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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 2018, SLB Radio Productions, Inc. (SLB)
convened a group of students in partnership with
Carnegie Library of Pittsburgh in Homewood.
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.
We extend our thanks to Andrea McNeill and
everyone at Carnegie Library of Pittsburgh in
Homewood. Additional audio and photos are
available at crossingfences.org.
For 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’ve been fortunate at every stage of my life to have
a good group of people I could call real friends that
looked out for me.
In high school somebody gave me the book, The
Miseducation of the Negro. I read it again in college.
That’s when it clicked. It opened my eyes to injustice
around the education system and a lot of other systems
in society. That’s when I started figuring out this is
what I want to be about. Every day I wake up and try
to do everything to be a part of the transformation of
Homewood.
Family means different things, but I think we have to
transform the way we think about that word. Family
is who you have. A lot of people are suffering and
hurting because we tell people family is mom, dad
and kids. That’s great in a sense, but there is a village.
There are multiple people supporting that unit and
that child.

Walter J. Lewis

Born 1987 — Executive Director, Homewood Children’s Village
Interview by Devin McGinester & Dana Morris
Excerpts from Track 1

I’m from an area called Pikesville outside of West
Baltimore. When I was born it was me, my mom,
my cousin, and her two kids. I grew up in a house
full of people. My cousins were like my brothers
and sisters. Then we moved. My other aunt and
her two sons moved in with us. Until I was eight
or nine, I had people in my house constantly. I’m
an only child, but I didn’t really realize it or feel it.
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None of us are going to live for forever. Success is the
value you pass on to the next person.
He gave deep answers to the questions
we asked. It’s up to us to make change.
We’re the generation to start making
communities better.
- Devin McGinester, age 16

He quoted Malcolm X: A man who stands
for nothing will fall for anything.
- Dana Morris, age 16
7

He inspired me to tell people good things
about Homewood.
-Devin McGinester, age 16

He’s a good man because he’s trying to
help other people succeed.
- Dana Morris, age 16

I went to Central Catholic High School, an all boys
predominantly white college preparatory school. I
went there from Holy Rosary School in Homewood—
that was all black. I experienced a little bit of a culture
shock. When I got to Howard, which is an HBCU, it
was cool to see people who looked just like me from
all over the country, from all over the world, who
wanted something for their life. That was powerful.

Martell Covington

Born 1987 — Assistant Director of Youth and Family Services, 		
Community Empowerment Association
Interview by Devin McGinester & Dana Morris
Excerpts from Track 2

My mother has always been active in the community.
My stepfather is an activist as well. He’s a former
Black Panther. At home, culturally, I was exposed
to a lot of different things that had happened in the
country and in the world. It gave me a different point
of view. My mom, who I’m grateful for, kept me
busy.
8

I want to continue to make an impact in our
community. I want to educate our young people. I
want people to remember me as an individual that
gave of himself, somebody that invested heavily
in the community that he came from and loved it.
Somebody that was fearless and fought for his people.
Struggle builds character. Loss builds character.
Homewood is one of the most impoverished
communities in Pittsburgh, but there is still a
historical and cultural richness. It’s something that is
important for us to remember and for people outside
the community to know.
9

friends would come over to the house and they’d call
you their little brother. The next thing you know,
you are going to their funerals. It changes you. I have
been going to funerals since I was eight years old. By
the time I was thirteen, I was desensitized.
I didn’t think I was going to live past seventeen, so I
didn’t have a plan until I had my son. I feel like the
Lord was using him to open my eyes to see what I
could be. My father was a role model. His influence
was heavy, even when he was away for a period of
time. I seek inspiration from him now.

Anwan Wesley

Born 1981 — Coach; Community Activist
Interview by Derly Germain & Raysean Fisher
Excerpts from Track 3

Family life was cool. We had my mom, my dad, my
brothers. Everybody had moms and dads. It was a
real respectful time in Homewood where guys from
across the street could come to my house and call my
mom, “mom.”
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I lost five of my best friends. My older brother was
into the gang life. We had the same family unit where

What made me want to be a coach? Everywhere I
went kids would follow me. I felt like it was my job
to make sure I give them something good. Once I
had my son and I started coaching and training him,
it was something natural that came. There are people
that call me coach and I never coached them a day
in my life. That tells me that whatever I’m putting
down, they are picking up.

He taught us that we should be individuals
and not part of bad influences.
- Derly Germain, age 15

The interview taught me a lot about
Homewood’s culture and people.
- Raysean Fisher, age 15
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We both grew up in Homewood
and felt similar struggles.
- Shawn McGinester, age 17

He taught me that life isn’t
always going to be easy.
- Greg Smith, age 14

At 20 years old, my brothers asked me to take them
to Edinboro. I let my brother drive. We slipped on
black ice. I was in the passenger seat. All I remember
is waking up outside the vehicle. God saved my life.
That’s when I knew there was something more.

Devantae Butler

Born 1993 — Founder, (RNDRT) Reaching New Dreams,
Recognizing Talents; Motivational Speaker & Author
Interview by Shawn McGinester & Greg Smith
Excerpts from Track 4

I grew up in Homewood on Fleury Way. A typical
day was just survival. I had to learn at the age of
six how to make a peanut butter and jelly sandwich
and allow that to be satisfaction for me. My mom
did everything she could to make sure that I saw
work ethic. She had a desire to get me to push myself.
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Let somebody experience the real you. There ain’t
no platform for it. My poetry started at Walmart
—outside of it. Now I get paid to do poetry. What
turned into a small thing is now the biggest thing. My
passion came from suffering. And now I get a chance
to let everybody experience it. It was something I
did from the heart and it’s something that I maintain
consistently.
Use your pain. Get so mad at what you don’t have
to force yourself to go get it. I had to experience
everything I experienced to really see. Your pain is
going to be the difference in your outcome.
13

Achievement Program. The people who are here
continue to grow. We are teaching our own so we can
understand math and reading and be better workers,
students and leaders. We have the people who know
how to develop, how to take drawings and create
helpful things. We can create the community that we
need. We can be responsible for each other.
It takes a community to raise cooperatives and it
takes a community to raise children. The small group
that wants to be confident in themselves and in each
other will definitely be able to touch other people
who thought it was impossible.
We have to choose survival over luxury. When we
do that and we invest in each other’s education—
getting the right status for doing commerce and
doing business as cultural people—we’ll be straight.

Wadjet Mentuhotep

Born 1987 — Founder and President, Engineering Impact Initiative
Interview by Micah Stanback & Nevaughn Page
Excerpts from Track 5

I grew up in New Kensington and Homewood. It
was full of hard work, focusing, paying attention,
transforming.
We have the Engineering Impact Initiative and
BUGS (Black Urban Gardeners) as well as Power
in Numbers and ASAP, the Aborigines Scholastic
14

There’s a lot I didn’t know about that he is
doing for the community.
- Micah Stanback, age 14

Not a lot of black males I know have
businesses. It’s inspiring that he has one.
- Nevaughn Page, age 13
15

He taught me how to
learn from mistakes.
- Khalil Gales, age 12

He gave me good advice.
- Rondal Gilmore, age 11

It’s a school for predominantly African American
males. There’s no place like it.
My cousin went to Stanford and is now the head of
one of the departments at Northwestern. Being able
to see that made me strive for things. That person
was able to do it. They look like me. I can do it.

Sean Means

Born 1982 — Teacher, Pittsburgh Westinghouse
Interview by Khalil Gales & Rondal Gilmore
Excerpts from Track 6

I had great parents. I have a sister that continues to
push me. She’s two years younger than me. This is the
first time we have lived in the same state since high
school. It’s good to have family around. Academically,
early on, I struggled. Things just took longer. There’s
this place in Atlanta called Morehouse College.
16

I teach 11th grade at Pittsburgh Westinghouse. I also
do photography. I always feel like you have got to
have two sources of income—one of the sources being
independent. There are things that can be out of your
control when you allow other people to employ you
long term. You need to save your money and start
investing in yourself.
If the people that you hang around the most are not
positive people, that is going to be a reflection of
who you will be as you matriculate through school.
You’ve got to be smart about the people that you
hang around.
17

It’s a challenge growing up in Homewood trying to
do the right thing. I was in Reizenstein when gangs
first hit.
Westinghouse High School is where it all happened
for me. I came into my own in football. We won a lot
of championships. A lot of friends still have friends
from Westinghouse ‘til this day. I had mentors: Coach
Web, Mr. Dillard, Coach Doc—a lot of community
guys. Mentors are key. You never want to follow the
wrong people.

Ramon Robinson

Born 1976 — Coach, Pittsburgh Westinghouse
Interview by Khalil Gales & Rondal Gilmore
Excerpts from Track 7

I grew up in Homewood on Kelly Street. It was a
rough childhood but it was also fair. I had a lot of
fun, played a lot of football. I was probably the first
generation to have a Nintendo. I have a twin brother,
three other brothers, sister, mother, father—great
family.

College was kind of tough. I really wasn’t a big book
guy. I was going to go to Pitt but my grades were
not too good so they sent me to a junior college. We
had to catch the bus to Arizona and it took three
long days. When we got out there and didn’t have
anywhere to live I had to sleep in the locker room for
a couple days. Things didn’t go right, so we had to
come back home.
I have a lot of friends. We set the bar high for each
other. Having your own business is very important.
Nobody is going to do what you’re going to do for
yourself. I’m a very happy man. I’m living a great
life.
I hope I can be as committed as he is.
He never gives up.
- Khalil Gales, age 12

I did the same stuff he did as a child.
- Rondal Gilmore, age 11
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I need to stop hanging with people who
are not going to treat me the way I want
to be treated. He inspired me to be bold,
confident, and strong.
- Nevaughn Page, age 13

When I go to college, I’ll know
more because of him.
- Greg Smith, age 14

Detroit was an African American city. There was
nothing that I didn’t feel I could do. I only applied to
one college—that was Hampton University. My life
has been blessed following that one decision. Going
from a city that was this mecca of blackness to this
college…all these black people are just doing it.

Christian Hughes

Y’all love all people in Homewood. Even though
I’m not from here, I have my business here. It’s
been that love that has kept me here. I would
describe Homewood as resilient. There’s strength in
community, collaboration and unity.

I grew up in Detroit. It made me aware of my
surroundings and as an architect, it made me aware
of the places and spaces that might need a little help.
I grew up in a single parent household. We lived
with my grandparents. The support was there from
my neighbors, my mother, her friends. I was always
a 4.0 student.

Always keep your dreams, your gifts, and your
talents. There is no such thing as a dream too big.
That’s why I named my company Drafting Dreams. I
am the Chief Executive Dreamer. A dream without a
plan is a wish. I knew I wanted to be an architect. All
I had to do was put my talents into a plan and make
it happen.

Born 1991 — Chief Executive Dreamer, Drafting Dreams
Interview by Nevaughn Page & Greg Smith
Excerpts from Track 8
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I played high school football and went to Morehead
State in Kentucky on a partial football scholarship. I
ended up transferring to Temple University where
I walked onto Temple’s football team for one year.
Injured my leg and pretty much hung up football.
I transferred and got my degree at Pitt.
I supervise two mental health programs. Also, I’m
the president of Homewood Community Sports,
an organization that has been in existence since the
1960’s. My goal was to become an attorney—still
is my goal. My success may be different from your
success. As long as you finish it and as long as you
did your best, you are a success.

Mubarik Ismaeli

We can’t be a selfish people. You have to do for your
people. When you have kids and your kids have
kids, you leave a legacy. You are trying to make it
better. Getting into politics, getting your doctorate,
becoming the boss of what you’re doing will all be
impactful in making change for right now—and the
future.

Born 1981 — President, Homewood Community Sports
Interview by Shawn McGinester & Micah Stanback
Excerpts from Track 9

I grew up on Idlewild Street. We moved around a
lot, but our roots are planted in Homewood. My
father was an activist. He was one of the founders of
the Harambee Black Arts Festival. He kept us active
in the community. We are Muslim. For a while we
went to a Muslim school in Oakland called Madrasa.
When that closed, I was homeschooled until ninth
grade. That’s when I went to Westinghouse.
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He inspired me to be a king,
and be a selfless person.
- Shawn McGinester, age 17

His dad was an inspiration for him.
He’s continuing the legacy.
- Micah Stanback, age 14
23

It was nice to meet someone similar to me.
- Derly Germain, age 15

He told me that life is short and you
shouldn’t take it for granted.
- Raysean Fisher, age 15

Family members said, Hi Vlad. This is your mom.
I’m like, No, my mom is back in Haiti. It was hard for
me to adjust.

Dr. Vladimir St. Surin

I came from a very loving family, but unfortunately
grew up without a dad. I met my father when I was
21. I wasn’t angry, but I never really had a dominant
male figure. My mom did remarry and my stepdad
did all he could do. Growing up without a father I
just kept saying, I can’t wait to be that dad I did not have.

I’m from Haiti. I was born and raised in Brooklyn. My
mom came here not knowing one word of English.
My father was not around. She could not take care
of a young baby not knowing how to speak English.
She sent me back to Haiti. I came back to the United
States when I was six. My mom met me at the airport.

Think about Homewood. It is a place you can be
born, go to middle school, high school, work in
different places, go to college and even transfer to the
University of Pittsburgh. Not a lot of communities
can do that. A village can raise a Homewood kid.
They need to know that there are people here that
love them. If I know someone loves me, that means
I can do anything because they have my back. Kids
need to know that Homewood has their back.

Born 1982 — Coach; Public Speaker; Assistant Dean,
CCAC Homewood-Brushton Center
Interview by Derly Germain & Raysean Fisher
Excerpts from Track 10
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Hear the original interviews and reflections from
these and more than 350 other men and boys at
crossingfences.org.
For a CD containing these interviews and
reflections, additional copies, 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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