
It’s important to know the impact that 
African Americans in San Francisco had on 
things that actually reverberated out into 
the country. You need your past to remind 
you of the mountains you’ve climbed. It not 
only improves your own self-image, but it 
changes people’s perception of who you 
are and your value in society. We want to be 
proud of who we are. But, it’s very easy to 
get torn down because society sees us as 
ex-slaves. This is my city. I came out of it and 
I don’t have to go back to Africa to be proud. 
We can be proud right here. 

If we understood what a powerful people we 
are, we would be self-correcting in some of 
our wild children. We have to tell our history 
the way it should be told so they would want 
to be part of our continuum and we would be 
a different people for it. Learn about people 
like Leidesdorff and Mary Ellen Pleasant. Our 
black story is told with a few typical examples 
like Madame CJ Walker’s plantation story. 
History is manipulated to give us a specific 
image like we don’t have a history, as if we 
were just slaves. 

And we are in Liberal California? But people don’t know that California’s a slave 
sympathizer state. In the 1850s, they talked about getting ride of the six-month rule 
to allow any slave who was brought to California to remain a slave forever. They don’t 
talk about those things. They talk about the gold rush. But they don’t talk about when 
Mexico was still running things. They don’t tell you that Guerrero Street in San Francisco 
was named after a man who was black, Native American and white but under today’s 
definition of “black.” He was a black man. When this was still Mexico he was the president. 
But you don’t know that. You just drive down Guerrero Street. 

The people who run things control history. They don’t tell you because it changes the 
way you approach the world and it’s not in their best interest. The city of San Francisco 
has a responsibility to tell its true history and, yes, we as African Americans have a 
responsibility to do the same. We’ll become stronger not just as a people, but as a 
community and as a city with truth. It sounds cliché but it’s true: when the tide rises, all 
boats rise.

SAN FRANCISCO POET LAUREATE
FOUNDER OF CLASSIC BLACK



Art brings so much to the community. San Francisco with no art would be like a place 
with no heart. Dance is important for me. It keeps me alive. It makes me strong as a 
black person, because it’s not easy to be a black person in this world. So dance for me 
is everything. I dance with my ancestors. They’re with me through everything in my life. 

It’s because of our ancestors that we are here. We always have to remember who we 
are, where we came from, and why we have so much. Black people we are brothers 
and sisters. Your ancestors are my ancestors.  Although I’m from Brazil and you’re from 
the United States, Haiti, or Cuba, we still feel and experience the same thing that our 
ancestors experienced. The racism still happens. I want to see us come together and 
support each other. 

I’m a little sad about “community” in the United States. I don’t think it exists. I’ve lived in 
the same place for 13 years, and I don’t even know my neighbor. That is not a community. 
We need to recreate our community here. I have to create my own community. That is 
what I do inside my dance classes. Cultural arts are important because it brings people 
together and helps people understand one another.

In my classes we come together to dance, travel and help each other. But I really want 
to see us even more together. We are too separate. I want to see more black people 
happier and smiling. We need that here. 

I don’t think another color could be so strong. It is a strong force. It is beauty. It is art. 
The color black absorbs a lot of energy. We as black people absorb a lot of energy. We 
absorb good energy. I am a black person, dancer and a fighter. Being black is everything 
to me.

We are our hearts.

AFRO-BRAZILIAN DANCE TEACHER, CHOREOGRAPHER AND MASSAGE THERAPIST
ORIGINALLY FROM SALVADOR, BAHIA, BRAZIL



I identify as being mixed 
or black. I have a lot of Welsh 
in my family and I feel very 
connected to Wales and their 
history and stories. I also have 
this huge connection to Africa, 
but Africa’s a big continent. 
with many countries and many 
languages. Being  from Egypt, 
is very different than being 
from Nigeria or South Africa. 
One of my favorite words 
that I wish we still used is 
“Afro-American.” It feels more 
authentic because points to the flavor, history and more ancient connections. It’s the 
seasoning of who I am.

To me “Black” is about what you look like and has a lot more to do with how other people 
treat you, whereas “African American” is safer for other people to say. I don’t usually use 
the word African American for myself. 

“Black” is more comfortable to me. But the phrase “the black experience” drives me 
crazy… the idea that there’s one black experience. There is no one black experience. Most 
people define it as something they saw on TV but when I’m talking about being black, 
I’m talking about my experience, which is why sometimes I’m not black. Sometimes I’m 
in a place and I really genuinely feel mixed. Other times I’m in a room and I’m black.



I always knew that drawing was going to be my road to self-discovery and self-
understanding. Drawing ancestors and creating all these entities has me working on a 
deeper level. It comes so natural to me. It’s like having a conversation with myself. 
I think that’s why art is so healing. 

I think art can definitely heal 
community. When I was younger, 
seeing art that was a reflection of 
me made me feel good. I wanted 
to do that too. I want to create a 
story that can create a brighter 
reality that’s not oppressive; 
that’s against oppression. When 
I see art in communities that 
you can tell is removed from the 
community, you can tell its soul 
is lost. It’s not healing. I call it art 
gentrification and that’s creating 
something that just doesn’t fit or 
help the community. Instead, it 
perpetuates whatever issue was 
already there. 

We look around for reflections of 
ourselves. But if we don’t find it 
and we don’t see it, we need to 
look for it within ourselves. Where 
else better to start than with our ancestry? Your parents are included in that. They’re the 
two that created you. 

It’s important to reach back and learn about yourself. I believe in things getting passed 
down to us ancestrally, through our DNA and memory. I believe our stories are passed 
down through our actions. The things we go through are always intertwined and related 
to our ancestry. Sometimes we don’t know why but we end up doing things that reflect 
the generational trauma and behaviors that comes up for healing. Sometimes we have 
to relive that story to work that out within ourselves. 

I do have a story to tell. My story is part of a whole story that includes an endless amount 
of people. Thank you for allowing me to share my story, helping me realize that my 
story matters, and allowing others to share theirs. It’s warming anytime you’re invited 
somewhere… to be included and know someone else is interested in your voice and your 
presence. I ask that everyone look at their own story. Explore where you come from, 
where you are at, where you are going, and maybe where you need to be. Whatever you 
do comes from the soil to which your feet are planted and comes through the soles of 
your feet. How we walk is how we give reverence to our story. So, where do you want to 
go — spiritually, physically, emotionally, and mentally? We can go there.

GRAPHITE VISUAL ARTIST AND MURALIST



My mother told me that if 
there were any superior people 
on the face of this earth I was 
a part of that group, and that 
I need to get out, act free, be 
free, and do what I need to do.

Yes, there’s the black community 
and then there’s the broader 
community. I always felt that 
my job as a supervisor was to 
look out for African Americans. In order to do that, I had to include everybody else. I had 
to make sure that my cards not only had English, but also Mandarin. To help my people, 
I had to work with everybody.

I remember this educator came. They had a meeting, and asked, “What do black people 
want for their kids?” I was so insulted. Of course we want the same thing you want. We 
want everything everybody else wants. We want healthy communities, healthy places 
for our families and our children, and great schools so they can be well educated. We 
want good, decent policing so that we’re not afraid of, not only the gangsters, but also 
the police. They’re gangsters too in some ways. We want the same things other people 
want. We want what you have. You have an education. Your children go to school and 
they have music lessons. That’s the same thing we all want. We want to take our kids 
fishing. We want to take them on Saturday afternoons to the show and to church on 
Sunday. Then after church we want to take them for a ride. We want them to be healthy. 
We want to be happy.

FORMER MEMBER OF THE SF BOARD OF SUPERVISORS DISTRICT 10
DEMOCRATIC COUNTY CENTRAL COMMITTEE CANDIDATE



All these limited ways that 
we define identity are what’s 
causing us so many problems. 
When we stop having a 
“white” everybody can have a 
cultural identity and heritage. 
Then we can have some real 
conversations. Until we do it 
is always going to be: white is 
the norm and everything else 
is abnormal. 

Black presence means that 
we don’t have to ask permission to be visible. It also means that we see each other. 
Like when you see another black person and you nod your head or say something. It’s 
recognition. It’s how we say, “I see you. You’re present. You’re here. We’re not alone.” 

I think about the black presence here in San Francisco and it can’t be all numbers. It has 
to be qualitative, not quantitative. It has to be about how black people are represented, 
understood and respected by each other and by those outside of black spaces and 
black community. There needs to be more black spaces. How do we create those? How 
do we find each other? How do we say, “What’s up?” when we don’t even see each other 
sometimes.

It’s been interesting seeing how much the city has changed. It’s become more and more 
gentrified. But not even gentrified— segregated. I think people don’t know each other 
anymore. When I was growing up I knew my neighbors. I don’t think people know who 
their neighbors are.

We have to remember that there is a history of intergroup organizing that’s always 
existed among different communities. Where there’s been tension, there’s also been a 
lot of unity and working together.

San Francisco has really produced some of the most radical changes that we’ve seen in 
our society in modern times. How many firsts has San Francisco accomplished in terms 
of political mobilization or organizing? So I think this city still remains a place where we 
can produce radical change. The question is: will we do it bringing everyone along for 
the ride or will we displace so many people that it will no longer be that place of radical 
transformation but a new place of neoliberal bullshit?

CHAIR OF AMERICAN INDIAN STUDIES, SF STATE UNIVERSITY



When we say we need “quality 
protection,” we are saying that 
we want police to come into our 
community and respect it like they 
do in the white community. They 
talk respectfully. They walk the kids 
across the street. They don’t enter 
those communities like an occupying 
army as they do in our community. 

We still have police murders. That’s 
at the core of “Black Lives Matter.” 
Even before it was called Black Lives 
Matter, black lives was mattering.  
That name came to be—Black Lives 
Matter—because of the abuse on the 
hands of the system itself, starting with the police abuse and murders that are always 
being justified. They demonize those stolen lives to make them look as though they 
should have been killed. That’s why people have been standing up and resisting. 

The Black Panther Party was called the Black Panther Party for self-defense at first. 
There were a lot of murders of young blacks going on then as it is today. They started 
off by patrolling the communities against police abuse, which was point number seven 
of the Black Panther Party’s 10-point platform. We wanted an immediate end to police 
brutality and the murder of black people. It sparked urgency in the situations of that time.

When they organized the party the first group was young people like myself, ages 13 
to 19 years old. It was the brothers and sisters out there in the hood who had firsthand 
experience with the police. They were the ones who were confronted with the issues 
of profiling, abuse and harassment from police everyday. Students and intellectuals 
all became part of the organization after.

The party grew out of Oakland and then evolved into San Francisco. We were able 
to get the location on Fillmore where Yoshi’s nightclub used to be. That became our 
central distribution for our newspaper. We shipped it all over the country and all over 
the world.

Black presence through black art has always been like any other presence through 
the culture of art. Black people have always done art. Art is a way of life for some 
folks; the way you decorate your house, the way you paint your house, the way you 
do things. Art is a part of life’s journey—an expression of the journey through art—
through the creative process.

I’m talking about art in the context of the Black Panther Party and its revolutionary 
culture for social change. The culture and expression of black folks: self-determination, 
the suffering, the pain, and the love. If you can capture that in your artwork you’ve 
made that connection with the community, and the broader community as well. In the 
Black Panther Party we were talking about revolutionary culture transforming society. 
Our art was a reflection of what was going on in the world…a world bombarded by 
mainstream success, which has nothing to do with community success.

MINISTER OF CULTURE FOR THE BLACK PANTHER PARTY



It’s important to understand where you live. There is indigenous culture from where 
you are. If you live in San Francisco, learn about the Ohlone people. They are the true 
natives of this land. Learn about their traditions and their culture. Learn about what 
this used to look like before it became covered with concrete. Think about that when 
you’re walking down the concrete street. This used to be a rich marshland, a bird 
paradise where millions of birds used to flock. San Francisco has a lot of history. We 
have rich histories. If we look at the indigenous communities that lived here and still 
live here, we could learn some of the ways in which they maintained their survival for 
hundreds of years.

Don’t let them tell you that humans and the earth are separate. We’re all connected 
to the stars. Even scientists are telling us that we come from stardust. The earth was 
made from stardust. We’re a reflection of what’s happening celestially in the universe. 
In Native American culture I was taught that a meteor landed between two mountains. 
In that meteor was our DNA in the form of a spider, and the spider came and wove 
everything that we see in her web. That’s what it is. We are all connected. That’s the 
truth. Go out with your friends, stand on the hill and move around, and you’ll see the 
stars shift. I’ve done it with youth. Whatever we do in the world is reflected in the 
heavens. So what we do and say right now has power. We are the power.

I feel really blessed to be born into this legacy of black brilliance that across the board 
is one of the most appreciated in the arts, whether it comes down to visual arts, with 
Michel Basquiat, or music, with soul, funk, blues, reggae and hip-hop. Those are black 
arts. That’s black brilliance and black love being perpetuated into the universe. Those 
art forms are going to be listened to 36,000 years from now. That makes us immortal. 
So we are immortal through our art, our love, and through our conversations. 

MUSICIAN, YOUTH WORKER AND PRODUCER
AUDIOPHARMACY AND SEVENTH NATIVE AMERICAN GENERATION



Time never looks back. Time goes forward. So to see how we got here today, you 
have to look back. They tell us, “You have no past. You have no accomplishments. You 
didn’t contribute.” Our history is faded but it is still here. 

Someone once told me that the beauty of a tree is what you see and the strength of 
that tree is what you don’t see. Every place in America where there are black people, 
are untold stories of how we have made a difference. It is not just history it’s our story. 
We came here at the beginning. We’re part of all of this and we will continue to be a 
part of all of this. Our places are solid. 

I remember while working at the shipyard, to keep people removed from the process 
of leadership they’d hoard the knowledge. When I started, I would hear the old guys, 
the old black men in particular, talk about how their white counterparts would hold the 
blueprints to the ships. They would tell 
the black people, “Go get this. Go get 
that.” And while we were gone, they’d 
look at the blueprints. It was as if they 
had all of this knowledge, but really, all 
they had were blueprints. It takes me 
back to brother James Brown, “I don’t 
need nobody to give me nothing. Open 
up the door. I’ll get it myself.”

I think the lack of communication is one 
of the things that has held us back. The 
words we say echo. When I worked at 
the San Francisco shipyard as a young 
man, the old guys used to always say 
to me, “Young man, just keep getting up 
in the morning and you’ll be amazed at 
how far you can go. Keep pushing, keep 
struggling, and don’t let anybody tell 
you that you can’t, when you can. You 
have the self-confidence to go forward.” 
I’ll never forget that. 

We’re all here as a result of them old folks and they’re here as a result of the old folks 
that came before them. It’s amazing when you think of life’s process. My dad and mom 
created me. My grandfather and grandmother on my dad’s side created him. You start 
going back and back and the connection and the stories are just really amazing. All of 
the folks in this struggle of life, who brought us to where we are now—those unnamed 
people—thinking of them is what moves and shakes me. 

BAYVIEW NAVAL SHIPYARD WORKER



I didn’t even think about race when I was younger. There were black, brown, Asian and 
then like one white person in our school. It wasn’t until like high school when I noticed 
segregation. A lot of the separation was grouping based on cliques and popularity but 
it does often fall back to what you look like and what is relatable to you. 

I don’t keep count, but I definitely 
have black friends. I have friends 
of Chinese descent, Japanese 
descent, Salvadorian, and Irish. 
I don’t pick my friends based off 
race. Do you pick friends off race? 
I think racist people do that. I 
base the relationship on how we 
communicate and how we hang 
out. If you’re a black person who 
mostly hangs out with black people 
because there’s a huge African 
American community where you 
live, where you work, and where 
you hang out then of course that’s 
what happens. That’s different. 
That’s how it was for a lot of people.

I think that the higher educated 
you get the more you realize 
people that don’t look like you 
aren’t as scary and not everybody 

that looks like you wants to relate to you. You might have to branch out and get out 
of your comfort zone. Our city has been changing. San Francisco, as we know it, is 
becoming less and less diverse. There are more black people outside of San Francisco 
than in the heart of the 7x7 San Francisco city where there’s not many at all. I definitely 
see a lot of Asians and I still see a lot of Latinos in their same neighborhoods, but the 
black community is definitely lacking in the city. A lot of the people I grew up around 
are not here.

STANDUP COMEDIAN AND WRITER

 



Everybody wants to give and everyone wants to belong. We just have to teach it.

Traditionally, the teacher was the role model, the person who was looked up to. They 
were often the most respected and educated person in the neighborhood. If you needed 
some help with a paper you’d say, “Let’s go to Mrs. Jones because Mrs. Jones knows 
how to do this.” 

But we don’t have the teachers living in the community as we once did. Urban renewal 
wiped out our beloved community. We had it, but we lost it. Everybody needs a home.  
Many of our young professionals move out because they can’t afford to live in San 

Francisco. They spend hours driving 
in and out the city every day from 
places like Antioch, Pittsburg, Pinole 
and Hercules 
Our students have experiences that 
students on the other side of town 
don’t have… they just see it on TV. They 
think it’s not real, but it is.  When you 
have a whole cluster of sixth graders, 
many of which have social needs and 
academic needs, what do you do? 
Teachers in our communities are more 
then just principals, teachers, and 
afterschool supervisors. This is what 
we do:

We help students and their parents 
access all the services they need. We 
make sure the kids get scholarships. 
We take the kids on college tours. If 

someone gets sick, we make sure they get the medical care they need. If someone is 
shot, we go to the funeral and support the family of the child who gets buried. Sometimes 
our kids make mistakes and get arrested. So we go to the Youth Guidance Center. Our 
day is not 8 to 3. Our day is pretty much 24/7. We help students accomplish whatever 
they need to get done so they can become productive citizens. 

Our goal is simple: it’s to make education the number one priority in our community.
Every school should be a great school. Why is that? We’re teaching future leaders. Who’s 
going to take care of us? We got to think about that. Who’s going to run the country? 
Who’s going to run this city? When I get sick I want a great doctor not a good doctor. 
So we need to make sure that every school has the resources they need. A school can’t 
have all brand new teachers. It needs to have some experienced teachers too.

VICE PRESIDENT, SAN FRANCISCO ALLIANCE OF BLACK EDUCATION

 



I love Haitian culture. I am a Yoruba Priestess of Oshun. I always believed in prayer, 
and that is what I am doing when I dance. I think that’s why Oshun still lets me dance at 
80 years old because I can still bring something to people through Haitian dance. I love 
to move. I love to hear music, especially really good music. The drums help us move 
into different kinds of areas in our thinking and depending on how we move it also has 
healing power. 

When I discovered the Yoruba tradition I also learned about giving certain sacrifices, 
which does not mean you are cutting off heads of animals, chickens and stuff like that. 
Sometimes it is about what you wear. For me, I have to wear white a lot because it calms 
me down. We have to communiticate with our Orisha. We talk to them like they are real 
people and give them things that you know they like. Oshun loves pumpkins and honey 
so that can be my sacrifice to her. To me they are real and I have seen the manifestations 
and benefits, but to a lot of African Americans if you’re not worshipping in the church 
you’re not worshipping the right thing. There is African influence everywhere and it’s 
not all the same. Each place has it’s own movement and culture. But a lot of people do 
not know how to recognize or understand any of it. Instead, they just look down on it. 

The thing is that there are a bunch of things we do because our ancestors did it even 
if we do not know it. Every morning my grandmother used to throw water out the door. 
That is something that they do in Africa, but she never knew why she was doing it, she 
just did it because people in her family always did that. And when you go to a church, 
all that singing and dancing that happens, that is African dance. It is African music. Call 
and response comes from the African culture. Movements from Jazz dance also came 
out of African style movements. 

So do not forget who you are and do not forget the people who brought you here. Learn 
about your ancestors and what they had to go through so that you can do the things 
that you do now. What you have now, you have not done anything to get there. It is the 
people who came before you that pushed you to where you are now. So what are you 
going to do for the future?

HAITIAN FOLKLORIC DANCE TEACHER, YORUBA PRIESTESS



If I were the Mayor of San Francisco, I would charge tech companies and corporations 
to build community places where kids can come and be exposed to art. I love Loco Bloco, 
because Loco Bloco is a good organization that is focused on kids from the Mission to 
Bayview-Hunters Point. A lot of the organizations I’ve worked with don’t even reach 
those neighborhoods. Those kids need it, too. That’s not how it should be. 

Lots of people always say they want to have a community center but they don’t really 
know what a community is. In my Matoto community everybody knows me. I know 
everybody from the oldest to the youngest. I know each family and everybody’s name. 
We always greet each other and visit each other. You come to my house. I go to your 
house. We’re good friends who help and support each other. You see everybody every 
day. We don’t need to set up meetings because everyone talks to each other all the 
time. You see people from your community everywhere. That’s what we call community 
back home. You have to be a part of a community.

I am an artists and a drummer. An artist is a messenger, someone with positive ideas 
and solutions who can inspire people in the community. Djembe Bara is the original 
name of the drum I play. Djembe means “together,” and Bara means, “circle.” The two 
together, what do you call that? Unity. 

With my art, I bring people together and when they see me on the stage it inspires. I 
build the community. Here in the US you live with people of so many different ethnicities, 
each celebrating their own culture. Artists are the ambassadors of these cultures. As 
a Guinean artist, I am an ambassador of African culture. I want to see all the Africans 
come together. And I’m not just talking about the black people. We really need to get 
together, even if you’re not black.

VOCALIST AND PERCUSSIONIST
ORIGINALLY FROM CONAKRY, GUINEA

 



Language is a spiritual translation. Nomo is a concept where we speak things into 
being. It’s the belief that we can speak things into creation. It all starts with a word, so if 
you don’t know how to use words, you don’t exist.

Africans are connected to word. It is what makes us. All the different traditions talk about 
words—Christianity, Islam, Ifá, Kemetic and so on. So we got to have words together. We 
can’t just think them, we have to talk about it because then we can make things happen. 
That is how we create through language. The people that started having meetings to 
just converse had it wrong. The conversation must act as a stepping stone. It is about 
taking our words and creating something tangible. It is not only about gathering all 
these great ideas and stories. It is a way for you to articulate the move that you are 
going to make next.

ENGLISH TEACHER, JOURNALIST
FOUNDER OF THE MAAFA COMMEMORATION



African Americans have always been fighting for something in San Francisco. There 
was a student-led strike at San Francisco State University (SF State) [in 1968]. Black 
Students and a coalition of other student groups led the strike to expose the racism 
found on campus and demanded increased student of color representation. 

[The Black Student Union, Third World Liberation Front, select staff and faculty, and 
members from the larger Bay Area community, organized and lead a series of actions 
against systematic discrimination. The five-month even was the longest campus strike 
in US history.]

This laid the groundwork that led to the establishment of the College of Ethnic Studies 
at SF State. They began raising awareness around the issue of Ethnic Studies because 
they wanted to learn about 
themselves. The strike was 
multicultural. Everybody got 
in it. Whites, Asian, Native 
American, and Latino people 
all got in it. 

We needed those folks. There 
have always been people 
whose interests were in the right 
place. There were even white 
people in the founding days 
of the National Association for 
the Advancement of Colored 
People (NAACP). So, do we 
need each other? Yes, we 
need each other because as 
soon as they finish with one 
group they get on to the next 
group, and the fight is the 
same. None of us need to do 
the fight alone. We lead the 
fight and then others join later. 

I represent being a part of the solution and working towards improving the quality of 
life for all people, but particularly improving the quality of life for African Americans in 
San Francisco. To those who still live here: We need to love our Creator, and then we 
need to love our neighbors as we love ourselves. That’s hard to do because you have 
to separate your neighbor’s behavior from the person. And in order to love somebody 
else you have to love yourself, so we have to constantly look in the mirror. What am I 
doing and what can I do to make our city better?

COMMUNITY LEADER AND ACTIVIST



We have left no legacy behind in the Fillmore. I’m telling you that in 10 to 15 years 
the only way you’re going to know that this part of San Francisco used to be black is 
by looking at the bricks, or by the tour guides on buses that tell you, “This used to be 
the great jazz district.” But this area was the Chitlin’ Circuit. When black people in the 
United States decided to settle in California, they either came to Los Angeles or to San 
Francisco’s Fillmore district…and I mean everybody. We were thriving and now we’re not 
even on the map anymore. What’s left for us here? 

Look at the state of Fillmore now. We lost it all, and it’s happening everywhere. It always 
happens in the same format. The first projects in the United States of America were in 
Atlanta called Bowen Homes. When they closed it down, they told the people, “We’re 
going to rebuild this really nice place. It’s going to be brand new and you can come 
back.” But by the time they rebuilt it, they also pulled out the red tape. And people 
couldn’t afford to move back. This dispersed us even more. Now we are so scattered and 
have had to assimilate so much that we are just everywhere. Not that that is all bad. We 
do need to assimilate some, but it’s cost us. 

Now, I’m talking about economics. More of 
us need to become entrepreneurs and build 
businesses to establish a legacy where you 
don’t have to depend on somebody else to 
give you a job. We’re just giving our money 
to anybody and it’s hard to grow like that 
when we live in a capitalist society. Whether 
you like it or not, you need to have money 
and you need it in order to participate. We 
need to start investing in ourselves. We’re 
going to always create music. We’re going 
to always start the hottest trends. We have 
that part down. And now, it’s the time to 
start setting up structures and setting up 
businesses. 

We must plan to leave something behind 
for the kids that are coming up and make sure they learn about themselves. As a parent, 
you have to make a black child feel good about being a black child because so much of 
the world is telling them that they’re nothing and that there’s not much of a future for 
them. You can’t expect school to fill the voids. 

If you look at the news, it’s always negative and this is how the world looks at us. Even if 
you start picking out black role models, you’ll notice that a lot of them are entertainers. 
So we make sure our kids are playing some kind of sport because we think that as a 
black man you got to be an entertainer to make big money. That is not true. Stop pushing 
them into football. If they’re good, they’re good, but they can also start a business. 

Yes, we’re always going to entertain. It’s in our blood, but dig deeper for the next 
generation. I would like to see us change focus. Tell the youth to go create something. 
No, creating something is not easy. Either way you’re going to struggle so you might as 
well struggle for four or five years building something that will be yours. You can start 
with something simple, like teaching kids how to use a camera. That’s what I do.

The San Francisco Black Film Festival is the thing that keeps me going. We really need it 
badly. People need to see these stories, these positive roles that we do play as opposed 
to the stereotypical negative Hollywood versions. To most of the nation, even to the 
world, San Francisco still means something. The Black Film Festival allows the world to 
see us in a different light than what’s normally portrayed.

EXECUTIVE DIRECTOR, SAN FRANCISCO BLACK FILM FESTIVAL



America is known as the big melting pot and San Francisco is like a smaller version of 
America. I learned about the melting pot in my schooling in France, but when I arrived 
here I felt like it was not true. When I got here I thought,  “Whoa, it’s stratification.” There 
were just different segments of people: black, white, Asian, and everybody seemed to 
be separated by race.

When I first arrived in San Francisco they asked me to fill out this form and it asked me, 
“What is your race?” I didn’t know what to put on the paper because I had never been 
asked that in my life. There were all these different characters to choose, and I thought 

to myself, “Which one am 
I going to pick?” because 
I’m mixed. I turned around 
feeling embarrassed and a 
little stupid because I had 
to ask the flight attendant. 
“Excuse me, what should I put 
here?” She responded, “Of 
course, black.” “Oh,” I said. 
“All right.” I thought, “Maybe 
she didn’t understand my 
English.” So I ask the lady 
next to me. “Can I ask you a 
question? My mom is white 
and my dad is black so what 
do I put?” She looked at me 
and said, “Of course you put 
black.” 

I called my parents and told 
them I had arrived in the 
United States and explained 
what had happened. My dad 

said “Well it is you in America. Don’t worry.” My mom said, “Did you tell them I’m white?” 
I said, “They told me to put black so I put black. That’s it.” They already categorized me. 
I was forced to choose. That was my first experience coming here. It seemed like even 
my name was less important than my race. I had already been categorized to fit within 
this system of race. With time I began realizing that there’s social discrimination in this 
country.  

I’ve been to many countries. In my travels, I have learned about so many different 
systems in the world like democracy, capitalism, communism, anarchism, and so on. But 
in a village, I really believe in the fundamental value that exists… to love one another 
and share with one another. It’s an extension of your family. 

OWNER OF BISSAP BAOBOB



Beatniks, hippies, the Summer of Love—all kinds of culture, all kinds of drugs, all kinds 
of sex, all kinds of love—we saw all kinds of stuff. It was a very formidable time in the 
history of San Francisco and in our culture because it was also the Civil Rights era. So 
in addition to having all the hippies and the Bohemians, we also had the Black Panthers 
and the Black Arts Movement. In such a very revolutionary period, everybody was vying 
for freedom and their place and space in society and culture.

I’ve traveled to a lot of places around the world and I can still say that San Francisco is 
my home. It’s because of the diversity and the culture that’s present. It’s a place where 

people can be heard and things 
happen differently, even though 
we do have our own set of politics 
as well.

Folks here are being pushed out 
of the city due to increases in the 
costs of living. I’m not sure that 
we’re doing everything we can 
to mitigate that outmigration. It 
is especially apparent within the 
African American community.

The African American community 
has made great contributions to 
San Francisco, however we are 
constantly reminded that it is not 
ours. For whatever reason, there’s 
no sense of permanency here. 
We constantly have to figure 
out how to navigate through 
society. Externally and internally, 
we have had to assimilate and 
integrate through various forms 

and communities. It’s quite a skill knowing how to straddle these fences just to navigate. 
The best of us know how to do it really well. It’s more of a safety and survival mechanism. 
These are the skills and traits I try to pass on to my children and to the young people we 
serve in order to better navigate our city.

Having grown up in the Haight-Ashbury and now living in the Bayview, I was blessed 
with having a plethora of friends, experiences and flavors in my community. It helped 
me learn to navigate through diverse environments and I’m grateful for that. That’s the 
way the world should be because we’re not meant to live alone. We need to look to one 
another for support and resources. We must continue to support, nurture and educate 
one another.

EXECUTIVE DIRECTOR OF SUCCESS CENTER SAN FRANCISCO



Although they talk about the diversity of San Francisco and it being a progressive 
place, it’s hard for black children. You either send your kids off to school somewhere 
else or you have them stick it out to try and fit the mold of being a smart black kid in 
San Francisco where they’re either going to make it or break it. Figuring out where my 
kids should go to school was probably the most difficult thing I had to do and I’m not 
sure I made all the right choices, but I did my best.

My siblings and I were the first black children to integrate into a public school in our 
San Francisco neighborhood. We weren’t bused in. My parents were fortunate enough 
to buy a house in that neighborhood and it was long after Brown v. Board of Education 
that this particular school decided to bring black students in. We faced hell, being 
the only black children in that school. 
Two years later, they started to bus 
in kids from Bayview-Hunters Point. 
I went through a real transformation 
during my time there. I had to find a 
way to feel okay about myself being 
so different and also find a way to 
help others feel okay about me. My 
siblings and I don’t talk that much 
about how we suffered as individuals, 
but I know I suffered.  I didn’t even 
have my first black teacher until 
sixth grade but when I did I wanted 
to follow her all over the world. 

My daughter now has three children 
with her husband and is living in San 
Francisco. They have two boys and 
a daughter, and she’s constantly at 
that school trying to figure out what 
needs to happen in regards to her kids, these teachers, and the on-going racial issues. 
I said, “I told you. If you’re going to have children, you need to be ready.” You have to 
know what schools they’re going to go to. You need to prepare for that because it’s 
going to be one of the most difficult challenges in your life. I don’t think she listened, 
but I’m helping her out as best I can.

Black children need to be grounded in their own culture. They will be stronger if they’re 
really grounded in who they are as African people. Make sure they know they wear a 
crown, the responsibility that comes with wearing it, and that they should not allow 
anyone to take away that crown or the light they carry within them. Lastly tell them 
that they must honor who they are and persevere.

FOUNDER AND EXECUTIVE DIRECTOR, ASCEND INSTITUTE FOR EDUCATIONAL CHANGE
CULTURE AND ARTS DIRECTOR, RICHARD OAKES MULTICULTURAL CENTER, SF STATE

 



I had a conversation with someone about the gentrification that’s taking place in 
San Francisco. They talked about gentrification being a good thing if it’s development 
is controlled and spearheaded by the community instead of when it’s used to displace 
a majority of the people. I thought that was an interesting point and it made me think 
about it. It seems cyclical though. In the past we’ve had the same situation. A lot of 
white people were living in the suburbs while the blacks were living in the city. And now 
the whites are moving back to the city and the blacks are moving back to the suburbs. 
I wouldn’t be surprised if later in the future the reverse interchanges again, where the 
whites are moving back to the suburbs and the blacks are moving back to the city.

ARTIST AND PAINTER
3.9 COLLECTIVE



Culture is everything. Culture—which most people confuse with race or ethnicity—is 
a shared sense of beliefs, practices, and traditions. The Southern culture that my family 
brought with them to San Francisco existed in the dishes they cooked, the Blues they 
listened to, and within the church communities they built. As transplants from the South, 
culture is what held my family together.  

The population of Blacks in San Francisco was very small population prior to World War 
II. And with the influx of Blacks, they brought their culture, which greatly changed and 
shaped San Francisco for the better in many ways. But one of the things about being in 
San Francisco now is that you see black culture overshadowed by mainstream culture. It 
is harder to sustain, but it’s alive and it’s still here. You just have to know where to find it. 

So we have to make a distinction 
between black culture and African 
American culture. Its origins begin 
in Africa, and from an American 
perspective the word “black,” 
encompasses all the people of 
the diaspora. That’s a wide net 
and web. There is not one type of 
black culture. If I go to Columbus, 
Georgia to visit my grandmother 
or New Orleans to visit a friend, I 
will experience different parts of 
African American culture. But if I 
go to Jamaica, I’m going to see 
another element of that black 
diaspora. 

Black culture is a medium through 
which we better understand who 
we are as a people. It’s particularly 
important for African American 

people because so much of that identity was stripped away through slavery. A lot 
of it had to be hidden and so in many ways our culture is American culture. African 
American culture, particularly, is something that has its own roots but it’s ever evolving 
and expanding in order to encompass our broad experience. Through the culture we 
reinvent ourselves and pass on information. 

CITY COLLEGE OF SAN FRANCISCO AFRICAN AMERICAN STUDIES PROFESSOR
HAITIAN FOLKLORIC AND KATHERINE DUNHAM TECHNICAL DANCER



Remember always: it takes time to heal. Everything is a process. History—past, 
present, and future—is only a spiral. It turns and turns, but it gets thinner through each 
turn, and eventually it does becoming something new. 

What happens when trauma goes untreated? I feel a lot of us are in pain and are 
still recovering from our many forms of trauma. I want to conduct research to explore 
realms of the impact of historical trauma—our intergenerational trauma. I would want 
to contribute to that, especially with our people because there is a societal wound that 
exists.

I’m going to quote Gandhi and say, “My life is my message.” I can’t speak for everyone, 
but I know my responsibility as I get older is to focus on self-healing, self-care, to remain 
political, to remain conscious, and to reevaluate everything then evaluate and reevaluate 
over and over again. For the younger generation I want to say: Be political. Be active. 
Be vigilant. Be you. Be who you are and work daily on cultivating self and collective 
tolerance. 

We are responsible for our own freedom.

ARTIST, POET, ACTIVIST



We need to have you sit down with some of us who are older than you and listen 
so we can tell our story. We have to put it all into perspective so that the younger 
generation can pick that up and carry it on. That’s what we do in Africa, in Nigeria. We 
call it knowledge capture. We share that knowledge to younger generations so that 
it transfers from one generation to another. History really needs to be told. And we’re 
losing all these elders so we need our children to sit down and learn what we have to 
share. If not, everything that all the people have done and seen is going to disappear 
because so much has changed and is changing. We are the people that have been 
here for 50+ years. Bayview has a lot of history. It needs to be told. The same thing in 
Western Addition and OMI (Ocean View, Merced Heights and Ingleside Neighborhoods). 
These are the last places where you find a lot of African Americans.

Everything begins at home. We need to start having our young folks who are still at 
home listen to us, because we’re not going to be around too much longer. We can do it 
with our schools and churches. We must form alliance with the black ministers so they 
can promote more togetherness around legacy because the older folks go to church? 
The grandfather and the grandmother are the ones who can go back and transfer that 
information to their grandkids.

FORMER EXECUTIVE DIRECTOR, SOUTHEAST COMMUNITY CENTER
ORIGINALLY FROM NIGERIA



Being an artist or making art is not just about making some thing, it is about how 
you make it and about the way that you see and experience the world. Being creative 
is about being busy inside of that experience.  You are able to access the magic of life 
by being present in that experience and in everything that you do. 

I spend a lot of time quieting 
down so I can feel, see and 
touch things at a much deeper 
level. I always said that I 
thought that the White House 
and all government should have 
an artist on the cabinet just to 
help with thinking outside of 
the box. Artists are fantastic 
troubleshooters. Often people 
think that they are a little lofty 
and not grounded in any way, 
but in fact they are fantastic 
strategists and logistics masters. 
They are able to imagine the 
impossible in a possible way, 
transforming the impossible 
into the possible. 

Yeah, artists are great dreamers. 
A lot of my work in the last 20 
years has focused on issues 
that relate to African American history and also some of the current trends that are 
happening right now, things that are pushing us, shaping us, motivating us and bringing 
us to new territory. 

With that I would say to everyone: Let’s be bold. Let’s take risks. Let’s support each 
other and create something really extraordinary. We all have that potential and I know 
something great is going to happen.

FOUNDER, ZACCHO DANCE THEATER



I don’t take the drum very lightly. I have a djembe in my home. The drum represents 
life. It represents the heartbeat. That’s our communication with the most high. That’s 
how we invoke and communicate with our ancestors. It’s where we get our answers and 
inspiration. When you think about the rhythm of the drum and how our ancestors got 
over certain obstacles using it you realize the drum is very important.

The culture of tap dancing really evolved out of the middle passage. Our people, and 
I’m talking about African people, were communicating with each other with the drum 
and the overseers at that particular time figured it. They took the drum away, but 
the music theory was already there. So it didn’t matter if they took the drum away 
because they could still beat on the table or whatever they had and make music out 
of it. For our ancestors we used hambone, body percussion and clapping and stomping 
our feet because the rhythms were still there. Tap evolved out of that. It is a means of 
communication. 

Our responsibility is to create dialogue that uplifts the community and keeps it inspired 
by keeping the creative juices flowing. Artists are spiritual mediators in this thing that 
we call art. Our responsibility is to 
hold the community fabric together 
through writing, poetry, dance and 
any celebration of life. So we have 
a responsibility to not only talk, 
but also to come up with solutions 
in order to keep our communities 
thriving.

I believe that is our fight as African 
people, and I think the black man’s 
job especially. Someone once 
asked Gandhi, “What is the point of 
the negro?” and his response was, 
“To bring justice to this planet.” And 
I believe wholeheartedly that you, 
black man, have to get on your job. 
You have to get on your job because 
there are issues like police brutality, 
which needs to be addressed. I’m 
not jumping on the bandwagon and saying I hate all cops. No, I don’t hate all cops. I hate 
crooked cops. I hate corruption in any type of form and we have to address that. I don’t 
generalize. I’m a soldier against oppression of any sort, especially white supremacy.

San Francisco is losing its soul, which is sad because it’s a beautiful town. I see a 
dwindling community here in San Francisco. It hurts. In Downtown San Francisco and 
there’s not one black business. Not one. And without black culture, San Francisco is 
dead. Even globally, we have contributed so much to this society. So without us, nothing 
can happen, period.

So if you’ve ever seen me dance, it’s very aggressive. It’s very masculine. I’m 
communicating how I feel and what I see through my tap dancing. It speaks for itself. 
My definition of making it is communication with my people, respecting the ancestors, 
and being an overall positive person, specifically for black men and black people. 

URBAN FUNK MACHINE, STREET PERFORMER AND TAP DANCER



First, I believe that having a historical context of any sort helps us innately so you don’t 
make mistakes from your past. Secondly, history allows you to stand for something. It 
allows you to understand that we’re always a part of something greater than ourselves. 
I am a reflection of my grandfather’s vestige to San Francisco and what he set up for 
himself. 

Like many of my friends and most black folks who live in San Francisco, my grandfather 
came up from the South in order to provide a better opportunity for himself and his 
family setting the stage for our future. He found a job working in the construction industry 
building freeways and doing maintenance work on the bridge. He was fortunate enough 

to save up enough money to purchase a 
home here in Bayview setting the nest for 
the family. It is a great story and it’s common 
amongst a lot of black folks in San Francisco. 
For me, it is about knowing and understanding 
our story so that I can build upon that for our 
next generation here in San Francisco. 

So how do are we intentional about retaining 
and moving black people back to San 
Francisco? Folks say San Francisco is no 
longer for them and that they don’t feel like 
this is home. I think part of that is true. If you 
look at the history of every neighborhood 
there’s a historical aspect that shows that 
there was a group of people here, something 
happened and then another group of people 
came in. The other part is the intentionality 
piece, where you look at the museums and 
our various art, cultural, and educational 
facilities to keep and hold a sense of our 
rich culture. It can means different things for 
different people. Ultimately, we must hold 
those institutions accountable for that. And 

we must also ask ourselves: How are we intentional about changing the conditions of 
our city and neighborhoods? The studies have been done but the application piece is 
where it usually falls off.

DIRECTOR OF PUBLIC AFFAIRS GOLDEN STATE WARRIORS



The crazy part is you start to feel out of place and that’s the thing that worries me. 
That’s the stuff that makes me nervous. If I’m ever walking in the neighborhood and I 
start to feel out of place and I start looking around thinking to myself, “Wait a minute. 
What just happened? How did I become the outsider in a place where I grew up?” It 
raises my consciousness to a level of: uh oh! Did I not do enough? I’ve been working with 
nonprofits. I’ve worked in my community since I was 14. I’ve always shopped locally to 
support folks who own businesses in my neighborhood but none of it seems to help. 
You start to realize that you don’t own any of these buildings and are going by the 
guidelines of the system does not work. My neighbors look at me like I don’t belong and 
I do the same to them. We don’t know a thing about each other. 

Here’s the thing about our neighbors: You probably have more in common than you 
think. Real talk. We just don’t want to acknowledge it. You got something else going on 
up there in your head, and me too. I’m looking at you and I’m thinking, “Man, you fucking 
tech dude. You probably live in the Mission, huh? Asshole.” See? I’m coming up with 
my own perceptions. And that is so fucking North American. We do that to each other 
all day. We look at each other and the first thing that comes to mind, “Man, you’re an 
asshole. I know you’re an asshole. Just look how you’re standing there.” And it’s funny 
because it’s true. How many times have you been in line and someone in front of you 
just pisses you off just because of the way they’re acting, talking, or standing? And hey, 
maybe you don’t have a lot in common, and that’s where it ends. Or maybe, you do. 

I’m not mad at smart people for moving to San Francisco to make their money and to 
program. That’s the future. We complain about Google transplants when we use Google 
every day. All I’m asking is that you recognize that my grandma bought a building here 
when she was in her 30s, as a seamstress. Then some company came in and bought 
it out to build your new condos and now you live here. Don’t get overly cautious and 
scared when I walk by and stop to look at your building as you’re coming out. I’m not 
thinking about robbing the place. I’m just thinking that my mom grew up on this block. 
I grew up here too.

MURALIST AND GRAFFITI ARTIST



We never got our 40 acres and a mule. If we had, do you know how rich we would be? You’ve 
heard that saying, “Mo’ money, mo’ problems”? That’s only because the values aren’t there. 
Money can make things easier but if you don’t have values it doesn’t matter. If you put material 
values over people, then you’re going to have a problem. It’s got to be people over material 
values. And that’s who we were, people over material values. We were happy and we loved each 
other. Even though we were poor financially, we were rich in values. We need to recover some of 
our lost values. After slavery there was the Reconstruction period. After the crack epidemic, we 
needed a recovery period. We still need to rebuild.

We’ve forgotten our way. The lack of knowledge of history and culture will push you in a direction 
that you wouldn’t otherwise follow. In Western society everything’s a competition. Basketball, 
football, and baseball are all competition. Who is number one? Who is number two? These notions 
of competition and separation don’t work. 

We must create a village where everyone can contribute and knows they have a gift to share. 
That’s how we functioned in segregation and were able to move forward in spite of everything. 
We are holistic, not compartmentalized, and we are part of one another. Make the connection and 
find common ground because we’re all family. We’re not all related but we’re all family. And when 
you have family in you, it’s easy to be family to somebody else. It’s values like these that we need 
to reclaim so that we can recover not only as a people, but as a city. 

I don’t think San Francisco is any different than any place else. As far as values are concerned, 
money is definitely important here. But I don’t like to talk about a city, I like to talk about the 
people. And in San Francisco, I have met those who value people over material and I’ve met a lot 

of people that don’t. 

In Africa, the most revered people are the elders because 
they lived the longest. They grow in wisdom. They share 
their experiences with you, but not in an “I know more than 
you” kind of way. Now, many kids in America are growing 
into adulthood unloved, untaught and just lacking real 
guidance. They get wrong information that sounds like 
the right information. This is a big part of the problem. My 
pops passed his wisdom on to me. Actually, a lot of folks 
did that for me. I soaked in as much of their knowledge as 
I could. Whenever I wasn’t sure about something, I went 
back and talked to the those I trusted and that’s the way a 
community always works: looking out for the next person. 

This is the key. We have to make that connection with 
the next generation and have these conversations. I don’t 

know what other people think of young people because of all the stereotypes, but they are deep, 
man. They’re brilliant. You’d be surprised having conversations with young people. I just give it 
a chance to come out. They tell me nobody asks them the kinds of questions I ask them. A lot of 
young people tell me nothing has changed. I say, “No, don’t tell that to your grandmother.” I tell 
them that a whole lot has changed and there’s more to change and now it’s your turn. Change 
what you see needs to be changed. Now the beauty for me is seeing young folks come and say, 
“Okay, it’s my turn. I’ll take the baton.”

My grandmother told me when I was six years old, “The more you know, the more you owe.” And 
I have come to understand that the more I grow and progress in life, the more I must help others 
to do likewise.  I see it as a big marathon relay race for freedom and those that came before have 
ran their leg in the race. They are putting the baton out and we have to be there to grab it. I’ve 
been running my leg and I’m going to run my leg until I can’t run it anymore. I know that I’m here 
because of so many people that if I begin naming names we’d be here forever. If I don’t do my part, 
that’s like spitting on their grave, and I ain’t doing that.

For the young people: It is important to understand that you didn’t get here by yourself. Other 
people paved the way for you. Understand that the more you know, the more you owe. I’m not 
telling you what to do. Just know that you’re part of a continuum. Honor them and honor yourself.  
And, most importantly, do not wallow in your own oppression. We didn’t do all this work for you to 
fall and not get back up. We did it so you can continue to prosper and do well. 

CO-FOUNDER AND EXECUTIVE DIRECTOR, ALIVE & FREE OMEGA BOYS CLUB 
SAN FRANCISCO POLICE COMMISSIONER



Why is heritage and family history important to you?
Kareem Conley: It’s very important to teach family history, tradition and where you’re 

coming from. Knowledge of self is very important for children to learn: who their parents 
and grandparents are, their lineage and what their cultural heritage and values are. That’s 
very important. 

Assata Conley: I think knowing where you come from is like your guidance. If you don’t 
know where you come from I don’t think you can go too far. If you know where you come 
from you can do more with that knowledge than without it.

Halima Marshall: We make it a point to live and work in Bayview. This is where my husband 
and I both grew up so we want our children to understand that no matter where they are in 
the city, that this is where we come home to. 

This is our neighborhood. We value it. The people around us value the neighborhood 
and the community. It’s 
something that we see as 
important as a black family 
in San Francisco. It takes 
work to be here. We want 
other families to see that 
we are here. 

What does the culture of 
San Francisco or black 
culture look like in your life?

Zakiya Conley: San 
Francisco has a lot of history 
even though it’s a small city 
and it holds a lot of meaning 
to me. To me it means a lot 
of different people and a 
lot different cultures in one 
city. It’s not just Mexican, or it’s not just white. There are blacks, too. 

Assata: I think culture is about who you are around, what you do, and how you live with 
those people. It’s also the traditions you pass down to your family or in your community.

Zakiya: This is our culture. It is showing empathy to one another, giving love, and being a 
family. 

Halima: There’s a larger culture that exists here in San Francisco. The city takes great 
pride in it. We love it but our family also has a need to know and understand who we are as 
a people so we try to balance that culture with the city’s culture by having them participate 
in larger city cultural events. For example, participating in extra curricular like Loco Bloco, an 
organization that focuses on youth in the city providing them with the opportunity to perform 
in the San Francisco Carnaval, is a good example. It gives them a chance to participate in 
something that is citywide and also embodies the culture of our family’s and families within 
their schools. We value the opportunities to participate in cultural experiences here that are 
culturally relevant to our history and our culture.

What is your perspective on the fading presence of Black’s in San Francisco and what we 
can do about it?
Kareem: In a city like San Francisco you hear the word gentrification a lot. You hear the 
pressure of high cost living and things like that. What I would just say to a lot of that is that 
gentrification for me is a matter of education and preparation. If we educate ourselves 
and continue to learn business, business development, and learn how to take advantage 
of opportunities when they present themselves, by being prepared, then we shouldn’t put 
the pressure on ourselves to feel like we have to leave. We should challenge ourselves to be 
better at all times, whether it’s external or internal pressure. We can do it together. So we 
have to have goals, believe in ourselves, and just keep working and being the best that we 
can be.
Halima: Yes, and because we are in such a diverse city, we have many models for how 
communities have been able to grow and build. Those are things that we can borrow from 
other cultures. How do we use what we see in order to give us that chance to grow ourselves? 
How do we find and create artistic hubs in our community? How do we build and create 
schools in our community that actually serve our students? We have opportunities to see 
that all the time, so those are the things we actually have to capitalize on.



We need to create a better environment and give kids stronger chances to be 
awesome in life. We want them to be good people, succeed in society and have the 
opportunities to do well and not struggle in the ways that we have struggled.

Right now, one of the big trends in the city is everyone acting independent of one 
another. People use to be more interdependent, where you knew you could depend 
on your neighbor if you needed. Another huge thing is police violence against people. 
Police shootings are a huge thing nationwide. In our community here in the Bayview, 
there’s a large part of activism centered around respecting people’s civil rights and just 
not shooting or killing people. It sounds very simple but it’s a more systemic situation.

A huge piece of what I teach my daughter is about differences and knowing that you’re 
blessed even if you don’t live in a multi-million dollar house. You’re blessed to be here. 
You’re blessed to be able to have food to eat and a roof over your head. Another part 
is self-love, which doesn’t mean dislike of others. I love everyone, including myself 
and I want my daughter to love everyone, including herself. If you don’t love you, you 
can’t love anyone else in a real, genuine way. My daughter and I talk about things like 
homelessness, because those are very real things that she comes in contact with every 
day. I don’t ever want her to ignore these societal issues no matter what her position in 
life becomes.

COMMUNITY ADVOCATE AND SOCIAL WORKER



It’s sometimes hard to get people to understand why they should know their history, 
culture and African heritage. Find out where your family tree comes from. We are here, 
but we could be in Haiti, Uganda, Jamaica, or some place else. We came from one 
place only, and that place is the continent of Africa. They were our ancestors. There are 
so many historians in Brazil that studied everything about the Africans who were taken 
from their homes and died leaving their legacy. I know capoeira. 

I will do my best to learn as much as I can about Candomblé, but not just African religion,  
I want to learn about anything that the Africans brought with them or developed. I do 
Samba, Frevo, Maracatu, and I drum because it’s part of my culture. In capoeira we have 
this drum called a berimbau. The berimbau was used for calling people and gathering 
their attention to a particular thing. African slaves in United States were not allowed 
to drum. Many of them lost their hands trying to play drums because their oppressors 
knew how powerful the drum could be. Rhythm unites a community.

FOUNDER OF CAPOEIRA IJEXA



One of the things I experience, and something I see in other people, is a sense 
of freedom when they are free enough and open enough to allow themselves to be 
vulnerable. In our culture we’re frequently so tied down and we have so many restrictions 
on how we’re supposed to be or should be, or things we can do or can’t do. The arts, at 
its purest, unbuckles some of those things to allow different parts of us to show itself, 
parts that sometimes we don’t want to show, the negative part, the sensitive part, the 
shy part, the ugly part, the happy part...  It’s a means of healing. 

The arts allow us to explore each one of these areas. Its transference from the artist 
to the audience allows the audience to share the same type of experience. This can 
be something physical but it can also be something emotional, but more importantly, 
it can be something intellectual. I have this idea that when the lights go down, minds 
open up. We’re sitting in the dark, not being watched, something is happening on stage, 
and we’re reacting to what’s happening. We’re focused on the stage. Sometimes it can 
make you think, “Hmm. I never thought about it from that point of view” or “Oh, no that 
person is wrong.” You’re having this conversation with yourself, but in some ways you’re 
having a conversation with the artist too. 

FOUNDER AND ARTISTIC DIRECTOR, AFROSOLO THEATER COMPANY



The African American community has a long 
history of storytelling. It’s important to tell your 
story. We’ve always passed down legacy from one 
to another. Black presence is having a voice. Our 
society will quickly run you over if you’re quiet. 
I always heard this phrase from my mother, “A 
squeaky wheel gets the oil,” and “A closed mouth 
doesn’t get fed.” That’s why a lot of these social 
movements are very loud. The Black Panthers, AIDS 
Coalition to Unleash Power (ACT UP) that formed 
in response to the HIV/AIDS epidemic in the gay 
community... ACT UP was so vocal. They knew if 
they weren’t loud they weren’t going to get fed. 
With Black Lives Matter, they get out there. They 
protest. They have to be heard. Now, not every 
protest has to be loud, but until you are heard, no 
one’s going to care about you. I think writers know 
that, especially the poets. 

Poets are the philosophers of society. They’re the truth-sayers. And they know voice. 
Their voice can be very quiet, but they speak loudly. You have to be in the world putting 
your soul on the line in some form. Just because you’re alive doesn’t mean someone’s 
going to care about you. You have to make your presence known. Even if it’s in a whisper, 
announce yourself.

PROGRAM MANAGER
SAN FRANCISCO PUBLIC LIBRARY’S AFRICAN AMERICAN DEPARTMENT 



African Americans built San Francisco and I don’t just mean the bricks. In its earliest 
origins, historian John Templeton said that there were four black men involved in what 
San Francisco was going to become. Look at people like William Leidesdorff Jr., whose 
statue is in the Financial District. He’s one of the key architects to decide whether San 
Francisco was going to be called San Francisco or Yerba Buena. He was a multiracial 
brother of African descent. And, Pio Pico was Mexican, African American and Spanish. 
These were some of the architects of this area we call San Francisco. So in many ways 
you can say black people were involved in the founding of San Francisco.

San Francisco is an estuary. It’s a place where things grow, flourish and spread out. It’s 
the energy from this geographical region that established a fertile ground for artistic 
creation. Many black artists came here to become who we know them as today. They 
talk about San Francisco making Richard 
Pryor into the Richard Pryor we all know 
because of our art scene. 

The African American Art and Culture 
Complex in particular has been serving the 
community for almost 40 years. When San 
Francisco had over 100,000 black people 
in its population, it was where people went 
when they needed a place to grow their 
creativity and professional experience so 
they could find more opportunities. Many 
historic and significant black leaders and 
artists got their start here. Delroy Lindo 
and Danny Glover were part of the black 
writers workshop hosted here with Buriel 
Clay. This center has functioned not only 
for preserving culture but also for elevating black arts for generations to come.

Today artists are fleeing San Francisco in record numbers. They have been for the last 
10 years. It’s too expensive to live, right? This is one of the few places that subsidizes 
black art and black art companies—Cultural Odyssey, African American Shakespeare 
and Lorraine Hansberry Theatre—making it almost more important because thousands 
of artists go through black art companies. If we lose a center like this, we lose pretty 
much the last place where black art is allowed to exist in San Francisco in a real way. 
We need black art and culture because it’s the social fabric of San Francisco, a place 
known for its multicultural diversity. The idea of multiculturalism has been here since 
the Gold Rush.

We did a study recently with Hewlett Packard and found out that 42 percent of our 
audience is from Alameda County and 42 percent from San Francisco. The African 
American Art and Culture Complex is not just important to the city of San Francisco; it’s 
important to the Bay Area and black culture from both sides of the Bay. Pretty soon we 
are going to depend on places like this to connect us to black culture. It’s not going to 
be in a lot of other places.

FORMER EXECUTIVE DIRECTOR, AFRICAN AMERICAN ART & CULTURE COMPLEX



The intersection of art and 
politics started in the Constitution 
with the First Amendment, which 
is about freedom of expression. 
From that idea, we embrace 
expression, and sometimes you 
have to be political about it in 
terms of artistry.
 
How does the arts and culture 
contribute to economy and social 
well-being? How is the history of 
art important for people in terms 
of their cultural well-being? For example, during colonial wars, when the Europeans 
were taking over large swaths of the African continent, they also claimed a lot of the 
cultural property of Africans. So if you go to the British Museum you would see shelves 
of dolls, iconic instruments and masks that were taken wholesale from villages in Africa 
up and down the west coast. People were deprived of a part of their cultural heritage, 
and maybe in a way that made it easier to colonize them because you could then come 
in with your own system of education, values and language and replace all the things 
that were grounding people in their own culture and history.

So we looked at a lot of the issues involving infrastructure as well as history and politics. 
I think if you applied that to our situation in San Francisco you would say, “Are we 
managing our cultural resources so that they can’t be taken away and are we using 
them? Are we celebrating our culture enough?”

People were starting to say, “We need to recover our past. We’ve been ripped off. 
We need to get some of these things back that are really important.” The takeaway 
from that is: what do you owe for removing something more than a hundred years 
ago? Do you need to return that? And, on the other side, if you get it back, how do 
you reintegrate it into your society? How do you care for it? Do you have the cultural 
infrastructure in place—the museums, the thought leaders, the art historians—to really 
manage collections and can that information be transferred in an effective way?

DIRECTOR, CALIFORNIA LAWYERS FOR THE ARTS



Let me tell you a story. I was 15 years old. I was a quiet dude and I was dorky. I wasn’t 
hood and I wasn’t in your face. That wasn’t me. I liked golf. I liked little toy models and 
I liked graffiti. There was this Armenian kid who used to love wearing Southpole jeans, 
which was cool back then and I’ll never 
forget what he told me. This white kid 
says, “Man, I’m blacker than you.” I just 
sat there quiet. I didn’t know what to 
say to that at the time. I’m thinking, 
“What does that mean? What did he 
mean by that? I’m blacker than you?”

That North American pop culture 
contemporary perception of blackness 
is influential and present everywhere 
in the world. We’re seen through that 
lens and we’re supposed to fit into 
that mold… that box. Neither being 
mixed, nor my deep appreciation and 
love for soul and funk music mattered 
at that moment because I wasn’t that 
box. I didn’t sag my pants. I didn’t cuss 
out my teachers. I didn’t act tough. I 
wasn’t the stereotypical black male. I 
didn’t fit that construct. 

To him, blackness was a way of 
dressing. It’s a way of speaking. It’s 
the music you listen to. I’ve always tried to understand that mentality. You can be in hip 
hop culture and identify yourself with hip hop. But that’s not the same as someone who 
thinks they’re black.

 “I’m blacker than you.”

MURALIST AND GRAFFITI ARTIST



Too many people make a lot of bad decisions choosing to see evil and wrong in things 
because they don’t know or understand it. Nobody has a monopoly on spirituality. 
Spirituality is what you do with the totality of your being and treating others with respect.  
What Dr.  King valued was personalism. Personalism means every individual has worth 
and dignity. Your religion is not to be dumped on someone else. 

Slavery, the Crusades, and 
the witch-hunts were done 
in the name of religion. I 
visited this beautiful chapel 
in Ghana. The chapel is up 
top, but under the chapel 
was a dungeon where our 
forbearers were stacked like 
sardines to prepare them to 
be corralled onto slave ships. 
That is the contradiction of 
America. The church needs 
to have a renaissance of its 
best beliefs and practices. 
There was a holistic concern 
about what happened to the 
group, to the people. What 
happened to us, as a group, 
was enslavement.

Many of the elders were 
intimidated, threatened and 
even killed for holding on to 

the best of our African traditions. Any Negro who was educated, really educated, was 
a dangerous Negro. They were mutilated and whipped. Their fingers were chopped off.  
Our forbearers were afraid to raise questions. Hence, we did not stay put in terms of 
embracing the best of our spiritual traditions that came from Africa. Our slave masters 
saw it to their advantage to cut our ancestors off from their roots. 

One of the factors that has enabled the Jewish tradition to survive is that they’ve always 
had a ritual of remembrance. They never forgot the fathers: Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob. 
We so easily forget or we’re so easily told by our oppressors: don’t remember. We don’t 
have rituals of remembrance in our black community. Once a year is not enough. We 
need repetition and daily rituals.  

PASTOR OF THE HISTORICAL THIRD BAPTIST CHURCH
PRESIDENT OF THE SAN FRANCISCO CHAPTER OF THE NAACP



I refer to San Francisco as my city, my love or as my baby. My baby is in an awkward 
position right now. I feel like it’s in some awkward teenage stage where… you know, when 
you see an adolescent kid and they haven’t quite formed into anything yet. I question 
myself over and over again as to why I’m here in San Francisco. Why don’t I just throw 
in the towel and go somewhere else? Yet, I’m still curious to see what’s going to happen. 
What’s going to come out of it?

I’m concerned. At times, I’m really disappointed and at other times very distraught, 
which is funny to me because that’s probably how parents are when they’re looking at 
their teenage kid. If anything, I’m just hoping that San Francisco grows up. And, grows 
into something that I’d be proud of, into a place where I’d still be welcomed and loved.

I think for a lot of parents 
of minorities, they’re always 
hoping their kid remains and 
retains the core essence of 
who they are. So for a black 
person, they would hope… 
I don’t know. I’ll speak for 
myself:

If I had a little kid I would 
hope that my kid would still 
enjoy, embrace, and love 
the fact that they’re black 
and not feel like they have 
to conform to mainstream 
America and a Eurocentric 
way of life. I hope the same 
for San Francisco.

I hope that this doesn’t become some whitewashed, Silicon Valley secondary home, but 
rather that it maintains all of its flavor, zest and whimsy, free-spirited feel that it used 
to have. So even though it’s in this awkward stage, I keep waiting with bated breath 
hoping that essence won’t crumble away completely and I’ll still be able to see it come 
into fruition.

My love has not changed. It’s a love-hate relationship at times, but I just want the best 
for my beloved San Francisco and I hope to see it come into that fullness. Just as history 
goes full circle, I hope that San Francisco will too, and that it won’t take so long and 
it won’t have to go through falling on its face in order to come back around into the 
goodness that’s always been there. 

WIRE SCULPTOR, THREE POINT NINE ART COLLECTIVE



Welcome to America. We were not invited 
in. We were systematically kept out. We were 
not even considered people. We were listed as 
property: a table, a chair, “African American 
female,” and “African American male.” 

Someone said to me the other day, “Who says 
we want to be included?” I said, “Hmm. If you 
don’t want to be included because you’d rather 
be left alone, is that a healthy psychological 
state? Have you become so frustrated by what 
goes on in the mainstream, so discouraged by 
the lack of access, so hurt by very overt or covert acts of racism, sexism, homophobia 
and oppression? Are you so undone by what’s going on in the mainstream that your 
desire to be immersed is actually a retreat into a refuge? If that’s the case, should I be 
insisting that you come out of that space of safety?“

I believe we should heal ourselves in community and then move into the mainstream 
because I’m an agitator.  I think other people get better when diverse communities 
are together. Diversity is a component of excellence. I’ve always thought inclusion and 
integration as the goal. But there are people that are questioning whether or not they 
want to be included. They’re like, “You don’t want me to be in your city? I’m going to 
build my own city. You don’t want me to patronize your business? I’m going to create 
my own.”

I worry about the rhetoric that’s going on in America right now. As an educator my job 
is to help children recognize these lies about who people are, what their contributions 
have and have not been and who is moral and who’s not. As parents and educators we 
must interrupt this cycle of inferiority so that they feel that America belongs to them. 
Langston Hughes said it best, “I, too, Sing America.” 

HEAD OF THE HAMLIN SCHOOL



For African Americans in the West, San Francisco had the same allure as it did for various 
ethnic groups who came here in search of a better life and opportunities. Those that planted 
roots in the city traveled the longest of the three major migration routes out of the American 
South. They came from Texas, Louisiana, and various other parts of the Diaspora. Black 
people have been in California for centuries prior but they came in numbers that surpassed 
black pioneers of the Gold Rush and the mid-to-late 19th century Gilded Age. The population 
of San Francisco was steadily rising as 
the United States became involved in 
the Second World War (1941-1945). The 
African American population multiplied 
almost 10 times the amount it was in 
1940. It rose from 4,846 to 43,502 by 
1950. By 1960, the black community 
in San Francisco continued to rise, 
making black Americans the second 
largest ethnic group in the city. 

They brought not only suitcases and 
hopes, but the invisible bags of culture, 
tradition and kinship networks that 
would transform into active, engaged 
and organized communities. They 
planted seeds that continue to blossom in this generation. Their legacy lives in the lives 
of their descendants. I Am San Francisco: Black Past and Presence honors the link between 
our ancestors and the lives of people that live in their shadows often hidden from history. 
In a 1966 article in the Bayview Hunters Point Spokesman a journalist asked, “What would 
happen if San Francisco’s symbols of neglect for its forgotten citizens were torn down?” 
We’d continue to create, dance, organize, earn degrees, build families and dig our roots 
even deeper into the rich soil of San Francisco, California.

CITY COLLEGE OF SAN FRANCISCO AFRICAN AMERICAN STUDIES PROFESSOR
HAITIAN FOLKLORIC AND KATHERINE DUNHAM TECHNICAL DANCER


