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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 2014, SLB Radio Productions, Inc. (SLB), in
partnership with The Kingsley Association, convened
a group of students in East Liberty. 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 East Liberty 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 tablet 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 Malik Bankston, Fred Brown,
Thomas Washington, Sakeria Coﬀey and everyone
at The Kingsley Association.
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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He is a great man,
and he inspired me to work hard.
- Kenyon Walker, age 11

At the end of my first semester, I got a letter from my
Dean that I wasn’t welcome to come back to school
the next semester, that I was socially undesirable.
I went down to Westinghouse to see my guidance
counselor. She got the president of the college on the
phone and she told him that if they didn’t re-admit
me, she would see that they never got another black
student out of Pittsburgh. That’s when it hit me ‒ no
matter what obstacles or hurdles I had, I had to finish
school there. In my freshman class at Gannon, there
were about 75 African-American students. There
were only about seven of us that graduated.

Malik Bankston

Born 1962 - Executive Director of The Kingsley Association
Interview by Calum Brown, JaVon Clark & Kenyon Walker
Excerpts from Track 1
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I’m the oldest of six. I grew up in four diﬀerent
neighborhoods and I claim all of them. Every house
I grew up in as a kid is a vacant lot now. I did
my undergraduate work at what is now Gannon
University, and attended law school at University
of Pittsburgh. I was a pretty good student until I
went away to college. Going away to college was a
big adjustment for me.

Things worked out the way I needed for them to work
out. You don’t know what’s around the next corner.
You can’t be afraid to take on the challenges the way
they come to you. You just have to push your way
through them. It’s important that you set goals for
yourself. You have your own path to follow in order
to accomplish the things that you set out to do.
He was very easy to talk to. He always
looks at the bright side of things.
- Calum Brown, age 14

He’s a good role model because
he’s helping the community.
- JaVon Clark, age 15
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It’s great to see such an intelligent
black man, especially one in politics.
- Ross Tedder, age 14

There was a lot of drugs, a lot of dope in my community.
Watching East Liberty transform meant if we could
change the community, I could change as well. I
wanted to say I did something positive with my life.
Education was my way out. I tell my daughter all the
time: You can marry this thing called “the streets”
and birth a lifetime of problems that you will spend
your whole life trying to overcome, or you can
marry education and birth a lifetime of opportunity
that you can spend your whole life enjoying.
When young kids come to my oﬃce, I don’t care
where you’re from. At the end of the day, I’m from all
those communities. If you tell me where you want to
go in life, I can help you get there. I’m more interested
in where you want to go.

Ed Gainey

Born 1970 - Pennsylvania State Representative
Interview by Pernell Blackburn, Jr., A’mon Rice & Ross Tedder
Excerpts from Track 2

I had a good childhood. I give my mother a lot of
credit ‒ the one thing I never lacked was love. She
made miracles all the time. We didn’t have a lot but
whatever we had she made sure that she stretched
it to a point where it was good for the family. I had
a family that loved me, so now that I’m a father, it
teaches me how to love my children.
10
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Whenever you cut education, you cut future. Education
needs to be the primary budget that you never cut.
The more we educate our kids, the more we change
the world, and there’s no question about that.
He spoke well about the community
and he’s making a diﬀerence.
- Pernell Blackburn, Jr., age 12

He can teach many great lessons
to other kids.
-A’mon Rice, age 13
11

in East Liberty. This was the first man who showed
me that there was a diﬀerent way of living, and it
gave me the will to want to do right. He took me to a
community meeting, and gave me the opportunity to
see there were people trying to improve conditions.
They didn’t have any youth involved, so I became
one of the youth voices in my community.
My community influence as a child gave me an
opportunity to see where I thought conditions could
be better. I realized that my community needed
someone to come back and improve it. Right now,
I’m working in state government. It’s an opportunity
to serve the people from a diﬀerent platform.
If you believe in yourself, then you can take the
necessary steps to be successful. Work hard and be
honest with yourself. Know your limits and capabilities.
If you fail, get up and keep trying.

Melvin Hubbard El

Born 1950 - Chief of Staﬀ, Oﬃce of Rep. Gainey
Interview by Pernell Blackburn, Jr., Sekou Brown & Ross Tedder
Excerpts from Track 3

He inspired me to accomplish things that I
normally wouldn’t do.

My childhood was a good childhood. Even though we
didn’t have much money, I didn’t know not having
enough money made you poor. My mother and my
sisters were a very big part of my life as I grew up.

It’s great that he’s a black man in politics.

I met someone in the 10th grade. His name was
Charles Cooper. He was the first brother drafted into
the National Basketball Association. He also grew up
122

- Pernell Blackburn, Jr., age 12

- Sekou Brown, age 10

He is wise. I would definitely seek him out
for advice if I needed it.
- Ross Tedder, age 14
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protecting the ‘hood. But I also got some of my
greatest lessons from people in the ‘hood. One day,
a drug dealer I looked up to saw me staring at him.
He said, “You wanna be like me?” I said, “Yeah.” He
said, “You don’t want to have anything to do with
people like me.” He encouraged me to not follow
in his footsteps. He told me, the life that I see is not
the life that he has. At the end of the day, he didn’t
sleep at night.

Fred Brown

Born 1964 - Associate Director, The Kingsley Association
Interview by Demond Briston, Sheridan McHenry & Ross Tedder
Excerpts from Track 4

My childhood was very vivid. I drove around the
country every summer. I moved from diﬀerent
communities, even to diﬀerent parts of the country.
Those experiences really helped me cultivate a sense
of myself. No matter which community I was in, I
had to define who I was in those places. It taught me
how to be more diverse and to build friendships.
When I was a probation oﬃcer, the only diﬀerence
between me and the kids I worked with is that I
didn’t get caught. I did the same things that many
of these kids did. There was a certain aﬃnity with
14

Teaching vulnerable people the impact of living in
a sustainable community is very important ‒ solar
panels to reduce their energy use, stormwater
mitigation and management to reduce their water
usage. Creating urban farms is critical as a way for
us to provide organic and locally grown food. These
types of bills are what breaks a family’s back with regard
to their ability to have a healthy quality of life.
If I work with young people, I want to see them succeed.
I believe you have to mentor and grow people to fulfill
their purpose. We have an obligation to humanity to give
our gifts, skills and talents to other people. The universe
will always reward you for those contributions.
He said encouraging words
about stepping up as a generation.
- Ross Tedder, age 14

He taught me how to be a good leader
- Sheridan McHenry, age 17

He taught me to stay out of trouble,
read books, stay in school and do my best.
- Demond Briston, age 14
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He’s seen a lot and has a wealth
of information on the community.
- Ross Tedder, age 14

I was a terrible student. I didn’t pay attention.
As I got to my senior year, I understood that my
education was important, so I graduated. When I
went to college, I really wanted to become a teacher,
so I paid attention and graduated with a 3.93. I continue
to work with kids now.
I changed my life. I took the Lord to be my number
one and my life changed drastically. I had a lot of
opportunities as far as teaching, coaching and being
a good mentor in the community.
I encourage young folks to always speak to each other.
Communication will always be the key for success.
If we don’t communicate, there’s nothing we can do.

Ahmad Wesley

Born 1980 - Community Leader and Youth Advocate
Interview by Calum Brown, Damani Brown & Ross Tedder
Excerpts from Track 5

I did a lot in my life when I was young. Doing things
I knew I shouldn’t have been doing, contributing to
the bad part of my community. When I was growing
up there was really nobody in my community that
you really wanted to look up to. My father always
instilled who the Lord was to me, so he’s one of my
examples, but there’s really not too many.
16

My oldest daughter was born with a heart defect.
They didn’t give her a chance to live past three ‒ she’s
11 years old. She’s a high honor roll student and has
been since day one. Seeing her go through her pains
and struggles lets me know that every day is an
opportunity to do better.
He inspired me to help out
with the community.
- Damani Brown, age 14

I learned a lot from him
and I hope to get to know him better.
-Calum Brown, age 14
17

teacher showed me that you have to get the basics
down before you can move on to the bigger things.
My uncle would take a group of kids to Laurel Hill State
Park. We would go every year, spend about a week,
and that taught us about nature. Growing up, you saw
some trees, but it wasn’t anywhere like the wonderful
and beautiful forests we have here in Pennsylvania.
I’m satisfied with what I have in my life, but I do
strive for more. There are other goals I want to reach
in business, in family and in serving the Lord. Going
skydiving. Also, I would love to be a race car driver
for just one day.

Curtis Brown

Born 1969 - Entrepreneur
Interview by Pernell Blackburn, Jr., Damani Brown
& Sekou Brown
Excerpts from Track 6

I grew up in the Homewood area back in the 70s. My
role models aﬀected my life by showing me how to
stay focused and to not jump ahead. When I started
playing drums, we had to practice on a practice pad.
Each time I had to practice, I had to walk past a drum
set. I just wanted to get on the drumset and play. My

What I think it takes to be successful is definitely
determination and drive and believing that you can
achieve exactly what you’re shooting for. It also takes
an inner strength to know that whatever you want
to achieve, you can achieve. Stay focused on a set of
goals, not just one goal.
He gave advice on family, education and
finances. I think this is important because
it can make me a well-rounded person.
- Pernell Blackburn, Jr., age 12

He’s a great person because
he shares his life with kids.
- Sekou Brown, age 10

He inspired me to follow my dreams,
keep on going and never quit.
- Damani Brown, age 14
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togethers, Sunday dinners and birthday parties. I
was always active in music and sports.
I opened up The Shadow Lounge while I was at Pitt. I
always wanted to create businesses and create services
that didn’t exist in Pittsburgh. A lot of things we did
were against the norm of the Pittsburgh nightlife scene.
People said it couldn’t get done, and we did it, and we’d
move on to the next thing.
A lot of things are based oﬀ of having relationships
with people. If you treat people correctly and have
a good reputation, those things come back around
when you’re in need. If you have a good rep, you can
get things done very quickly, and if you have a bad
rep, it can hurt you.

Justin Strong

Born 1978 - Executive Director, 7th Movement Development
Interview by Pernell Blackburn, Jr., Demond Briston
& Sheridan McHenry
Excerpts from Track 7

I grew up in Point Breeze in a family environment.
Our street was mixed, you had every shade and color.
I grew up with the perspective of treating people
fairly and getting to know them.
My mother was a teacher for 40 years. Our house
was the place for parties and hosting events, get200

He is very inspirational because he’s
successful in his businesses.
I want to be successful like him.
- Demond Briston, age 14

He inspired me to overcome my struggles,
fight for education, and to keep my head up.
- Sheridan McHenry, age 17

It inspired me that he took the time to come
talk to us so we can grow up to be like him.
-Pernell Blackburn, Jr., age 12
21

He gives good life advice and encourages
kids to stay away from drugs.
- Demond Briston, age 14

I didn’t really like grade school. I didn’t strive until
9th grade. I realized I was going to be out in the real
world, so from that point on, I made the honor roll.
I thought I was gonna be a superstar football player,
and that didn’t work out, but I had a backup plan. I
said, ‘I’ll go to trade school.’ My mother always told
me, “You gotta do something.” Learn to do something
to the best of your ability. Something positive.

Gary Harrison

Born 1957 - Certified Electrician
Interview by Pernell Blackburn, Jr., Demond Briston
& Sheridan McHenry
Excerpts from Track 8

When I was about 10 years old, we got our first color
TV. I wanted to see how it worked so I took it apart
but I couldn’t put it back together. I wanted to be
able to be able to fix that TV. We had electric shop [in
school] ‒ I thought that was TV repair. So, I took that
class and I liked it, but it was about wiring houses.
That’s how I ended up being an electrician.
2
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I wanted to experience the world. It was about the
same time that crack hit the ‘hood in the 80s. I got
caught up in that. The time I had a problem to the
time I stopped was 22 years. As I got older I was like,
‘I just gotta stop.’ I prayed, I went to NA meetings, I
listened and I found what my mother taught me was
right ‒ just don’t do drugs.
Don’t let peer pressure take you down the dark path
of drug use. That’s the biggest thing going on in
our neighborhood right now. They’re fighting over
crumbs out there. Learn a skill. It will feed you for
the rest of your life.
I hope to lead other people just like he did.
- Sheridan McHenry, age 17

He worked hard to get where he is in life.
- Pernell Blackburn, Jr., age 12
2
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He inspired me to stay on the right path.
- Kenyon Walker, age 11

I came through a lot of bad situations. I’ve seen a lot of
friends go, by cemetaries and prisons, and I’ve seen a
lot of friends get messed up on drugs. It had an impact
on me in a negative way in the beginning. But when the
smoke cleared and I realized I had way more to live for,
it started impacting me diﬀerently. I realized there were
things that I valued that had very little value, and things
that I didn’t that had great value, like spending time with
my only child and being a positive role model to the kids
in the neighborhood.
Your body of work is what makes you successful.
Do all the right things ‒ stay in school, listen to your
parents, stay out of trouble, do things that are positive,
don’t do drugs. Don’t allow yourself to be addicted
to anything, have control of your life.

Dwayne Crawley

Born 1971 - Community Leader and Youth Advocate
Interview by Demond Briston, JaVon Clark & Kenyon Walker
Excerpts from Track 9

If you’ve got a father, cherish that, respect that.
Everybody doesn’t have a father that cares about
them. For those who don’t, there’s guys like me
who care.

When I was coming up, the love went further than
your doorstep. If I did something wrong, by the time
I got home, my mom knew the whole story.

He is a good man because he’s giving back
to the community.

I had a father that I looked up to and thought was my
superhero. Then he wasn’t around anymore. I had a lot
of questions that I needed answers for, and really no one
to turn to to ask the questions, so, I learned the hard way.
24

- JaVon Clark, age 15

He told me to keep reading, do my best in
sports and stay in school.
- Demond Briston, age 14
25

I could be a leader in my community and try to make
it better.
I still have mentors and role models. Growing up, I had
a cousin, he’s the only one in my family I knew that
graduated from college. He was always even-keeled,
he never drank or did drugs or anything. He was like a
refuge, I was always able to go to him, just talk to him.
He always came to my baseball games, he took me to
museums, so I would say he was a big mentor.

Shad Henderson

Born 1979 - Penn State 4-H Educator
Interview by Calum Brown, A’mon Rice & Ross Tedder
Excerpts from Track 10
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I grew up in the 80s and 90s. In the 90s, you just saw
Lincoln-Lemington fall oﬀ a cliﬀ. People were dying,
the swimming pool closed up, businesses closed up,
people moved away. I lost a few friends and family
members to gang violence. That trauma fueled me to
become more involved in community development.
I went to Pitt and got my undergrad in Liberal Arts
and my Master’s Degree in Public Administration so

The most important thing is to believe in yourself.
Believe in your ideas, your dreams. Write down your
hopes and dreams, write down things that happen
throughout your day and review it. Surround yourself
with people who are uplifting, that are positive, that
are going to encourage you. Stay away from those
people who aren’t. Be careful who you share your
dreams with, only share them with people you
really trust. Whatever you dream and believe, you
can achieve. So dream big, believe in it, and you can
achieve it.
It’s encouraging that he overcame as many
struggles as he had growing up.
- Ross Tedder, age 14

I would like to be well-educated like he is.
- A’mon Rice, age 13

He reminded me when times get tough,
I have family and friends
that can help me push through.
- Calum Brown, age 14
27
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better way to commemorate my sister’s passing than
to be the best Emmai I could be, I went back to school
and got my GED and went on to the University of
Pittsburgh.
After my sister’s passing I fell into a deep depression.
I was homeless, and I very well could have been that
individual who asked you for fifty cents. It allowed
me to dig back into my creativity. I said to myself
‒ How can I change the world with what I love? I
got myself together. I opened up a studio out of a
300-square foot room. I was sleeping in there. I said to
myself, every dollar I make, I’m going to put ninety
cents back into the studio. I did that with a level of
commitment and today I own a full-service recording
facility that’s Emmy award winning.

Emmai Alaquiva

Born 1976 - Emmy-Award Winning Filmmaker
Interview by Calum Brown, Damani Brown
& Sheridan McHenry
Excerpts from Track 11

I grew up in the projects, fatherless. My mother
worked two jobs, wasn’t really there ‒ it could’ve
broke me, but it built me up to be a better person,
a better father, a better husband one day. I dropped
out of school my senior year because my sister was
diagnosed with HIV AIDS. So I had to step in and
take care of my family. Once I realized that, what
28

I don’t “work” ‒ I do what I love. You know a lot of
people who go to work every single day, but they
come home miserable. They wish they could get a
better job. If we simply took the time to do what we
love, this world would be a better place. I change the
world with what it is that I love to do, and I happen
to get a check for it.
Even though he was going through hard times
he kept on striving.
- Damani Brown, age 14

He fought for the things that he wanted.
- Sheridan McHenry, age 17

He never gave up on his dreams.
- Calum Brown, age 14
29
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