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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 litt le time to share them.

In Summer 2013, SLB Radio Productions, Inc., in 
partnership with Voices Against Violence, convened 
a group of  students at McKinley Park Recreation 
Center in Beltz hoover. While learning about digital
audio recording, the group also spent time discussing
att ributes of male role models and identifying African 
American men with a connection to the south Pitt sburgh 
neighborhoods collective known as the Hilltop 
communities 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 Kindle Fire HD tablet 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 Richard Carrington, Emi Iwatani, DeVon 
Madden and everyone at Voices Against Violence.

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.

The Hilltop communities include Allentown, Arlington, 
Arlington Heights, Beltz hoover, Bon Air, Carrick, 
Knoxville, Mount Oliver Borough, Mount Oliver City, 
Mt. Washington, South Side Slopes and St. Clair.
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Richard Carrington    
Born 1959 - Executive Director, Voices Against Violence
Interview by Jordan Dennis & Kevin Jordan
Excerpts from Track 1

I went to South Hills High School, which is now 
Brashear High School. Back at that time, schools were 
divided. There was a white side to the school and a 
black side to the school, because that was happening 
during the time that the country was fi ghting racism. 
Now if you look at it, there’s very litt le distinction with 
the youth today. They really don’t care much about the 
color of a person’s skin. It’s the content of their heart.

A lot of young men from the community used to come 
to my house for either rest or guidance. I realized at that 
point God had intended for me to work with young 
people. My daughter was born, and I realized that one 
day she’s going to be of age so something needed to be 
in the community. If it was going to happen, I needed 
to create it. 

The world is yours, and the only person that stops 
you from reaching your goal would be you. Society 
no longer is in a position to hold you down. You have 
the power to become and do and be anything that you 
want to be. Diligence is one of the things you have to 
continue to work on. 

Seek out your Creator, fi nd out what His intent is for 
you, and then follow that path and you will come to 
fi nd out that work never was intended to be work. 
Everyday that you wake up, you’ll want to be where 
you’re at, remembering daily that you’re blessed and 
you have an obligation to rebless. 

I love and respect the things that he has 
been doing and that he still is doing 

for this community, especially 
in this time of need.

- Kevin Jordan, age 18 

He inspires me to be more mature, 
stay out of trouble, stay out of the streets, 

and get good grades.
- Jordan Dennis, age 15
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Kevin “KK” Alton   
Born 1980 - President, Hilltop Bears Youth Football League
 Summer Director, Voices Against Violence
Interview by Joshua Sakho & Kevin Jordan
Excerpts from Track 2

As a teen, I was in the streets.  My younger brother was 
killed.  It hurt me a lot.  It made me open my eyes to my 
surroundings.  Shortly after, I had my fi rst child.  I had to 
really step up and be a man.

I’ve been helping youth since 2009. I’m really just trying 
to keep these kids on the straight and narrow. There’s 

more to life than this neighborhood, these streets, 
this city. There’s a whole big world out there.

The diff erence between me and them is they have 
someone to tell them that this is the way to go. I 
didn’t have a plan for 21, I wasn’t supposed to live. If 
I’d known then what I know now, I would’ve done a 
lot of things diff erently. But you live and you learn.

We’re all the same. We come from different 
neighborhoods, diff erent sides of the city. My thing 
is, [we must] stop bickering, arguing, fi ghting and 
killing each other. Really open your eyes and see the 
bigger picture, because we’re eliminating ourselves 
without anybody’s help. Life is not a game, life is 
precious. You only get one and you’ve got to make 
the most with it.

Whenever I see men like Mr. Alton, who do 
the things that a lot of people don’t do or 

are afraid to do, it inspires me to give back.
- Kevin Jordan, age 18

 He said life is not a game, it’s precious…
you only get one opportunity 
to make the most out of it.

- Joshua Sakho, age 16
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Leon McCray   
Born 1928 - Retired, WWII Veteran
Interview by Jaden Wallace & D’Vaughntae Ponton
Excerpts from Track 3

I went into the military when I was 18 years old. I 
went overseas and I was able to visit places by being 
in the service that I never would have ever seen if I 
had not been in the service. 

I have seven children, so one goal was that each one 
of them would get a college education. We insisted, 
my wife and I, that each one had to graduate high 

school and, hopefully, they would want to go on to 
college. You make out of life what you want your life 
to be.

I got an opportunity to go to Africa. This was back 
in ’72, when the Black Movement was going into full 
swing. People here were relating to where we came 
from. The director of our choir decided that they 
wanted to visit Kenya. My wife and I were mentors 
to the choir, so we got a chance to go also.

A goal that I have is to improve the conditions of the 
people I belong to — black people. I’m happy to use 
any energy, any information, or any intelligence that 
I have to do that.

He said if you’re not doing a good job to
just keep on trying. He always got on 

the honor roll when he was litt le 
and I want to do the same thing.

- Jaden Wallace, age 12

He made sure that each of his kids 
went to college.  

- D’Vaughntae Ponton, age 13
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Shaloc  
Born 1976 - Artist, Producer, Promoter, Insurance Agent
Interview by Joshua Sakho, D’Andre Collier & Justin Howell
Excerpts from Track 4

When I turned about 13 years old, gangs infested the 
streets of Pitt sburgh. It was like one morning I woke 
up and everybody was a gang member. That’s when 
things really got crazy. A lot of people got killed, a 
lot of people got taken away for drugs. 
I got into music when I was real young. That’s 
probably what saved my life, just putt ing in a lot 

of time with my creative aspect. I’d get calls saying 
so-and-so got killed while I was in the studio or writing, 
so it actually literally saved my life.
Don’t let anyone tell you that you can’t reach a certain 
goal or reach a certain dream. Strive past anybody 
that’s being negative. You’re not gonna get anywhere 
being around negative people. Live up to the fullest 
and be around positive people, do positive things 
even if that means standing out from the crowd. 
We all have to learn from each other, tolerate each other 
and build with each other to make a bett er community. 
We all have to work together for positive change. We 
have to fi nd out what the problem is — not just 
harping on the problem [but] coming up with solutions. 
That’s what it’s about, building solutions.

Shaloc inspired me. He said to go for your 
dreams and your goals and to not let anybody 

tell you what you can and cannot do. 
- Joshua Sakho, age 16

 Shaloc taught me never to give up and 
how to deal with death and grief.

- D’Andre Collier, age 15
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Leonard Brown
Born 1934 - Air Force Veteran, Retired Food Service Supervisor
Interview by Anthony Carrington & Elijah Peterson
Excerpts from Track 5

We still have a long way to go. The playing fi eld is 
not equal yet, and in my life it has never been equal. 
We’re always playing uphill, but as a race and as a 
community we’ve come a long way. At least we’ve 
got a start.

You have to have faith in God and know that you have 
a job to do here. Seeing the need and then fi lling the 

need. The community was where you wanted to spend 
your whole life, so what we did was try to make it a 
bett er place for all those who live there. 

You guys have got to get yourselves together, you’ve 
got to quit killing each other. You’ve got to treat 
your families, your mothers, your girlfriends, and 
your sisters with respect. You’re going to have to put 
drugs down, you’re going to have to come together 
and march forward, or you’ll have no future. What 
future will you have if you’re killing each other? 
You’ve got to get rid of the guns, you’ve got to be 
able to sit and talk about your problems. Violence is 
not the way. You have to march to your own music. 
If you’re marching to my music, you’re being misled, 
because it’s mine. There’s a higher power, there’s a 
god. Do the right thing.

He told us to stay in school and not to 
get mixed up in all that chaos 

and drug dealing.
 - Anthony Carrington, age 12

To see the people that came before you, 
what they’ve been through and their struggles 

is important. That history gives me a 
bett er understanding of why things are 

the way they are now. 
- Elijah Peterson, age 20
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George Knox
Born 1940 - Retired Steamfi tt er
Interview by Anthony Carrington, Aronde Camp & Jordan Dennis
Excerpts from Track 6

When the war was over, we moved here to Pitt sburgh.
These streets that are paved now, they were all cobble-
stone. There were a lot of fruit trees around, which I 
don’t see now. We just had fun. We didn’t have any 
pressure that you guys have now. Everybody was the 
same, nobody had anything so nobody looked down 
on anybody. Everybody was in the same boat.

When I grew up, trying to find a job, we were 
discriminated against all over the place until we 
started marching.  Things got a litt le bett er from there 
on, but I had a hard time trying to raise a family.
Education is the key. I don’t care what you do — if 
you don’t have the education, you’re not going to 
do anything. Without it, you have nothing. With it,  
you’ve got just about everything. Once you grow up 
you will see. Just like me. My dad was on me all the 
time. I was the same way. Once I grew up and started 
raising my own family, I saw that everything he told 
me was right.  

George Knox traveled a lot, and that 
inspires me because I like to travel 

and I want to travel more.
- Jordan Dennis, age 15

I look up to a successful black man like 
Mr. George Knox because he can help me 

reach my dreams by sharing what 
he already knows.
- Aronde Camp, age 12

He said stay in school because 
kids our age, especially boys, 

think school doesn’t help us in life. 
- Anthony Carrington, age 12
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Lester Orme
Born 1929 - Retired, Military
Interview by D’Vaughntae Ponton & Jaden Wallace
Excerpts from Track 7

I always say, live as long as you can, but don’t get 
old. I was born and raised in Beltz hoover. It was a 
beautiful neighborhood then. We all had sleep-outs. 
We took turns, whoever’s house it was, we slept on 
their porch at night when the weather was nice. We 
had the store. At the time it was Meyer’s store, and 
everybody in the neighborhood, that’s where they 

shopped. We had a cleaners, a butcher shop. We had a 
bakery. That was many, many years ago.

My wife was originally from Beltz hoover. I used to go 
up to her house. I used to sit with her mother, eating ice 
cream. She used to say, “You come to see me, but then 
you’re sitt ing there eating ice cream with my mother.” 
And I’d say, “I have to go through your mother to get 
to you!”

Stay in school. Get a good education because today, 
if you don’t have a good education, it’s hard for you 
to get a job. Lead a good clean life and grow up to 
be somebody. You can be whatever you want to be if 
you make up your mind to be it.

He said you have to get a good education 
to have a good job, and I believe that 

because if you don’t have a good 
education, you can’t do a lot of things.

- D’Vaughnte Ponton, age 13

He inspired me a lot and made me realize 
we all have something in common.

- Jaden Wallace, age 12
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DeVon Madden 
Born 1985 - Assistant Director, Voices Against Violence
 Founder and President, Shadow Student Athletes
Interview by Shaquan Adair & Elijah Peterson
Excerpts from Track 8

I evolved from one of the problematic community 
members when I was growing up. I was constantly 
being destructive in the community, hanging out 
with the wrong people, leading people in the wrong 
direction. I didn’t have that example, I didn’t know 
what it looked like, so a lot of things with life were 
just guessing, trying to fi nd my way.

In my late teens, I wanted to play football. In order 
to play professional sports, I knew I had to go to 
college, so I started to visualize myself being on 
campus, wearing a bookbag, going to class. My 
hardest decision was…how can I pursue my career 
without having my friends upset that I don’t want to 
hang with them? I used to come home from college 
every weekend. Separating myself from my friends 
and having to accept the fact that I changed and I’m 
diff erent [made] life a lot easier.

People give up on youth because they don’t meet our 
expectations. Someone being consistent, somebody 
being there everyday, it gives a kid some hope. Don’t 
look for a role model, look for a mentor. [Look for] 
someone in the community that may play sports, 
that may have gone to college, someone [you] can 
actually talk to, [and] share past experiences with.  
I would tell a young person to try to reach out as 
much as you can to older people to get advice. My 
leadership at work is the same as my leadership at 
home. Inspire other people to be inspired.

He’s a big inspiration to me because he 
graduated from college and he started 

his own organization.
- Elijah Peterson, age 20

I appreciate him doing what he does 
for the community.
- Shaquan Adair, age 13
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John Hairston 
Born 1974 - Director, One Small Step, Hill House
Interview by James Metz , Aronde Camp & D’Andre Collier
Excerpts from Track 9

I chose to go to college simply because I started making 
some decisions that probably weren’t very good for 
my life. I got myself into some trouble, some of my 
friends got in a lot of trouble, and I felt that the only 
way I could really survive and not continue to get in 
trouble was to go to college.
I’ve tried hard for almost 15 years now to give 
opportunities [to youth]. It’s very diffi  cult when 

you think about all the children I have served over 
that amount of time and how many have gone on 
to do good things and how many have taken other 
roads. But, for every one or two that we do save, that 
means there is gonna be two or four that are gonna 
follow them. 
I think we can save a lot of kids. I think that we can 
show a lot of kids who aren’t in these programs that 
there is opportunity, that there is hope for them. My 
fear is that people will continue to make decisions 
that threaten their lives. I would rather see more 
people like you doing great things, going on to 
college…whatever it is that’s going to help you be 
responsible young men and hopefully responsible 
fathers one day.
Every good decision you’re gonna make comes with 
a litt le bit of hardship [but] it’s going to land you a 
bett er opportunity to do something good. One bad 
decision can mess it up for you, especially when you 
know you’re walking into it. Make good decisions all 
the time, no matt er how hard it may be, no matt er 
what you have to sacrifi ce. Make the right decisions. 

Mr. Hairston inspired me to stay off  the 
streets and get my education.

- Aronde Camp, age 12

I wouldn’t mind being like John Hairston. 
He’s a good role model. 

- James Metz , age 12
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Kashif Henderson  
Born 1985 - History Teacher, Brashear High School
Interview by James Metz  & Anjol Lewis 
Excerpts from Track 10

I lived with my dad, my grandmother and my aunt. 
We were all in diff erent houses but close to each 
other. Grandma was there, she was everywhere for 
me. [When] dad was at work, I was with grandma. 
When times got rough, grandma was there. I didn’t 
have to look far.

I never really got into [the gangs], but I had friends 
who got  involved. From seventh grade on, I knew 
someone who died every year.  At one point death 
was just normal.

Life is about experiences. You learn from your 
environment. When you go to college, you start to 
see other experiences. You get to see other black 
people who grew up in diff erent neighborhoods that 
weren’t socioeconomically challenged. You see white 
students who grew up poor or had money. You have 
to challenge your perceptions of what you’ve been 
taught and really open up your eyes and say “Is this 
really me?”

I’m a history teacher. You have to know a student 
personally. I don’t allow my students to walk into my 
classroom without gett ing to know each other. You 
have to know a person for who they are [to]  get the 
best out of them. I want them to chase their dreams 
and catch them. I always ask [my students] what do 
you like to do? What do you enjoy? You shouldn’t 
get a job because it pays the bills. That’s not exciting. 
You should be able to enjoy life, experience life to the 
fullest. It takes time, but you have to fi gure out what 
you love to do. It’s life. Get out. Try it all. Experience it.

Kashif Henderson helps kids 
and he’s someone I look up to. 

- James Metz , age 12
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Track Listing
₁. Richard Carrington
₂. Kevin “KK” Alton
₃. Leon McCray
₄. Shaloc
₅. Leonard Brown
₆. George Knox
₇. Lester Orme
₈. DeVon Madden
₉. John Hairston
₁₀. Kashif Henderson

Youth Reflections appear on tracks ₁₁-₂₀.
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