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Foreword

Crossing Fences is a community program based on a 
simple, age-old process ‒ people learning from one 
another through the oral tradition.  There are stories, 
insights, perspectives and facts within all of us.  And, 
all too often, we take little time to share them.

In Summer 2012, SLB Radio Productions, Inc. 
(SLB), in partnership with University Prep at 
Pittsburgh Milliones 6-12 in the Hill District, convened 
a group of  students in its media lab.  While learning 
about digital audio recording, the group also spent 
time discussing attributes of male role models and 
identifying African American men with a connection 
to the Hill District to be interviewed. With support 
as needed, students then arranged, conducted and 
edited the interviews presented in this book and CD.  
Each student received a netbook computer as a 
reward for the hard work involved in giving voice 
to others.

Additional audio and photos are available at
www.neighborhoodvoices.org/crossingfences.  
Special thanks to Carl Truss, Matt Geiger, and the 
staff at University Prep at Pittsburgh Milliones 6-12.

For additional copies of this book, other neighborhood 
oral history publications, or information about conducting 
a project in your own community, contact SLB Radio 
Productions, Inc. at slb@slbradio.org or 412.586.6300.
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Robert Bowden   
Born 1946 - Champion of the Underdog
Interview by Isaiah Brice-Pickens & Terrell Truss-Moore
Excerpts from Track 1

Some teachers have a knack for just really looking 
right through you and knowing exactly who you are, 
seeing your deficits, seeing your potential, and getting 
it out of you.  When I was a freshman...I turned [a] 
paper into [my English teacher] four times.  She read 
it, threw it right back at me. Not out of anger, she 
was pushing me.  

The main people who helped me were the people in 
the education system. You’ve gotta stay in school. 
You’ve gotta get your power from books. 

I decided to go to Howard [University] and when I 
went there, I was still street-minded. I was still going 
through this metamorphosis. It was a culture shock…
I got my seeding…but it didn’t blossom there.  So, I 
came back here to Pittsburgh [and] learned the value 
of hard work. I learned there’s integrity in all work.  
Eventually, I just went back to school.  I chose social work. 

I...fell for the same messaging that all young men of 
color receive...in regards to who you are and how the 
system prefers you to define yourself.  Put your work 
in now...so that people…or systems can’t exploit you, 
because you’ll know the rules. Never let anybody 
else define you. 

He was an intelligent guy and I was        
impressed when he showed me these old 
pictures of the Hill District back in the 

day. For example, Wylie Avenue. 
Right now if you walked on that street 

it would look like a ghost town.
 – Isaiah Brice-Pickens, age 16

 Mr. Bowden was positive. He thinks of 
good things, kept up the good work 

and got a good education. 
–Terrell Truss-Moore, age 10
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State Rep. Jake Wheatley
Born 1971 - Veteran, Visionary Leader
Interview by David Jones & Isaiah Brice-Pickens
Excerpts from Track 2

I wasn’t always the refined person you see before 
you.  When I went into the Marine Corps [at 17], 
I still had a discipline problem.  The lieutenant that 
I happened to be attached to…gave me two books…
one was The Autobiography of Malcolm X and one 
was The Art of War.  That gesture, and those books, 
changed my life forever.

I never wanted to be an elected official...but when 
[the opportunity came] it made me think about my 
role, my responsibility to the next generation. 

Violence is a learned behavior. [There are] systemic 
things that we need to change: real job opportunities 
for folks, quality education, helping men and women 
determine how to be men and women without being 
physical. 

Totally eliminate violence? Some people say it can’t 
be done.  I say whenever you say can’t, that probably 
means that you don’t want to put the effort in. 

You wanna resolve crime and violence? You wanna 
resolve the education crisis? If you want to really talk 
about neighborhood development and communal 
development, you gotta attack poverty. 

You really need to have engaged citizens, like yourselves, 
keeping the issue in front of all of us as leaders. You 
sometimes have to drive leaders to the agenda.  

   He explained to us how you can make 
your life easier while you’re young. 

– David Jones, age 15
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Ron Jones    
Born 1972 - Dean of Students
Interview by Terrell Truss-Moore & Isaiah Brice-Pickens 
Excerpts from Track 3

I graduated from Westinghouse High School in 1990. 
Growing up in Homewood was a challenge…there 
was crime, drugs, and gangs.  I had to make the decision...
do I want to follow what some of these individuals 
are doing or do I want to take a different route? 

That’s...a challenge even today, individuals feeling 
like...this is what most of my peers are doing and 

maybe I need to do that too. But it’s not the way. You 
can still associate with whoever you want to, it’s just 
how you associate with them. 

Being in education, it’s a challenge.  But that’s why 
I’m in this position. It’s more so about seeing 
prosperity and future gain from our youth.  There are 
some times where I feel like I’m not doing enough.  
When I look at things that I may not have done right, 
I have to really reflect and know next time I’m going 
to do it a little differently.

One thing that I truly believe is that every youth, no 
matter how difficult life is, no matter what type of 
choices this individual makes, I always feel that 
everyone can make a change. Everyone can improve, 
and that’s what continues to drive me to do what I do.

He said the best advice he could give us is 
to do well in school, set goals for yourself 
and try to accomplish them, and don’t be 

brought down by the kids who don’t want 
to do right. 

– Isaiah Brice-Pickens, age 16

He motivated me to keep my hopes up. 
– Terrell Truss-Moore, age 10
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Rev. Johnnie Monroe 
Born 1941 - Voice of Hope
Interview by Timothy Zigler & Isaiah Brice-Pickens
Excerpts from Track 4

I went to a school that was founded by the Presbyterian 
Church. One [of my role models] is...Lily B. Nelson.  She 
taught me in 7th grade.  I learned from her dignity. 
I learned from her that I was as good as anyone else.

One of the greatest institutions in the black community 
is the church. Had it not been for the black church, 
we would not have had the civil rights movement 
[or] many of the black institutions of higher learning.  
The church has produced great leaders. 

I’m very hopeful for today’s youth. I’m convinced 
that we have some of the most intelligent young people 
in the world today. 

Angel, to me, denotes that sense of goodness, and I see 
in every child that sense of goodness. I’m convinced 
that young people, children, are basically good, and 
it’s our responsibility to pull the good out of them.

He gave us tips on things that we should 
look out for growing up. He talked about 

important things we should know 
about being a man. 

- Isaiah Brice Pickens, age 16

The interview with him was very powerful. 
He had a lot to say and a lot that I didn’t 
expect. He refers to children as his angels 
and he thinks that people today are very 
bright and smart, but it’s just that little 

group that goes off and does 
the wrong thing. 

– Timothy Zigler, age 18
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Paul Ellis, Jr., Esq. 
Born 1969 - Continuing August Wilson’s Legacy
Interview by Isaiah Brice-Pickens & Terrell Truss-Moore
Excerpts from Track 5

I used to work various jobs [while] in school and...
experienced various forms of racism.  I started thinking that 
if I didn’t maximize my education, I was going to be subject 
to mistreatment for a very long time to come.   A friend...
said,“as an attorney, you’ll always have a job. You can 
graduate from law school, pass the bar exam, and just start 
working for yourself.” When you tell a young black man in 
Pittsburgh something like that, that is extremely powerful.

August Wilson is my uncle.  He introduced me to 
arts and culture in a way that resulted in my deep 
appreciation for it to this day.  

A lot of people didn’t understand August Wilson 
when he was first starting out. He used to walk around 
the Hill District with a tie on and he was dressed a 
little differently; he often had a pen and paper in his
hand and nobody knew why. So, he was very talented, 
but he wasn’t taken as seriously...as early as he 
should’ve, and that’s one of the reasons his house is 
important to me.  I figured one of the best ways 
that I could honor his legacy would be to create an 
environment where young artists and talented people 
from the community can have an opportunity to 
develop themselves. 

He gave us tips on things that we should 
look out for growing up. He talked about 

important things we should know 
about being a man. 

– Isaiah Brice-Pickens, age 16

He bought his uncle’s house because, if no-
body would’ve bought it, it would’ve been 

torn down. He probably would like to 
remember him, where he grew up and what 

his childhood was like in that house.
– Terrell Truss-Moore, age 10
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Chief Nate Harper  
Born 1953 - Chief of Police, Pittsburgh Ambassador
Phone interview by Timothy Zigler & David Jones
Excerpts from Track 6

I grew up in the Hill District in Sugartop/Schenley 
Heights [and went] to three schools ‒ Madison,
Herron Hill and Schenley. During my childhood I 
also ran track and cross country, and I played the 
drums in the band and orchestra.

What inspired me to become a police officer was see-
ing the way the neighborhood was starting to turn, 

meaning the drugs...and the effects it was having on 
our communities. It was...devastating, so I wanted to 
do something positive in the community.

I face challenges every day trying to make sure we 
continue to do the right thing for...our citizens and 
family members, making sure that we have a department 
that is functional and diverse, not only in the makeup 
of the department, but in the minds of the officers.

We have to look at...community needs...social and 
educational; we can’t only look at it from a law 
enforcement side.  To change a person’s mind from 
going into crime, you have to give them alternative 
things to do.  We go to communities, to schools, talk 
to the kids to show them that...there are different job 
opportunities...education being the key. 

He’s a nice guy…a respectable leader. 
If anybody would need any type of 

life-changing advice on anything, 
you would go to him. 

– David Jones, age 15

He’s been through a lot as a cop and he's 
working hard to change Pittsburgh and 

make it safer...and I appreciate it. 
–Timothy Zigler, age 18



18 19

Rev. Donus Crawford
Born 1947 - Serving Students, Serving God
Interview by Terrell Truss-Moore & Terron Jackson
Excerpts from Track 7

The biggest impact on me was my grandmother.  She 
always said...“that boy gonna be a preacher.”  Her 
brother was pastor of Ebeneezer Baptist Church...Rev. 
J.C. Austin.  We went to church in those days and stayed 
there all day because there were other programs and 
my grandmother was there for all of them.  She would 
cook in the kitchen and feed folk after the service.

My childhood...was one of the happiest experiences 
that I had.  My mother worked at Bell Telephone.  My 
role model was my father. He worked hard, did the 
hardest work you could possibly imagine, that most 
men won’t do today.  He raised me and took care of 
me, made sure we had food...nice clothes.  All the 
neighborhood kids knew him, because he spent time 
with all of us.  If we shot marbles, he shot marbles. If 
we flew kites, he flew kites. He was the perfect father.

I was talking about ministry one time and not 
having one, and a lady in my neighborhood said, 
“Don’t you realize that your ministry is what you’re 
doing: those kids in the Pittsburgh Public Schools. 
You’ve been working with them for years. Your ministry 
is them.”

He said his grandma told him that he'll be 
a reverend when he grew up, but he didn’t 

believe her. But now he is. 
- Terron Jackson, age 17

Reverend Donus Crawford grew up on 
Anaheim St., went to Madison school, got 

a good education. He was a teacher. 
-Terrell Truss-Moore, age 10
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André McGee 
Born 1969 - Coach, Counselor
Interview by Timothy Zigler
Excerpts from Track 8

My childhood, we didn’t really have a lot of things...
but, more importantly, we had a strong family foundation 
and I’ve learned that was way more important than 
other things we wished for.

Something that I’ve learned: everything that happens 
to you in life has a reason and you just have to hang 
in there and to be able to discover what the reason was.

The area has changed a lot.  But I think the biggest 
thing is the absence of a lot of the programming that 
we had when we were younger. We had stable little 
league programs and stable summer camps. There 
was more opportunities available which created less 
idle time and less violence and less negative activity, 
because everybody was involved in some things.

I always wanted to utilize my personal experiences...
to help other people to be the best that they can be.  
The only thing that can stop you is you.  Everything 
you do now will affect you later.

He’s a very inspiring person and he hopes 
for the best for kids of all ages. Going into 

college, he told me that there’s nobody 
stopping me from what I need to do except 

for myself, and I should just keep going. 
– Timothy Zigler, age 18
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Bruce Ganaway  
Born 1956 - Musician, Devoted Father, Supportive Son 
Phone interview by Terrell Truss-Moore & Isaiah Brice-Pickens
Excerpts from Track 9

Both [my father] and my mother taught me a lot 
about life. My father taught me about morals and 
strong work ethic, and my mother taught me morals 
and education. They made all of their children well-
rounded. There were things that I was faced with in 
this life that, if it wasn’t for my mother and father, I 
don’t think I would’ve made it through.

My greatest challenge… it’s actually raising my son. 
It’s the most challenging, but I’m happy to say the 
rewards are abundant. When I hear people talking 
about him, it’s just amazing.  I guess I didn’t do too bad!  

My music career, it’s funny, I guess you would say I 
borderlined fame. I did seek fortune, but fame seeked 
me. My instrument was the bass guitar.  I had my 
own band...From there, things branched out for me. I 
had the chance to meet Clifford Robinson; due to him, I 
really got into music.  He showed me the correct way 
to perform. He showed me the things to look out for 
like not getting into drugs and don’t let the success 
of music go to your head.  I went from that band to 
a national show band, but when I made it to Vegas, 
that’s when fame went after me -- and it frightened 
me. I was going to go on a [world] tour, but I had 
heard about my father getting sick...and I came back 
to [Pittsburgh].  I went to Triangle Tech, I obtained a 
degree, left music and went into the work force.

Sometimes I think about music, but I don’t regret 
coming back and helping my father...if I had to do it 
all over again, I would do the exact same thing.

I was born with a great gift, and that’s the gift of my 
parents and the love that they gave, not just [to] me, 
but [their] eight kids. I’ve been rewarded over and 
over and over again as a result of that. 

His positivity was so great, 
he wasn’t negative about anything. 

–Terrell Truss-Moore, age 10

I knew Mr. Ganaway for a long time, but 
I never knew that he was a musician.  He 

was actually on the borderline of fame, 
but he had to leave all of it behind. 

– Isaiah Brice-Pickens, age 16
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Carl Truss   
Born 1948 - Cameraman
Interview by Terron Jackson & Chazz Daniels
Excerpts from Track 10

I was born and raised in McKeesport.  Before I was 
married, I was a still photographer. In McKeesport, 
there’s a photographer named Percy Garland, who 
had his own studio, which was unusual for a black 
man back then.  One of the things he told us is that 
you never say something can’t be done. It’s best 
to say I don’t know how to do something, and ask 
somebody to show you. 

I moved to the Hill District in 1984. I was engaged to 
Sheila Howell, who had been born and raised [there].  
One of the things that surprised me was that it was 
a lot like...McKeesport. It was a very community-
oriented place. 

When I got to the Hill I was attending community college. 
I had also done an internship with Warner Cable 
with their home sports entertainment division...I 
still had contact with the Pirates, and so I’d gone 
down there and taken the test to be a cameraman. 
I did pretty well with that so I became a camera-
man for the Pirates and from there I went on to the 
Steelers, the Penguins and also Pitt.

There’s so much pride and enthusiasm that you feel 
when you...step into an arena.  To see everybody 
come together...is fantastic. When you’re inside...it 
doesn’t matter who you are ‒ doctor, lawyer, black, 
white, whatever ‒ everyone is into that game.  I’d 
love to see the day that this kind of spirit of togetherness 
would continue [everywhere].

He said the best way to start was just 
to get a camera and take pictures 

of everything. 
– Chazz Daniels, age 17

There was a photographer in his          
neighborhood that inspired him 

to be a photographer. 
–Terron Jackson, age 17
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Councilman Daniel Lavelle
Born 1977 - Follows Footsteps, Makes Footsteps
Interview by Chazz Daniels & David Jones
Excerpts from Track 11

[My grandfather] had a saying ‒ when you see a 
problem and recognize it, you have an obligation to 
address it.  

One summer break when I was back home, I met  
Jake Wheatley and at the time he was working for a 
councilman by the name of Sala Udin. I got to know 
Jake, and he knew of my interest in government and 

politics. I graduated from Kent State and was actually 
looking for a master’s degree, but prior to doing so I 
got a call from Jake [about] interviewing for a position 
to work for a Councilman...given that I always had 
a general interest and didn’t know how else you got 
into that field, I said sure. 

There’s very little that you, yourself, make happen. 
What you have to do is coalesce everyone and work 
with your various partners.

I generally have...a book that I normally carry around 
with me, and in it there’s probably about a hundred 
different things that I’m working on in some form 
or fashion.  Some things do get stuck in the political 
process, some things may slow down for lack of 
financing...oftentimes I’ll look at my book and realize 
all that I haven’t done. At the same time, you then 
have to take pleasure in looking at what you have 
been able to accomplish, big or small. 

His grandfather owned a bank called 
Dwelling House that loaned money to 
blacks to buy houses and new homes. 

And he did this when no one else would 
loan blacks money. 
– Chazz Daniels, age 17

His grandfather was one of the men to 
actually set up a deal for African 

Americans to even have a shot at loans… 
and a chance pretty much at life. 

– David Jones, age 15
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Malcolm Thomas  
Born 1969 - Mentor, Life Coach
Interview by Terron Jackson & Chazz Daniels
Excerpts from Track 12

[My dad and I] were really close when I was little.  
We were together all the time, he would come to my 
games...he’s the one that got me reading the dictionary 
when I was six years old.  But he was tough...he 
didn’t take a lot of foolishness.
My grandfather is the greatest person I’ve ever seen 
in my life. His birthday is the same day as Nelson 

Mandela ‒ July 18, 1918.  Everyone looks up to him and 
everyone likes him. He treats everybody the same. He’s 
always helping everybody, he’s always got a kind word.  

Black history is important; you can’t figure out who 
you are unless you know where you came from.  
There are so many things that black people have 
done that we don’t even know anything about. A 
lot of the problems that you have now already have 
been solved.

To become a champion, you need a good coach. You 
need good people around you who are trying to win 
in life. You become the average of the five people you 
spend the most time around.

It’s impossible to stop someone who will not quit. 
If you just take one step in the right direction, you 
can change the direction of your whole life.

He helps us with getting our lives together 
and understanding more about life and 

our history. You can learn a lot 
hanging around him. 

– Chazz Daniels, age 17

He’s a good person…I’m in his program 
and I like doing what he does. In the  Manhood 

Development Program, we do workouts, go 
places, help the elderly, help the homeless…

he just loves teaching people new stuff 
and helping out people. 

– Terron Jackson, age 17
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