of absence.  I want 
to ask about her campus, her work but don’t get the 
chance to ask.  She punctures me with unexpected 
news: Everyone’s coughing in New Orleans; the air, so 
toxic. But we’re going to rebuild.  We lost our whole first 
floor, three thousand books.  I’m sick.  I don’t feel good.  
All night I try hard not to cough, wanting to keep 
myself whole, while she travels back to the toxic city.

Dr. Marleen S. Barr teaches in the Communication and Media depart-
ment at Fordham University. She has won the Science Fiction Research 
Association Pilgrim Award for lifetime achievement in science fiction 
criticism. She is currently editing the first anthology about women and 
black science fiction for the Ohio State University Press.

in particular and the American federal government’s ability 
to protect its citizens in general, Katrina goes on to say. The 
worldwide attention given to the televised eye of the storm 
designated by the alien, non-American female name Katrina 
will make it more difficult to continue to turn a blind eye 
to the conditions that caused impoverished and vulnerable 
American citizens to become forever unidentifiable and 
nameless corpses.  Rebuilding New Orleans and our divisive 
social systems involves building black science fiction and 
building upon the no longer science fictional scenarios Butler 
and Delany imagined. New Orleans just might emerge as the 
prototype equalitarian American city of the future, a brave 
new American world we can now only imagine. 

Lenard D. Moore, founder and executive director of the Carolina African American 
Writers’ Collective, is the author of FOREVER HOME (St. Andrews College Press, 
1992).  His poems have appeared in The Los Angeles Review, Obsidian III, Callaloo, 
Essence, African American Review, and Midwest Quarterly Review, among others.  He is 
the recipient of several awards. He also is the executive chairman of the North Carolina 
Haiku Society.

Poetry by Lenard D. Moore

LIVING IN BATON ROUGE

All these people care about
in this frickin’ city is football!

                      – Vida Henderson

You want to know 
if I can suggest jazz CD’s.
No live music joints there
to jaunt, jook, jam,
hook, haunt, ham.

You must imagine how fast 
I type Coltrane, Miles, Freelon, Vaughn
in the body of this email
to cure your boredom:
it foams like surf,
billows like clouds.

Even three months after leaving
the rhythm of New Orleans,
you want to journey
to the threshold of music
that would mend the hole
Katrina forced through you.

But what you do not know,
I will mail you jazz.
As you read this page, 
syllables, words, lines 
crescendo,
improvising like I do. 

§§§ continued from page �
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What	is	the	BAQ?

Created in 1987 by the Stanford University 
Committee on Black Performing Arts (CBPA) 
the Black Arts Quarterly (BAQ) is published 
twice a year.

Its mission is to serve as a forum for cross-
cultural exchange and dialogue on a wide 
array of black artistic expression. In an effort 

to foster critical and intellectual discussion 
and to explore the direct and indirect 
relationship between art and social justice, 
the BAQ seeks to develop a global readership. 

Dedicated to showcasing original works of 
art, criticism, and commentary, the BAQ seeks 
contributions of poetry, prose, fiction, essays, 
photos and other visual arts from artists, 
students, academics, and activists who address 
black representation in the arts, the media, and 
popular culture. The BAQ provides an outlet 
for reflective explorations on performativity 
by or about Black artists from Africa and the 
Black diaspora.  
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“The big one in America is race — that’s the San Andreas fault of this country. 
And to see it so vividly displayed between poverty and middle class and white and 

black, right out there…and to see that in a way that looks like it’s racial, really 
rips the scab off of this country…This is the thing we don’t want to face, and now 

we’re going to have to face it.” –Chris Matthew, The Today Show

Hurricane Katrina is now commonly referred to as the 9/11 of the 
African American community. On August 29, 2005 thousands 
of modest, one-level houses became completely submerged by 
20-foot floodwaters leaving their adjacent higher-valued, upper 
middle class neighborhoods dry and untouched. The 145-mile per 

hour winds produced by the hurricane shifted into the Gulf Coast hitting just east 
of New Orleans with enough water to overflow levees built to withstand a Cat-
egory 3 hurricane. The result was that there was no pre-storm evacuation, leaving 
those who had not drowned and died in the flood to climb on their rooftops. 

New Orleans was a city admired for its reminiscent pink and green hous-
es, jazz funerals and crawfish delicacies, all accents of its Creole culture. What 
remained hidden from the public was its challenge with racial segregation, slow 
economy, urban developmental sprawl and decentralization. In 2000 New Or-
leans was recognized as the 6th poorest city in the US with an 18% poverty rate; 
it also held one of the lowest median household incomes in the US. Only 26 % of 
adults held a college degree and the college attainment rate is 23%. These were not 
the quaint musings people recognized when reflecting on New Orleans prior to 
Hurricane Katrina. 

What also was not fully acknowledged was the rich existence of African 
American culture and its relationship to the socio-economic stratification of the 
city. The 1950s Eisenhower era saw the formation of all-white and all-black neigh-
borhoods, which led to hyper-segregation during the 1960s and 70s. During the 
years 2004-2005, before the hurricane, New Orleans had grown extremely racially 
and socio-economically divided. This resulted in a socio-economic patchwork 
of rich districts (i.e. Garden District, Lakeview and Audubon), in which 85% of 
residents were white; and of poorer, heavily African American populated districts 
(such as Lower Ninth Ward, B.W. Cooper and Pontchartrain Park) where 99.4% 
of the residents were non-white, and where two-thirds of African Americans had 
attained a high school degree, 42% of African American men were not employed 
and college attainment for Blacks was four times lower than for Whites. Although 
these statistics were not commonly acknowledged, these issues have been vocal-
ized by Hip Hop’s southern artists such as Cash Money, Hot Boys, BG, Juvenille, 
Little Wayne, C-Murder and Master P.

Before Katrina, hit artists from the Deep South were well aware of these 
conditions and of the state of New Orleans. The Hot Boys discuss the social 
conditions of these New Orleans economically disadvantaged communities on 
their album, Get It How U Live It.  Their song “Dirty World” alerts listeners of the 
constant chaos in New Orleans:

No matter what, them people gonna always watch us 
And them dirty judges gonna keep on tryin’ to knock us 

Playa haters everywhere, can’t trust ya own peeps 
And the feds got us with this new thing called conspiracy 

Them dirty scamps throwin’ crosses, real niggas dyin’ 
They put a limit to our flossin’, don’t wanna see us shine”

But close ya eyes, it ain’t nothin’, look the other way 
This for my mother, lost my father just the other day 

I’m seein’ niggas get shot up, hell I got shot, too 
Man, you hate me and I hate you, look what this world do.

The Hot Boys use their lyrics to express the plight and discrimination of 
the under-privileged, segregated lower middle classes in New Orleans. Mistrust 
towards police and political figures is also voiced while keeping their audience 
aware that they should not be silenced into submission. Within “Dirty World” 
the Hot Boys successfully vocalize the unjust poverty, social disorder and white 
ignorance toward their community. 

BG, another Deep South Hip Hop group, express their personal life sto-
ries living in New Orleans in their song, “Move Around”: 

I’m from the ghetto homie 
I was raised on bread and bologna 

You can’t come around here ‘cause ya phony…
It ain’t no secret, down south is the shit (down south) 

Yeah, New Orleans gone, yeah, New Orleans fucked (fucked) 
But wherever we go you gotta deal wit us (deal wit it) 

All my gangstas, put ya hands up (put ‘em up).

When they talk about being “raised on bread and bologna” they share 
their experience with the extreme poverty and socio-economic unrest they were 
raised through in New Orleans. 

After the hurricane, thousands of New Orleaneans, who were lucky 
enough to find friends and relatives to stay with, dispersed and relocated to 
neighboring cities such as Houston, San Antonio and Baton Rouge. Ironically, 
BG’s title is “Move Around” perhaps referring to the vast diaspora of African 
Americans from New Orleans.

During the crisis, thousands of homes and businesses were demolished 
and food, water and power supplies were hard to come by, and low-income neigh-
borhoods were shut off from important storm watch and evacuation information, 
transportation and information on shelter assistance. In addition, as the flood wa-
ters rose, underground sewage levels ruptured leaking the entire city’s excrements 
to the surface, exposing citizens to harmful bio-hazardous material which could 
infect people with meningitis and gastrointestinal diseases. People were left with-
out clean water to drink, this brought desperate citizens to violent scenes where it 
was reported that a brother shot and killed his own sister over a bag of ice. After 
several weeks, people resorted to dire resourcefulness such as taking any food, dry 
clothes or water they could find. It was reported that people used garbage cans 
to sail away with essential items such as food, TV/radios (to stay informed about 
help that was not coming), clothes and guns to protect themselves, their meager 
resources and their families. This deprived state of desperation was not under-
stood or perhaps not cared about by the federal and state government. Instead of 
bringing water, clean clothes and medical supplies in ample time, President Bush 
announced a “no tolerance policy against looters.” 

In light of the illogical amount of time taken in bringing relief to the hur-
ricane victims, Hip Hop artists decided to take matters into their own hands and 
held benefit concerts, donated charity money to the Red Cross and Hurricane 
Katrina Relief Funds. Artists such as P-Diddy (Sean Combs) and Jay-Z (Shawn 
Carter) joined to donate $1 million to the American Red Cross for disaster relief. 
Their clothing lines, Sean John and Rocka Wear, also donated clothes to victims. 
Both remarked that as African American men, they could not stand by and do 
nothing as communities they knew waited for help. Other Hip Hop artists such as 
Lil Wayne, Baby, Weezie and Choppa contributed to relief efforts as well.

Choppa, also known as Young Star from MTV’s “Making The Band,” 
donated $100,000 to the Red Cross relief through a benefit concert, to help the 
25,000 victims overflowing the New Orleans Superdome. As a victim himself, he 
stated to SOHH.com, “A couple of my homies drowned, two houses underwater, 
so much I gotta digest, trying to keep on a smiley face.” This was a devastating 
turn in Choppa’s life because he had just been “tasting the fruits of his success” 
and ended up losing his friends, he continued, “I got a lot of food on the table…So 
much I gotta digest. I just put a new movie theatre in the house…now that’s ru-
ined. Cash Money’s houses were also underwater…they live on the same block 
as me. I’m in the process of relocating my family to Cali, Atlanta, Houston and 
Memphis.” 

Other Hip Hop artists from New Orleans who experienced the disaster 
were Cash Money’s Lil’ Wayne, Juvenile, Mannie Fresh and No Limit. Lil’ Wayne’s 
daughter and mother were caught in the disaster and he had to have them 
rescued.  
  In contrast to artists who were devastated and saddened by their 
experience with the flood, other artists were infuriated. Kanye West, known as 
a great political voice in the Hip Hop world, stated in reference to the amount of 
time taken to bring relief efforts to victims, “It’s been five days because most of 
the people are Black; and even for me to complain about it, I would be a hypocrite 
because I tried to turn away from the TV because it’s too hard to watch…The Red 
Cross is doing everything they can. We already realized how a lot of the people 
who could help are at war right now fighting another war…They’ve given them 

Awareness of Disaster: Hurricane Katrina and 
the Voice of the Hip Hop Community

By Amanda Vignone
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[The U.S. Army] permission to go down [to New Orleans] and shoot us…George 
Bush doesn’t care about Black people.” The anger felt by the African American 
community and Hip Hop artists and listeners became a canvas for several new 
albums and songs. Hip Hop artists found a new powerful direction in which to 
deliver their message. The Mighty Mos Def responded to the disaster with his 
song “Dollar Day for New Orleans (Katrina Clap).” He writes:

Listen homie. It’s dollar day in New Orleans, 
It’s where there water everywhere and people dead in the street, 

And Mr. President he ‘bout that cash, 
He got a policy for handlin’ the bruthas and trash, 

And if you poor you black, 
I laugh a laugh, they won’t give when you ask, 

You betta off on crack, dead or in jail, or with a gun in Iraq, 
And it’s as simple as that, 

No opinion my man it’s mathematical fact, 
Listen, a million poor since 2004, 

And they got illions and killions to waste on the War, 
And make you question what the taxes is for, 
Or the cost to reinforce the broke levee wall, 

Tell the boss he shouldn’t be the boss anymore.

Hip Hop artists have always tried to increase their listeners’ awareness 
about socioeconomic issues, which were often overlooked by society and by 
the government. After Katrina, their lyrics became rougher and more cynical 
towards the hurricane relief, the role of the federal government, as well as past 
socio-economic issues. In “Katrina Clap” Mos Def takes a cynical stance against 
President Bush’s administrative actions toward Katrina’s victims. Mos Def also 
refers to the federal government’s use of tax dollars as well as the war in Iraq. He 
examines and argues that socio-economic disparity existed even before Hurricane 
Katrina affected New Orleans. He states, “Listen a million poor since 2004, And 
they got illions and killions to waste on the War.” 

Hurricane Katrina became not only a cause in which to bring up current 
issues but also to bring up the problems concerning the Black community even 
before the disaster. For instance, Juvenile’s music video, “Get Ya Hustle on,” 
poignantly addressed the Katrina disaster. The video utilizes symbolic references 
to address the hypocrisy of the national government’s leaders. What effectively 
delivers Juvenile’s lyrical multilayered critique of the national discourse in “Get 
Ya Hussle On” is the use of explicit and symbolic images within his video. The 
video contains a compelling and forceful opening where a tribute is paid to the 
victims who died in Hurricane Katrina. This is effectively portrayed by the statue 
of a praying angel, one symbolic feature of the faith the community holds onto 
among the debris they are left with. The video then dives into an opening scene 

of utter destruction — what was left of New Orleans after Hurricane Katrina. 
The song then begins with a high screeching violin riffs, inciting feelings of 
fear, urgency and anxiety. Over this, Juvenile directs a message to the African 
American community. The camera moves through the wreckage frantically as if 
looking for an explanation while the confident tone of Juvenile’s remarks sends a 
rallying message:

That’s right,  
it’s crunch time now fellas,  

no time to be crying for your mama now,  
it’s the movement come on.

The video continues as three boys comb through the wreckage of what used to be 
their neighborhood, they look through packages for water and food instead finding 
masks with faces of President Bush, Dick Cheney and Colin Powell that state “Help 
is on the Way.” Quick imagery of a headless statue of the Virgin Mary, suggests that 
no mercy exists for African American Katrina victims from their government. 
The boys wear the masks and walk through the crumbled neighborhood with 
authority holding sticks. The masks of Cheney, Bush and Powell symbolize who 
is to blame. They are the “real original gangstas.” The video also shows homeless 
Katrina victims standing outside the wreckage, holding crudely produced plywood 
signs with messages desperately spray-painted, “You already forgot,” “We’re still 
here,” and “2005 or 1905.” Through this imagery, Juvenile presents the argument 
that government people are not here to help the Black community, they are here 
to prey on the weak. Juvenile’s message is to rally people against the blow that the 
South, the Hip Hop community, the African American community and Hurricane 
Katrina victims have been dealt.  Juvenile wants the African American community 
to know they are once again alone to fend their own battle. No outside help will 
come to save them.

Hip Hop artists have presented a collective voice in the face of devastation. 
Katrina was not a natural disaster as much as she was a cultural disaster. Katrina 
reminded Americans of the socio-economic stratification and disadvantages still 
existing in our country. Katrina reminded us how leading officials can be so far 
removed from their people’s fundamental needs especially in a time of crisis. 
Most importantly she reminded us about issues that happen here to people in our 
country, and that those should be our first priority. Before the government goes 
off to help people in other countries, it should be aware of the people who need 
help most back at home. 
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Rodney Ewing’s work focuses on his need to 
intersect body and place, memory and fact, to 
re-examine human histories, cultural conditions 
and events.  He approaches this by creating work 
that contains components such as doorways 
from the slave fortress in Gorée, Senegal, a 
visual interpretation of a church exploding in 
Birmingham and the four lives that departed 
within it or of a nameless silhouette (because 
we all have the ability to be presumed innocent) 
placed in a suspect line-up. 

Historical narratives and current event reporting 
require us to be tourists and by-standers. With 
his work Rodney is pursuing a narrative that 
requires us to be present and intimate, because 
understanding is knowledge examined and 
shared.

From top right page (clockwise): “Tienanmen 
Square,” “Somewhere,” “Means to an End,” ‘Faith,” 
“Gorée,” “Disappearing Act,” “Everything,” and 
“Antibodies.”

Contact information:
FreyNorris Gallery, www.freynorris.com. 
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In February Ngũgĩ wa Thiong’o, who is often 
referred to as a giant of African literature, came 
to Stanford University to participate in a panel 

entitled “Publishing Africa: Postcolonial Challenges 
and Possibilities.” He agreed to an interview for the 
BAQ and shared his enlightening thoughts on the 
importance of language, its connection to identity, 
the state of African democracy and the place of 
African women. The Kenyan novelist, playwright, 
thinker and scholar currently serves as the Head of 
the International Centre for Writing and Translation 
at the University of California at Irvine. Among his 
early novels are Weep Not, Child (1964) and The 
River Between (1965). One of the central themes of 
his work is the African transition to postcolonialism 
and modernity. In 1977 Professor Ngũgĩ — as he 
prefers to be called — changed his name from 
James Ngũgĩ to Ngũgĩ wa Thiong’o and, in his essay 
Decolonizing the Mind (1986), he explains why 
he vowed never to write in English again, from 
then on he would only write in his native Kikuyu. 
He encouraged African writers to prefer their own 
languages to express themselves as well. His work 
has earned him numerous awards, among them 
the Distinguished Africanist Award, the Fonlon-
Nichols Prize and the Gwendolyn Brooks Center 
Contributor’s Award for Significant Contribution to 
the Black Literary Arts. The English translation of his 
latest novel Murogi wa Kagogo (The Wizard of The 
Crow) will be released in August by Pantheon Books. 
It was a real honor for Lucy, who is also a Kenyan 
Kikuyu, and myself to meet with him.

Alice Endamne: Professor Ngũgĩ, the very first book 
that I read, written by you, was DECOLONIZING 
THE MIND (1986). I remember discussing it with a 
friend of mine, an African American, and I explained 
to her how you had decided not to write in English 
anymore after that book.
Ngũgĩ Wa Thiong’o: That’s right.
AE: She was very surprised and asked, “Well, how 
are we going to understand him now?” I guess she 
wasn’t thinking that your work would be translated, 
right?
NWT: Right.
AE: So could you tell us more about this process of 
“decolonizing one’s mind”? 
NWT: Colonization has obviously economic 
and political aspects, but the most important 
aspect is the colonization of the mind through 
culture and values. What’s important in that area 
of culture is language. Language is central to our 
conceptualization of the world
So we can say that African people, as a whole, are 
colonized by the languages of Europe — English, 
French, Portuguese — we do not use our own 
languages. So we are looking at ourselves as if we 
are outside of ourselves, as if we are foreigners 
looking at ourselves. And we even look at our own 
languages as if we are anthropologists, as if we are 
researchers…
AE: Yes, that’s true.
NWT: …we examine their structures and so on but 
we don’t see them as living reality. We, the people of 
the intelligentsia, we do not know how to connect 

to those languages at all. 
We don’t really know 
how to see ourselves 
from within ourselves. 
So decolonization to me 
means being able to look 
at the world but from 
within ourselves not the 
other way around.
Lucy Farrell: Also 
growing up in Kenya, 
all the books that were 
available were in English. 
Although we had Kikuyu 
classes, we were mainly 
taught in English and I 
had this huge appetite for 
books but all the books I 
read were in English. And 
I remember that in the 
80s, people believed that 
everything Western was 
great — for the women 
and girls, the relaxers, the 
curly hair were in —but 
now I see some of that is 
going away and we have 
books in Kikuyu, radio 
stations…
NWT: Yes, a few of them 
now…
LF: So people are starting 
to think that it’s great that 
we have this culture, like now most people who get 
married do two ceremonies.
NWT: Yes, the church and the traditional wedding.
LF: And kids use their own languages in Hip Hop 
now. Do you think that renewed appreciation for 
our culture comes in 
cycles?
NWT: I think that 
what we’re seeing 
here is what you said, 
you would have liked 
to read Kikuyu books 
but they weren’t there 
to begin with. African kids when they’re growing up, 
even when they want to read in their own language, 
there are no books in those languages
AE: Exactly and, for instance, there are people in my 
case — I’m originally from Gabon but I grew up in 
France and my parents didn’t teach me my language, 
which is Fang, so French is the first language 
I learned. What can we do to prevent African 
languages from disappearing?
NWT: There are parents who won’t teach their 
children African languages. So we need to make sure 
we have books available in those languages because 
from there — they can have English and French 
if they want to but not in terms of their African 
languages being the lower step on the ladder to 
heaven. Rather it’s a parallel ladder, you can know 
your language then you can add English or French 
or Arabic or another African language, and there’s 
nothing wrong with that. What’s wrong is that our 

cultural environment makes sure that our children 
have no access to their original languages, there 
are no materials. In Africa we need to discover the 
power of our own languages, without it I can say 
quite categorically that there’s no progress for us, 
we’ll always be second-class citizens of the world. 

I’m very convinced about 
this.
AE: Really? You mean 
that it is by reclaiming 
our languages that we will 
assert ourselves?
NWT: Yes, because that’s 
the first point of contact. 

See, you start by losing 
confidence in your own language — and that’s the 
most intimate, the most passionate thing you can 
ever think of — and then you start losing confidence 
in yourself and I don’t see how you’re going to be 
in confidence thereafter by more and more contact 
with other people. First you establish confidence 
in yourself and then that helps to link with other 
people. But we start by putting a very big question 
mark on our own use of language and thereafter 
we are lost, because we will never be able to claim 
French or English 100% as our own, it’ll always feel 
like it owns us, so to speak. And even then, even if 
we could claim it as our own, it doesn’t support the 
cultural environment of our populations; it’ll still be 
a borrowed language.
AE: Do you think there’s hope for people like me 
who don’t master their languages?
NWT: [laughter] Yes! Because, let’s put it this 
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your own language — and that’s the 
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thing you can ever think of — and then 
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way, we’re actually lazy when it comes to our own 
languages. I’ve seen African students going to 
college where the requirements include a second 
language, like French, Italian or Arabic, and they 
learn the language! They’re writing in that language, 
speaking it — within three years they are writing in 
Russian and so on. In other words, they make the 
effort to learn it. Now ask African kids who live in 
Africa how many hours a week they spend learning 
their own languages, I’m sure they can’t count more 
than one hour…
AE: [laughter] But there are no books!
NWT: Well in your case it’s different but, I mean, if 
you compare the amount of time and effort devoted 
to learning another language, you actually find 
it embarrassing when you think about one’s own 
language. We need a complete revolution in African 
schools toward our languages.
AE: You changed your name from James Ngũgĩ 
to Ngũgĩ wa Thiong’o. You know, some people of 
African descent from the Americas, also sometimes 
change their Western sounding names to African 
sounding names. Do you think it’s a similar 
decolonizing process?
NWT: Yes, it’s very important. First of all there’s a 
difference between the African American experience 
and the African experience in this respect. With 
diasporic Africans, from here or the Caribbean, their 
languages were systematically broken, even families 
were dispersed, even drums were banned so that 
people with tonal languages couldn’t talk through 
the drums but, despite that, 
what remained of their 
languages in terms of 
rhythms, they were able 
to use that to make new 
languages out of their 
English language system. 
They used whatever 
memory they could get of 
Africa to make something 
new. What they have achieved against all odds, 
even linguistically, is tremendous, it’s immense, it’s 
big, it’s huge in my view! So, even their names were 
systematically eliminated. Any effort they are now 
making, in terms of taking African names, learning 
African languages, can only be seen as a plus. So it’s 
interesting because as African intellectuals we are 
running away from our languages when diasporic 
Africans are trying to get at least inspiration from 
those languages to make something of themselves.
AE: So, reclaiming their lost African heritage helps 
them recompose their identities?
NWT: It’s like adding to what they already have. 
Look at what they’ve achieved. Look at Negro 
spirituals, the beauty, the power of the lyrics, the 
beauty of the melodies — even today those still 
move the world and these melodies and lyrics were 
made out of the language they were able to retrieve. 
And you have jazz, the blues, etc.
AE: Now, let’s talk about your past a little. In the 
1970s you were involved in communal theater 
and that caused you political trouble so whatever 
happened to communal theater in Kenya?a
NWT: It is now thriving, not in the same way as 
we were trying to develop it but we managed to 
— although some of us had to pay a price for it — to 
make people confront their own languages as a 
legitimate means of performance. And it’s accepted 
now in Kenya, whether in Kikuyu or Luo. I don’t 
think there’s even opposition to it now from the 
government. Secondly, as Lucy was saying, now 
with radio stations in African languages there is an 

effort whereas back in the 70s it was a lonely voice. 
So communal theater is still going on, not really in 
the same way but it’s there and it’s important. Even 
in five-star hotels performances in African languages 
are now accepted as ok, they’re not “primitive” 
anymore.
LF: Professor Ngũgĩ, because of your writing career, 
you were wrongfully detained, even some of your 
relatives were affected by 
dictatorship in Kenya. 
Now democracy has 
emerged in a few African 
countries but it’s still not 
the norm, what do you 
think will happen in the 
future in Africa?
NWT: I don’t know but 
I’m very optimistic quite 
frankly. When I look at the Renaissance and what 
followed, although there are some very positive 
things happening in that period like exploration, 
some negative things are also happening, there are 
massacres, there’s corruption, etc. It’s not a rosy 
picture in terms of European history so I know 
that the things that are happening in Africa are 
too terrible sometimes to even contemplate — the 
killings, the jailing, the exiling and so on, that’s 
negative. On the positive side, we’re not where we 
were under the colonial rule, we don’t realize this 
now, we take this for granted but it is a huge thing. 
Independence is a huge thing! The negative aspect is 

almost daunting but I believe 
that it will change.
AE: Now, let’s talk about 
literature. What new 
themes have you seen 
arising from the pens 
of writers, poets and 
playwrights from Africa 
and the diaspora?
NWT: In terms of 

Africa, there’s more confrontation with popular 
imagination, by that I mean the myths and exploring 
the myths in our own languages but again the 
limitations come in the sense that we’ll use that 
mythology as anthropologists — we get what we can 
from it and then out! But in terms of reaching out, 
some of the most interesting novels by Africans like 
Ben Okri and others are the ones whose narrative 
is drawn from the rejection of their formal realistic 
tradition. They refuse to let the imagination be 
bound by time and space. 
AE: I also wanted to talk to you about women in 
particular. Do you consider yourself a feminist 
author?
NWT: Actually no! [laughter]
AE: [laughter] That’s ok!
NWT: What I mean is that, whether you are a man 
or a woman, the question of the place of women 
in our societies ought to be at the forefront. The 
centrality of women is not always recognized in 
literature, in music and even in legal practice so 
there’s a discrepancy between the place of women 
and the production of wealth. This is reflected in 
literature, in language, in religion and so on and that 
has to change! I recognize that that has to change 
because it’s good for women, it’s good for men and 
it’s good for children, too.
AE: Well, so you are a feminist author!
NWT: [laughter]
AE: In the sense that you recognize that there is 
change to be made.
NWT: Yes, there is change to be made. Look at our 

African languages, some of the negative adjectives 
we use toward women; we have to change that 
mentality. That’s why in Ngaahika Ndeendab (I 
WILL MARRY WHEN I WANT, 1977) towards 
the end of the play, one of the characters talks 
about this and lists a number of proverbs and says, 
“Look, these proverbs, although they’re in Kikuyu, 
they’re very negative in terms of their depiction of 

womanhood.”
AE: Yes, most languages 
have proverbs like that 
about women.
NWT: And this needs 
to change or it becomes 
normalized, it’s an 
aesthetic rationalization 
of the subordination 

of women, sadly. My 
forthcoming novel, Murogi wa Kagogo (THE 
WIZARD OF THE CROW) — the English 
translation will be coming out in August 2006 
— discusses language, women and so on.
LF: That’s an interesting title!
NWT: Yes, I was watching for your reaction. You 
see, Alice, it’s a contradiction in terms, murogi is a 
witch doctor, it’s a very powerful word, murogi is 
feared. Then when it’s called murogi of a bird, it’s 
almost ridiculous. It’s a comment upon itself.
LF: Also kagogo is a smaller bird, so it sounds 
strange.
NWT: [laughter] Yes.
LF: And to go back to women, I think that now the 
older generation might be a bit more open-minded 
as to what a woman can do. I think women are being 
more recognized…
NWT: Also what helps is the women’s organizations 
because they bring pressure in terms of attitudes. 
Women are organizing themselves and it can only 
be positive for the society as a whole, not only in 
Africa but everywhere else. Think of how we look at 
literature, this could make a very good impact not 
only on female writers but on men, too in terms of 
how we treat female characters in fiction. 
AE: Speaking of which, male writers tend to get 
more respect than female writers in Africa.
NWT: I think that’s true. When I was coming to 
African literature, when we got to see more writers 
like Ama Ata Aidoo and others, we used to read 
them equally as this or the other but there were 
very few of them. But I don’t want to generalize my 
position… But again, when it comes to it, women 
must produce more writings then they will come to 
be in the arena of leadership.  Tsitsi Dangarembga 
wrote an excellent novel, NERVOUS CONDITION 
(1988). This is really provoking a lot of people to 
rethink their positions and is one of the books which 
is assigned in classes now all over the world.  So 
when you get more women of that caliber, it helps. 
Or like Mariama Bâ from Senegal.
AE: Professor Ngũgĩ, thank you so much for talking 
with us.
NWT: Thank you.

a: He worked with the Kamiriithu Community and 
Cultural Center in Limuru, Kenya and, because of 
his involvement with communal theater, was sent to 
a maximum security prison for a year, without trial.
b: Co-written with Ngũgĩ wa Mirii.

“African Americans used 
whatever memory they could get 
of Africa to make something new. 
What they have achieved against 

all odds, even linguistically, is 
tremendous!”

“The centrality of women is not 
always recognized in literature, in 
music and even in legal practice so 
there’s a discrepancy between the 

place of women and the production 
of wealth.”
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Eliot Kleinberg, Black Cloud: The Great 
Florida Hurricane of 1928. Carroll & 

Graf Publishers, New York, 2003.
In 1928 a now mostly forgotten hurricane devastated Florida, the Caribbean 
and even Canada. Eliot Kleinberg chronicles this devastating storm with a 
very detailed hand in Black Cloud.  In the early 1900s, communication and 
forecasting technology being far from what it is today, many people did not 
know of the severity of the storm which earlier on had been described  as a 
“tropical disturbance.” By the time it reached Lake Okeechobee, an enormous 
fresh water lake three fourths the size of Rhode Island, this “tropical 
disturbance” had evolved into a deadly monster.

At the shores of this great body of water, mostly poor black farmers 
suffered massive loss in human life as well as crop and property damage. 
During this tragedy, the color of one’s skin determined whether one was 
going to be helped or left to save oneself in the rising water. Eliot reports of 
a white business man who was praised for having saved 211 lives by “making 
several car trips in the area for the sole purpose of collecting white residents.” 
For those who did not survive this catastrophe, white victims were held for 
12 hours and then buried at the white cemetery while colored bodies were 
buried immediately in a mass grave. “Coffins were not wasted on black victims.”  

In his attempt to be thorough, Kleinberg’s Black Cloud is bogged down 

in details that at times take away from the story. I found myself flipping through 
multiple pages listing exact times, down to the 

minutes and frequent barometric readings. 
Eliot also feels compelled to give personal 
background attention to most characters in this 
book, making it a bumpy and disorganized read. 
At one point, Kleinberg goes off on a tangent 
and recounts the life and works of Zora Neale 
Hurston, as well as a long list of many of the 
hurricanes that have passed through Florida, 
their damage and loss of life.

What is most interesting about Black 
Cloud, is that the 1928 hurricane poses a striking 
resemblance to Hurricane Katrina, including 
how the aftermath was handled.  Blatant racial 
discrimination, black folks looting versus whites 
taking what they need, and enough blame to go 
all around. The U.S. Weather Bureau went as 
far as to blame the victims. However, the grief 
and heartache suffered by all, indiscriminate of 
race, pulsate through the pages coupled with 

an overwhelming sense of loss. Kleinberg also shines a light on the outpouring 
of sincere and generous help from fellow Americans. A 10-tank train was sent 
down with doctors, nurses, drinking water and food. Monetary contributions 
amounted to millions of dollars.

Harry J. Elam, Jr. and Kennell Jackson, 
Black Cultural Traffic: Crossroads in 

Global Performance and Popular Culture. 
University of Michigan Press, 2005.

Donald Byrd has a list of questions for us to ponder as we try to define 
exactly what “Black Culture” is.  “Is there a singular black culture or a 
singular black popular culture?” “Which black are we talking about? Black 
American, black Caribbean, black African, black European….black…..black 
black…black?”  This is a wonderfully thought provoking introduction to 
this collection of essays edited by Harry J.Elam, Jr. and Kennell Jackson. 
What we explore as we meander through this anthology is the complexities 
of a perceived culture or a people. From the early days when William Wells 
Brown, a runaway slave traveled to England in 1849, giving anti-slavery 
speeches, to post colonial Africa, and to the more recent Hip Hop and R&B 
era.

The interlude in Black Cultural Traffic is particularly refreshing. 
A wonderful mix of scholars and artists share their candid thoughts and 
opinions on a wide range of topics. All these different perspectives give this book 
great texture. What resonates throughout this anthology is the enormous impact 

the African American culture has had around 
the world.  Though Black Cultural Traffic does 
have a textbook sort of feel to it, it is loaded 
with such original ideas that it would make 
for great conversation in a book club. Black 
Cultural Traffic whips up an excitement for the 
future of the world as influenced by the African 
American culture.

I especially liked Kobena Mercer’s 
quote of Yinka Shonibare’s take on culture. “I 
was brought up in Lagos and London and kept 
going back and forth, it is extremely difficult 
for me to have one view of culture” This 
physical traveling between cultures makes way 
for cultural hybridism in contemporary art, 
music, theater and fashion as well as physical in 
the sense of multiple ethnicity.  Black Cultural 
Traffic showcases how the African American 
culture has shaped and continues to shape the 
world. These brilliant essays shed more light on 

globalization and commercialization of the African American culture, especially 
through Hip Hop.

BOOK REVIEW
By Lucy Farrell

Lucy Farrell, BAQ Assistant Editor, lives in the San Francisco Bay Area with her husband and sons.

Book Review
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Unrested 
antebellum souls
in transatlantic purgatory
stolen from heaven
on a journey to hell

stirred by wrongs 
not yet made right
lives not yet lived
the longing to live 
yet the courage to die free

small whirlwinds
of broken hearts 
converge 
off the coast of creation
gaining momentum
as tears become puddles
ponds   lakes   oceans
deep

like the funnel of raging winds
billowing currents
devouring coasts
and swallowing cities

of chattelled warriors
who existed 
beyond the journey
and descended into
an existence
overpowered by
contaminated waters

never meant to survive 
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By Caprice Banks
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The Economist reporter’s 
voice over in London is heard 
loud and clear: “Since Katrina, 
the world view of America 
has changed. The disaster has 
exposed some shocking truths 
about the place; the bitterness 
of its sharp racial divide, 
the abandonment of the 
dispossessed, the weakness 
of critical infrastructure. But 
the most astounding and most 
shaming revelation has been 
in government’s failure to 
bring succor to its people at 
their time of greatest need.” 
Even before Katrina touched 
its shores, many African 
Americans in the Gulf Region 
were already at the center of 
a mighty hurricane as they 
sought opportunity and relief 
from extremities of racism, 
poverty and elitism. Levees 
in their lives had already 
been broken as had dreams, 
promises and memories. 
Mahalia joins Clara in singing, 
“How I Got Ovah.” And now 
it is time for Yolanda Adams 
and Beyoncé to sing Katrina’s 
sacred/secular song as homeless 
survivors move on with their lives. Souls look 
back and wonder how they got ovah!

No street lights. No lights of any kind. All 
we can see is darkness. All we can hear is the flowing 
of a rushing tide as water fills the streets of the city. 
Nawleeeeens. Darkness covers the earth and it is 
without light or form. Destinies locked inside of 
racial memories. Astonishing. Shaming. Abandoned. 
Dispossessed. Packed along the levee since the flood 
of 1927. Where will they be pushed in the New 
New Orleans 2007? Backwater Blues. Only poets 
like Juvenile, Lil Scrappy, Lil Wayne, Turk, B.G. and 
Sonia Sanchez can capture their humanity. Lonely 
and forsaken in the wilderness of North America. 
Marie Laveau is not pleased. Randolph Desdunes, 
James Borders and Marcus Christian saw it coming. 
Where is Mannie Fresh when we need that Bounce 
Hop track to keep us moving?  David Banner strikes 
the very nerve of it all. Mannie flees to ATL to link 
up with Young Jeezy who is at the very eye of the 
storm.  The changing same.

No Name in the Streets and no lights in 
New Orleans. Faceless, lightless and forgotten. And 
yet they want to tell their story. Name tags and arm 
bands are needed.  Strangers in a strange land. Who 
are these heroines and heroes?  Who are these sun 
blessed people who survived Hurricane Katrina 
and the levee explosion in 2005 and what can we 
learn from their unforgettable stories? New Orleans, 
Gulfport and Biloxi form the figurative backdrop for 
a sobering, surrealistic narrative of epic magnitude.

Wit-
ness #1, Jeremy 

Collier

Wayblackmemories: “My Moms 
had left for Atlanta. I was working. I had got 
off that morning. I worked from 8 o’clock that 
night until 8 o’clock in the morning. So I came 
home and it was nothing happening. It was just a 
little rain.” That is how Jeremy Collier of Jefferson 
Parish, Louisiana describes the relative calm before 
the storm. What began as ‘just a little rain’ became 
one of the most tragic natural disasters in the history 
of the United States. It was further worsened 
by governmental neglect at the 
local, state and federal levels. In 
reflecting on how this disaster 
impacted his life, Jeremy states, 
“So I went to sleep. In the 
morning when I woke up, I saw 
trees and water. Everything in 
excess. So I’m like, ‘What’s 
going on?’ So I cut on the 
radio and it kept telling me 
it’s real. It’s going to happen. 
But by the time I woke up, 
the lights were gone. My cell 
phone wasn’t working. It 
was working but it wasn’t 
getting no signal because 
of the hurricane and 
all of that.”  That is the 

testimony 
of Witness #1, 

Jeremy Collier.
Asked to 

describe everyday life 
in New Orleans before 

the hurricane, John 
Fernandez of the now 

devastated 9th Ward, declares: 
“Life in New Orleans’ 9th Ward is 
just like in any other area. You’ve 
got the good and you’ve got the 
bad.” This Saturday afternoon, 
Fernandez and several other 

Katrina evacuees met Philadelphia 
musicians Jill Scott, Musiq, Hansoul, 

Freeway, Bilal, Young Gunz, Floetry, 
Ms. Jade, Jaguar Wright, Tye Tribbett 

& Greater Anointing and Peedi Crakk. 
Fernandez later comments, “Jill Scott is real. 

I didn’t expect for her to walk up and talk to 
us like she did on this level like that.”

From St. Bernard Projects to North Philly

Edward 
Allen 

Long Ways From 
Hooooommmee:  
Motions, Memories and 
Katrina’s Storm Surge

By James G. Spady ©2006
Artwork by David White

Long Ways From Hooooommmee:  Motions, Memories and Katrina’s Storm Surge
By James G. Spady, Artwork by David White
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enters the Katrina Discourse Cipha; 
remembering, reconciling and 
revivifying more and more memories. 
Allen speaks with the emotional 
force and speed of a West African 
harmattan: “I’m from St. Bernard 
Projects. I’m in the 7th Ward. I left 
on the flight from New Orleans on 
Tuesday. I left my house that Sunday 
before anything happened and I went 
to the hotel. My girlfriend’s daddy was 
the supervisor at the hotel. It was nice 
at the beginning but it turned out bad. 
People killing people in there!  Yeah! 
Man, crazy ain’t the word. I watched 
a man get shot up in the parking lot. 
Watching that. ‘Pow Wow.’ Gone! 
He was hit but he got up and ran. 
Next day, you could see him floating. 
This was Tuesday or Wednesday. My 
girlfriend and I escaped and we came 
here. Her daddy went to Illinois.”

“How Am I Going to Evacuate When 
I Ain’t Got Nowhere to Evacuate?”

Many questions have been 
raised about the City of New Orleans’ 
failure to evacuate the nearly half 
million people trapped in a deadly 
hurricane. Why didn’t more residents 
evacuate? When that question was 
put to Edward Allen, he responds in 
an animated manner: “Let me go back 
to the evacuation. I heard everybody 
was going to evacuate. How am I going 
to evacuate when I ain’t got nowhere 
to evacuate? I wasn’t going to no 
Superdome! All them people got killed 
up there. I ain’t about to go supered 
up!   If I’m going to die, I might as 
well be at home. I ain’t going to try to 
starve to death. I had food and water 
in the hotel. All them people down 
there. Couldn’t even dig a hole and 
bury the people! You 

can’t help but remember 
that, man. And it took 
three days for help to 
come. I couldn’t get in 
touch with my Mama 
and them. They were 
still at the house. I 
asked my Grandma if 
she wanted to come 
and live in the hotel. 
Mom and them were 
going to the Superdome 
but they changed their 
minds. See, the Creator 
looked out for them. 
My Grandma stayed in 
the Project because she 
thought she would be 
okay. The water got so 
deep you couldn’t walk 
in it and you couldn’t go 
swimming in there either. 
My Grandma, she old. I 
didn’t want her to be in 
that.”  When asked where 
his grandmother is now, Allen 
responds with another question, 
“Where Grandma at now? She in the 
hospital in Houston somewhere. They 
had to rescue her out of the projects.”

Allen ends with what seems 
to be a constant among nearly all of 
those who managed to get out of New 
Orleans and other Gulf Region States 
hit by Katrina — a concern for the 
well being of their families. Blacks 
who survived this horrific experience 
have made the concern for family 
and the reuniting of black families a 
priority and a subject of discussion by 
mass media journalists. Even those 
who escaped could not bear leaving 
the region without making sure that 
their families were safe. Edward Allen 
makes this crystal clear when he says, 
“I was already in the hotel but the 
whole while, I’m thinking, ‘Where my 
family at? I don’t know where they are. 
Are they hurt? Are they OK?’ I wasn’t 
going to leave that city until I found 
out where all my people at.  I just 
wasn’t. When I got the phone call 
and found out that everybody was 
alright, I left.”

Wayblackmemories.  Ravva Speaks 
from the 9th Ward:

The metal rails
The threat of puncture,

the loss of air
The shards of glass,

the cut of stories we hear
when we listen,

our past is littered with
elegy Is punctuated
by the still speaking

Silence, Memories, Broken Levees 
and the Hejira to Philly

Silence. Memories. Destinies. 

From 
New 
Orleans to Philly. Long Journey. 
Trumpets still blowing. Louis 
Armstrong to Lee Morgan. Saints Go 
Marching in To Cornbread. Not yet 
Gabriel. Levees split memories and 
families. Jeremy reenters the jagged 
cipha: “I went to the levee because 
they say they’d carry us to the airport. 
They said to all of us, ‘Go to the levee 
and they will come and get you.’ And 
they took us to the airport. I arrived 
at the Louis Armstrong Airport in 
New Orleans, Tuesday Morning. 
They had one plane going out. They 
say it was going to near Memphis. 
They had a whole lot of people there 
so I couldn’t get on that plane. So we 
had to wait for another plane. At the 
airport, they just said, “Go where you 
can go and just get out of here.” They 
let us ride for free but we still had to 
go through security and everything.” 
What happened next? “Man, I’m bout 
to tell you right now! So I kept asking 
the airline lady what was going on. 
She said she didn’t know. So we got 
on another plane and we up in the air. 
I’m like, ‘Where are we going? Are 
we staying Down South’? And they 
were like, ‘Yeah. But we don’t know 
where we going at, though we staying 
downsouf.’ Then later on I asked the 
lady, ‘What city we over?’ She said, 
‘Atlanta.’ I’m like, ‘This where I need 
to be. Right here.’ Lady said, ‘We can’t 
do that.’ We watching a movie on the 
plane, Mr. and Mrs. Smith.”

Wel-
come 

to The PHI: 
‘Pretty Long 
Ways From 

Hooooomee.”

Fast speed. 
The marching band is 

playing as Billy Paul sings, “Me and 
Mrs. Jones” in Billy Penn’s City. It’s 
Holy Tuesday and they’ve got the day 
off. But where is the plane headed?  
Voice # 19 speaks: “The woman on 
the plane said, ‘Well, they figured out 
they going to Philadelphia now.’ I said, 
‘That’s a pretty long ways from home. 
I wanted to stay down south cause 
I would’ve had better reach of my 
family. Next thing I know, I’m in Philly. 
I don’t even know the Mayor. When I 
got to the airport they had the Mayor 
out there. They had all kinds of people 
welcoming us to Philadelphia. They 
must have known I was coming. There 
were 28 people from New Orleans on 
that flight. I was surprised when they 
greeted us at the airport but at the 
same time I was kinda mad because 
I thought I was going to stay down 
south. But the people in Philadelphia 
welcome me and been nice to me. The 
first night in Philly was a little cold.”

The Arrivants from Jefferson Parish, 
Magnolia Projects and St. B’Nard

Jeremy Collier continues 
his narrative of new beginnings: “I 
arrived here Tuesday. We went to 
Wanamaker School and they fed us. 
Man, they had good food. Some roast 
beef sandwiches, sprite and potato 
chips. That made a good little meal. 
We got a chance to get a hot bath, lie 
down and rest.  We hadn’t had lights in 
several days. We didn’t have no water 
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on or nothing after Katrina hit New 
Orleans. I mean, this was a blessing for 
us because we could have been dead 
right now. When I left, over 2,000 
people had died. And they could be 
some of my family. But I talked to my 
Mama and my close family. She’s in 
Atlanta. She left before the storm. We 
have a lot of hurricanes down there 
but none of them were this bad. We’d 
had hurricanes come and go but it 
was always another day the next day. 
The newscaster warned us late. They 
could have been told us. I started out 
from there by myself. See, I lived in 
Jefferson Parish on Sizeler Street. They 
told us, ‘You got to evacuate. You can’t 
stay here because they ain’t going to 
cut on the lights or the water in three 
months.’  I saw all my neighbors going. 
So I went to the levee.”  Jeremy’s voice 
trails off as he reflects, “I don’t know. 
I got hold of my Mama in Atlanta. 
She told me to do my best to get back 
down to Atlanta.”

Philly’s Hip Hop Community Pro-
vides Crucial Support

In cities all over the world, people 
came together to aid the survivors of 
Hurricane Katrina and the disastrous 
aftermath. A number of Philadelphia 
artists came together at the Robin 
Hood Dell East to participate in a 
Project Brotherly Love Benefit Concert 
spearheaded by members of Philly’s 
burgeoning Hip Hop community. This 
event was coordinated by Charles 
“Charlie Mack” Alston in an effort to 
raise funds to assist those who came 
to Philadelphia following Hurricane 
Katrina. Among the artists and other 
members of the leisure time industry 
present were: Allen Iverson, Ms. 
Jade, Young Gunz, Freeway, Peedi 
Crakk, Musiq, Tye Tribett & Greater 
Anointing Gospel Praise Aggregation, 
Floetry, Hansoul and Jill Scott.

Musiq and Iverson Welcome Fami-
lies from Louisiana

Conversations with many of 
the outstanding artists in attendance 
revealed their unusually keen and 
caring insight into the plight of those 
many thousands gone from New 
Orleans, Southern Mississippi and 
Alabama. When asked about the 
significance of this coming together for 
a common cause, the noted musician, 
Musiq, explains: “ I think this activity 
today is important because it shows 
folks that no matter where on the 
totem pole you may stand, you can 
always do a little bit to help. Nobody 
is too far gone that they can’t see 
the needs of the people. This is not a 
political ploy. This is for real. Any little 
bit that you can do is needed.  I was 
answering phones yesterday in New 

York City. Today, I’m in Philly doing a 
benefit for the people in Louisiana. In 
the coming days, I’m going to be doing 
something else to aid in the cause.” 
Allen Iverson made a rare appearance 
at this benefit concert and he made it 
clear why, “You have all the bad stuff 
that goes on in the world everyday. But 
there is a lot of good people out here. 
I just wanted to be a part of this thing. 
It’s good for the world to see that we 
care about what’s going on and that we 
have not forgotten. Everything is going 
to be alright. We got to just welcome 
them the right way. When people 
come here, we are going to just accept 
them and they are going to be part of 
our family.” When we asked him why 
he came out this Saturday afternoon, 
a few days before leaving for Japan, 
Iverson says, “ I just wanted to show 
my love. I go through a lot of hard 
times in my life but it’s nothing like 
this. Just to be a part of this and for 
people to want me to be a part of this 
benefit concert, I feel blessed.”

Families Thrown Asunder, Spiritual 
Support Needed

Musiq describes his first 
reaction to Hurricane Katrina, “When 
I first saw the scene in New Orleans, 
I said, ‘Ah, that’s messed up! Because 
I know what it is like not to have 
anything. But this is a little bit more. 
These people had stuff but they got 
it taken away from them. These are 
people who spent their whole lives 
building up what they had and now 
with all of the water, it’s all underwater. 
It’s gone. You’ve got mothers out 
there who have lost family members 
and are trying to find out where their 
children are; getting separated from 
their kids. You got fathers up here 
who don’t have the means to take 
care of their families. That’s kinda 
crushing to a man’s pride. You know 
what I mean? This requires more than 
just physical support. Sometimes, it 
requires spiritual support.  That could 
be the very thing that enables a person 
to keep going. You’ve got 90-year-old 
people that have the feeling, ‘I’m on 
my way out so why even stick around?’  
You can let them know if you can’t give 
money, even if you can’t give clothes, 
even if you can’t give food, give some 
time.”

Jill Scott Remembers New Orleans.

Jill Scott picks up where 
Musiq leaves off. She states, “My first 
reaction on seeing that hurricane was 
shock. Still shocked, because there was 
so much water. I know people were 
afraid. I mean, anything over 6 feet for 
me and I’m in a pool, I’m scared. So I 
was just shocked from the beginning. 
And then I became sad. Looking at 

the news, I became depressed. I’m 
looking around. I’m walking around 
in my clean home. I can shower if I 
want to and I have toilet paper if I 
need it. Then I became angry. Just 
pissed! Because as the days went by, 
here I am sitting on my couch, in 
my home and I’m seeing people still 
wading in water, with feces and dead 
bodies, insects biting their flesh. All 
of that. It made me so angry. Pissed 
is what I was and what I still am. I 
became even more angry because I’m 
looking and I’m waiting for someone 
to help these folks. I’m thinking, where 
is our government?  We are always 
singing songs before a baseball game 
and a basketball game, holding our 
hands over our hearts. But if it’s not 
reciprocal, what is it? What is this?  
I’m singing songs.  And I’m standing 
up every time I see a flag. I’m doing my 
thing. You know, ‘American. Patriotic. 
Whatever.’  People are outraged 
around the world because America 
is on its high horse. Other countries 
are looking and saying, ‘Oh God. They 
really don’t have it together at all.”

Wayblackmemories. Jill Scott, 
“ My first memory of New Orleans 
was the Essence Fest. First, I did one 
of the Super Lounges. I hosted a show 
with Doug E. Fresh. And Eric Benet 
performed that year. The following 
year I was on the main stage… I just 
remember the music and having some 
really good food. I had some great 
fish out there.” When asked what 
she would say to her many fans in 
Philadelphia and beyond who want 
to do something in support of the 
hurricane evacuees, Jill pauses for 
a moment, reflects and says, “Don’t 
listen to me. Listen to your heart. We 
are all human beings and you have to 
take a look at what you have.  Really 
pay attention to it.” 

Message to Questlove: “I’m Out 
Here. Can You Help Me?”

Reflecting on her experiences 
and her family’s expectations as she 
came to consciousness in North 
Philly, Jill notes, “ I’m going to tell you 
right now, nothing makes me more 
upset than when I ride through North 
Philly and I see people standing on 
the corner and sitting on the steps 
and there is a whole heap of garbage 
around them. That is your community! 
That really angers me. I didn’t do that. 
My mother wouldn’t allow that. You’ve 
got to sweep the porch and the home. 
We are expecting someone to come 
along and clean up the neighborhood 
for us, whether it is garbage or 
whether it is violence. When it comes 
to those impacted by Katrina, look 
around at what you have and share. 
The blessings will come back to you 
ten fold. First, I looked around my 
house. I got all the extra toothbrushes, 

all the toothbrushes, all the toothpaste 
I had for guests, put that in a box. Do 
you know how much stuff you get as 
a celebrity? People give you stuff all 
the time. I went through all of that 
stuff. I put those things in a box and 
sent it out to Detroit. My girlfriend 
is a teacher in Detroit and people 
were coming from New Orleans to 
Detroit. So I sent those boxes to her 
in Detroit because I knew it would get 
into the hands of those who actually 
need it. Shoes. I’m a shoes fool. I have 
a lot of shoes, a lot of bags, a lot of 
clothes. I boxed those up and sent 
them out. I went out to Target and 
brought anything I thought people 
might need and sent it along to the 
people who needed it. I did SOS with 
BET last night and I’ll also be with 
the Roots and Friends at the Kimmel 
Center. They are doing a benefit 
concert to help this young band from 
New Orleans who sent a message to 
Questlove saying, ‘I’m out here. Can 
you help me?’”

Music Help People Survive the 
Storm Surge

Jill concludes with words 
about the importance of music in 
times like these: “Music can take 
you on vacation. It can make you 
disappear from what is happening in 
your life  for just a moment. It can help 
you to get it together and help you 
cry if you need to. Music helps you 
experience your humanity again. Not 
the devastation. Not the fear… I will 
tell anybody who is still there, anybody 
who just left — SURVIVE.”

Jarrett Jackson, a native 
of New Orleans, recent Howard 
University graduate and music 
producer with Floetry, reflects on the 
importance of support provided by rap 
artists and other musicians to Katrina 
evacuees: “ This Katrina Relief Benefit 
at Dell East today means everything 
to me being that I was born and raised 
in New Orleans, Louisiana. That’s my 
life. It hits home real hard. I’m from 
the 13th Ward. That’s Uptown, Milan 
and Magnolia Street. I’ve been away 
for a minute going to school but it 
hits home because it’s real. It’s unreal 
to people like us because everything 
we knew and grew up on is kinda 
washed away. It takes this type of 
event to happen to see and feel the 
love that everybody else is showing. 
I’m just blessed. And I  continue to 
say my prayers… I was in Philadelphia 
when I saw it happen. This hurricane 
is basically the myth that we’ve heard 
all of our lives, that one bad hurricane 
would just have us under water.”

Under Water Search for Yemanga

Faces move in and out 
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of sight. Communing with Yemanga. She is the 
goddess of the sea. Dark nights turn into even more 
darkness. Dead bodies float down familiar/familial 
streets. Where is hoooomme??? How can the family 
be whole when there are so many floating bodies? 
Under Water. Whose father is missing?  Where is 
Old Man Glapion. He’d gone to prayer meeting 
at the church. Never returned home.  Did Hakim 
attend classes at the University of Islam today?  
Southern University’s side door is half closed. The 
lights in the temple at Ilhadan are off. What day is 
this? I can still hear Louis Nelson’s trombone from 
afar and the Banjo player did not march in this year’s 
Black Indian parade. Floats are under water. Beneath 
the land mass where it is triple dark. 

Katrina began to form over the Bahamas 
and it moved across southern Florida with the 
speed of a West African harmattan. Reconnecting 
the ancestors who’d been scattered all over the new 
world. But they are not alone.  Yemanga’s sons and 
daughters are never alone. Even as the angry tide 
brushes against the shores of this strange strange 
land, a voice cries out: “Fly Home.” 

Bodies piled as high as the Empire State 
building. Misery is even higher. Black people been 
knowing this tragedy, been living its reality. Levees 
in their lives had already been broken before those 
levees separated Lake Pontchatrain from New 
Orleans. Robert Charles warned of an impending 
doom. Mardi Gras without the djembe players. 
Playas all moved to Houston. Levees washing it 
all under water. But in Atlanta the Blood Nation is 
reassembling, resuscitating memory and longing 
for another day in New Orleans. For the moment 
they’ve got their new Marta cards with the smart 
chip fully embedded and flashing the news to 
headquarters. Issued by the central office, they 
now can be tracked on their mission. Doing it 
underground. Five Point is their destination. Five 
Percent is their Nation God. But there is a new 
reality for those who have come to live in the ATL. 
Imminent clashes between the street marauders 
and snow men. Blue jackets symbolize cryptic crip 
walkers. Moonwalking and moonshining. Destinies. 
Memories and the motion of history.  Flying Home. 
Ndong’s novel captivated so much of what we did 
not yet see. Sea waves moving through our lives.  
Nawleeeeeeeeeeeeeenssssssss. 

Late Like Fema

“I’ve never been late like 
FEMA about being hip to 

the streets and knowing 
what’s going on around 

me.”  
-E-40 Hailing and Reign-
ing from The Bay/Yay in 

Cali

Africa’s children lying and dying in their 
feces. Not even a proper burial. The Gods are not 
pleased. I don’t know why she keeps talking about 
olives. Olive trees. Olive Fruits. Olive oil for those 
lying sick in the streets of New Orleans. Olive 
fatigues for the 9th Ward and Magnolia Project 
Souljahs. What happened under water?   Were those 
cruise ships parked offshore made of olive wood? 
Levees broken and so are memories. A thousand 
memories were condensed into a giant singular 
memory. But who remembers the enslaved Africans 
who predicted a mighty wind? Blowing incessantly 
and without cease. Praying. Knowing. Being. 
Doing. Teaching. They are survivors.  Ravensbruck 
to Angola. Bodies lie in front of sinking camps. 
Marshland in Mississippi. But who remembers the 
1927 flood when Africans were pushed further down 
into the 9th ward?  Moving to higher ground. No 
way. And which city did FEMA officials visit? Where 
were the dirt men?  

You Down With OPP?

Are you down with OPP?  OPP is Orleans 
Parish Prison where the mostly black population of 
7,000 are making room for those pushed into this 
new domain as a result of a collapsed judicial system. 
No lights and no water.  Hospitals still closed. 
Schools unable to open.  Prisoners abandoned in 
their cells with water all around them. Who will 
speak for those buried in silence.  Juvenile’s video 
captures the mode and motion of this historic 
moment in his native land. David Banner rhymes 
about this catastrophe and raises money for its 
survivors. 

Numerous interviews were conducted 
with the survivors of Hurricane Katrina, city 
planners, FEMA officials, sociologists, folklorists, 
musicians, painters, preachers, politicians and a 
host of others familiar with what happened.  In an 
effort to personalize Hurricane Katrina survivor’s 
stories, we chose to have them say it in their own 
words. Finally, these voices were seldom heard as 
members of the media, the political establishment 
and the business community joined other experts 
in telling their stories.  Our intent in presenting this 
visual and written text is to deepen our historical 
understanding of Hurricane Katrina and the people 
who survived it. Thousands of people are miles 
and miles from home. All they have are motions, 
memories and a will to survive.  

Dave White and James G. Spady’s “Katrina in 
Motion” project is designed to assure that we do 
not lose access to the sources of our being.  These 
works are scheduled to be exhibited in museums, 
libraries, and universities in 2006-2007. For more 
information contact: jamesspadey@yahoo.com.

James G. Spady is the award-winning author 
of the first trilogy on Rap Music and Hip Hop 
Culture (Nation Conscious Rap, 1991, Twisted Tales 
in the Hip Hop Streets of Philly, 1995 and Street 
Conscious Rap, 1999). Spady’s forthcoming book, 
Tha Cipha: Hip Hop Culture and Consciousness (with 
co-authors H. Samy Alim and Samir Meghelli) is 
a highly anticipated discussion of global hip hop. 
Spady lectures widely at universities and libraries 
and produces radio, television and film programs.

Dave White is a digital graphic and fine artist 
with a growing national reputation. His works have 
been exhibited at the Lafayette Square Building, 
The House of Pain Gallery in Buffalo, New York 
and The State University of Buffalo’s Illustration 
Gallery. 
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I named my daughter, Anya, after Anyanwu, a character from Octavia Butler’s 
book, Wild Seed. It means “Eye of the Sun” in the Igbo language, which is the 
ethnic group that my daughter’s father and I come from, though we were both 

born in the United States. Octavia’s character was the first African, Nigerian, 
Igbo fantastical being that I ever came across in fiction. Anyanwu was a shape 
shifter who could become any animal whose flesh she’d tasted. I’ve always been 
fond of birds and their ability to fly, and when Anyanwu changed into a bird, my 
imagination soared.

Anyanwu could make herself a man or a woman, young or old. She had 
super human physical strength and a super human capacity to care and nurture 
other people. She was practically immortal, having already lived for 300 years 
when we first meet her in Wild Seed. She was the strongest, most amazing black 
woman I’d ever read about. There are several reasons why the name is perfect 
for my daughter. This is Octavia’s greatest influence on me as a writer. She 
documented ideas and characters that I had only dreamed about. And by putting 
them in writing, she made them real, she made them possible.

I uncovered my first Octavia Butler novel, Wild Seed, at the Clarion 
Science Fiction and Fantasy Writers’ Workshop at Michigan State in 2001. I 
noticed the book at a bookstore because the cover depicted a mysterious-looking 
dark-skinned black woman with wild hair; and it was in the science fiction and 
fantasy section. A very rare combination indeed. At the time, I was writing a 
story set in the 1920s about an Efik woman in Nigeria who learned to fly. This 
character was mean, selfish, promiscuous, strong willed and, quite frankly, she 
disturbed me. When I read Wild Seed, I practically cried. There, living in a remote 
Nigerian village long ago, was Anyanwu, complex, Nigerian and mythical. It was 

It is with deep sadness that we heard of Octavia Butler’s passing.  If you are 
a regular BAQ reader then you remember that Octavia’s words have graced 
the pages of our last two issues (“An Interview with Octavia Butler” Spring/

Summer 2005; “Octavia Butler on her Latest Book, FLEDGLING,” Winter 
2006). 

Our editor, Alice Endamne, first met the world-renowned author at 
the 2004 Yari Yari Pemberi Conference on Black Women Writers held at NYU, 
which gathered legendary authors such as Toni Morrison, Maryse Condé, Edwige 
Danticat, Alice Walker and Octavia. 

We all had the honor to meet her in the fall of 2005. That is when Octavia 
came to Stanford University to discuss FLEDGLING, her novel on a black female 
vampire that is now sadly her very last book. We found that, like her work, the 
great author was a complex multifaceted person — reserved and sweet while at 
the same time extremely funny with “scandalous” jokes. The Black Arts Quarterly 
staff will always cherish those hours spent in her company.  

Octavia Butler has inspired many because not only did her stories defy 
the imagination but they also defied the literary status quo as she was a successful 
female science fiction author of African descent. Her passing is a devastating loss 
to the literary world. She will be truly missed.

In Memoriam
Octavia Estelle Butler 

June 22, 1947-February 25, 2006

Octavia’s Healing Power: 
A Tribute to the Late 
Great Octavia Butler 

By Nnedi Okorafor-Mbachu

Farewell Octavia!
By Staff

Nnedi Okorafor-Mbachu’s first novel, Zarah the Windseeker, was released in 2005. 
Her second novel, Ejii the Shadow Speaker, was recently acquired by Hyperion Books for 
Children. Nnedi is currently working on her Ph.D. in English at the University of Illinois, 
Chicago.

after reading that book that I went through my own “transition” and started to 
call myself a writer of science fiction and fantasy. 

Butler was only 58 when she passed. Amongst her many awards were the 
Macarthur Foundation “Genius” Grant   and multiple Nebula and Hugo awards. 
She had many more books in her. I met her for the first time a few months ago 
at the Gwendolyn Brooks Writer’s Conference. She was such a charming lady 
and she had a real sense of humor. When I interviewed her for Black Issues Book 
Review she told me why it had been six years since her last novel. “It’s taken me 
this long because of all sorts of unpleasant things,” she said. “Health problems, 
writer’s block, the kind of medicines that makes you more interested in dozing 
off.” She had wanted to write but could not. Her latest novel Fledgling came out 
in September 2005. Octavia said that she was able to focus and write it because it 
was a chase story that was “avalanching toward an end.”

Octavia’s fiction contained a lot of firsts for me: Black people and 
people of color featured at the forefront of stories set in well imagined strange 
worlds and situations. Stories where race and gender were thoughtfully factored 
and woven into the type of fiction that I’ve loved since I could read. The most 
memorable characters I’ve ever read. And all of this was written in and rendered 
by sparse bold prose that grabbed me by the neck and didn’t let go even after 
the story ended. Octavia also deeply disturbed me. In the Xenogenesis series, 
I was forced to seriously question my ideas about gender when she introduced 
me to the Oankali, aliens who have three sexes: male, female and ooloi. Needless 
to say, Octavia’s ideas stretched my mind so much that it never recovered its 
previous shape. I was changed. A friend of mine who is an African-American 
fantasy writer summed it up best when she said: “What do I love about Octavia 
Butler? She dared. She dared to create characters who had the audacity to be 
black and female and exist in the future, with aliens at that! She dared to be 
powerful, to create nations, and birth religions. She is an unapologetic writer. 
And she succeeded.”

Octavia Butler and BAQ Staff at a local restaurant after October 12 program.

Farewell Octavia!
By Staff
Octavia’s Healing Power: A Tribute to the Late Great Octavia Butler 
By Nnedi Okorafor-Mbachu
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A Tribute to Kennell A. Jackson
By Harry J. Elam, Jr.

Harry J. Elam, Jr. is the Chair of the Drama Department,  Director of the Committee on Black 
Performing Arts and Olive H. Palmer Professor in the Humanities at Stanford University.

On November 21, 2005, Professor Kennell A. Jackson Jr. died of pulmonary 
fibrosis at Stanford Hospital. He was 64 years old. Educated first at 
Hampton University and then earning a Ph.D. from UCLA in 1969, 
Kennell taught at Stanford for some 36 years educating many generations 
of students. 

Kennell was a scholar of considerable breadth with a vast knowledge of African 
and African American history and culture. He was a pioneer in the history of East 
Africa. He worked on questions of local culture in Kenya, focusing particularly on the 
Kamba of central Kenya. In addition to his expertise in African history, he was extremely 
knowledgeable about cultural trends throughout the African Diaspora. As a historian, 
he was always thinking about what influenced the popular and how the past and present 
came together as culture. He felt that popular culture was something that should be taken 
seriously. And so before such courses became vogue on college campuses, he taught a 
class on black hair back in 1992. 

Our shared interest in popular culture led us to collaborate first on a large 
international symposium on black performance and black popular culture in 1999, “Making 
the Spirit of 20th & 21st Century Culture: Placing Black Performance and Popular Culture” 
and later a critical anthology, Black Cultural Traffic: Crossroads in Global Performance 
and Popular Culture, which was published in December 2005. His brilliance as a scholar 
and insight as a student of popular culture are evident in his profound introduction to this 
collection. He is also the author of one other book, America is Me: The Most Asked and 
Least Understood Questions about Black American History (1996).

Kennell Jackson was a legendary figure and notable presence here at Stanford. 
He served as Director of the Program in African and African American Studies at 
Stanford for almost ten years. He functioned as a resident fellow in the Stanford dorms 
from 1972 until his death. In 1972 Kennell received the Lloyd W. Dinkelspiel Award for 
Service to Undergraduate Education and in 1990, he was awarded the Allan V. Cox Medal 
for excellence in fostering research among university undergraduates. A father figure, a 
mentor, a teacher, a colleague and friend, Kennel Jackson will be greatly missed.

A Tribute to Kennell A. Jackson
By Harry J. Elam, Jr.
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August
By J. E. Cammon

Jesus dry heaved into the garbage can as cars slid slowly by against the flow 
of the deep currents crowding the gutters. He had been hungry and knew 
that eating the moldy sandwich would give him a 50/50 chance but man 
cannot live on bread alone, so his father had said. Gripping both sides, his 
gut wrenched and rolled as the rain dropped off his brown locks into the 

nether world of refuse and waste. Jesus struggled against the stench then flung 
himself backwards, whipping his hair in one wet, solid lump back over his head 
against his back. He was cold, but he had been cold before, and he had been 
hungry before. He tilted his head to the sky and watched the rain fall from gray 
clouds into his eyes. As he lifted his arms high above his head, the winds picked 
up suddenly and died down again, promising to return. 

 Damn, damn, damn, damn. Peter moved the handful of clothes into 
the duffel bag and out again for the third time. He closed his eyes, reviewing his 
mental list again. Clothes. Jewelry. Credit Cards. When was the last time they 
had filled their tank? He rubbed his hands against the expensive fabrics. 
 “There’s no answer at the Jones’,” his wife called from the other room. 
Her words crammed into the side of his brain and jumbled his list. He breathed 
slowly and evenly, putting the clothes back into the bag. Who needed clothes 
like these anyway? Peter took them back out again. Essentials, he needed to get 
the essentials. Jewelry. Credit Cards. Money. 
 “Hun!” he called, leaning forward on the mattress, staring out the 
window in case the rain had miraculously stopped. 
 “Yeah?” she called in reply. This time her voice was coming down a 
different hallway. He could hear her rummaging. 

Through the falling rain, Peter stared into the alley across the street 
at the man standing in the rain, hands grasping at the sky. He was visible only 
between slowly passing cars, oblivious to their splashing tires. Peter squinted in 
confusion, disbelief encroaching in on his list of things to do. 

“Pete?” her voice spun him away from the window. He thumbed over 
his shoulder in his defense. “What are you doing?” She watched him as the 
thumb turned into an indexed point. “We have to go, now!” 

Peter gave one last glance at the window, but the man was gone. 

Damn, damn, damn, damn. Peter opened the door and hurled the bags 
onto the back seat.
 “Uh-oh,” his wife said from the front. Peter took a moment to pant, 
staring at his reflection in the television screen. 
 “What?” he asked, wet from both sweat and rain.
 “I can’t drive a stick, can you drive a stick?” she asked. He wedged 
himself in a lunge in between the passenger and driver seat and stared at the 
handle pointing skyward like a spire. He thought for a few moments.
 “I’m sure I could figure it out,” he said after a long moment.
 “You could figure it out?” she asked, growing frantic. “You could 
figure it out? There is a hurricane coming, we need to leave now!” she slapped 
his shoulder. “Why didn’t you case their car too?” she slapped his shoulder 
again. He reacted numbly, still staring at the six-speed shifter. No one bought 
automatics anymore, Peter pondered. 
 “Well, we can’t put this stuff in the other car, it’s too loaded already.” He 
thought about how heavy the television had been. “Plus, as you say, we might 
not have time.” His back hurt.
 “Might?” she said, sighing. She turned herself forward and crossed 
her arms, pressing her lips together until she shone white. She turned around 
again, looking at the minivan parked on the street and then at her husband. 
“Well, I suppose there’s no reason to be greedy, we put all the jewelry in one bag 
right?” Peter nodded in reply, strength returning to his back and legs. He pushed 
himself out of the car with his arms and began unzipping the variety of bags so 
he could see inside each. 

“What the hell?” his wife said. 
 “What now?” he replied, staring into the pile of silk lingerie springing 
out of one of the bags.
 “Hello, my son,” a third voice said. Peter leapt and jarred his head 
against the roof of the truck. “Oh, I’m sorry. I did not mean to startle you, child.” 

Peter turned around, holding his head. Déjà vu struck him as he stared 
into the face of the same man he had seen earlier dancing in the street. The 
man extended his hand and smiled. Peter watched his wife walk around the 

truck quickly behind the man. He waved her off and took the man’s hand. He 
marveled at his grip. 

“Hello,” the man said again, the genuine smile on his face holding fast. 
Peter watched the water drip off the ends of his beard. He feigned his own smile.
 “Hi.” The rain clapped. 
 “How are you today?” 
 “Fine.”
 “That’s good, though I think it may not be safe to remain here,” Jesus 
warned him as Peter’s wife slid between the two of them with a serpentine 
movement. 
 “We were just saying that same thing,” she said as she stepped forward, 
took Peter’s hand and pressed the keys to the six-speed firmly into his palm. Her 
eyes grew large and motioned him towards the truck. “We were just leaving, 
in fact, after getting some stuff for some relatives, that is. They forgot some 
things and asked us to get them,” she frowned for a moment. “But we’re done 
now, so we’re going,” she tilted her head slightly towards the car again. She 
smiled brightly at the man’s hospital gown, and then up at his face, her eyebrows 
reaching high. “You have a nice day!” 

He nodded, smiling back. She sprinted across the soggy lawn to the 
minivan parked at the street. The engine was running in seconds. Peter watched 
the man turn and wave at his wife. His backside was naked. Peter watched his 
torso turn towards him again.
 “I never got your name,” the man said. 
 “Oh, Peter,” he replied, finding his mouth the only dry place in a 
hundred mile radius. 
 “Jesus of Nazareth,” the man replied, his white teeth mocking. 

The horn trumpeted from the minivan and got Peter moving. He took 
a large step and stepped inside the truck, closing the door tightly. He cranked 
the engine and waved once at the man named Jesus, then promptly locked the 
doors. Peter jittered and jumped the car down the driveway, the drive train 
crying and squealing as he went. 
 He prayed as he surged after his wife’s van, staring sometimes at 
the road ahead, but mostly at the sweating side mirror and the crazy man in 
the hospital gown waving goodbye in the soaking rain. He thought he saw 
something distant in the sky ahead, flapping like some kind of obtuse, tropical 
bird but when he blinked it was gone. When he checked his rear view mirror, 
the man was gone too.   

 Jesus watched the girl work as if the rain was of no impediment. Her 
skeletal daintiness was visible from her small legs and sticky sundress. Seated 
atop her head was an oversized rain hat doing nothing to protect her wet 
strings of dark hair. At first when the wind blew away her only protection, 
she stubbornly snatched it up and replaced it to its resting place. After the 
thirteenth time she decided with a stubborn bottom lip that she would just have 
to stay wet. Man hath no fear of nature for its bounty is God’s gift. 
 “What are you doing, my child?” Jesus asked. 

She looked up from her work at him and her face crinkled into a frown. 
She went back to her work before she answered.
 “Nana say I ain’t supposed to talk to strangers.” 

Her small hands worked on a large spool cleverly fashioned to a rusted 
structure probably once used to hold several mailboxes. The boxes long gone, 
the space was the perfect prop to the child’s intelligent design. The amount of 
string was small for the size of the spool, the dingy string snaking up the lawn 
and into a bank of bushes. Jesus stepped closer though the girl showed no fear. 
 “Well,” he began, “my name is Jesus of Nazareth. What is yours?” 

He extended a hand. She stopped again and showed him her dirty 
freckles, staring up his outstretched hand.
 “Why you wearin’ a hospital gown?” she asked. Jesus looked down at 
himself.
 “Oh, I’ve just come from resurrecting myself just now,” he answered, 
smiling. 
 “What resurrecting mean?” she asked. 
 “It means I have arisen from the dead.” 

She stared at him for another moment before deciding to go back to 
work. She poked a pink tongue between her lips and concentrated, winding the 

August
By J. E. Cammon
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spool. 
 “My name Mary,” she said after another moment. “Wanna help?” she 
asked suddenly. Jesus nodded, water rolling off his nose. Together the work 
went much faster. As they wrapped more and more lengths of twine around the 
spool the slack in the line disappeared. Jesus was curious, but knew all would be 
revealed to him if only he waited. 

“Nana say she raise from the dead every morning,” Mary broke the 
cantor and howl of the storm with her small voice. Jesus looked at the small child 
and her skinned elbows and sundress. 
 “Really?” he asked.
 “Yeah,” Mary nodded her scholarly head. “She say she escape death for 
another day, then she shake and fix breakfast,” Mary looked thoughtful for a 
moment before continuing her work. “Except this morning. I’m hungry too, but 
if Nana was awake she wouldn’t let me fly,” she said. 
 “Sleeping in, I guess,” Jesus said slowly. Mary nodded, still working.
 “Uh huh. Nana say with the storm she might just sleep in, on account 
of it being that time.” She sighed joyfully, taking a step back and flexing her red 
hands and wet palms. Jesus rose against the growing winds. 
 “Maybe we should go inside,” he began. 
 “No,” Mary said. “We almost done.” 

She snatched his hand up and pulled him to the row of bushes deeper 
up the property, her naked feet slapping along. The wind seemed to push them 
as they followed the dingy cord together right to the source of all their rainy 
effort. The single line was fashioned to several kites cradled in the prickly 
bushes. Jesus could not count them all, but he did see red and blue and green 
and yellow. They had been broken and torn, then one shoved through another to 
make one big bright and ugly mess. On a green surface a shivering pool of water 
showed Jesus his face, his wide eyes, and the small O of his lips poking from 
his unkempt beard. He felt his hand fall to his side as Mary reached across the 
bush to grab at her creation and lift it free. With all the water he could tell it was 
heavy and he heard the thorns grasping at her when she had to lean in to lift her 
kite free. As she tilted it skyward the colors shed sheets of water down her arms 
and into her hair. It shook, alive in her hands, animated by the voice of a child 
at play. It spun her away from her home, the wooden framework bending in her 

hands. Mary held on as long as she could. Jesus rose a hand and the storm winds 
snatched the kite from her tiny hands and stole skyward. It wobbled wounded 
and spun unsure but flew high and far. Down the lawn the spool turned furiously 
to keep up but with a tiring whirl. Mary waved with both hands and all her small 
teeth. Jesus looked down on her and smiled.  

“Why don’t you go inside and watch from the window,” he suggested. 
Her eyes brightened impossibly. 
 “Oh, I can tell Nana about what I done,” she clapped wetly and sprinted 
towards the screen door, the white bottoms of her feet waving goodbye. Jesus 
stared after her until the door had creaked closed behind her. He moved away, 
keeping the distant colors in view. 
 “I wish you coulda seen my kite, Nana,” Mary said, standing on the 
tarnished yellow step ladder, peeking over the kitchen sink and out the window. 
“Everybody was real nice, Jamie and Kenny from across the way gave me they 
toys.” 

She turned on the tap and let the clear water run between her fingers 
until they grew numb. Lightning flashed once, booming thunder on its heels. 
The piping whined and shuddered, muddy sludge sputtering suddenly from the 
tap all over Mary’s clean hands. She twisted her face up, her freckles bunching 
together. She stared through her black fingers at the brown water rolling up 
her street. She hopped quickly off the ladder and skipped to the front door. She 
closed it fast against the screen, leaning against it to overcome the friction of the 
thick carpets. 

Mary walked to her grandmother’s back room, painting mahogany 
streaks on her dress in finger strokes. She opened the blanket high and crawled 
into bed, curling into a ball next to her cold Nana. Her eyes watched the 
windows break as the old wood bent and creaked. 

“We gone home, Nana.”

J. E. Cammon is a senior at Morehouse College majoring in English Literature. He is 
working towards a career in creative writing.
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International CALL FOR PAPERS 
Deadline: October 16, 2006

“Innovations and Imitations: Exchanges 
in Black Popular Culture.”*

Professor Harry Elam wrote of Kennell A. Jackson (1941-2005), “As a historian, he was always thinking 
about what influenced the popular and how the past and present came together as culture. He felt that popular 
culture was something that should be taken seriously.”  Before his death it was Professor Jackson’s desire to co-edit 
an issue of the Black Arts Quarterly on popular culture. As a tribute to him, his work and his life, we now welcome 
submissions that shed more light on black popular culture.  

Black culture has traveled at the speed of light and has touched all corners of the globe. For example, Rap 
and Hip Hop music have fostered not only a new genre of music, but also a culture and lifestyle.  Black popular 
culture is being continually reinvented and interpreted by peoples and cultures throughout the world on the one 
hand, and commodified and commercialized on the other.

What is black popular culture? Who decides what is black? Are black and popular culture synonymous? 
What’s new? What is the relationship between the artist and his/her creation?  What is the relation of the art and 
artist to the global community and the global market?

We are now accepting submissions that examine black popular culture (African American, Caribbean, 
Afropean, African, etc. ); examples and samples of black popular culture; interviews with artists on popular culture; 
prophesies and predictions on the impact and evolution of black popular culture. We welcome all genres: academic 
writing, essays, poetry, prose, fiction, creative nonfiction, photography and more. All text submissions are subject 
to editorial alteration and need to be less than 15-20 pages-long, double-spaced, and in a Microsoft Word format. 
Send photographs of visual submissions (and a CD with digitized photos or artwork in jpeg or high quality pdf 
format) with a self-addressed, stamped envelope to ensure return.

All submissions must be accompanied by a 2-4-sentence author biography.

By mail:
Black Arts Quarterly, Editor, Harmony House 
561 Lomita Drive, Stanford University, Stanford, CA 94305 

By email: aendamne@stanford.edu
or lenochka@stanford.edu

Please see the Committee on Black Performing Arts web site for more information and the current issue of 
the Black Arts Quarterly at http://www.stanford.edu/group/CBPA.

*Important: This is the suggested theme; we also accept submissions dealing with other issues.

The Black Arts Quarterly

International Call For Papers
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