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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 2013, SLB Radio Productions, Inc.,
in partnership with the Youth CAST Program,
convened a group of students at McKeesport City Hall.
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 McKeesport 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 Keino Fitzpatrick, the Mayor’s oﬃce,
Keith Giles and everyone at Youth CAST.
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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I got involved in politics and local government at
the age of 15. I didn’t think government was very
responsive to the needs of young people in the
community, primarily because we didn’t vote. I
wanted to start the first ever Mayor’s Youth Advisory
Council. I wanted to bring more young people from
McKeesport into city hall and actually make them a
part of the decision making process.
My advice to you would be to be bold. Do exactly
what you want to do. In politics, when I first got
involved, people always used to say, “You’re young,
you should wait. Take your time.” That’s the worst
advice anybody could ever give. You want to run
through that door full speed. People who are bold
are the people who are successful. You’re going to
make mistakes, that’s natural. So don’t be afraid of
them, just embrace them and learn from them.

Austin Davis

Born 1989 - Executive Assistant to the County Executive
Interview by Noah Bivins & Terrel Stanford
Excerpts from Track 1

My parents have always taught me: To whom much is
given, much is required. I didn’t grow up wealthy, but
I’m one of the lucky ones. I was able to go to college, I
was able to graduate, I was able to have a good job
and to pursue my dreams. It’s my responsibility to
give back so that you guys can pursue your dreams.
Government is a great way for me to do that, because
I can influence policy at the education level.
8

What I got from the interview was if you
want to do something, you need to run at it
head on. Don’t stop. Don’t wait.
- Noah Bivins, age 16

He inspired me to become
a future role model.
- Terrel Stanford, age 11
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Keith Giles is inspiring because he helps
people in the community recover
from addiction and provides
places for them to stay.
- Desmone Stanford, age 15

He makes me feel like I can do anything
if I just keep at it.
- Cameron Mitchell, age 15

racism involved in me moving from one position to
another. There are roadblocks placed in your way
sometimes that prevent you from moving to the next
step without a fight.

Elder Keith Giles

Born 1949 - C.E.O., First Step Recovery Homes, Inc.
Interview by Cameron Mitchell & Desmone Stanford
Excerpts from Track 2
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My job consists of helping men that are recovering
from drug and alcohol addiction and those that are
homeless. So I decided that I wanted to open up a
halfway house, so once they came out of detox and
rehab they would have somewhere to go to get strong
enough to go back into the community so they could
be role models in their community.

I had nine siblings and I was the 3rd oldest. I wanted to
go to college, but I didn’t have the opportunity right
away because two of my siblings had passed away. So
I couldn’t go to college right away because I felt I had
an obligation to take care of the rest of my siblings
because we were raised in a one parent household.

My biggest motivation came from my son. He was
doing some of the things that I did. I didn’t want
him becoming a statistic and falling into the same
traps that I fell into. I was able to pursue my career in
something that I had experience in.

My major struggle was being African American in a
society that is predominantly Caucasian. I felt some

Follow your dreams. Never lose focus on what you
want to really do with the rest of your life.
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He inspires me because he is a Christian man
and he believes in his religion.
- Chase Mitchell, age 11

He inspires me and makes me not want to give up.
I feel like I can make it just by looking at him.
- Ryan Jennings-Gard, age 16

know the trade. What I told them was “That’s okay, I’ll
watch you and I’ll learn.”
Today I’m a journeyman machinist. And [among
machinists], a lot of people say a journeyman
machinist is the equivalent of a doctor. Because I
didn’t give up, I was able to acquire the skills I needed
to become who I am today.

Minister Woody Wilson
Born 1952 - Preacher, Journeyman Machinist
Interview by Ryan Jennings-Gard & Chase Mitchell
Excerpts from Track 3

My father was a provider. He had a very good work
ethic and I think that carried over in me. There’s no quit
in me. In 1972 I got hired as a machinist. It was a predominantly white shop, and I was the first black man
because I got hired through Aﬃrmative Action. These
machinists told me that they weren’t going to show me
anything. I needed them to teach me because I didn’t
1
12

People can say anything, but it’s what people see you
do that has a stronger meaning. We all have a good
story, but if the story does not match up to where
your feet are going it becomes a double message.
Listen to your parents. They’ve been to a lot of places
that you haven’t been before. Stay in school. Without
education you can’t get anywhere. It’s with knowledge
that you can acquire and accomplish anything that you
desire, and if you don’t have that knowledge you’ll find
yourself missing the mark in many ways. Dream. If you
don’t have a dream or a vision as to where you want to
go, a lot of times you’ll be stuck wherever you’re at.
13

I majored in Education. I then returned back to
McKeesport High School and taught special education
there for five years. Then, I went back to Pitt where
I studied to become a principal. I enjoyed helping
people out and helping kids out who needed it. As
a teacher, I could touch five, maybe twenty kids.
But as a principal, I could touch six or seven
hundred. Going on into higher education, where
I now work, I felt that being able to help young
professionals become better at their craft and their
skills was very important.

Aaron Johnson

Born 1971 - Adjunct Professor, CCAC
Interview by Desmone Stanford & Cameron Mitchell
Excerpts from Track 4

My childhood in McKeesport was fun. Not like today
where a lot of kids stay in the house, we had a lot of
activities outside. It enabled us to stay active and engaged.
Anytime in life you want to do anything that’s
successful, you need to form a core group of 7 to
10 people. People who have a common interest.
14

You may have goals. If you don’t have them written
down, it will never happen. Look at them, reflect on
them as much as possible, and then find ways to act
upon them. There are always going to be struggles
with your goals, but the key thing is drive. Just find the
way to pick yourself up. That might be through church,
it may be through your parents. Sometimes it may not
be through yourself. You’re gonna have success, you’re
gonna have failures, but you know what your goal is.
What he’s doing for the community
is very good. Through his work and the
time he takes out of his days,
he’s making this a better place.
- Desmone Stanford, age 15

The most interesting thing he told us was
respect your things, respect your peers,
and respect yourself.
- Cameron Mitchell, age 15
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the community, but I think every area goes through
some sort of situation like this. I feel that we will be
able to change the atmosphere back to how it was, and
I think it’s all about the adults helping the youth, and
the young men beginning to realize that they need to
step up and be role models.
All the positions that I’ve had in life I’ve started out
on the bottom and I’ve worked my way up by being
diligent. All those promotions that I received were not
[due to] academics, but were because of knowing
how to deal with and talk to people. You can do a lot
of things if you’re persistent and if you are real. If
you’re being sincere in what you do, people see that.
And eventually, that will get you where you want to
be. Do what you say you’re going to do, no excuses.
When you’re in something, you’re in it to win. Practice
whatever it may be. That should be a goal for everybody
— to be successful.

Harold Allen

Born 1952 - Community Liason
Interview by Lukas Kelley & Donovan Kelley
Excerpts from Track 5

My whole family was raised in The Church of God and
Christ, and I’ve carried on that tradition. I’m not “saved”
as they say, but I’m getting there. That’s one of my goals
— to strive to get to where I’m doing the right thing, all
the time, by people and by God.

Listening to him speak about his life
made me want to follow a good path.
- Donovan Kelley, age 11

What I got out of the interview
was to be the best that you can be
and give one hundred percent.
- Lukas Kelley, age 11

I’ve been a lifelong resident here in McKeesport. We’re
having some problems now with a little negativity in
166
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Mr. Hall is inspiring because he made it
through everything with courage,
inspiration and hard work.
He didn’t stop, he didn’t quit.
- Cameron Mitchell, age 15

Not a lot of people can go through the
struggles that he went through. Some people
just give up, but he fought through it.
- Desmone Stanford, age 15

Deacon Flawzel Hall
Born 1948 - Plumbing Inspector Supervisor
Interview by Cameron Mitchell & Desmone Stanford
Excerpts from Track 6

I was born and raised in McKeesport. My father
raised me to work hard and be responsible. My
main goal when I was younger was to have a good
time. It wasn’t until I got older that I started thriving
to succeed and do the right thing. Instead of being on
the street, I decided to go into the service.
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When I got out of the service, I attended Operation
Dig, a program to get blacks into the unions. My
first struggle was discrimination. When I became
a plumber, I took the test to become a plumbing
inspector. I came in number two. They disqualified
number one and hired number three. There was a
clause where they were supposed to hire me no matter
what position I came in. So I took the job and I became
the first black plumbing inspector.
My secret to success is determination, prayer and hard
work. My biggest motivation in life is to be happy. I
don’t see myself as being all that successful, or having
a lot of things, but right now I do have peace of mind.
I was searching for serenity and peace, and knowing
that everything’s gonna be ok. I got it through knowing
the God of my understanding.
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He inspires me because he
teaches kids to do the right thing.
- Chase Mitchell, age 11

He’s a great man because
he appreciates kids and he
gives back to the community.
- Ryan Jennings-Gard, age 16

Marcellus Allen

Born 1958 - Security Oﬃcer
Interview by Ryan Jennings-Gard & Chase Mitchell
Excerpts from Track 7

I wasn’t born here, but I’ve been here over 50 years. I
used to work in New Jersey and then I worked back
here at the rec center. It was always something dealing
with young folks. That’s the connection that I’ve had
over the years. I give advice every day to young people,
but the best advice is to listen. There are people out in
this world to help you, moreso if you stay positive and
always do the right thing.
20
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Education is the key to life. Without any education,
you will not be able to succeed. At the age of 55, I
learn something every day.
I had the opportunity to go to the Million Man March
in 1995 where one million men were gathered in DC
to have a conversation [about] positive things that they
were supposed to do in life as black men. That was one
of the most eye-opening things I’ve ever experienced.
You know that saying, “What Would Jesus Do?”?
I recite it every day. Each and every day, He gives
me the footsteps to move forward. He gives me the
strength, so I have to give it to somebody else. So the
young people can see, if I can do it, they can do it.
21
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scared. I went over with a group of guys. We all went
over together. I had guys under me. The only thing I
asked for, and I prayed to God about, was to let me
bring my guys back home. He brought every one of
them back home. I was happy. God was good.
We used to have these mills around here, but I had no
desire to work in the mill, so I went back in the service. I
re-enlisted and that’s where I stayed for twenty years. I
retired and got elected as the president of the NAACP.
This is where I’ve been since.
Don’t let life pass you by, because it goes quick. Time
waits for nobody. I have nothing I want to change in
my life — nothing.

He’s inspiring because
his role model is his wife.
- Dennis Sanders, age 17

Ocie Lee Paige

Born 1938 - Veteran; President, NAACP McKeesport Chapter
Interview by Dennis Sanders, Donovan Kelley, Michael Smith
& Lukas Kelley
Excerpts from Track 8

Back in our day, it was a whole lot diﬀerent. We were
limited to where we could go as a minority. Guys out
here were talking about the military and the places they
travelled, like Japan and Europe. That got to me. I said,
“I’d love to travel and see the world.”
I was in Vietnam for two years, and that’s an experience.
When we went to Vietnam the first time, we were
222

He told me that it’s always a good thing
to give back to your community.
- Donovan Kelley, age 11

He told me that you should always chase
your dreams and now I know
what I want to be.
- Michael Smith, age 17

Religion is really important to him
and got him to where he is now.
- Lukas Kelley, age 11
23
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I am the chancellor and am in charge of that campus
that I started at when I was a freshman.
I grew up in a relatively poor community, although
people didn’t think of themselves as poor, because
they were rich in terms of relationships and friendships
and people taking care of each other. So there was a
certain richness to life. But there were limitations as
well, growing up in the United States in the ‘40s and
‘50s as a black boy. From being a very open child who
has no sense of race or racism, you gradually learn
that somehow you are expected to be diﬀerent, and
limited. We grew up in a mixed neighborhood, so kids
of any distinction all played together. It really didn’t
matter until we went to school.
My favorite quote would be a paraphrase from Frederick
Douglass: If you expect to get somewhere and you
don’t put in the work, that’s wishful thinking. You
have to put in the work.

Dr. Curtiss E. Porter

Born 1939 - Chancellor, Penn State Greater Allegheny
Interview by Terrel Stanford, Noah Bivins & Chase Mitchell
Excerpts from Track 9

My childhood overall was pretty happy. And most
importantly, the community was really connected. My
father worked in the U.S. Steel factory in Braddock for
40 years. My mother ran her business out of our home
and sold food and drinks to the steel workers. They
were positive role models. They were decent people.
After I got out of the Air Force, I went to Penn State
McKeesport, which is now Penn State Greater Allegheny.
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He told me to be confident
and to follow my dreams.
- Chase Mitchell, age 11

He inspires me to strive to be
the best that I can be.
- Noah Bivins, age 16

He’s a good man because he cares about
others. I would like to be like Dr. Porter.
- Terrel Stanford, age 11
25

I was a D and C student. I never studied, I never did
night work, and that was the worst thing I could’ve
done. If I would’ve applied myself while I was in
school and taken advantage of the resources, things
would’ve been a lot easier for me. But I realized that I
got into college by fate and chance. Once I was at Pitt,
it was all business.
I’ve helped develop respirators. I was in on the first
kidney transplant ever done in the United States. I
did just about everything that I wanted to do.
You’ve got a right to be here. This is a great thing
that’s been given to us, life. Take advantage of that.
Know who you are inside. Take time, go to a room,
turn the lights down, close your eyes and think “who
am I?” And also think about what you wanna do in
your life. Make something of yourself so you feel
good about yourself.

Mustafa Jack Musa
Born 1945 - Retired Trauma Respiratory Therapist
Interview by Dennis Sanders & Michael Smith
Excerpts from Track 10

You don’t have to make the greatest money in the
world to be pleased with your life. I’ve worked with
multi-millionaires and some of the poorest people in the
world, but I noticed I couldn’t tell by the happiness or
sadness in their face whether they were rich or poor. You
just have to be satisfied with what you choose to do.
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If you have someone like Mustafa Musa
guiding you through life, I think you’re
destined to have great success.
- Michael Smith, age 17

He told me that no matter how poor or
how rich I might be, I can be happy either
way. You don’t have to be rich to be the
happiest man on earth.
- Dennis Sanders, age 17
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My experience after that was coming home, proving
everyone wrong, and making my family proud of
me. Life has a penalty, and one of the penalties that
I had to pay was going away to prison. While I was
there, I got myself together, got more centered with
God, went to school and got my barber license. While
I was still in prison, I had my goals written down. I
opened up my own business within a year and a half
of being home.
My experience in prison was very vital to how I am
now. I was talking to some older guy who knew me.
He was actually a lifer and he told me words that
I will never forget. He told me, “You can either do
this time or you can let the time do you.” And that’s
when I turned my life around.
My life is blessed today. When you get older, you have
to look back and see what God brought you through
and allowed you to become. Mistakes build character
as long as you grow from them.

Deacon Corry Sanders
Born 1970 - Owner/Manager, Kool Kutz
Interview by Noah Bivins & Terrel Stanford
Excerpts from Track 11

My mother and father were typical parents. They
were strict. They wanted the best for me. After grade
school I was a typical boy getting in trouble. I had to
learn a big part of life the hard way. I went away to
prison straight after high school. I made my bed and
I had to lie in it. I’d never been arrested before. I was
the first one in my family to go away which was hard
on my parents, my grandparents.
28
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He said don’t let anything stop you.
Work hard.
- Terrel Stanford, age 11

He inspires me because he’s a successful
business owner and he founded it one year
after he got out of prison.
- Noah Bivins, age 16
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