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Narrator

Rhonda Anderson grew up in River Rouge, Michigan and has lived in Detroit,
Michigan for most of her adult life. She has worked as a labor organizer with
Service Employees International Union, a community organizer with the
Warren/Conner Development Association, and an environmental organizer with
Detroiters Working for Environmental Justice. For the past 19 years, she has
worked for the Sierra Club. Currently, she is the Regional Organizing Manager.

Interviewer

Marcia Black (she/her) is a proud Detroiter, Black queer feminist archivist,
memory worker, and organizer with BYP100 (Black Youth Project 100) in the M4BL
(Movement for Black Lives). Her life’s mission is to preserve and share the
histories of Black women and Black queer and trans people - whose stories are
often erased from our telling of the Black radical tradition.

Peter Blackmer is a Research Fellow at the Detroit Equity Action Lab, an initiative
of the Damon J. Keith Center for Civil Rights at Wayne State University Law School.

Abstract

Rhonda Anderson begins by discussing her family’s background in the South and
her childhood in River Rouge. She recounts her job history and how she became
an organizer. She explains what environmental justice is, who developed the
concept, and her organizing work on environmental justice issues such as health
issues resulting from the Henry Ford Hospital incinerator, Canflow Environmental
Services, and lead smelting in Detroit. She also discusses how racist narratives and
institutional racism led to policies that pushed African American people out of
Flint and Detroit, emergency management, Detroit’s bankruptcy, and the
gentrification of the city. Other topics include Detroit Black female organizers who
work on the issue of water shutoffs, her daughter Siwatu-Salama Ra’s court case,
the importance of African-centered schools, healthcare disparities for African
Americans, how desegregation caused the closure of Black hospitals, and
discrimination against African Americans in hospitals today. She also gives her
advice to young activists and her vision for the city of Detroit.
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Detroit Equity Action Lab
Damon J. Keith Center for Civil Rights
Wayne State University Law School
Detroit, MI

Transcript of interview conducted August 13, 2019 with:

Rhonda Anderson [RA]

Detroit, MI

By: Marcia Black [MB] and Peter Blackmer [PB]

MB: So, can you state your name?

RA: Sure. My name is Rhonda Anderson. Mmhm.

MB: Okay, and what is your...what organizations are you affiliated with...

RA: Mmhm.

MB: ...and what’s your position within these?

RA: Right. At the moment--well, for the past 19 years, I’ve been a staff person, a
national staff person with Sierra Club. Presently, I carried a position of Organizers
Manager, but I’m pushing back on that as hard as I possibly can. We are
attempting to do this transition and transformation within the Sierra Club, and I
think the whole...the old hierarchical system of having managers, directors, and
titles such as that is an impediment to the work that we’re doing, so I see myself
more as an organizers support person.

4



[0:01:03]

MB: So, can you tell me about growing up in Detroit or a little bit about your
family history?

RA: Mmmmmm… Oh, sure. Like, my mother and father came up out of the South,
the Deep South. So apparently--and I can’t go back that far, and it’s kind of strange
that you...you’re not able to really go back maybe any further than your
grandparents. So, my grandmother and my grandfather came out of Mississippi,
and they moved their family, which was small at the time. I think they had three
children. They moved to Arkansas and, at the time, a whole lot of turmoil and
conflict was going on in Mississippi. They were sharecroppers. They were cotton
pickers, my grandparents were, as well as my mother and my father were cotton
pickers, too, and sharecroppers. So, I was told as a very young child that my
grandfather was Choctaw and when African Americans usually say, you know, they
have some Indigenous background, I think it’s a lot of question to it, like, well,
how do you know, you know? So, I haven’t had any kind of DNA test to...to show
that, but I just recent--recently visited my aunt, who is the last sibling of my
father’s, of my father’s siblings, and she came right out and she was saying it.
Well, you know that this is--you know, she’s 90 some years old.

So, anyway, they moved to Arkansas, and my...things were, from what I hear the
stories, were like kind of like horror stories about how poor they were, you know.
And my dad would tell me these stories about how poor he was, you know, like,
“We were so poor that we wore patches on top of our patches,” you know. And,
“We were so poor that everyday we had rice and beans, and then on Sunday we
had beans and rice,” you know. And I used to, you know, my dad would tell me
about, you know, how far they had to walk to get water, and so I used to kind of
think to myself, like, why is he telling me these things? You know, like, you know, I
said, “Well, Daddy, what you want me to do? You want me to go up on Salliotte to
get some water?” You know. But, I think what my dad was really trying to do was
to let me know how fortunate we were, you know, and that we didn’t have to
suffer the way that he had, you know. And that was the truth of the matter.
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I was the first generation to be born in the North, and if I were to take a look back
of the generations that’s been born here since then, I think my generation did the
best. And we grew up in segregation! And I think that’s a big part of it because
while we grew up with segregation, in segregation we had everything we needed
because we couldn’t go outside of it, you know. And I was, you know, talking
about how I literally grew up in this hospital, Black hospital that was created by a
Black doctor because we couldn’t go to the white hospitals, you know. So, while I
did not grow up in Detroit [Michigan] proper--and Detroiters are very, very
particular about who says they are a real Detroiter, you know, and I understand
that. I grew up on the border. The city I was born and raised in borders Detroit,
you know. So in 1978, I was able to purchase a home in Detroit, and so I was
about 20...28 at the time, and that was huge. That was huge for me, and it was
huge for so many others, and it was actually a governmental program that was to
assist low-income and female-headed households to purchase their own homes,
you know. And so, that’s when I moved into Detroit proper. I lived in that home for
about 35 years, and I lost that home to foreclosure taxes and...and, you know,
the...the big thing that happened here in the city of Detroit, so.

Yeah, I had four children and I was a single mom, and I raised these four children,
like, literally, like… Well, actually I started, the first two that I had I had when I was
in high school, and I literally went across the for--floor, picked up my diploma, and
had to run home because I had two babies at home. I had one that was two, and I
had another one that was so many months old, you know. In the [19]60s, that was
unheard of. It was literally... I mean, if you became pregnant, first of all, you were
so ostracized and...that you were, you know, you just didn’t go back to school.
Well, I was able, not only to go back to school--and that was because of assistance
from my dad. My dad was so hurt, and, you know, it was, you know, it was a
heavy, heavy burden on him. But, he helped me to go back to school because he
paid for the babysitter, you know. So, that was huge, you know.

And I, later on, I went to...I started working full-time at the hospital I was telling
you about, at Sidney A. Sumby Memorial Hospital, the same hospital where I was
born, the same hospital where my brother and my oldest son was born. I worked
at that hospital for 10 years, my brother worked there for about 12, and my dad
worked there for 30 years. My mother and my father both died in that hospital.
That’s just how the institutions of hospitals were in the Black community because
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they provided this essential service of healthcare to...to the Black community. So,
like I said, I worked there for 10 years, raised my...my first two boys.

[0:07:07]

Later on in life, I...I started working as a business representative for Local
serv--Local 79, Service Employees International Union, and I worked there for 10
years. And I...I was a business representative, but I also organized. At the time, I
couldn’t stand organizing. I hated it. I did it only when I was forced to do it, okay.
Years later, I ended up at Warren/Conner Development Association, where I was
an organizer. And at this time, I was a community organizer. So, I was becoming
maybe a little bit more comfortable with it, but I still, it wasn’t like my chosen
career. But that job taught me how to organize, how to get out into the
community and organize. I was hoping that my job as a...a...a labor organizer
would transfer over to community organi--it didn’t because it’s two different...it’s
two different kinds of outcome that you’re looking for and issues that you’re
organizing around. In labor, you’re working around, you’re organizing around
issues of jobs, safety, contract inf--language, benefits, and things of that nature.
Community organizing is any and everything. It’s streetlight, it’s whether or not
the garbage was picked up, it’s whatever services that are provided to the people
in general, you know. So--and I had to learn that. But, that was where I...I learned
community organizing.

And then, a friend of mine, is a dear friend of mine, Donele Wilkins, who is one of
the...yeah, pioneers of environmental justice, she needed an organizer. And so,
the word went out, you know. I was laid off from a job that I was doing with
Alternatives for Girls--and I really quickly want to tell you about that because it’s
[inaudible]. So, the job I was doing at Alternatives for Girls, I was working in this
homeless shelter for girls. And so, that one was we worked with young girls from
15 or 16 up to 18 or 19 years old, you know. And these girls, like I said, were
homeless. We even worked, for a little while, I volunteered and worked with a
group called I think it was Outreach, and that was when we worked with the ladies
that worked the streets, you know, or prostitutes, you know. And we would go
out, I think, twice a week, and we would provide them with condoms, juice, a
sandwich, and alcohol so they can clean their works, okay. That was a real
life-revealing experience for me because I thought I knew something. I thought I
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knew the streets, you know. But that...that job taught me a great deal about
what’s going on--what was going on, especially then, especially with Black women,
you know, and so… Again, I learned a lot.

Anyway, so living in the...the city of Detroit for 35 years has been an experience of
a lifetime as well. I guess I’ve just lived a life of experiences. I love the city of
Detroit. I love it dearly, and I love the people because I think the people are just so
amazing and so--I don’t like the word, I don’t want to use the word resilient
because I think people over-use it right now, but they are strong, and strong is...is
sometimes misconstrued. When you say strong, it’s like telling a woman, oh,
you’re so strong. Well, I don’t want to be a strong woman. I just want to be a
woman, you know. I just want to be a Black woman. I don’t want to have to scrape
and fight for everything I get, but that’s the way it is, and I do, you know. So, I love
this city because the people love one another. It’s kind of a difference, you know,
but--and it’s also a place where I’ve come to know the strongness of women, you
know, like Monica Lewis-Patrick and Linda Campbell and so many others--Lila
Cabb--Lila Campbell [Cabbil?] and Charity Hicks, you know. And, it’s...it’s...the city
is just full of ‘em. It’s almost like you ain’t got no choice. If you’re gonna live here,
you can either, you know, survive here or you can live here. So in order to live
here, you have to have a certain amount of discipline and some other things, and
you can find the...the...the good even amongst so much despair.

[0:12:20]

MB: Thank you.

RA: Mmhmm.

MB: Can you...what was the name of the city that you...that you said was on the
border of Detroit?

RA: Sure. There’s actually two.
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MB: Mmhmm.

RA: And so, they are River Rouge [Michigan] and Ecorse [Michigan] and 48217
Detroit.

MB: Mmhmm.

RA: So, you literally can stand in all three cities at the same time. That’s just how
close they border, and that happened as a result of segregation because like when
my dad came back from--my dad was in World War II. And so, my dad fought in
North Africa and France, between he and his brothers. I can’t re...remember
exactly, but they...they were overseas, okay. Well, my dad came back from fighting
that war. He came back to a segregated America. So, he was kind of told to go to
River Rouge and he could get a home there. These were pre-fab homes now, you
know. They were made--the walls were made out of chalkboard, you know, like a
gypsum and...and so my mom came up from the South. She came up from
Arkansas and joined my dad and here we are, you know. Yeah.

[0:13:39]

MB: Can you talk a little bit more about your introduction to environmental
organizing?

RA: Yeah. So, that was back with--I was talking about Donele Wilkins, who is...who
is an amazing person because she started the organization Detroiters Working for
Environmental Justice, or she was one of the people that started that
organiz--organization. And so, like I said, she needed an organizer. And so here I
come, and I worked with her for several months as an organizer, and that was my
introduction to environmental justice organizing, okay. So, that’s where I began to
learn that about environmental racism. This was my birthing place, I would say, to
the environmental justice movement. And so--and it was just simply amazing. I
don’t think that if you coulda written away to be introduced you coulda come up
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with a better way than the way that I was introduced. And so... Actually, Donele is
kinda responsible for me having this position with the Sierra Club because she
recomm--she suggested that I... You know, she recommended me for the position.
I went through the whole interviewing process. Donele sat on my interview
committee, and here I was.

And so, one of the first things I worked on was...was the Henry Ford Hospital
medical incinerator. And so, here you have this huge hospital authority inside the
city of Detroit, but they were bringing all of their medical waste from their
auxiliary group hosp--units out in the suburbs. So, they brought all that waste into
the city and then incinerated it at Henry Ford Hospital on the [Grand?] Boulevard.
Well of course, that was like, you know, no, you know. And so, a number of groups
worked together around that to shut it down. But, that was a major role that was
played by the residents in that community, and it was really the organizers
working with that community that got--that finally convinced Henry Ford Hospital
to shut down that incinerator. And then, they used a--oh God, and I had it in my
head--another system of using steam on these...on this waste instead of fire or
incineration, okay. But it was--and I think it was the tipping point was when the
community had signs in their yards saying Henry Ford Hospital was killing us.
Seriously. Seriously. It was not too long after that that they said, “Oh! Okay. So,
let’s look at this new way,” you know. And so, that was one of the first things that I
worked on.

But I want to tell you about the work of this [National Black] Environmental Justice
Network, and this was a national organization of environmental justice activists,
and it was kind of led--it was led by a gentleman by the name of Damu Smith,
along with some...some...I mean, like, the best of the best. And it was--and they’re
still around. Damu passed some years ago, from cancer, as a matter of fact. But Dr.
Robert Bullard, who...who I believe is teaching in Houston [Texas] or teaching in
Texas. At the time, he...when I met him, I think he was teaching in Atlanta
[Georgia]. Dr. Beverly Wright, okay, and she taught out of Dillard University in New
Orleans, you know. These were like the...the baddest of the bad, you know. And
so, this...this was the group that met in that initial environmental justice group of
Indigenous, Pacific Islanders, African Americans, that group of people of color who
came up and created the environmental justice principles, okay, which was
awesome. That was just simply amazing that people--that one, they created that,
created those principles way over 20 years ago, and that those principles are still
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the cornerstone of the environmental justice movement, okay, and that Dr.
Bullard, Dr. Wright are still around doing the work, okay.

It was literally Dr. Robert Bullard’s work that identified environmental racism
because he did so many research projects that looked at the proximity of toxic
sites to Black communities, and it...it was his work that identified and proved that
they were suffering because they were in such close proximity. Most of these
industries always were in Black communities--or people of color, but it was always
Black communities first. And the reason why? Because the land was cheap and
there wasn’t too much push-back, okay. So, those were the pioneers. Those were
the leaders. They were the…the instruments and the tools that we were able to
use later on because of their many, many publications and research that they did.
There’s two reports on waste and race. So, one is about 20 years--maybe 30
now--and...and Stan Lee, who now works with the EPA [Environmental Protection
Agency]--well, I don’t know if he’s still with the EPA since [Donald] Trump--but he
wrote that research project. And then, 20 years later, Professor Paul Mohai,
Robert--professors Robert Bullard, Beverly Wright--and there’s one other that is,
she’s...another person--wrote a 20-year-later report on race and waste and
literally discovered that it was actually worse than the first report, you know. The
findings were actually worse, you know. And those were the pioneers that
identified it as environmental racism.

[0:20:13]

MB: Thank you. Can you talk more about your start? So like, when you started
working...

RA: Mmhmm.

MB: ...like what were you working on? What were the campaigns?

RA: Okay, so I...I worked on some really awesome… So, no, I don’t want to say the
word awesome because that might give you the idea that it was good, but it
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wasn’t. It was horrible situations. One of the first issues that I worked on, like I
said, was Henry Ford Hospital. Shortly after that, I became involved in this
organizing around a company called Canflow [Environmental Services]. Canflow
was a Canadian company that trucked in toxic industrial wastewater from Canada
because in Canada they couldn’t discharge it through their sewer systems, but in
Detroit they could. So, they literally had a permit from the city of Detroit to
discharge this toxic...toxic industrial wastewater that came from all kinds of toxic
sources through the sewer system in Detroit. And this particular area of Detroit
that was right off of John R between Nevada and Seven Mile was a very poor
section in the city, and that’s the typical areas that these industries move into and
set up house, okay. So, the practice was for these trucks to come to Detroit,
discharge--now, of course it was a...it should’ve been an operation that operated,
like, Monday through Friday. But because they didn’t care, they also operated on
weekends and in the evenings. So they were, like, coming, truckload after
truckload, discharging it. The problem was that this toxic wastewater was coming
up through the people’s sewer lines in their basements. So, it was coming up as
this thick, noxious substance that was wreaking havoc on two blocks, on these two
blocks, okay.

And I came to know of the situation by--who was it?--it was state representative
Hansen Clarke, you know. He...he told myself and another organizer, Roshani
[Deraniyagale] Dantas, at the time. He said, “Look, this community over here
needs your help,” you know. And immediately, the following day, we went over
into the community. We got there, and of course it just stank to high heavens, you
know. Immediately, within five minutes after getting out of the car, I had the worst
headache that I’ve ever had, you know. And so, we started organizing.
We--organizing, but we had to find out really what the issues and the concerns of
the residents were. So we started knocking on doors and asking people, but we
really didn’t even have to knock on doors because they were looking for
somebody, like, “What are you here for? What are you doing?” You know, like, “Do
you,” you know, “Do you see what’s happening?” And I remember one older lady,
Mrs. Gooch (??), I think her name was. She had the most...she had the most
beautiful home, like a little picket fence, you know, white, flowers, the whole nine
yards. Well, Mrs. Gooch’s (??) concern was how the awful smell that was going
was happening inside of her home. I couldn’t begin to imagine because I was
outside the house and it stank to high heavens outside the house. So, I remember
her telling me like, “Come in here! I want you to smell this.” I...I said, “I’m sorry. I
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can’t come in.” It was just too awful on the outside. I couldn’t even imagine what
it was like in her house, you know.

So, we worked on that project--like I said, Hansen Clarke, who was the state
representative at the time, Sandra Turner-Handy, who was like his right hand
was...who was working with him. She worked along with us, Rashawni (??), myself,
and...and Detroiters Working for Environmental Justice because, at that time, my
office was in their...in their office, okay. So, we worked on this and we were able,
ultimately, to...to… One...one of the things that we did was we got a [snaps
fingers] freedom of in...information, and we went through most of their papers on
Canflow, and we saw where the owner said that Detroit was his toilet. Listen! He
said Detroit was his toilet and he was able to do it free. That’s what he said about
the city of Detroit. And needless to say, I think a lot of people felt that way about
Detroit, you know. More recently, L. Brooks Patterson in Oakland County, who
died, this man said some...some of the most god-awful things about the city of
Detroit. You wouldn’t even begin to--yes, you would, you know. He said some
things like, “Let everyone in Detroit kill the other half of Detroit, and if someone is
left over, you know, put ‘em in jail.” And I wanted to tell the man, if one half killed
the other half, ain’t none left over, you know. I think the point is that he saw no
lives of value in the entire city of Detroit, and that’s when we had about a million
people here, you know. So, this man saying that the city of Detroit was his toilet
and he was...and he could do it free, ehh, it wa...it really wasn’t surprising, you
know.

But eventually, what we were able to do was to convince the city of Detroit
through a lot of, lot of, lot of work, evacuations, the whole nine yards was to get
the city of Detroit to not renew their permit. And so, they shut down that facility.
There was also a class action lawsuit that happened in the community, and one of
the benefits of that class action lawsuit--well, one, the people didn’t get much
money at all, you know, and we learned that over the years. But, they were able to
get a lien on that property so that if anything else was gonna be built on that
property, the community would have a say in what that was, and I thought that
was pretty good. Mmhmm.

[0:26:53]
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MB: So much of what you talked about with that makes me think about the
Detroit incinerator...

RA: Mmhm.

MB: ...and so much of the situation with the contracts and…

RA: Mmhm.

MB: Were you a part of the organizing that happened?

RA: Oh yeah. We did that...that was another project, from the very beginning. So,
when I came, entered in, these were things that were already being organized
around. So Detroiters Working For Environmental Justice was heavily involved in
it, Sierra Club was involved in it, as well as, I believe, the Ecology Center and a
number of other organizations. They worked, I mean, ceaselessly, on the issue of
the incinerator as well as some other things, you know. But they worked on...on
shutting that incinerator down, so it took almost 19 years to close that incinerator
down. And even then, even all that work that we put in it, all of the...the data that
we were able to...to provide that showed the impact, the health impacts and the
environmental--the environmental impacts was...was ozone, those emissions
coming out of the incinerator affected the ozone. But, was even more was the
asthma that was happening with the children and the families close around the
incinerator.

So when it was a Black issue, no one listened to us, and they told us over and over
and over and over again, no, they weren’t gonna shut it down. Soon as that
community changed with gentrification and became white and those were white
families, you know, that were being impacted, white folks said, “Oh no, you’re not
gonna operate an incinerator when we’re here.” So, some kind of way, it shut
down.
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MB: Mmhm.

RA: But I, I would say that it was definitely the work of many organizers,
Ahmina?--yep, Ahmina Maxey, who, I mean, that...that young lady came in like a
lion, you know, like, “Alright, we’re gonna shut this inciner--incinerator down, zero
waste, zero waste.” With Margaret Weber, Sandra Turner-Handy, even Guy
Williams, but some others like Sierra Club volunteers, Anna Holden, Ell--Lydia
Fischer, and one other guy… I’ll think of it. They were instrumental. There was
one organizer, also, that worked on that issue. Her name was Mary Beth [Doyle]…
I can’t think of her last name, but she...she worked on that and she was killed. She
was killed in a car accident, you know, but I always want to remember because she
worked on it so, so hard and for so long.

[0:29:54]

MB: Thank you.

RA: Mmhm. Mary Beth Doyle! I knew I was gonna get it.

MB: Thank you! Now we got her name for sure.

RA: Mmhm. Mmhm.

MB: Could you talk a little bit more about how do you understand how
environmental racism is still functioning in…

RA: Mmm.

MB: ...in Detroit?
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RA: Mmm.

MB: I think, especially now, bringing up, like, the topic of gentrification and…

RA: Mmhmm.

MB: you know...

RA: Mmhm.

MB: ...we’re talking about the incinerator…

RA: Mmhm. Yeah. Well, there’s...it’s not just the incinerator. You have...you have
Marathon Oil.

MB: Mmhm.

RA: You have AK Steel, you have U.S. Steel, you have all of these major industries
that have a Black component to it because you have Black communities where the
impact from these heavy industries is having a detrimental impact. In Dearborn
[Michigan], you have Arab community where that same thing is happening. I’m
sorry, I for...I forgot the question.

MB: Oh yeah, so I just wanted your perspective about environmental issues in
Detroit, but like… [crosstalk]
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RA: So now, one of the things--well, I told you about the pioneers--and I don’t
want to say pioneers, I make ‘em seem old, you know. But we, we’re up
there--around environmental racism. So, much of what has happened in Flint
[Michigan]... The State Civil Rights Commission did a study on the Flint situation,
and they concluded that it was systemic, institutional racism that caused that
situation to happen in Flint, as well as in other areas in the state of Michigan, okay.
So, environmental racism is as...is as alive and well and thriving as any systemic
institution is in the whole United States, and we understand that now. So like,
back then, it was kind of...it may have been kinda hard to...to convince someone
that it was racism, okay. “Oh no, it’s…” You know the argument.

Now, in the era of [Donald] Trump, we know that racism is alive and well, you
know. Ain’t no different from now than then, you know. It’s no different from now
than when I was a little girl, okay, and...and the horrible things that were
happening then. What’s the difference is, you have media, you have social media,
you have all these ways of hearing about and knowing about what’s going on, you
know. So, messages are getting out to the people [snaps fingers] just like, you
know, like social media, just straight to the people, you know. And so, it’s
unavoidable now, you know. You...you have people asking questions about, “Is
Trump racist?” Come on now, you, what...what else do you need to...to see and
hear that would, you know, that’s not answering that question? And so, you also
have white supremacists, you know, nationalists and all of these other things that
are going on. You have attacks against whole community, whole races of people,
like Arabs, Latinos, and what-have-you, you know, and African Americans, you
know. So, there’s absolutely no doubt that it exists, and the other thing is that it’s
thriving. It’s feeding on itself and it’s getting worse and worse and worse.

But, just as a reminder, this stuff was going on 50 years ago. They were literally
bombing communities like the MOVE in...of Philadelphia [Pennsylvania] and some
other--the Black Wall Street [in Tulsa, Oklahoma], you know, and now you’re even
learning that there were more communities where they stoled Black property, you
know. And the wealth gap now is totally racist, okay. So here in the city of Detroit,
they used to have the highest rate of single homes owned by African Americans,
and today it’s like five--no, it’s not five, but, it’s so many, so much fewer now. That
is what is contributing to the wealth gap. But because the narrative around African
Americans is that we are genetically inferior and prone to violence, that creates
policy, literally, okay.
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There was this gentleman out of Flint. He was a white guy. He was over--[slaps
legs] land, land, what is it, the program that deals with land? It’s one of the
programs that deals with land. He was caught on audio by a journalist, he--they
were in a car together--and he said that, he said, “Those f-ing niggers in Detroit
are responsible for the water shutoffs. Those f-ing niggers in Flint are the
respons--are responsible for that Flint water crisis that went on.” This is what this
man is...is...was caught saying. He also said that--because of his position with this
land group--that they were intentionally pushing Black people out of Flint. Well,
they are intentionally pushing Black people out of the city of Detroit, and that
great population decrease is the proof of it, okay. So, at one time we were a
million. So, part of that was voluntary, you know, like, many Black folks wanted to,
you know, because they were concerned about good schools and crime. Well, who
set up this, who was the...the...the emergency manager over the school system?
That devastated our schools, you know. You close down a school, you close down
an entire community. And that’s a...that is...there’s so much, so much proof to say
that, you know.

The bankruptcy--who, have you even considered having one of these white
communities that are in the same financial situation as the city of Detroit or even
worse? No one has thought about declaring bankruptcy in these communities!
That whole idea of the bankruptcy and emergency manager for the city of Detroit,
devastating. Everything that was income for the city of Detroit was taken. How do
you do something like that? Every source, I mean. And if there were any jewels
that the city of Detroit had, like, the...the Detroit Science Center. Go down there
now. It’s the Michigan Science Center. We pay for that science center, and they
took it from us. Belle Isle, he gave--they gave that to [Roger] Penske, and now he’s
paved over such a major part of the park, you know. And so now, it costs to go
onto the park. That was one of the things, as a single mom, I was always able to
do, like, I could take my children to the park free. Now I got to pay, you know, to
go into the park that was a part of this city from the...it was given to the city of
Detroit through a family from years and years and years ago.

[0:37:35]
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So, racism, environmental justice racism, is for real. There’s no doubt about it, you
know. And the consequences of this systemic institutional racism is real because it
happens. It...it...it--what? It shows its face through housing. Right now, you
can’t… If someone has a Section Eight voucher, they cannot get any housing in
the city of Detroit. They...they have to go to the...to the suburbs now. I know
because my daughter just got it after waiting for 15 years--15 years! And she
couldn’t find anyplace in the city. She tried everything. We went everywhere, you
know. She was only able to get something in Highland Park [Michigan], okay.
That’s so that she could...could...could still be close to us, you know. But, that
whole process of denying Section Eight recipients from getting housing in Detroit
was intentional, you know. It’s like anything, you know. You don’t let areas in the
city of Detroit deteriorate to the pla--to the way that they are now. And I’m pretty
sure you’ve gone through some of these neighborhoods. They are… It’s like Syria,
you know, and that’s nothing against Syria, but that’s what they look like to me.

When I literally go home, I have to drive through these communities, and I come
to tears every time. I have to do whatever I can to kinda, you know. It’s not that
I...I want to even block it because I...I don’t want to do that because I don’t want it
to… I just don’t want to do that. I don’t want it to be...and I don’t want it to be
the norm. But when I see little children that live on a block where there’s probably
only ten houses that...where people are living, but those other homes are
abandoned and...and just neglected so, no...no windows, no doors, they’re not
even boarded up. What is happening to that child? You know, what’s the impact
on that family? You know, for that baby to have play up and down that street next
to an abandoned house. And we learned long time ago that blight is one of the
major contributors to asthma, okay. But what is the psychic impact on that child
that’s growing up, you know, in a neighborhood like that?

And who...and then, when you turn towards the state, or you--not even the
government, but to the state, when you have a governor like [Rick] Snyder, you
know, and you looked to, then, the MDEQ [Michigan Department of
Environmental Quality], you know, for some kind of relief, like, listen to us, this is
what’s happening to us, you know. That plant over there is emitting emissions that
makes me sick, you know. No one is listening, and they don’t care. And
they...and...and for the most part, they didn’t care and it was alright with them,
you know. We were the sacrifice people. We were the de...disposable people, you
know, and...and when you live up under a racist system like that, when you have
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people that literally believe that we are genetically inferior and prone to violence,
you know. And they really believe there’s nothing that you can do about that
because it’s genetic, you know.

When you have a situation where, at one time, there were probably 12 or 13 lead
smelters in the entire state of Michigan. All of them were in the city of Detroit
except one. Now, that meant that lead is going up through these towers and then
dispersing over, settling down into the dirt. We talk about lead in the house.
Nobody is talking about the lead that’s in the soil. You walk through that soil, you
walk into the house, you know, and it’s a baby in that house and the baby crawls
across the floor, puts its hand in its mouth. We know now that even small
amounts of lead in children are...is debilitating, okay. It impacts their cognitive
learning, okay. And so, these children are impacted by lead by the time they reach
kindergarten. They don’t even have a chance! You know. So, this whole--all of this
plays into that narrative of genetically inferior, you know, prone to violence,
because we also know that lead leads to violence in the adults, okay. So, you have
all of these lead smelters in the city of Detroit that have caused all of this
contamination over years, over 20 years, 30 years that have operated.

Some of them have been remediated, and that’s like a Band-Aid, okay,
because--like over here on the East Side of Detroit on Shoemaker, I talked to a
gentleman with the EPA and he was very proud of, you know, that they were doing
some remediation over there. And so, we went over there, and we looked. So, for
the entire site of this old smelter that had been gone for maybe 15 years, really,
they remediated that land. And they went as far as to remediate the backyards of
that residential area because the lead smelter [rubs hands together to indicate
proximity] bordered the backyards of residents, alright? So not only did they
remediate the property of the lead smelter, they remediated the backyards of
those residents that live there. Well, what about all of those generations of
residents that lived there before? It is very likely that every last one of ‘em was
impacted or affected by the lead. What happened to those children that grew up
with that lead poisoning?

But the...even a bigger problem was, what about across the street? You didn’t
think that those homes were also affected by the lead, that the lead fell there?
There was no remediation there, you know, and as this gentleman and I were
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leaving, it was a mother and her, like, three-year-old or two-year-old was sitting on
the front porch. And so, something just compelled me to ask her, you know, like,
“Have you had your baby tested for lead?” And she said no. And so, I thought to
myself, I said, “Do you talk to her some more, Rhonda, or not?” And so, I decided
just to keep on going. And so, you know. So anyway, we did stop and did talk
because this...this gentleman, he knew them, you know, and he had even given
the little boy a hard hat, you know, a yellow hard hat, you know. So, we talked for
a moment and then when we were about to leave, she yelled out to me and she
told me, she said, “I’ll have him tested,” you know. And I, that was just music to
my ears because she lived...her backyard bordered that lead smelter, you know.
So, it was almost impossible that there was not some kind of impact on that baby.

[0:44:55]

MB: Thank you for sharing that. Can you talk a little bit more...you brought up,
like, Detroit water shutoffs...

RA: Mmhm.

MB: ...and also how that’s, like, fed into displacement.

RA: Mmm, mmm.

MB: Can you talk a little bit more about that and also the type of organizing
you’ve done, or the type of organizing you’ve witnessed…

RA: Mmhm.

MB: ...around water shutoffs?
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RA: So...so the baddest of the bad, I’m talking about these women.

MB: Mmhm.

RA: I’m talking about Monica Lewis-Patrick, Charity Hicks, Lila, okay. Lila and...and
Charity. Let me just kind of say that when we lose activists like Charity and Lila, we
lose so much. We lose backbone, we lose skill, we lose talent, we lose experience,
we lose love that...that they poured all over this city. We lose activists that risked
their own lives to deal with horrible situations. Like Charity, you know, who in her
defending of a neighbor who was having her--their water shut off, and Charity
stepped in and...and said no and was attacked by the police or whoever these
people were that were shutting off the water, who subsequently had to go to a
detention center, and she was in that jail for, I’m not exactly sure how long, but
however long it was, it was long enough for her to become injured, okay. And
then, following that--because she didn’t stop. She did not stop defending the
water shutoffs, you know. And ultimately, after going to New York to attend a
water conference, a conference on water, was killed, you know. And like,
suspicious, you know.

Lila Campbell [means Cabbil?]. Lila Campbell. Lila was working with the People’s
Water Board, you know, and she worked very closely with Charity, okay.
They...they were like best friends and...and they worked together, you know. So
when we lose activists like that, that’s an injury that sometimes we can’t recover
from. It leaves a void, like it would leave in anyone’s life, you know, if someone
very close to you passed, you know. But when you pass in...when we have activists
that pass in the larger community like that, then we’re all impacted by it because
that’s--we need everyone. Okay.

But then, you have warriors like Maureen Taylor and Marian Kramer over at
Michigan Welfare Rights. I don’t even know what to say. When that--that was
another one when I first came on, I started--I...I saw these ladies and the
organizing that they were doing out in the community around water shutoffs and
the demonstrations they would have and learning that people were being billed
for water in Highland Park, you know, like about the thousands of dollars and like
how in the hell can something like that happen? You know. And these ladies had
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worked with others around the issue of poverty, you know. When even right now,
we’re, you know. How many of mayors did I not hear mention a word about
poverty in Detroit when Detroit has some of the highest poverty rates in the
nation? How did Kwame [Kilpatrick] never say anything about poverty? How did
[Dave] Bing never say anything about poverty? How--what was the other guy
for--Dennis Archer never said anything. How in the world can you have a
population in your city and you don’t speak to the issues of poverty? How do you
have a governor that didn’t speak to the issue of poverty in Michigan, okay?

So, Maureen Taylor, Marian--Mariam Kramer and their staff, Gwen [Gaines??],
Sylvia [Orduño??], these ladies are nothing lace--less than amazing, and they pour
their hearts out, they work so hard. And you have Monica Lewis-Patrick, Debra
Taylor, and then there’s the other women that work with them. And I’m so sorry
because I can’t--Aurora [Harris??]--I’m trying to remember all of their names, and
I can’t. And by not--yes, Chris [Griffith??]--by not remembering their names, it
does them an injustice because we need to speak their names, you know. But
these--here you go again, you know. The… What Monica and her group have
been able to bring to the issue of water shutoffs is no less than amazing, just an
out-and-out miracle, you know.

And how, when people’s water is shut off, it impacts other people on the block. I
didn’t know that, you know. But she has the science that shows that other people
on the block are impacted! And then when--and then when you have Hepatitis A.
And so, what do they tell you? Wash your hands. [rubs hands together] You have
the flu. What do they tell you? Wash your hands. [rubs hands together] And so, if
your water is shut off and you work at one of these fast food places, what are the
chances of you taking whatever bacteria, virus that you come into contact because
you can’t wash your hands to that job with you? Okay. And any high school
student understands that that takes science, okay. And you don’t even have to
take science! It’s just only...it’s logical. It’s like, if you can’t wash your hands,
then--I mean, that’s what your parents told you, when you, you know, when you
come out of, wash your hands and...and if you’re gonna go to the bathroom, wash
your hands, you know. And we can’t even do that in our local government! You
have a...a governor that refuses to...to create an affordable water system where if
I’m poor--because we have the highest rates of poverty in the entire country--this
man will not create a affordable water payment for people like me [thumps chest],
what is that? What is the logic that says that? What’s the logic that even so... You
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have the governor who could work with the mayor to help this happen. If it was
white people, I’m telling you, it would be...it would have been done years and
years ago. Environmental racism. Systemic, institutional environmental racism.
And that’s what it is, okay.

[0:51:57]

So...so yeah. We have some of the most amazing organizers. We have Michelle
Martinez, Gloria [Rivera???]--there’s just simply so many of ‘em, you know, and
they’re doing this work out here where a lot of it isn’t recognized because we
don’t see the sacrifice, you know. We don’t see the hours after hours and hours of
work, you know. And it’s not like they’re looking to...to, you know, for you to say,
oh, you know, like yeah, you know. No. They know there’s the need, and they’re
providing the work around it, okay. So, yeah, we...we...we have them, and these…
And so, what does that say about Black women, you know? And so, what does
that say about Black women and what we could do to help one another, okay?
So--and there’s so much that we can do, and I know, as a Black woman, as a Black
woman activist that it can happen because it happened with me and my daughter,
okay. And so, who came to our rescue? Black women. A Latina woman. Michelle
came to our rescue, so many others came--and it wasn’t just Black, but it was a
very diverse group that came to our rescue, okay.

And they brought those organizing skills, let me tell you! Listen here. They came
and they said--pretty much, you know, my own interpretation--look, here’s my
gifts, here’s my talent, put it on the table. So what, how can you use it? Each one
of them. That’s when I got to know the Radical Child Care [Collective] group, you
know, because we were trying to go to court one day and we didn’t have anyone
to take care of the children, okay. And so, they contacted the Radical Child Care.
And I’m thinking to myself, “Who in the hell is Radical Child Care? What is that?
What is...what is Radical Child Care?” But they came, they showed up, and they
were ready to do whatever it was that we needed to be done. And that’s
whole...that shows you the issues of women and activists because, you know,
when we’re out here in the community and we’re working the way that we work,
you know, what do we do with our children?
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And that’s what I did! Most of the time, you know, when Siwatu [-Salama Ra] was
young, when Co--I would drag them with me. It wasn’t always the thing that I
would’ve done, but it was...it ended up being the thing that I had to do, you know.
I remember Coco, when I was negotiating contracts with the union, Coco was so
small she could walk up under the table. So, she’s running up--and here we are,
sitting up here [laughs] negotiating the contract, and I was...and it was so
beautiful. I didn’t see it as that then. I saw it as just some...something that had to
be done. But when our bargaining committee members would say, “Okay, we’ll
take her over here in...in the corner, and we’ll keep her over here, and you go
ahead and you negotiate,” you know. Things like that, you know. I had no idea that
they were back in that room because we would say, “Here. Here’s some paper and
coloring book. Go back and color.”

MB: Mmhmm.

RA: And they were even listening to us! You know. But they were, and they
listened. And so, you create a whole new generation of activists, you know.

Siwatu went to an African-centered school, you know, Nsorma [Nsoroma
Institute?]. Coco went to Aisha Shule, and that was intentional. It was intentional
on my part. One was Coco because, one, I knew she was gonna be dark-skinned,
okay. I knew she was gonna be a deep chocolate, okay. I wanted her to go
somewhere where her color wasn’t gonna hinder her. I wanted her to go
somewhere where she wasn’t gonna be told to...to look up at people unlike
herself and...and have the confidence it was gonna take for her to...to thrive, you
know. So, having an African-centered school was...was a jewel, you know, because
they would, you know, in the morning they would say their little pledge, I’m gonna
be Black, you know, I’m gonna do Black things, I’m gonna buy Black, you know.
And I know to them, you know, it was like...it became a burden because I
remember Siwatu and the others saying, like, “I don’t want to wear this dashiki
anymore!” [laughs] And you know, “I don’t want to wear dreadlocks anymore!”
You know. And then, after leaving the school, going to the public schools, and the
difference they experienced, you know. So, we need things like that. They’re… We
need them desperately, so that we can help our children grow up in this racist
system. They need affirmations daily, constantly, because once you take your eyes
off of this and you put your eyes on the larger society, there’s nothing there to tell
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you you’re any, you’re worth anything, you know. And really, real quick like,
Siwatu’s daughter, Zala--I don’t know if you’ve seen Zala?

MB: No, not in person.

RA: Zala is double chocolate...

MB: Mmhm.

RA: ...and she’s the most beautiful little girl that you could ever, you know, like so
many other beautiful, dark-skinned children, you know. So, Zala saw the movie
Frozen. Oh my God, [slaps chair] she came back and she’s telling us, “I want to be
like Elsa,” you know. “I want long, blond hair,” you know. Oh my God, we all
panicked, you know, like, woah! You know, what are we gonna do, you know. I
mean, I told Mrs. Linner (??), Mrs. Linner (??) went out and bought Black dolls,
you know, like. We were all trying to figure it out. What are we gonna do? And
that’s what we have to do. That’s what we’re faced with, you know, when we try
to raise our children in a society like this, you know. And these are moms and
we’re trying to raise children that are going to be confident in themselves and
strong in their own identity. They’re gonna love the skin they’re in. They’re gonna
love their hair, you know, and I [laughs], I think Zala was so smart. She...she kinda
figured it. She said, “Oh, well I must have said something wrong, you know, ‘cause
I got all this...this, you know, like, you know, backlash.” Not really, because we
didn’t like, you know. But we were trying to offer positive affirmations about
herself, you know.

And so, those are some of the things that as...as insignificant as somebody else
might think that… You know, so some... I mean, you know, like, what is it like to
be white and have your existence just accepted, you know? Right now, I have a
healthcare situation going on, and I’m involved in the...the hospitals and medical,
you know. I knew about the disparities. I know that Black people are treated
differently in these...in these institutions, you know. Why can’t I be, you know, a
human? Why can’t I go to this hospital and expect the best treatment that they’ll
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give me that is available, okay? No, I’m here, and I’m already advocating, I want
the same kind of treatment that you give a white man, you know.

MB: Mmhm.

RA: Why should I have to go through that? Why should I have to be Black
and...and fight for the same care that other people get, you know? And so, that’s
what we’re faced with.

[1:00:02]

So when you can see other people, other women and...and with Siwatu’s
situation. That was the best example of me, to me, of people coming together.
And it wasn’t any one group, it wasn’t any one race because it was the most
diverse group, you know. It was, it proved to me that it can happen, that we can
work together, and, you know, and that we can create miracles, you know. When
we were in that circle the night before--Shakeb [Ahmed] was there. When we
were there that night before she went in...when, before she went to prison. So,
one of the attorneys had come in and we were all sitting around in a circle, and
the attorney told us that it was really unlikely that any kind of appeal process
would work, you know. And so, everybody’s head just went down, you know. It’s
like snatching a rug out from under us, you know. Adrienne Maree Brown--and I’ll
love that woman to the last breath, my last breath--Adrienne didn’t skip a beat.
She said, “Hmm. Well, I believe in miracles.” And everybody just kind of sat up and
looked at one another. Alright, that’s what we were expecting then, a miracle. And
it took literally a miracle because, once again, we’re faced with an
inst--institutional racist system within the criminal justice system that’s against
Black folks, okay.

So, what do we see there? We saw Black folks and brown folks, so many Black
folks that came through one door pleaded guilty--pleaded guilty!--because for
them to fight the system would cost them so much money, time, and even the loss
of jobs and things like that. And then they would come through. And I’m sitting
here trying my best to figure out how do you have so many guilty people, you
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know? But, it took all of us coming together to help that miracle happen. How
many times did we go to court before this judge? You know. And one of the things
they said, well, they showed a picture of Siwatu and myself up on the screen and
said, this white prosecutor said, “Do she look scared? Do she look like she’s
afraid?” Because to...to this white man, he hadn’t...he had never even seen a
Black woman that was afraid, you know. I guess all he saw were angry Black
women, you know. And that’s the problem. I’m...I’m seen as an angry Black
woman who reacts in a certain kind of way because I have to fight every step of
the way. I’m fighting. I’m fighting for my dignity. I’m fighting for...to be recognized.
I’m fighting to live. I’m fighting for my children, you know. And so, we can’t be
vulnerable. We can’t even be afraid, you know. And I’m like, oh my God, you know.
But in the end--I mean, how many times did we have to go before these judges?

And so, one of the judges, who was appointed by [Rick] Snyder--Sny...we learned
that Snyder appointed 101 judges while he was in office. This one particular
judge--and I’m glad I don’t remember his name--but he denied Siwatu’s appeal
because he said she was a threat to the community. Now, this is a child that
grew...grew up in an African-centered school, and when she was given her name,
Siwatu-Salama Ra, and she had her name-giving ceremony, we invited people over
to the house and she didn’t get gifts, like, I didn’t get gifts, gifts like baby clothes,
bottles, or anything like that. I got gifts of people saying things like, “Oh, I’ll teach
her how to sew.” “Oh, I’ll help her with her college tuition.” “Oh”--Ron who lived
on the corner said, “I’ll watch her when she’s playing outside.” It takes a village,
for real. For real, you know. But this judge saw her as a threat to her community,
okay. And that’s how he...that, that was his ruling, you know. What? What? You
know. So, this is how we have to fight. This is...this is...this is just our lives and we
just have to fight every day, you know. At the same time, we have a good time,
you know. It ain’t like we don’t have fun, you know.

MB: Mmhm.

RA: We have fun and we can party and we can do stuff like that, and that’s what
we’re gonna be doing now, like, even for Siwatu, she’s waiting for her appeal. Her
appeal was on the eleventh, and so we’re waiting for the decision of these three
white judges, conservative judges, you know, to--and hopefully, if they can see the
value of a white--of a Black life in this city, you know, and...and decide on her
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behalf so she can stay home with her children, you know. The...the things that
happen to women period in...in the prison system is no less than horrible, you
know. So, yeah.

[1:06:11]

MB: Thank you for sharing that story. That was… I wasn’t here in Detroit when
that happened.

RA: [someone hands Rhonda a tissue] Oh, thank you.

MB: I wasn’t here in Detroit when that happened, but that was like national...

RA: Mmhm.

MB: ...organizing that...that happened, and when I heard the people who were
working on that…

RA: Boss ass!

MB: Yeah. Yeah.

RA: Boss women and men, you know, ...

MB: Yeah.
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RA: ...meeting up at Michelle’s [Martinez] house. Daycare center, right there in the
back, you know, bringing all the children. It was amazing, and someday we got to
tell that story, too.

MB: Do you have any advice for young organizers, young people in Detroit?

RA: Mmmm, mmmm. Good question. Critical question. So, some of the things I’m
hearing are maybe disagreements between the older generation and the younger
generation. And all I would ask is for patience and some understanding, you know,
for the younger ones, you know, with the older ones, you know. I know that we
can be a certain kind of way, you know, and that we have these expectations, you
know. But if we could learn more and have more to assist us in this
intergenerational work, I think that would be the most helpful for us. The young
ones, the younger ones, they got a whole new world they’re dealing with. This is
not my world. This is not what I dealt with coming up in the [19]60s, [19]70s,
[19]80s, [19]90s, you know. This is new, if it’s new for any other reason than the
technology is new, you know. Communications is so different. Most of our
communications was written [slaps paper on table] on paper, through
newspapers, and that’s why the journalists were critical, you know. They...they
were essential in delivering messages or the story, you know.

So, the work that you’re doing with capturing these stories is critical because so
much hasn’t been captured, you know. But this is one of the best ways because
we’re so visual, okay. So--and that’s really how a segment of us learn. It isn’t from
reading, it’s visual. It’s images, you know, and images are terribly important, you
know. So, just like that judge--just like that prosecutor that said, you know, “Well,”
you know, “do they look afraid to you?” So, we got to get a picture of a woman,
Black woman, that’s afraid so he can see that, yeah, we...we...we...we’re afraid,
probably the majority of the time we’re afraid when we’re...because we’re
reacting to something, something that has damaged us or has the potential to
damage us, you know. But when you don’t know what it looks like? You know.

So, I would say to the young ones, just to, one, go on out here and do what you
got to do because you have major things to...to work around, you know. And one
of the things I ask, you know, is like, hey, you know, I got grandchildren over here.
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But they’re just not--it’s not just my biological children. It’s all of our children, you
know. I don’t...the things that are happening to children today, young ones, the
youngest of them are...the youngest of our chil--of...of us, you know, and what
they have to deal with is horrifying, is out-and-out evil to me, you know. So,
the...the younger ones are going to have to have the energy, the stamina, but
what else they’re gonna need is creativity, you know, because that’s what it’s
gonna take. It’s gonna take creativity. It’s gonna take innovation. It’s gonna take
the ability to make something out of nothing, you know, and that what they’re
gonna have to do.

Let me tell you just one last thing. My oldest son was attending Wilberforce
University in Ohio, and he was killed. And talk about traumatic, you know, that
one and Siwatu were like the knock-me-over kind of things, you know. So one day,
after his passing, I was having one of these...these conversations with God
because I was like, you know, none of this stuff works, you know. The prayers and
stuff, it don’t work, you know. How insulting are you to come to me with--and the
children of the school there, because one of them was a...one of the schools was a
theology school. And these children wrote me all kinds of prayers, you know. I
looked at those prayers and I’m like, this, you know, I don’t believe in this, you
know. How--my son--well, you know--was a good boy. And he was. He was like a
living angel. You know, probably any mom would say that. But I was standing in my
bedroom looking out of the window, and I saw the bad butt boy down the street.
Bad butt boy down the street was walking down the street, you know. So, he was
known for breaking in people’s cars and into their houses, you know. So, I was just
standing there looking at him. And of course, he was walking down the middle of
the street and he was looking in the cars, you know. And I asked God, I said, why
did you take my son? Why did you take my boy and not take this one? And the
answer I got was because he’s yours too. And from that day on, [claps hands] it
was like, okay, that’s it, you know. They’re all mine, and so this is the work we
gotta do. We gotta work for all of ‘em. We gotta do this for all of the children, not
just so-called this one, or this one is seeming like this is the right child. All of them
deserve that very same sacrifice and...and...and work. There you go.

[1:12:30]

MB: Thank you.
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RA: Mmhm.

MB: And is there anything you’d like to say?

RA: I think I’ve already said a lot. [laughs]

MB: You did say a lot! I didn’t know if there was...if there was anything else. We
could talk about the hospital thing a little bit or anything you...

RA: Yeah. Well, we were talking about the hospital--and that’s something that,
that’s a story.

MB: Mmhm.

RA: Because no one has told that story about the Black hospitals. And because it’s
not written down, I don’t know if it’s gonna get passed on.

MB: Mmhm.

RA: See, there used to be--because of segregation--there used to be probably six
or eight Black hospitals in Detroit, okay. And that’s where we went, of course,
because segregation, we couldn’t go to the other ones, you know. And then when
they all closed--so now we’re in this situation where we going to hospitals,
healthcare providers that...that are...are working on a systemic institutional racist
way, okay. And so, it ends up with us not getting the same kind of health services
that others receive, okay. So we need to capture that story, you know. And so, I
literally grew up in the hospital. I...I...I think I told you I was born there, my
brother, my son, all of that. But, it was the place--first place--that I worked, too. I
had a job. I did in-patient and out-patient billing. That hospital was a anchor, and
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so without that, you know, when they closed ‘em all down and sent us to the big
box hospitals like a Wal-Mart...

MB: Mmhm.

RA: ...down here, we just became a...a price. We became a...a value of money,
okay. So--and because of systemic institutional racism that instructs these same
medical institutions, that it instructs corporations and businesses all over the
country, you know. We come up on the short end. And so, my experience so far
has been, when I entered into this place, I started telling the doctors immediately,
you know, like, I know about the dis--disprop--disparities in healthcare. I want the
same kind of healthcare that you would give someone else, okay. And
immediately, [snaps fingers] it shook stuff up, you know, because apparently they
all talk like we all talk, you know. And the next time, you know, like, I’m like,
mmm, oh so you’re, mmhmmm. So you know, yeah. So, this is...but this is another
story that I would think if somebody could cover it and get some of the older
ones…

MB: Mmm.

RA: ...that remember that time, you know. Because like in my...when I grew up in
River Rouge, we had everything. We had a movie theater. Do you hear me? We
had a Black movie theater on Elliott Street, you know, in the hood, in our--it
wasn’t in the hood because it was in--it wasn’t a hood like it is today. It was in our
neighborhood, okay. We had an ice skating rink, a roller rink. We had pool house.
We had everything that you, everything that the larger community had, we had
and made for ourselves because we couldn’t go out, you know. So, when we did
get a chance to go out to Hudson’s or some of these, like, you know, like, Sears. I
love Sears, you know. Sears closed. That was so heart-breaking to me because
Sears was like one of the only stores that would kind of let us come in, you know,
shop at their store, you know. So, you know, so what I--segregation,
desegregation? Mmmmm. I don’t know if it was the best thing to ever happen to
us, you know, because one of the things I think that is, you know, that Rawlings
store, Rawlings, it was a family-owned, little party store up on Visger Road, you
know. And so when they sent their children off to college, they were happy with
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the idea that their children were gonna go to the major businesses, corporations,
like become an attorney, you know. I always think about what if their children
came back, took that store over, and created a mall? We would have a mall in the
city of Detroit right now, you know. We wouldn’t have all of these Family Dollars,
Dollar Trees. You know, they serve their purposes, but we would have a mall--a
mall--inside the city of Detroit, you know. So, I’ll end there.

[1:17:28]

[jump cut]

PB: So, to wrap up: one thing that we’ve been asking everybody that we’ve
interviewed is about their vision for the future of Detroit that guides your work.
So, if you’re looking into the future of the world that you want to...

RA: Mmmmm…

PB: ...achieve through the work that you’re doing, what would that look like?

RA: Mmhmm. Well, we already know that the city of Detroit is going through a
major re-gentrification, okay. What’s the good and the not-so-good about the
process? Well, one of the things I’ve been saying to myself was, dang! When you
get around white people, things happen, you know. You got businesses, I mean, all
of the...all of the wealth that comes when white people come, you know, is
staggering to me. It’s unbelievable. I mean, look at the apartments that are being
built around the city right now. I can’t even, I...it’s just so amazing to me. So, with
that comes so much--I can’t think of a wor--loss because people are moved out. Of
course, because the expense that all of that newness and...and development
brings with it.

But as, also, comes the racist behavior on a lot of white folks’ part that I see, you
know. So, they bring it from the suburbs and they come into the city, and I’ve seen

34



some horrible things, you know, just telling, you know, Black folks, you know, like,
get out. I remember when Kid Rock was up here at the stadium, you know, when
the...when the stadium opened up, and a group of Black folks got together to
protest, okay. What is the name of the...the...the place where there’s a balcony
outside at the top? It’s one of the Fox places. I can’t think of it. It’s right here. You
can look out this window and see it, but those white folks stood up there and spit
on the Black people and told them to go home, I kid you not, inside [slaps hands
together to emphasize each word] the city of Detroit. I saw trucks riding around
with the Confederate flag, you know, and there was a whole, this...this street up
here, there was a corner that was dedicated to Trump. They had...they took the
whole corner over and had Trump, you know. That’s a message. That’s a clear,
clear message in my eyes, you know, for the people that are still here.

So as few of us that are here now, what I would hope is that we have a society, a
group here that can work together, that provides nourishment for everyone, you
know. And that sounds corny and, you know, like, ehh, we can all get along
together, you know. But, it’s gonna take some very serious work. Organizing, it’s
gonna take that kind of organizing, you know. It’s gonna take a...a serious
commitment from the administration, from [Mike] Duggan. I don’t know if he’s
gonna be the one that...that can provide it because I see problems with Duggan.
But someone, you know, city council. It’s gonna take that...that council’s
commitment to make this happen. When I...when I ride through a city, I see as
much development that’s going on, I see so much work on the roads, on lane,
sewer lines and all--and it’s all white. I’m like, what Dugg--you know.

When I see all of the homes being built, and I don’t see any Black men--of course,
I know, Black women too--but I don’t see Black people working on these projects,
that says to me that they’re not making the money to take back to their
neighborhoods and spend that money for those dollars to turn over in our
communities. What I see is money, a dollar, leaving out, because when that guy or
that woman cashes their check, they’re cashing their check at a bank in the
suburbs. They are purchasing whatever items that they need for their families out
there, and we’re not benefitting from any of it. We’re sure as hell not
benefiting--benefiting from this stadium, you know, because none of the money
that’s made in that stadium goes to the...the residents. We have three stadiums
within walking distance. We have three casinos within walking distance, and
almost none of it is helping the people in the city of Detroit. You can pay 400 and
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some million dollars for this stadium, but you can’t find a million dollars to help
the residents keep their...keep their homes, keep...and keep the water turned on?
Yeah. So, we got to do some things around that, and then we’ll have a better city.

MB: Mmhm.

RA: We have a good city already.

MB: Mmhm.

RA: ...but we’ll have a much, much, much better city.

MB: Mmhm.
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