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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 the YMCA Lighthouse Project,
convened a group of students at Pittsburgh Westinghouse
6-12.  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 Homewood 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 Phil Thompson, James Brown,
Derrick Lopez and everyone at the YMCA Lighthouse
Project and Homewood Children’s Village.
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.
7

were little and he used to take us down to see our
grandparents, I actually saw the signs that said “for
coloreds only.” The racism in Pittsburgh was a little
more subtle...but it was still there, too.    
I eventually settled into social services, because I had
this need to help people give back.  I think that was
part of my growing up in the 60’s, during the civil
rights movement...being an activist-type.
I got into radio by accident. We were at a radio
station in Oakland called WYEP...with my young
people’s theater group...and I thought, this was
like really cool.  I started volunteering and that’s how
I got into radio about thirty, thirty-five years ago.

Kevin Amos

Born 1954 - Community Leader & Broadcaster
Interview by Rodney Smitherman
Excerpts from Track 1

Growing up...we had a corner store, dry cleaners,
barbershops ‒ and that was only a couple blocks
from the house on Upland Street. My parents
[also] would go to downtown Homewood. It was
a bustling neighborhood.
My dad was raised in the south…in a town called
Franklin, Tennessee...the Jim Crow South. When we
8

Every time I get a chance to interview somebody,
I consider it an honor and a privilege.   I had the
opportunity to interview [Billy Cobham].   In the
room [was my] vice principal from high school, who
happened to be my first music teacher in grade school
[Dr. Harry Clark]...that was one of my proudest
moments, talking to one of my favorite musicians...
with my first music teacher...sitting there listening.

He inspired me to keep writing music,
doing anything that I do in entertainment.
I hope to learn from his mistakes and gains
to be successful.
- Rodney Smitherman, age 16
9

He always got A’s no matter what. I’m
going to do the same thing. Keep trying to
bring my grades up, get my work done,
until I go to college and hopefully
become a doctor.
- Lemuel Jackson, age 16

Derrick Lopez

Born 1966 - Executive Director, Homewood Children’s Village
Interview by Lemuel Jackson & Rodney Smitherman
Excerpts from Track 2

My grandmother and my grandfather raised me
until I was 9 years old, because my mother was really
young when she had me and my grandparents said
I needed a stable house. But I was raised with my
cousins. We had a 4-room house...and there were 12
of us who lived there….it was a lot of fun.  Because
we were so close...in the house, I think we were close
as a family.

good Christian man and a good provider.   He was
involved in both the best day and the worst day of
my life. The best day of my life was when I graduated from college at Dartmouth. He drove all the way
to New Hampshire from Tennessee, just to see his
grandson graduate from college.  The worst day was
when I got a phone call when I was in law school and
they told me he passed away. So, though he died in
1989, he still influences my life.
I sang in college in the gospel choir. I danced in college,
doing modern and ballet dance. So I did a lot of
things because college opened up the world for me. I
learned a lot from just being on campus with different
kinds of people, and learned a lot about myself.   
I am the sum total of every experience I’ve had in
my life. All of those things make up who I am today.
We do ourselves a disservice when we forget that the
good and bad in our lives, no matter what they are,
really make us who we are.

My grandfather, Jesse Jones, Sr., is the biggest
influence on my life… he was a good family man, a
10
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John Brewer inspired me to become a better
man and take pride in my community.
- Hezekiah Moore, age 16

Westinghouse really offered a pretty good education.
The most prominent teacher...that had an effect on
me long-term was Mr. McClain, he was the English
teacher. He sat me down and he told me...he was not
impressed with sports careers; he was impressed
with people who used their brain. He spent a lot of
time showing me how to study English, be more
analytical, be more questioning.  

John Brewer
Born 1944 - Historian
Interview by Hezekiah Moore
Excerpts from Track 3

Homewood was well integrated. It was Italian and
Irish and African Americans. The school grounds,
like Crescent School, had great fields and we used to
play football [and] soccer on the fields.  Homewood
Park also had a large field and a basketball court…
after a lot of things happened in the city, they got
their own swimming pool.
12

[He introduced me to a book by] James Baldwin. I
was very inspired by the book and he really turned
me on to the written word.   I began to understand
power was not necessarily how strong you were in
football...power was the power through the word.  
Probably one of the largest impacts on my life was
my father. My father was the first black principal in
Pennsylvania in 1955. He was an educator down in
the Hill District. My father set the stage for me to
learn and to become more responsible about who I
am and facing manhood.
I know a lot of youth are afraid to communicate to
their brothers and sisters about doing wrong things
but, you know the old people can’t save you, only
you can save yourselves.
13

We all felt very safe when I was growing up, we
all felt loved. We knew that we could not get away
with much.  We were what people now call latchkey
kids…when we came home our parents were not
home and it was up to us to kind of take care of
ourselves.  If we got into any devilment during the
day while our parents were not home, somehow
when mom came home that night she always knew
about it.  Somebody on the street made sure that my
mom knew what we had done, which consequently
meant my dad knew what we had done.

Elwin Green
Born 1952 - Journalist
Interview by Rodney Smitherman
Excerpts from Track 4

My dad was a factory worker, my mom was a domestic.  
She cooked and cleaned for people. There were five
of us kids in the house, three brothers, two sisters. We
grew up in a neighborhood that some folks today
might call a ghetto. It was a black neighborhood.  It
was mostly lower income folks…most of the people
on my block were married couples with kids.
14

For years my dad kept a dictionary in the middle of
our dining room table. I loved to read and whenever
I came across a word that I didn’t know...my dad
would say, “look it up.” So, I learned how to use the
dictionary real early. The only thing that went on top
of that dictionary was a bible. And nothing ever went
on top of that bible. That kind of expressed my dad’s
view of the world ‒ your relationship with God is
the most important thing. A good education is the
second most important thing.
I always wanted to write for a living when I was a
kid. My big dream when I was in junior high school
was to write a best-selling novel. Working at the
Pittsburgh Post-Gazette was definitely a dream come
true in that, for the first time in my life, I was getting
paid to write -- and that was a thrill.
He is a wonderful person; he inspired me to
finish a play that I was writing.
- Rodney Smitherman, age 16
15

I remember being in Shuman [Juvenile Detention]
Center.   This [counselor said] if I continued the
behavior that I was doing, that I would always find
myself in either Shuman Center...or a lockup.  And
that actually did happen; I continued to do things
[like] stealing cars.   I ended up...having to go to
forestry camp and being away from my family.  And
I did not like that.  I had to start taking a look at what
was I doing to my neighborhood and community.  
If you’ve got a dream or goal, stick to it and try to see
it through. Don’t let anyone tell you that you can’t do
whatever it is that you want to do. Know what it is
you want, stick to it and just move in that direction.

Jerome Jackson

Born 1962 - Executive Director, Operation Better Block
Interview by Darius Covington & Jacquea Henderson
Excerpts from Track 5

I grew up [with] two sisters and a brother.  We lived
with our grandparents in a house that was open...our
house was always full of somebody. It was a great
time.   My mom was a single mom.   My dad was
murdered when I was 3 years old.  My mother was
a...registered nurse. My grandfather being a minister,
we had some structure in the house.
16

I could use his ways of staying strong,
mixing it with my ways and ideas
to keep myself moving.
- Jacquea Henderson, age 18

One thing that I find unique is that he
made a lane in welding and chose to
sacrifice that for helping the people
surrounding him.
- Darius Covington, age 16

17

My family attended church regularly. It wasn’t an
option. If it was Sunday, we always went to church.
So, that was a big influence for me. Until I got to
college, then it was optional. Sunday morning would
come [and] it was easy to say I’m not going. If I could
go back and change something, that’s what I would
change.
We had a piano in our house. My father played and
he played pretty well. My parents sent me to music
lessons, which I didn’t always enjoy, but it helps you
to think [and] to discipline yourself.

John Wilborn III

Born 1950 - Author
Interview by Ricko Christian & Jaymier Scarbrough
Excerpts from Track 6

One thing that I remember is during the time that I
lived in Homewood...I had a paper route. It was the
Pittsburgh Courier. That was something my parents
encouraged me to do. I did that from the time I was
10 until I was 13.

18

John Wilborn is a good man because he
helps people become homeowners.
When I become older, I would like
to give back to the community
just like John Wilborn.
- Jaymier Scarbrough, age 15

It is important that older black men
inspire younger black men. It shows the
courage and tenacity to actually want
to be something.
-Ricko Christian, age 17
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He didn’t say you couldn’t have fun,
he just said don’t have fun doing the wrong
things… that’s something that I appreciate
about Mr. Taylor. He’s still a major
part of Homewood.
- Darius Covington, age 16

[I enjoyed] learning from someone who had
experience instead of someone who hasn’t
been in the field at all.
- Jacquea Henderson, age 18

and got the principal and went right downstairs and
got my mother. I never did that again. That was a
one-time affair.

Terrence Taylor

Born 1947 - Retired from Duquesne Light Co.
Interview by Jacquea Henderson & Darius Covington
Excerpts from Track 7

I ran track, played basketball, and was the DJ for
lunchtime. School back then was good. My mother was
the dietician in the cafeteria, so I had to be straight, I
didn’t have a choice.
I can only remember getting in trouble one time with
the speech teacher. Of course, they came right down
20

I remember coming home from work...and it seemed
like everybody in my neighborhood…got a letter. I
got off the bus at Homewood and everybody was
saying, “You get your letter?” By the time I walked
two blocks, my mother was saying, “You got a letter.”
And we had all got these letters from the government.
I came back from Vietnam.   I had my Vietnam
money that the Army gives you, so then I
went to school and got an associates degree.
My advice is to learn, get your education. Learn
all you can. Stay away from things that you
know that’s gonna cause a problem. Go towards
the things that you know that’s gonna be good.
21

Phil loves working with kids. He likes
helping children and inspiring them to do
more with their life and their time, instead
of being out there on the streets.
- Dayvon Staton, age 17

My goals right now are just to continue to be successful
and to be able to show my kids how to do what they
want to do better than how I did. I think that’s every
parent’s goal.

Phil Thompson, Jr.
Born 1971 - DJ, Youth Leader
Interview by Dayvon Staton
Excerpts from Track 8

I think working with youth on the East side of
Pittsburgh is my calling in life.
Success is measured by a lot of different things.  A lot
of people look at success as being a monetary thing...
but I look at success now as just being happy and
content with what you have.  
22

I look at myself [and] I’ve become a more responsible adult because of kids. As your kids get older
you kind of sit back and say, “Okay, I can’t do the
things that I used to do because that’s gonna hinder
my children’s growth.”
Kids at the Lighthouse have a golden opportunity
to do things.  The things that Lighthouse kids are doing
right now are the things that people do in college.
You get your head straight, you get your grades
straight, you can do anything.
23

it was a wake-up call for me. This particular teacher
snatched me up one day and said, “George, what
are you doing?” Sometimes it takes somebody to
straighten you out, to make you see and I think that
opened my eyes quite a bit.
You’d be amazed at how much you can learn by
keeping your mouth shut, and keeping your eyes
and ears open.
I think that’s one of the greatest things you can do, is
to educate yourself...If you’re going to be a rubbish
man, be the best rubbish man you could be. If you’re
going to be a painter, a doctor, whatever it is, be the
best you could possibly be.  Don’t just be mediocre.  
And in doing so, you’ll be successful.

George Webb

Born 1944 - Educator, Artist and Coach
Interview by Demetrius Allen-Green, Gerrod Travis
& Yamir Nelson
Excerpts from Track 9

As a youngster, I was always interested in sports, art,
those type of things. I read everything I [could] get
my hands on. School was a pleasure, I loved school.   
But I started following my brothers, older brothers,
who weren’t the best role models in the world and I
paid for it and I failed 7th grade. It was a good thing,
24

One thing that stuck with me was
“Plan your work and work your plan.”
-Demetrius Allen-Green, age 17

He inspires me because he is an artist...
I want to be an artist, too. But I’m not at
his level. He can take a branch off of a
tree, use a box cutter and create what
he’s seeing in his head.
- Yamir Nelson, age 15

George Webb taught me, be your own
person and do what you’ve got to do
to get what you want.
-Gerrod Travis, age 16
25

sports. Lincoln-Larimer was an organization that
started back in 1968 and as a 9-year-old I got involved
with that. That program was incredible.
The most important thing that could happen to a lot
of people was to be [in] sports or something like that. I
don’t care if it was the band or it was one of the clubs
that schools had.  We have to offer things of interest
to young people at whatever stage in life they’re at so
we can keep them focused on something constructive.  
Idle time, they say, is the devil’s workshop.
The word of God says if you train a child in the way
he or she should go, when they grow old, they’ll never
part from it. It doesn’t say that you won’t stray from
it because I did the stray piece, but I knew how to
come back and get what I needed.

Kevin Wells
Born 1959 - Educator, Minister
Interview by Dayvon Staton
Excerpts from Track 10

Homewood was a booming business community
and residential community. It was incredible. It had
everything, you didn’t have to leave Homewood for
anything that you needed. So where we need to go
from here is back to where we were.
One of the best things that could ever happen to me
was getting involved, at an early age, in organized
26

I’m just a man. Me, in and of myself and my own
power, I’m just minimum impact. But when God
uses me, I’m maximum impact.
I’m a poet...that’s my spiritual gift. I’m getting older,
I’m not trying to work hard in life, I’m trying to work
smart, and I’m going to use my spiritual gift to do
that, and it’s going to be rewarding.

He came out with a poetry book and
inspired me to follow my dreams.
-Dayvon Staton, age 17
27

good at in high school and I liked [because] I wasn’t
in college to become a professional athlete, I was in
college to learn.
We have to make a choice about doing things that
are fun or doing things that need to be done. I think
that’s one of the challenges you face whether you’re
12 years old or 52 years old.
When I look back, I see that from the time I got out of
college up until maybe ten to fifteen years ago, God
was moving me to where He wanted me to do what
I’m doing now: building affordable housing.  I think
God [also] called me to be a pastor. It’s something
that I enjoy doing. It is important to take what God
has given me in the area of skill and abilities and do
things to improve the quality of life for other people.
This is what God has called me and prepared me to
do and He helps me do it.  I couldn’t do it by myself.

Rev. Sam Ware

Born 1948 - Executive Director, Building United of
Southwestern Pennsylvania
Interview by Nehemiah Hudgins-Lopez & Gerrod Travis
Excerpts from Track 11

One of the biggest challenges I had was learning
to focus. When I was in college, my freshman and
sophomore year, I liked to do everything. And you
can’t do everything and do it well.  So, I found myself
failing three out of five classes and I had to make a
decision...I gave up all the athletic things I was really
28

He likes to help people by putting them in
homes. So, he inspires me to go to the limit
to help people survive and live their lives.
- Nehemiah Hudgins-Lopez, age 13

He inspired me to give back.
- Gerrod Travis, age 16
29

Music was my inspiration when I was younger.  But
as I grew older, looking at the community, the
disparity of housing, I chose to pursue the endeavor
of giving something back to the community and rectify
that problem.
My cousin, the late John Whitted, Sr., was a pioneer
and a trailblazer. One thing I loved about him was
his entrepreneurial spirit.   He was my first cousin
and was one of the first black stock brokers. So he
was an overall successful business man, and he was
my inspiration, my role model and my mentor. He
was several years older than me so I got the chance
to learn a lot from him.

Greg Whitted

Born 1950 - Cofounder and Chair, Pittsburgh Housing and 		
Development Association
Interview by Darius Covington & Jacquea Henderson
Excerpts from Track 12

I’m the cofounder and chair of the Pittsburgh
Housing and Development Association.  Our primary
purpose is to open up opportunities of home ownership
to low and moderate income families that reside in
the tri-state area.
30

I’ve always had my own mindset. I never was one
who joined the crowd.  I prided myself on being an
individual. So I didn’t let a lot of influences take me
to the left or to the right. I just did my thing and
primarily remained an independent person. There’s
always conflict but you learn how to divert from
conflicts. And that would be advice that I would
extend to any young man, any young woman, any
youth of today: be yourself.
He sacrificed his inspiration, his passion
basically to give back to the community.
That inspired me.
-Darius Covington, age 16

He inspired me to be myself.
-Jacquea Henderson, age 18
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He helped me understand what it means to
be a musician and just how important
music is in a community and
how much it can impact lives.
-

- Justice Perry, age 16

I could follow my dreams and do stuff
that I always wanted to do and hopefully
I’ll have somebody to provide the tools to
achieve what James did for these children.
-

- Phillip Thompson III, age 12

I think it’s important for black males to
inspire other black males because they may
have gone through the same experiences.
- Nathawan Weatherspoon, age 19

James Brown

Young people are the future. As much as you are
trying to impart knowledge, it has to be a two-way
street...You have to do your fair share of listening.
I learn constantly what the future might look like
and to not say, “well this kid is just 15 years old, he
doesn’t know what he’s talking about.” You have to
say, “listen to him, because he is one of the future
leaders of tomorrow.”

I never took lessons from my father. My dad wanted
to keep our father-son relationship separate from being
the person that actually taught me the techniques. He
really taught me about what it was to be a musician,
rather than how to play an instrument.

I’ve learned a lot. I would say listen, more than talk,
[and] learn how to agree to disagree. When you think
about what’s going on in the world - over religion, war,
politics - you don’t have to agree on those things,
you don’t have to see eye-to-eye, but how someone
else lives their life, [just] understand it.

Born 1978 - Director, YMCA Lighthouse Project
Interview by Justice Perry, Phillip Thompson III
& Nathawan Weatherspoon
Excerpts from Track 13
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