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Pamela Birchard: Okay. Interviewer’s name is Pamela Birchard. And the interviewee’s
name is..

Mary Scott Boria: Mary Scott Boria.

PB: And the date of the interview is the 30" of November 2009. And the place is at 177
North State Street on the 7™ floor. Um your years of activism where from about 1980 to
1994.

MSB: Um, in South Africa stuff?

PB: Yeah.

MSB: Yeah, probably. Yeah.

PB: and the place of activism is Chicago.

MSB: Yes.

PB: Um your year of birth was 1950. The place of birth was Battle Creek, Michigan. And
place raised was Chicago, you moved here at 15 years old. And your father’s name and
his place of birth...

MSB: His name is Doyle Scott and he was born in Battle Creek, MI.

PB: And your mother and her place of birth...

MSB: Um, her name is Mary Scott and she was born in Asheville, NC.

PB: Ok. Now, um, what was your earliest memory? Or what is your earliest memory?
MSB: Of anything?

PB: Of anything.

MSB: Oh geez. I think I remember maybe 3 or 4 years old, we used to live across the
street from school, our grammar school and I remember sitting at the window watching
my parents come home from visiting classrooms of my older brothers. And I just kinda
remember that because I remember report card pick up day and we used to sit at the
window and try to determine the look on our parents face as they walked across the street
from picking up our brothers’ report cards. So that is the earliest memory that I have,

report card pick up day. Not for me, but for my brothers.

PB: Um,What games did you like to play as a kid?
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MSB: Um, you know we had, we didn’t have a lot of you know sort of, obviously we
didn’t have any tech- any high-tech games. And we maybe had a few board games but I
would say we had a lot more sort of street games like hopscotch and jump rope and um so
those are the games that I liked. Hopscotch, jump rope, hide and seek, um. I remember I
had a friend, we used to play um I dunno we used to play some game maybe some, some
game, | cant remember the name of it. But there was some game that we played where
she was always sort of uh the cowboy and I was maybe the indian. And she would sort of
chase me, we’d make this tent and she’d sort of chase me around her made up teepee. But
I remember that because I remember my friend. The game wasn’t all that critical but
playing with my friend was.

PB: Um, what was your neighborhood like?

MSB: Um well I lived in a small town and um and the neighborhood was a very small
little residential community. We lived um in a house that was um one house on a block. I
mean, our house was the only house on the block. And it wasn’t because it was a
neighborhood where there were big houses but we just happened to live on this little
street that just had one house. So there was houses around us. Our school was right across
the street. Um, you know my friends were you know right around in the neighborhood. It
was a time when we had um we all didn’t have our own telephones so we all had um
what do you call it? um we had to share phones with our neighbors. So I remember that
really well because my father hated that, we had a party line that’s what it was called, that
we had a party line with the neighbors because they were always on the phone we could
never get to the phone. So for many years we didn’t have a phone because he just refused
to um you know sort of tolerate having to share a phone with neighbors. But you know all
of our friends were in the neighborhood. Um I lived in probably a predominantly black
neighborhood um but we went to integrated schools. um It just happened that you know
probably the 8 block radius, which was probably my radius, was an all black
neighborhood so I sort of grew up with kids who were all black but we did go to
integrated schools. You know it was kind of like a nice little beaver-cleaver kind of a
neighborhood where um you know most of the mothers stayed at home, and the fathers
went to work. Um you know I remember most of my friends had mothers who were at
home you know during the day. And if they worked we didn’t even know about it. I think
there were some mothers who were nurses who maybe worked at night. My mother was a
nurse and [ always remember her being at home during the day but I guess she must have
worked nights. And I didn’t even remember that now that I’m thinkin about it. But you
know it was a nice little um small town kind of city life.

PB: And what did your father do for a living?

MSB: Both of my parents were nurses and um my dad was a nurse for the vetrens
administration and he um also had a couple other jobs so you know part time jobs where
he was either a waiter or a bartender you know on the weekends but his primary job was

a nurse. My mom too. did you wanna ask me that one too? (laughs)

PB: Yeah (laughs). Um how did religion play a role in your childhood?
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MSB: Well we were a religious family. My parents were both um we went to a Methodist
church in town and I just remember my parents were in the choir. My mother was a piano
um played the piano for the choir. My dad sang in the choir. My brothers and sisters,
there were four of us and we used to have a little quartet and we used to practice and sing
at church. So religion was very much a part of our life and as a matter of fact everybody
that I knew went to the same church so church was kind of an extension of um you know
our family and our community. So you know that was, when I came to Chicago, um you
know my religious affiliation shifted to another church, to another denomination, but you
know in many ways it was very similar to what I learned as a kid.

PB: Um why did your family move to Chicago?

MSB: Well my parents were divorced and my father, we were raised by my father; my
mother had come to Chicago. My parents were, my mother’s white, my father’s black.
And when my parents split up uh there was really no place that my mother could go with
her children. At that time in the 50s, it was in the 50s, it was probably 1957, “58. In the
50s, interracial marriages were still pretty much taboo. Um and so um since my mother
left, she couldn’t take her kids with her so we stayed with my dad. She moved to Chicago
and you know we sorta had this; my parents did a lot of sorta kidnapping of us back and
forth. I mean you know at that time, you know if you stole your kid, or took your kid to
another place, you know it didn’t sort of make the headlines as it does now when a parent
takes a kid. Um and so you know my father would get mad at us, he had all four kids and
he would get pissed off at us and he’d drive us to Chicago and say you’re gonna stay with
your mother and then you know we’d stay with her for a year and then something would
happen and we’d be back with him. We’d stay with him for a year so we did that for
several years and then finally when um my sister and I got to be teenagers um we had
just, I think, we had to come to Chicago one year. This is actually kinda important to my
own sorta political involvement. We came to Chicago in probably ‘63 or ‘64 and it was
the year Martin Luther King was in Chicago. My mother was very involved in Civil
Rights stuff in Chicago. So that year he came to Chicago and there was a big, huge
demonstration in Soldier Field and we went to that and you know as teenagers we were
you know it was like the time of our life. We’d come from this little small town and you
know we thought, saw hundreds of thousands of people we’d never seen before. And um
so you know we went back to Michigan at the end of the summer, we had just come for
the summer. We went back and we just couldn’t be small town girls anymore. It was just
our town was too small and we, when my birthday came I knew I was gonna get money
for my birthday and we bought bus tickets. We packed up our clothes. We left my dad a
note sayin we’re goin to Chicago, we’re not coming back, and that’s how we got here.

PB: Who was your first friend here?

MSB: Hmm. I would say, well we had a couple friends because we were, I lived here in
Chicago when I was 8 years old for about a year, 8 or 9 years old for about a year. And |
remember having a friend named Linda who um lived on the west side and we lived in
the same building and um she was, and still is my friend. Um I don’t see her very often
but I know how to get ahold of her if I need to see her. So that was my 8-year-old friend
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and then when I came back when I was 15, uh, I had a friend named Elizabeth Glover
who I went to high school with and uh I don’t see her but I know that she lives in
Madison, Wisconsin and so.

PB: (chuckle) What did you want to be when you grew up?

MSB: (coughs) Either a teacher or a social worker. I didn’t have any teachers in my
family but um I did have, my uncle was a social worker and he was the first man that I
knew that was a social worker and I didn’t know men that were social workers. And I
actually didn’t even know social workers but he was a good role model for me so I would
say probably as I got older I thought more about being a social worker. When I was a
little kid I wanted to be a teacher.

PB: Now you said um how Martin Luther King came to Chicago um so after that how did
politics affect, play a role in your younger years?

MSB: Well, I don’t think my, I don’t remember prior to 13 having any awareness of
politics or of any sorta ya know social issues at all. Um, and so I think it was probably
when I came to Chicago that that was when I became aware of um you know kind of
social issues and so being involved in Civil Rights stuff. And then it was interesting cause
when I went back, when I went back to Michigan, the whole Civil Rights movement had
sort of um, exploded in the North. And so even in my little town, um there were Civil
Rights demonstrations. I remember that black people could not get library cards in my
town and I remember the first demonstration that we went to was we demonstrated in
front of the library to get library cards for black people because we couldn’t get library
cards. Um and then I also remember we used to have a skating rink in town that was
shared by several other little communities around the city and black people had one night
that they could go rollerskating and they couldn’t really go rollerskating any other night
and we just sort of decided that we were gonna just board up all these buses and take em
to the roller rink and see if they would let us in and they did (laughs). And uh you know I
think at the same time that I was becoming aware of what was happening politically in
Chicago, I probably also became aware that it was happening in my town. And um then I
was really excited about it, had gotten involved in the NWAACP in my town but really
kinda wanted to be in Chicago so we came to Chicago and um you know got involved
with King’s work here until he was killed. And then soon after he was killed I graduated
from highschool and um I joined the Black Panther party. I was involved in that for a
bout a year and a half, and actually um moved out of my mother’s apartment and my very
first apartment was with Prexy Nesbitt. His parents owned a building on the west side and
I um, his father rented an apartment to me, I was like 18 years old. His father rented an
apartment to him and I remember, one very memorable political thing happened. The
precinct captains were coming around, do know what a precinct captain is?

PB: No.

MSB: Um you know Chicago has its political machine, which means that politics are
sorta connected by the workers who work politics so if you are in a machine city, in a
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political machine city that means that the elected officials will um engage just citizens to
support their campaigns. And in return for that you got jobs through the city. And the
precinct captains were sort of the foot soldiers for the political parties. And more likely
than not they were the ones who um would um have city jobs. But they had city jobs
based upon their ability to get people to register to vote, to vote for their candidate. So
now there’s sort of this open voter registration process where you could just go in line
and just register to vote. Before you couldn’t do that, you had to go through this really
difficult process and the gatekeeper for that was the precinct captain. And I remember the
precinct captains coming around and asking us if we wanted to register to vote and I
remember um [ was living in Prexy’s building and I learned a lot of sort of um, um
independent politics from Prexy and I remember one day the precinct captain came and
asked if [ wanted to register to vote and I said, “no! I don’t vote Im a communist!” [lifts
fist in the air] (chuckles) and um and I had learned that from Prexy. Um I didn’t know
what a communist was but um [ was a communist and [ wasn’t gonna be pulled into sort
of regular democratic politics which was so corrupt in Chicago but that was kind of my
you know sort of, I soft of started from sort of more Civil Rights stuff to being a much
more sort of radical political person. And that’s kind of what led me to bigger things.

(slapping leg)
PB: (chuckles) Um.. how did um Martin Luther Kings death have, have an affect on you?

MSB: Well it radicalized me in bigger ways I think because I remember um you know I
mean he was a voice for um he really sort of garnered the energy of people who I think
were very intense about sort of social issues in Chicago. They brought him to Chicago as
a way to kind of ignite the Chicago Freedom Movement which you know had obviously
been organizing before he got here but I think his coming to Chicago sorta uh catalyzed a
lot of um political energy and so I was very much, I was very um much mesmerized by
sort of King and sort of the awareness of sort of what was happening in Chicago. And so
I think his death just um, just I think sort of made us really angry and see that there was
much more um, racism and uh, much more soft of manipulation of people’s lives. And I
think in some ways we were probably, we probably romanticized King’s involvement in
the city as sort of he’s gonna come and change is gonna happen and you know we’re
gonna be a part of that change and I think the fact that he was assassinated sort of woke
us up to the reality that it was much more serious than just these sort of anxious, eager
young people who were eager for something. And so to some extent it sort of radicalized
us, it made us more angry, made us more vigilant, and um I think it made us see that the
issues were much bigger than kid of what we thought they were. So, and I was at that
time, I just had graduated from high school and that next semester, um, I went to junior
college. I was, had got pregnant when I was in high school, so I had my first child when I
was 18, no 17. I graduated when [ was 17. And so that derailed any plans to go to a
university but it was a great derail because I went to um Crane Junior College, which is
now Malcolm X College, and that was sort of the hot bed radical um involvement in the
city. I mean it’s where young people went um who were very engaged in radical politics
and so in some ways it sort of transitioned us from sort of this old Civil Rights mentality
to much more of sort of a black power uh radicalism and so that was a place where, and
that’s where I joined the Black Panther party. Um when I went to Crane it was just you
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know electric. I guess it was an electric experience now that I look back. I’'m sure at that
time it wasn’t as electric as [ make it out to be now but it was good I mean it’s where we
learned about, we learned. You know about uh a different way about um thinking about
politics, a different way of thinking about our society, a different way of being involved,
and um, so sort of electoral politics was not even an issue, not even an interest to us. We
weren’t interested in electoral politics cause all we knew about electoral politics was how
the city of Chicago did it and because it was a closed-door system and we didn’t have any
elected officials that came out of our communities, um we didn’t think that city
government really worked for the people um you know some of us had, I didn’t have, I
had an awareness of Kennedy but of course, I was only like 10 years old when he was
elected president so I didn’t have any sort of interest in national politics, um, national
electoral politics. It was all sort of this local, radical politics in addition to sort of the anti-
war movement stuff, which for me in some ways was kind of distant for me. I didn’t
have, I mean I had a brother that dodged the draft and left the city but I didn’t have any,
um, [ didn’t feel like I had any connection to sort of the anti-war stuff, I had much more
connection to sort of local, radical uh black power kind of politics. And um so I mean I
could say that King’s death uh just pushed us to be much more vigilant about you know
what was happening in the city.

PB: When did you first learn about apartheid?

MSB: Oh, I’'m sure it was from Prexy. Um, and I would say, hm, it’s interesting because
um, [ would say it was probably in the 70s, um and it was in the 70s because when I was
at Malcolm X College, there was a trio of professors who taught various levels of sort of
black politics and one of those professors, and they all worked together. One was, I mean
they taught different classes, but they were all colleagues and they were all friends. One
taught specifically about Africa and one taught black psychology and another one taught
um much more sort of political economy of politics but in many ways in was all focused
on sort of an African, or African-centered sort of perspective. So I remember um Harold
Rogers was the professor who taught African studies and he was actually one of the
leaders of kinda the anti-apartheid movement here in Chicago. So I learned a lot about
Africa and so I would say my first knowledge about um apartheid came through learning
about Angola and Mozambique and then sort of learning about South Africa so I would
say that it was probably in the 70s. The whole, I wasn’t at all involved in um you know
sort of, anti-apartheid stuff until the 80s. Um but it was you know learning about you
know sort of um apartheid from the um soft of the historical knowledge of Africa I guess.
And then I, I mean Prexy was obviously a major, I still actually have the reading list that
he gave me, he was never my teacher but um I have this reading list he gave me years and
years ago, like in the 70s, early 70s, you know when we used to mimeograph, we used to
use typewriters. Do you know what a typewriter is? (giggles) [nod my head yes] When
we used to use typewriters and mimeograph our papers I still kept that, it was probably
like 5 or 6 pages of um reference material on Africa, and then you know because he was
very much um involved in, and I knew him more as involved in Mozambique and Angola
than South Africa but that’s certainly kind of then led to understanding you know what
was happening in South Africa.
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PB: When did you first become involved with the Church of the Brethren? (drops timer)

MSB: Um, well its interesting because my mother um my mother, it was 1968 that I
joined the Church of the Brethren and, but my mother was, we worked on the west side,
um the Bethany Hospital was once owned by the Church of the Brethren and um, and so
my mother worked at Bethany Hospital and through her work at Bethany Hospital
became affiliated with the church, which was right down the street from the hospital. And
you know all the administrators and I mean that little area on the west side was at one
point a community of Brethren people and they were like a little secluded community on
the west side. And um many of the people um, the church’s seminary was in that
community for many years and then the hospital was in that community so a lot of people
either went to the seminary worked at the hospital, went down the street to the church,
and because she worked there, and to me this is kind of a interesting story because, have
you ever heard of the Church of the Brethren before?

PB: Not before you told me. (giggles).

MSB: Oh ok. Yeah, most people you ask have never heard of the Church of the Brethren
and they’ll ask you questions like well are there sisters there are there women there
because brethren is in the name. So most people have never heard of the Church of the
Brethren, it’s a very small denomination. I’d never heard of the Church of the Brethren,
never had any you know sort of reason to necessarily go there other than the fact that my
mother worked there and somebody recruited her to go to church with them and she
started going to church with them. That was in like ‘60, I think she probably started going
to the church maybe in ‘67 and then we started going in ‘68. My sister and I were
probably baptized there in ‘68 or ‘69, just had that church was our Church of the Brethren
experience because the broader Church of the Brethren was a pretty white church and so
our church was a very sort of African-American church. There’s probably five African-
American Brethren churches in the whole world um so it’s a very white denomination.
There was no necessary reason why we would go to the church of the Brethren. It’s not
our church history, it’s not our, you know we didn’t grow up in a Church of the Brethren;
we grew up in a very different denomination. There was no reason other than the fact that
it was in our neighborhood that we would go there. I would since find out probably in the
middle 90s that my great, great, great, great grandfather was a member of the Church of
the Brethren, was one of the original Brethren members that came here from Germany.
My mother didn’t know that, I didn’t know that, just discovered it when I went to go visit
Nat, my mother’s sister and she had a picture of a you know a very ancient picture
(laughs) and it was so ancient and scary I was like who is that man? And she said you
know that’s you know one of your great grandfathers who was a member of the Church
of the Brethren. So in some ways it was you know sort of odd that we would be in this
community, going to this church, that nobody goes to cause there’s, I mean now we have
a membership of maybe 30 or 40 people, it’s a very small congregation, um so in some
ways I felt like hm, eventually my being there, I’m totally one that believes that you get
to places in your life not by your own doing but just by some other sort of something that
happens in the world that sort of puts you where you need to be. And um its no accident,
that it just happens in some strange ways, so you know, it was kind of, but it wasn’t until
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almost 30 years later that I realized that I had a personal connection to this church. But it
was, it was an activist church, um an activist in its own religious kinda way, and it’s a
peace church, it’s a historic peace church, so theyre very much involved in sort of peace
activities around the world and um the pastor, the pastor whose the pastor now, which
probably one of your collegues is interviewing, um is um, lived in South Aftrica for many
years and it was through them also that the church got very much involved. At least my
local church got very much involved in South Africa. The national church um had a
project in South Africa and I’'m not quite sure who instigated that um but certainly my
pastor and his wife sort of promoted the work of the church so.

PB: So why do you think that you became an activist?

MSB: Cause I think my parents, certainly my mother, was very much involved in Civil
Rights issues and her parents were also very much activists in their own day. I didn’t
know them but, so I think it’s sort of a bloodline thing that it just happens that way and
um and certainly there were you know, the time, the 60s was a time when, if you weren’t
sort of active, if you weren’t an activist, um then you, well ill put it like this. If your
living in the city, it was hard to kind of not be an activist. Um, if you were living outside
of the city, and were aware of sort of and opposed to the war, you might be an activist
against the war. Um, so there are obviously um, you know, probably a majority of people
who weren’t activists but I think if you were in any of those situations youre almost you
know, had to be an activist because it’s what everybody was doing at that time. At least
that’s what I thought.

PB: Um, what, um, what was like the first protest or demonstration that you participated
in?

MSB: I would say the first protest I went to was when King came to Chicago and he was
um, working with the Chicago Freedom Movement around um inequality in the public
school system. And there was this big huge demonstration at um Soldier Field against uh
the then superintendent of schools, Benjamin Willis who sort of had promoted something
called the Willis wagons which was, Chicago had a very segregated school system as it
still does, um had a very segregated school system, had um a very unequal school system
um and had a very overcrowded school system in black communities. So in black
communities, that was a community that was growing, and that was a community that
was sort of um overcrowding the schools and instead of building new schools or
changing the boundaries to um sort of more open up the opportunities for black students
to go to other schools that weren’t as crowded, he um built or put in these prefab
buildings behind the schools and they were either trailers or like you know these
prefabricated little mobiles and these mobiles were not heated in the winter and not
cooled in the summer. So kids had to go, that was how they dealt with the overcrowded
situation in black neighborhoods, by putting these prefabricated buildings that were just
as bad as overcrowding and um and it had just gotten to a point where you know teachers
actually, Al Raby, who was a teacher at the time um was the leader of the Chicago
Freedom Movement and was a teacher. He just had sort of gotten tired and they had this
big demonstration at Soldier Field and I remember goin to that demonstration and I
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remember keeping my protests signs so that when I got on the Greyhound bus to go back
home to Michigan I had my protests signs so that when my sister and I went back to
Michigan, we were quite prepared for the protests um that we participated in around our
library. So that was the first one that I remember and the most memorable and the largest
one probably one of the largest ones I’ve ever gone to in my life so.

PB: What um anti-apartheid groups were you a part of?

MSB: The one I remember the most, there were actually two. Um, and the one |
remember the most was CCISSA , was the community, Chicago Community in Solidarity
with the Alexandra community, C-I, C-C-I-S-S-A. CCISSA. And there was one before
that but I’m thinkin that it was much broader to Africa, Mozambique, Angola, and then
sort of morphed into more of a, of a committee to end apartheid in South Africa. And it’s
either, um and I don’t remember the acronym, it’s almost like it was the same as
CCISSA. But CCISSA was, | was a member, I wasn’t on the board or anything, but I was
just a member of the organizing and um that was focused on primarily, well there was,
um, okay, so there was one group that was prior to CCISSA, and then CCISSA kinda
came, um after um, there was kind of an end to apartheid. Um, and so there was
organizing that happened prior to Nelson Mandela being released. Um, that was just
much less clearer to me what my involvement was. I think it was much more connected
to the work that Prexy was doin and we had, we put out newsletters, and just tried to do a
lot of sort of organizing and educating around um apartheid in South Africa and sort of
tried to promote um sort of city council resolutions to end investments in South Africa.
So that, um I feel like I was much less connected um to that work but I was involved in it
so I went to meetings and I went to demonstrations and you know tried to get out
information about apartheid. But the CCISSA one was much more, I was much more
involved in that and that was really after Mandela had been released. Um, there was a lot
of organizing to sort of bring elections to South Africa. Um, and it seemed like it was sort
of a fate of complete, you know now weve got, Mandela has been released, the
government is going to um develop sort of this new constitution, and there going to sort
of develop this new government structure, and of course the blacks in South Africa will
be able to vote, and they can also sort of create their own sort of leadership.

PB: Ok we can get back to that because we’re kind of going out of order.

MSB: Oh ok. Oh ok ok.

PB: (laughs) That’s ok. So um so how did you contribute to like the divestment? Or is
that too far forward? Should I, is that like later, or?

MSB: No, you know it’s sort of a blur in terms of the timing of that. Because I remember,
I think it was in the middle 80s in the middle 80s that there was sort of that organizing
going on. And I remember that I had involvement in that but im not quite sure that I was
as, [ don’t remember my day to day involvement as much as I do with CCISSA. Um, but
I do remember um, sort of participating in um, demonstrations, and participating in um,
meetings, and helping to sort of put together newsletters, and you know going to
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meetings, organizing meetings and um, you know um, hosting um, South African
activists in Chicago and you know trying to help sponsor events where they were
speaking in out in various communities, um and um, also hosting um, I remember hosting
a delegation from um a couple of delegations, one from um South Africa, from the
Soweto area, and another delegation from the CapeTown area. Um, just sort of bringing
delegations to Chicago to speak to different groups about apartheid. And some of thses
groups were banned in South Africa, so they were um, what do you call them, um oh |
cant think of the name, but they were South African citizens that had been banned from
South Africa. So there were very few that were actually living at that time in South
Africa. They were living in other places in the world. Um, but you know, participating in
fundraisers and you know those kind of things. And again, you know I wasn’t sort of one
of the leaders, um I was kind of a good follower. I did a lot of um sort of helping to get
the world out, and sort of trying to understand the issue and um I believe it was, I cant
remember if it was, I mean Harold Washington was a major supporter of anti-apartheid
work so I cant remember if it was during his tenure or after that they worked to get a
disinvestment um resolution from the city council. Im almost thinking it was during his,
during his tenure. And that would have been prior to like 1987 or ’88. So I mean that
was, that was my involvement at that moment, at that point.

PB: How was it, um working for the city?
MSB: How was it?
PB: Like how um how did you get involved in your work for the city of Chicago?

MSB: Oh ok. Well I was um, (chuckle) to my, that was not a fabulous decision on my
part. Um I was in graduate school in *78, I graduated from social work school and in *77 1
um did my graduate internship with the city, um the city’s Department of Human
Services. And um and when I graduated I went there to work and I worked there from *78
to like °81, ’82. Um, and it was um, I mean I, (chuckles) as much as I, I mean I got a city
job because I had to, I knew someone who at that time, in order to get a job from the city
you had to have somebody give you a letter and the letters that you got was from a local
elected official, that was how you got hired. And um, that has since been considered
illegal to do that, um but you know I wanted to work for the city and I got my internship
supervisor was very political connected and got me a letter from a local alderman who
supported me getting a job with the city. So I was technically for a couple months
considered a patronage worker, which is what they call people who get, you know, um,
supported by elected officials to get a job, which was pretty much everybody. Um, and
then a couple years after, not even a couple years, I would say probably a couple months
after I was hired, um the city then um, was ordered by what was called the Shakman
Decree, to stop hiring people based on their political affiliation. I mean I had to declare
myself a democrat to my, I had to, actually it was in *77, *78, which was the first time I
had registered to vote and I had to be registered to vote in order to get a job with the city.
And um I worked in the planning department um and I worked for Head Start for
probably maybe 4 years. And I left there in um, actually I left there right after Harold
Washington was elected mayor. Um, and..
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PB: Why did you leave?

MSB: Well I got an opportunity to do something different and it was, it had nothing to
do, it had absolutely nothing to do with Harold Washington, um it had everything to do
with the fact hat I was recruited by um a group of women who had been involved in
Harold Washington’s election as I had um to run, to start a crisis network across the city.
And um, and it was, before Harold Washington was elected, um, resources for
community programs were limited to certain parts of the city and after he was elected, he
opened up those resources um, to a broader base in the city so there were more
community based organizations that got support from the city. So it was an opportunity
for people to work in community organizations that now were supported by the city so
this new program was started and um I was recruited to be the first director and it was
funded by the city and supported by the city so in so ways it was an extension of working
for the city. [ was no longer on the city’s payroll but I was now sort of running a program
that got city funding. It was a not for profit that got funded by the city so that’s why I left.
And I was kind of um, you know I had, I had never done politics um, before the Hard
Wash- I had never done electoral politics before the Harold Washington election because
I just hated city politics. I just thought it was the dirtiest and I had to sort of, I remember
when I got my job for the city I went to my supervisor and said I wanted to work for the
city, um, cause I was a social worker I wanted to, you know, I wanted to work for the
city. And he told me I needed a letter and I needed to get a letter from my political
representative and I didn’t even know who he was, I didn’t know what political ward I
lived in, I didn’t know any of that. And because my supervisor was interested in hiring
me, he kinda helped me figure that process out. And he said but you gotta go get a letter,
you’ve gotta go and get a letter. So I made an appointment to go meet with the
committeeman, who was also the alderman, they were sometimes the same person, to see
if I could get a letter of support for a job, and I remember walking in his office and um,
feeling like the scum of the earth because I said I’'m here to get a letter for a job and he
looked at me and he said, well little lady why would I give you a job when there are so
many men out there who are responsible for taking care of their families and need the job
and if I give you a job you’re just gonna off of in a few years and have babies. Well by
that time I had 2 kids was married and I was like deeply insulted by his um, sexism and
racism and all the other isms that he provoked. Um, and I think I went to see him twice
and finally my supervisor intervened and got a letter for me to get a job. But probably
two months after I got the job I got a call, maybe not even 2 months, I got a call from his
office saying I needed to come in and I needed to pay $400 for this job. You know they
would make you sell tickets for the party and all this kind of stuff, and I was scared to
death I was gonna lose my job. And he’s like you moved out of this ward. How dare you
move out of this ward and not tell us that oyu moved out of this ward you know it was
just sort of a lot of harassment and I um, (snap) and it was like in the next month the
Shakman Decree was declared, which means that none of us were beholden to these
political officials for our jobs which was great. Um, but, you know I still, there was still
this cloud over you because even though they couldn’t hire you and fire you based upon
who you supported politically, anybody who has a job knows that you can get fired for
just about anything and um so there was always sort of this (cough) pressure to um, to
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work um, for you know the politicians that were in office. And then Harold Washington
came along and ran and many of us supported Harold Washington and because we were
city workers we kind of had to do it on the down low, we didn’t want to make such a big
deal out of it cause we were all very much afraid he wasn’t gonna win and then we
wouldn’t have jobs, they would fire us because we were supporting him. And then after
he was elected, um, I just kind of felt like I didn’t wanna be under that kind of pressure to
feel like my job, my political work was dependent upon, my job was dependent upon my
political work, but then I also saw that there was an opportunity for me to do more stuff
in the community and to um and leave sort of city government which I never found to be
a very high level place to be anyway and so I left and felt like I could now do community
work, support the political elected officials I wanted to support, do the kinda political
work I wanted to do, and not feel like my job was gonna prohibit me from doing that kind
of stuff. So, it was, it was a good way to both support the Harold Washington
administration and not feel like I had to work for them on a day to day basis so that’s why
I left.

PB: Um, how did your degree in social work affect your activism?

MSB: Um, because I always thought that social workers, I came out of the misnomer
cause now I feel more differently about it but I always felt like social workers were
people who were consciencious about social issues and that that consciousness um, was
suppose to be directed towards social change. And um, and so I felt like I learned and,
you know I went back to school when I graduated from college, I went back to school
because I quickly realized that my, my employment would be limited if I didn’t have a
master’s degree so in the field that [ was in particularly, I was doing social work, I was
working in a small hospital on the west side of Chicago. In the social work department,
my supervisor had a master’s degree and I could just feel that my career would be really
limited if I didn’t have a master’s degree in that field. So I went back, and now if I had to
do it all over again I don’t know if I would go back to social work school. I think I might
choose another, choose another field um because I feel like, now I feel like social
workers in many ways, um, even though many social workers and probably most of the
social workers I know, um are politically aware and are politically conscious and are
politically involved, I think the school and social work in and of itself, the professional
within itself in many ways limits social workers’ ability to sort of act on their own sort of
political beliefs because the nature of 501(c)(3) is you cant really engage your political
um sentiments in the context of your work. You could be a social worker that can put
band aids on problems, you know you can work in fields that um, allow you to help
people, that experience social problems in their lives, but to act on sort of a political um
sensitivity um sometimes requires you to step outside of that role because you cant really
do it in the same way as, | mean you could be a community organizer, you could change
policy, you could do all of that, um kind of stuff but there’s, I still feel like there’s some
limitations and I also think that there’s a subtle um, socializing that happens of social
workers that makes them think that they’re making change when in fact they’re just sort
of promoting the status quo. And so while on the one hand I think there’s tremendous
history and potential in the social work field and that most of my friends who are social
workers also work for social change and in many ways are radical, that’s sometimes, you
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know we have welfare departments and we have you know hundreds of 501(c)(3)s that
are just putting band aids on problems and that aren’t really going to the root of the
problem and they’re staffed by social workers so.

PB: Um, so back to the 80s now, how did you react to Reagan being elected?

MSB: Oh, gosh. Let’s see. Well I was a big Jimmy Carter supporter, even though I’m not
even sure if I voted for him because I don’t even know if I was registered to vote so if |
was registered to vote I woulda voted for him. Um so of course it was heartbreaking
when he lost and Reagan won. Um, that was you know, and I didn’t even know, I was
sort of in a limbo, I mean it was a period where I was you know having kids finishing
school so my radical days were limited in that period of time. Um, but [ remember um,
you know in some ways feeling like um, Reagan was the worst thing that could of
happened to this country. And that no one thought that someone from California, who
was governor of California, who was a president, who was, who was, became governor as
a result of him being you know a popular actor, had the ability to be first of all governor
and then second of all to be president of the United States. And um, that period of really
entrenched conservatism was very scary. People were really afraid of what was gonna
happen um, when Reagan was elected. And so, in terms of real specific kinds of um,
(knocking) in terms of really very specific kinds of actions, I don’t even know that I
remember um, what specifically he did. Um, I just remember that it was just a really kind
of sad, gloomy, fearful time. Um, and it felt like the years of the 60s and 70s shifted a lot
when he was elected. Um, and that’s when we sort of started demonizing poverty, and
you know criminalizing um, communities and shutting down um, programs that had
promise and as a result of that, like public housing, or not even public housing, but
housing development, cause public housing should have never been a program that you
know institutionalized poverty. Um, but It did and I think Reagan coming in meant the
collapse of a lot of programs that had the potential of um, creating new opportunities for
people and um, it kind of started to happen, that erosion started to happen but, what I
remember the most, more than anything else, more than specifically what his policies
were, is the way which poverty was demonized. That now poor people were seen as the
problem. Crime was the result of poor people, and people of color as opposed to policies
that um, promoted poverty, it was like the people were the problem as opposed to the
problems being the problem. So that’s kind of you know that’s kind of what I remember
the most about sort of the Reagan years.

PB: What about um his policies towards South Africa?

MSB: I don’t know that I have really any knowledge of it. Um, let’s see, he was president
from late 70s...

PB: He came in office in like ’81.

MSB: Yeah ok so ’81. Um, I don’t know if I really have any idea what his policies were.
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PB: well let’s go back to the local level then and Harold Washington and after he passed
away. What affect did that have?

MSB: Oh, man. Um...

PB: I mean that’s kind of jumpin a little bit.
MSB: yeah

PB: But we’ve been kinda jumpin (chuckles)

MSB: Ok, his affect just sort of on us as a community of activists. Well, you know it’s
interesting because he died differently than King. King was assassinated and Harold
Washington died at office. Um, and so I remember exactly the moment and the day
where I was the day he died. I was actually doing a training, at that time I was working
for um the um sexual assault network and we’d been doing, our major program was a
training um people around the city to sort of um deal with sexual assault and domestic
violence and um that particular day we were focused on domestic violence and I was on
the west side and it was probably about 10 o’clock in the morning, 11 o’clock and the
morning and somebody called me and sort of in the middle of this training with all these
people and said that Harold Washington had just died of a heart attack. And um, it was, I
mean it was right before Thanksgiving and it was just the most dreadful, awful period of
mourning and I think the person who accompanied him to, it’s interesting the person who
accompanied him to the hospital was Linda Murray(?) who was his physician, who was
one of the leaders of the anti-apartheid movement in Chicago. Um, and I had knew her
through some of the Africa organizing work that had happened, um so I imagine it was
dreadful for her, but you know it was just a, you know, he had came and he had fought so
hard once he was elected he had fought so hard for the city council to not block
everything that he was trying to do that he had just been elected to his second term and he
had at that point a majority of city council representatives supporting him. So it was the
opportunity for him to be able to initiate some of the, some of the um things that he was
interested in and (snap) he died. So, you know, it was, people were fearful that you know,
I think people were, you know fearful that he was a very progressive mayor and that we
would go back to a period when we sort of had sort of city council business as usual, the
city would be business as usual, but, but there was also this kind of other feeling that you
know there are a lot of people who are elected as alder people under his time who
reshaped the city council in the city and that they could carry his um legacy even if he
was not here. Um, but there was a lot of fear and you know people in Chicago are very
sort of keyed to power. They understand that power is nasty and dirty and happens behind
closed doors and we witnessed on TV and some of us at you know city council how very
much the old machine just quickly (shwoop sound) went in and tried to, and were
successful in sort of snatching power away from people who had you know come under
the wings of Harold Washington. So, it was kind of um you know a very scary time and
um things haven’t been the same since. Um, but you know his election was kind of so
momentum, momentous it was, people were, uh I would say a majority of people didn’t
believe that a black man would ever be elected mayor of the city of Chicago, much less
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the president of the United States, but um so his death and what that represented for
progress was kind of scary to a lot of people I think.

PB: So what were some of the um anti-apartheid organizations that you were involved in?

MSB: well CCISSA was the main one. That’s the one I can remember and you know I
think that was a couple years after Harold Washington. Um

PB: Did you do anything um activism wise with the YWCA?

MSB: We did. And actually um, most of the work, most of the work that we did, you
mean around South Africa stuff?

PB: Yeah.

MSB: Yeah most of the work that we did was to sort of promote relationships with um
women’s organizations um that were involved in rape and sexual assault. And |
remember we did, we host a um, Diane Russell was a, Diana Russell is a um, women
activist professor from um, at that time I think Milbury College(?) maybe Newbury(?)
College. I cant exactly remember the name, who’d done a lot of work on South Africa,
who’d done a lot of work on rape and once sort of the um anti-apartheid movement
started to flourish, she produced a book on women of South Africa, and I think it might
have been actually been called the Women of South Africa, um and it was at that moment
that we realized that she was a South African woman. None of us knew her as a South
African women, we just sort of knew her as a rape, anti-apartheid rape activist. And um,
so many of us then, once we realized that she was from South Africa started to solicit her
involvement in trying to make some connections between um, you know sexual assault
and violence in the United States and sexual assault and violence in South Africa. And so
we hosted her several times and um, in Chicago, she was teaching in California and then
found out also that her brother was a Episcopalian priest in South Africa that was very
much involved in South African movement. So you know we tried to make some
connections between, we wanted to make sure that um there was a, um, organized effort
to make sure that women’s voices were heard in the development of the new constitution
of South Africa. And there were women, I mean you know women were at, in leadership
in South Africa so you know we weren’t trying to sort of promote their leadership, we
were just trying to be in solidarity with women who were organizers in South Africa and
to make sure that these issues, issues around violence, issues around rape and sexual
assault were issues that were also um, heard and promoted. So she was kind of a vehicle
for us to um, educate women around South African issues. It was kind of like she was
revered in the sexual assault community in the United States, I mean she was revered and
now that she, we understood her and had this connection, it just opened that door for us to
also educate women about what was going on in South Africa. I mean we didn’t do it in
a, we didn’t do it as part of a South African sort of um, organized committee work, but
we did it, as a matter of fact I kept trying to get the sexual assault groups to send me to
South Africa (claps) I was like we should go and do something with the women in South
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Africa. (claps) Um, but we hosted, as a matter of fact that’s when we hosted um this
women from Alexandra who was coming to Chicago anyway, we hosted her at the Y.
(Sirens in the background)

So we hosted a couple of um delegations of women at the Y as a way to sort of have
some exchange, as a matter of fact there’s a woman um who is um part, she’s probably
gonna be somebody that gets interviewed as part of this project, um who is um director of
the rape crisis center out in Lombard, Illinois who is South African and um is um is a
mixed race South African, has been here in the states for many years and was very much
involved in the South African, so between her and sort of the work that we were doing.
You know you ask me these questions and I start to remember things that I hadn’t really
thought about for a long time. You know we wanted to um, you know make sure that
there was a way that whatever communities we were working in here in the states were
ways that we could open the door to helping them understand what was happening in
South Africa. So that, for that period of time I remember, I worked at the Y from like 83
to like 87 or ’88 and it was kind of in that time that I was sort of becoming more
involved in sort of this uh committee on South Africa. But also doing it through, more
through the women’s work that I was doing at the Y. So that was, I’'m glad you asked me
that because I hadn’t thought about that very much. Um, and I can see the women who
had came to visit us.

PB: So what was your specific role in the organization?
MSB: I was just a member. You mean the committee on solidarity?
PB: Yeah whatever you want.

MSB: Ok yeah I was just a member. I didn’t have a leadership position, I don’t think I
was on a committee, I mean I don’t think I was a leader of a committee. Um I think I was
just a good loyal member of the work and was involved in promoting the issue in
whatever ways the organization um you know, promoted it and some of it was through
the work at the Y and I would say that probably that which I felt much more connected to
was the work that came out of my church. Um I was also involved with a group named
Synapsis and the South African, both the sister city Alexdra committee and the prior to
that the disinvestment work was done. Synapsis was like this umbrella organization [lifts
arms over head like an umbrella] um that has sort of this social justice um organization
that had lots of different projects, and one of them was their South African project. And
so they also had a Philippines project, and they had a Burma project, and you know it was
sort of like if you had an interest and you needed to have a home for your work, you
could go to Synapsis and Synapsis was mostly Brethren and Mininite religious folks and
so the South African work was done under Synapsis and I was on the board of Synapsis
and the project that I was interested in was the South African project so it was kind of
through Synapsis that I was more formally involved in the South African work. And you
know we were all, there were so many different organizations that kinda named
themselves different things because maybe they were focused on a particular aspect of
ending apartheid and I shouldn’t just say ending apartheid but ending both the formal, the
formal mechanisms of apartheid as well as sort of the remnants of apartheid which I think
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the um (phone ringing) um CCISSA group did. (ringing again) [gets up and looks out the
door] Oh I don’t need to get it. Sorry.

PB: (chuckles) It’s ok.

MSB: Um so it was through Synapsis that I was more formally connected with um
CCISSA and that group. You know there were a couple things it was interesting because
I just have memories of um being involved in a lot of different kinds of organizing
activities and you know my mother was involved and my children were involved and so
we were involved in walkathons and we were involved in protesting in front of the South
African Conciliate and um we were involved in bringing over delegations um we were
involved with in um, and I would say probably the last significant um work that I did, or
the last significant thing I was involved in was um, we went as a delegation, the church
sent over a delegation of maybe about 10 of us to South Africa, um in the early ‘90s. This
was before; this was probably right after Nelson Mandela was released. Um, but certainly
before the elections and um, so you know just learning about the issue, helping to
organize and engage people in understanding what it was. I don’t think, I mean I wasn’t
like on the steering committee, I might have been at some point on the steering
committee but I think everybody at some point was probably involved at that level. You
know these were big, these small bodies of people, um as you sort of think back you sort
of think obviously there had to be sort of this massive organizing effort to change such a
massively corrupt government. Um and it was in hindsight but at the moment there were
these little pockets of organizing activities, some of which had major impact, so you
know um contacting your local officials to support a resolution to disinvest, um, your um,
your government’s money from companies that do business in South Africa was a huge
endeavor but when you stop and think about it, you think ok this was involved in me
contacting three or four local officials that I know, you know in some ways it was small
but it was really big and had a really big impact when you think about, you know,
meeting every week or meeting every month or on-going meetings and stuff, it feels like
it’s a lot but in the scheme of your life it may not be uh the most important thing that
you’re doing at that moment but it’s like if you don’t do it, you don’t see this most
important change happen. So I dunno, it’s hard to explain it, but you know it’s sort of like
this little group of people, and I think really the people that are the organizers, it was a
little group of people who did a hell of a lot of work and got a whole lotta other people
somehow involved at various pieces. And I was sort of one of those people from time to
time [ was involved at a coordinating role but maybe it was just for one event or couple
of events but never years and years and years of involvement but you stop back and
think, ok from the early 80s to 90s, that’s like 10 years of your life, what’s not 10, for me
it was not ever every day of my life. Um, it was for significant pieces of my life but never
really kind of, not somebody, not somebody like a Lisa Brock, or a Prexy Nesbitt, who
that’s what they live to do. Um, it was important to us but it was important that they
involved us as opposed to us sort of thinking through what would be the next level of,
you know, I would have loved to been involved in the conversations, ok what’s the next
level, how do we step up this organizing, I was never involved in that.

PB: can you tell me more about your trip to South Africa?
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MSB: Yeah um. Um, Joan Garag(?), who was my pastor, who was my pastor’s wife, was
the one who was in charge of this project, the South African project, and um, had at that
point, Chicago had entered into this relationship with Alexandra, which is a township in
South Africa, that is like a million people living in one square mile. Um, and the work
was really focused on, um I think they represented, Alexandra represented some of,
probably some of the most um astute radical organizers in South Africa. I mean they had
a, um, they had a uh, had developed a consciousness and an analysis and an
understanding of what needed to be the next steps of South Africa that they were not so
much the reactionary politicians, there were a lot of them in South Africa. So I guess the
Chicago committee had decided to adopt um Alexandra as it’s sister city as a way to sort
of promote resourcing Alexandra and helping to prepare them for the next level of both
political involvement and taking over this country, so there were a lot of political activists
in South Africa. So our church had been supporting um work in South Africa and um just
said, our church meaning the broader church, said, Joan went to them and asked if they
supported a delegation going and they said they would. I mean we had to raise our own
money but they helped to support that. So there were 10 of us um from the church, not
just my church but the churches around, not all African-Americans, I think half of us
were African-Americans, and we went over for I dunno maybe 7 or 8 days um and the
goal first and foremost was to learn from what was happening in South Africa- what was
learn- what was happening in Alexandra just to figure out ways to be supportive of their
political organizing. Um, but then also to see what sort of other political activities were
happening in other parts of um South Africa. So we went to Johannesburg, which is
where Alexandra is. We went to Johannesburg and then we went to um, Durbin, which is
very much of a hot bed of political organizing and activity. We never did go to Cape
Town, we didn’t go that far south, um but we met with groups, we met with groups and
we went to this one town. I mean the political organizing in South Africa was so intense,
so intense and so vicious um in the sense that you know there were many political parties
and the government was supporting a lot of very reactionary political groups, so there
were very few groups that were really representative of sort of Mandela’s sort of
mandate. And so um there was a lot of sabotaging of political organizing. People were
getting killed, you know um, just all kinds of, you know the worst kinds of um, really you
know um political empowerment. So it some ways it was a great opportunity but on the
other hand it was a time when uh you know a whole was up for grabs. But I must say,
despite of all of that, there was an astute and educated political um constituency that was
ready for change in South Africa. And what they needed, I think what they needed more
than anything was outsiders to support them, financially and to support them
ideologically, but they had the tools and the knowledge to organize themselves. They
knew what they wanted, they had developed leadership. So we went to Alexandra and I
was very impressed um we went to you know, people, it was interesting because in
Alexandra people lived like..

[puts fingers on desk to show]

So here’s was your house, here was your house, here’s another house, here’s another
house, so let’s say so like four little houses here, they all um basically shared water
supply, so it’s almost like little huts, but not really huts, they were more um shanty town
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types. And so, and each one of these little houses, maybe like 15 or 20 people living in
like one room.

PB: Wow.

MSB: So it was like very, very dense population with um people sharing water supplies,
and very little electricity of any living here but they had, so this little collection of four
home, this was like a little, um they had elected their own little leadership. And the
leadership from that little group joined up, and the leadership from this group you know,
joined up and then they elected their representatives and then that representative would
go and it would be like a whole little block. They would elect their representatives to the
point where they sort of had build up this coudre of sort of elected officials who
represented people at the lowest level, so they had this tremendous um, network of very
sophisticated political um, governmental system because they also had to create a little
quazi government to manage the day-to-days needs of people. So they really had you
know people who hadn’t had much of any education, had a very sophisticated uh
democratic process going. So we were learning more, I felt like I was learning more from
them then they were getting from us. But it was really kind of a way to be supportive and
to see how much passion people had for their own sort of freedom. And uh so, you know,
we participated in a lot of meetings from people at that local level all the way up to, we
didn’t meet with Mandela but people who worker for Mandela, and before, actually
before he was elected.

PB: What emotions were you feeling when he did get elected?

MSB: Oh man. I wish I hadda been there. I mean (claps) I’m like that was the moment |
would have loved to been in South Africa. And I woulda, I didn’t participate in the
elections, I know a lot of my colleagues went down, um for the election and participated.
But you know we were glued to the TV. My pastor went and he um, was, you know, um
was an election worker on the day of election, or the days of election and it was like you
know if we could put that much passion into, I mean obviously we saw it in the Obama
election, but if we could put that much passion into participating in you know the
development of change and democracy and people voting for their own you know needs
being met, you know it’s like the most exciting moment but its like, you, we were glued
to the TV and you know watching and you know communicating with him and you know
just hearing about and you know seeing people standing in miles and miles of lines for
days to go and vote. I mean it was a, you know, you feel like, it’s hard to believe. (claps)
And what was harder to believe, it was harder to believe that this transition of power
happened so non-violently. You know, no one thought that as entrenched as apartheid
was and how devastating the lives of people of color was, that a, that a society that had a
vast majority of its population um, as the political minority, would ever um, transition of
power non-violently. It was like, to me it was like tremendous, um, witnessing, a
tremendous peaceful way in which people, civilized people can shift to power Now, post-
apartheid, post election is another story because you know what has happened over the
years since then is um, you know, defies some of the um, development but not really
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because people were, people who lived as um, oppressed as South Africans lived
certainly had enough opportunity to respond violently and they didn’t and um so.

PB: Let’s kind of wrap this up now. So um, what do you think that you’re most proud of?
MSB: In terms of South Africa, organizing?
PB: Yeah and activism and everything we kind of went through (chuckles).

MSB: Oh. Hm. Um, I think I probably am most proud of the fact that I was able to
involve my children in understanding these broad, international issues and that um, that I
learned from, I learned from people who um, made a difference. And I was able to be
mentored and um, involved and, I was mentored and encouraged to be involved in people
who I think made a difference in that context, their work really, really made a difference
and that they, the little meager efforts and little tiniwini bit of money that these people
had made such a big difference in supporting such a massive change in the world and that
who would of thought that anybody would of cared about Africa? Who would of thought
that anybody would have cared about Africa? And so to me it was like to have um, any
involvement and have lived that period of my life at all, whatever I did, whatever little
meager involvement I had um, shaped my whole thinking of Africa, as a continent, you
know South Africa as a um, as a place where, and people who have nothing still have the
ability to change their life given, um you know, some ability to think about their lives
have to make that change. So I would you know say just having lived through that period
was probably for me, very um significant and I would say being able to live and actually
involve my children, um, in it at the same time, and my mother. I mean my mother, in
some ways was the instigator, and my mother was white. And I only say that because
there’s nothing significant in terms of her being white. What was significant to me is to
sort of see a white person in that role and I don’t even know if I think about her being
white, she passed away a year ago but, I don’t even know if I think of her in that role but
I think, wow she was able to transcend her race in a racist society and she lived her life a
different kind of person. And to me, she was a real model of how people can live their
life differently even in when the odds are against them. So it means anybody can do that,
whatever color you are. So that generational experience was really kind of special for me.
I think I wouldn’t of appreciated it as much if I not spent, nurtured by my mother and
then been able to sort of nurture my children into um, see the, that kind of change happen
in our lifetime.

PB: If Mandela was here right now, what would you say to him?

MSB: Oh my God. Well first of all, I would say, um, this morning I woke up thinking
that um, I wrote this on my facebook, that I think that I’'m thinking too much and that I’'m
overthinking and that I need to stop overthinking and um, and somehow somebody
responded to be, start living and stop thinking so much. It led to another comment and
somehow Mandela came into this or maybe it’s because I knew you were coming today.
But you know, I was thinking about how, oh I know what I was thinking about how here
i1s a man who, oh this one woman wrote on there, what does it feel like to be free? And I
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said, well Mandela is a perfect example of someone who does not let the chains on their
body um, control or um, control the way in which they think, and that he was able to be
free in his mind, which led him being free in his body. And the last thing I said is free
your mind and your ass will follow.

PB: (laughs)

MSB: I mean that’s one of my favorite quotes. But I guess I would say thank you for the
model of endurance that you provided for all of us to see how strong one can be even in
the midst of such um, you know, in the ultimate, which is the ultimate, which is
incarceration for a vast period of your life. And that, you did it with such grace and that
you were such a graceful person that you know, you were able to assume power and then,
and then give it up. And not feel like it’s yours to own and to me that’s such a wonderful
example of how we don’t have to own power, that it’s, you know, it’s our lives that we
should own and it’s not power. So, you know, I would just thank him for, for the many
examples of how we live our lives. And um, think about humanity in response to that, um
you know, I mean I’m always jealous when I see Prexy’s pictures of himself with
Mandela and all these people with Mandela cause I’ve never, I’ve never met him before.

PB: What do you think that your biggest contribution to the movement was?

MSB: Oh let’s see. I dunno, I guess I would say um, my um, opportunity to sort of open
doors for other people’s awareness of the issues in South Africa and being sometimes a
vehicle for that and um, you know, um and I think that um, you know, there, people can
do all kinds of things and if you ever, if you ever think that you cant make a difference
than you’re not gonna get involved. And so I think everybody has to see themselves as
being a vehicle to make a difference however small that contribution is, because if all of
us feel that way then no one ever sort of comes together and so, you know it takes leaders
to mobilize us, but it also takes us, who are willing to be mobilized to make, um, sort of
those movements happen, so [ would say um, just being open and aware and wanting to
communicate and wanting to um, learn, um from you know, people who live their lives
differently than us, and to communicate to other people, and to sort of bring other people
along, so.

PB: So what person or event like mobilized you or influenced you the most?

MSB: Um, let me think. Oh, God. This is gonna be hard because it’s like what do I
remember um, and if I say something will it be the thing that I really think mobilized me.
I would say that my involvement, I remember the, one of the things that I remember the
most is, one day, I don’t remember the day, one day, sitting in the auditorium at Crane
Junior College listening to Black Panthers speak. I was so moved by the speech that I
quickly ran and joined the Black Panther party and I would say that’s the thing that
opened other doors for me to be involved in, and even though I was involved in the Civil
Rights stuff and stuff, that was kind of the thing that stirred my passion and kind of made
me feel like, you know as a young person, oh wow this is really exciting, I can get really
involved in this, and it was the thing that made me think about the world as opposed to
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just Chicago. It made me think about our relationship to the rest of the world because
then I got to meet people who were doing things, I got to think about things in a different
kind of way, and I would say that particular moment I remember was an awakening
moment, but I certainly think that Prexy Nesbitt um, has probably had the most long term
um, do you know Prexy? [nod my head] Oh, ok. (laughs) I was like, oh yeah I’'m sure you
do but I never asked you that, has had the most long term, because I’ve known him since
1969 and he’s been very consistent in his work and he’s been able to connect um, all of
his work back to local and international and um, and I don’t see him a lot but um, he was
the first person who, um you know made me sort of challenge my own ideas about
politics. So I would say both sort of, um, becoming a, you know, joining that, moment
when I decided I wanted to be a part of the Black Panther party and also knowing that,
and I think also that I was living in Prexy’s building at that time, I dunno what he thought
of the Panthers at that time, but also having him as someone who was educating me about
Africa, and educating me about Southern Africa, was probably the moment in which I
um, felt like I could act on my political beliefs in a way that um, you know, I could be
more connected, I think to the world. So I would say that those most two things probably
made a difference for me. Sometimes I just wish that I, you know, I had a family in
between, got married and divorced, married again, you know so there were a lot of sort of
life changes in my life that made me always challenge, should I be doing more stuff at
home or should I be doing more stuff, you know that’s always sort of the challenge
people face is you know, how much should I be contributing to the world, changing the
world and how much should I be contributing to changing my own kids’ lives. And you
know, how do you marry those two things so they’re that they’re not, neither of them are
disruptions in your life but they’re just kind of consistencies in your life. And I think they
were moments when they were disruptions in my life and I had to pull away and be more
sort of a home body and then I got really tired of just being a home body and I felt like
that I needed to be more involved. And I probably would have been much more, sort of,
at a higher level of involvement but I just couldn’t, personally I just had more sort of
family, life challenges that were, that made it really difficult to be that much involved
um, as [ would have liked to been. But I think if I look back over my life, I am very
thankful for the opportunities that I had.

PB: I think that’s a good place to end.

MSB: Ok.
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