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      JEWELS CELEBRATES THE SPIRIT AND ACHIEVEMENTS OF MATURE AFRICAN AMERICAN WOMEN.

      PHOTOGRAPHER MICHAEL CUNNINGHAM (coauthor of Crowns) and author Connie Briscoe, a New York Times bestselling novelist, profile fifty women over the age of fifty who have been remarkably successful—whether in reaching the
         top of the corporate ladder, finding fame in politics or the arts, or raising a son to be proud of a single mother—and reveal
         the ways that they have prevailed despite daunting obstacles. Their stories are paired with Cunningham’s intimate portraits
         of the women.
      

      Jewels includes well-known and little-known women alike—from teachers and executives to artists, authors, and entertainers. Among
         the celebrities profiled in the book are Ruby Dee, Eleanor Holmes Norton, S. Epatha Merkerson, and Marian Wright Edelman.
         Coauthor Connie Briscoe also appears here as one of the featured Jewels, telling her inspiring personal story. World-renowned
         poet, writer, commentator, activist, and educator Nikki Giovanni contributes an original poem to the book.
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      For my daughter, Jasmine; my nieces, Simone and Camille; my stepdaughters, Jordan and Genesis; and all future “Jewels” everywhere—C.B.
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      Preface

      When Michael Cunningham and I first came up with the idea of featuring black women age fifty and older in a photo-essay book,
         we both knew immediately that this was long overdue. I naturally thought of my mother and grandmothers, three women who defied
         enormous obstacles during a time when racism and sexism were anything but subtle and carved out rich lives of service, hard
         work, and dedication to their families, often without recognition or reward. My mother opted out of being featured in Jewels, but she is here with me in spirit, along with many other deserving women. Reluctantly, I myself agreed to be featured in
         these pages when friends pointed out that I fit the profile and had a story worth telling. Perhaps in revealing a bit about
         myself I can soften the line that usually separates an author from her subjects.
      

      Michael and I decided to include celebrities and noncelebrities, and thus we have women here who successfully reared children
         as single mothers as well as women who fought tirelessly for justice and opportunity in our schools, communities, and theaters.
         These are fierce, gutsy women who bucked the odds during especially trying times, and I feel honored that they’ve allowed
         me to help them tell their stories. I was also excited about the opportunity to work with Michael, who is an amazing photographer.
         We interviewed and photographed the women in Jewels over the course of nearly a year and a half, between the spring of 2005 and the summer of 2006. The age given with each profile
         is the age at the time of the interview.
      

      As I began talking to the women, a few things stood out immediately. First, they give a lot of credit to their upbringing
         for making them who they are. Whether raised by a single mother or father, both parents, grandparents, or someone else, they
         found a loving, stable home with someone who taught them to aim for the stars. Second, although many incidents of racism,
         sexism, and discrimination are described throughout the pages of this book—some of them blatant and others more subtle—the
         women never viewed the incidents as insurmountable. Whether fifty or eighty, on the stage or in the boardroom, whether for
         themselves, their children, or for the world, these women seized opportunities when they were available and created them when
         they weren’t. They are all thoroughly modern women who have taken the promise of America and made it a reality for themselves
         and others.
      

      Could it be that we’ve come far enough that black women can be lawyers, doctors, businesswomen, performers, artists, and mothers
         first, without race, gender, or handicap intruding constantly upon our progress? Whether or not you believe that to be true,
         there can be little doubt these women and countless others like them have made it much more likely for our children and grandchildren.
      

      —Connie Briscoe

   
      I Am the Ocean

      I am the ocean … it is not the moon that calls me to the shore … it is I who awaken the moon … and call him down … and rest
         in his light … that I may dream
      

      I am the sand … I hold the ocean in my arms … I gently rock this planet … smoothing the rough places … leveling the high …
         raising the lowly … always … singing a love song
      

      I am glass … you can see through me … I’m easily hurt … any little pebble can cause a scratch though it takes a diamond to
         cut … I can stand against the storm … laugh at lightning … let the rain sheet down … why don’t you stay here with me … safe
         and warm
      

      I am more than your past

      I am not cotton … to be picked and picked and picked until some crazy boll weevil destroys me … I am not peanuts grown underground
         … harvested raw … made into many things … nor am I taffy … to be pulled and pulled and pulled … made acceptable by artificial
         sweetener
      

      I am my own me

      If you stand in back … stopping the light … I become a mirror … I reflect who you wish you were … and think you ought to be
         … I show you who you are not
      

      If you open me I become a window … I bring a fresh breeze … to caress you … to calm the fears

      I am a cloud … I float above all else … I bring shade from the sun … I cool your coffee … I make shapes to form your stories

      I am your future

      When the waters embrace me … when the moon glows down … you clearly see me shining … I … Am … A Jewel … I shine

      I am

      Priceless … Incomparable … Undeniable … Wonderful

      Me

      Forever and Always Dreaming

      Of You

      —Nikki Giovanni

      


      
      [image: art]

      [image: art]

   
      Contents

      Cover

      Copyright

      Dedication

      Preface

      I Am the Ocean

      Johnnetta Betsch Cole ♦ 69

      Starletta DuPois ♦ 64

      Eleanor Holmes Norton ♦ 68

      Ruby Davis-Jett ♦ 61

      Marita Golden ♦ 54

      Sandy Mann Michael ♦ 70

      Sharon Farmer ♦ 54

      A’Lelia Bundles ♦ 53

      Pamila Brown ♦ 51

      Diane Singleton ♦ 54

      Karen Singleton ♦ 53

      Nikki Giovanni ♦ 63

      Gale LeGrand Williams ♦ 51

      Verna Cook ♦ 77

      Mütter Evans ♦ 53

      Clara Villarosa ♦ 75

      Byllye Avery ♦ 68

      Seret Scott ♦ 58

      Joanne Renee Harrell ♦ 51

      Linda White ♦ 63

      Nona Hendryx ♦ 60

      Cheryl Woodruff ♦ 55

      Victoria Roberts ♦ 54

      Patricia Banks ♦ 71

      Ruby Dee ♦ Early 80s

      Toni Fay ♦ 59

      Louise Rice ♦ 64

      Deborah Nedab ♦ 50

      Carolyn McNair ♦ 56

      Ann Tanksley ♦ 72

      Marilyn Gaston, MD ♦ 66

      Veretta Garrison ♦ 66

      S. Epatha Merkerson ♦ 53

      Marie Dutton Brown ♦ 65

      Dianne Caesar ♦ 60

      Linda Chastang ♦ 52

      Pat Briscoe DeJarnett ♦ 51

      Loretta Argrett ♦ 68

      Gladys Gary Vaughn ♦ 62

      Brenda Stubbs ♦ 54

      Marian Wright Edelman ♦ 67

      Billie Allen ♦ 81

      Faye Williams ♦ 51

      Romaine Thomas ♦ 77

      Faith Childs ♦ 55

      Gayle Washington ♦ 53

      Connie Briscoe ♦ 53

      Wanda Newman ♦ 52

      Alma Adams ♦ 59

      Hattie Winston ♦ 61

      Photographer’s Note

      About the Authors

      

   
      Johnnetta Betsch Cole ♦ 69

      PRESIDENT OF BENNETT COLLEGE FOR WOMEN; 
PRESIDENT EMERITA OF SPELMAN COLLEGE

      There’s a proverb that goes, “You can’t know where you’re going if you don’t know where you’ve been.” I’m going to change that
         to say, “You can’t know who you are if you don’t know how you grew up.” When I look at who I am today, I can see direct paths
         back to where I was born and who my family was. When I go back and look at my family and my community, I see, in bold letters,
         “Because you have been given so much, much is required of you.” And so the idea of being of service strongly motivates me.
      

      I grew up in the 1940s in a family that was in some ways atypical for that time. My mother and father were both college graduates.
         My mother went to Wilberforce University, my father went to Knoxville College. I had a sister eighteen months older and a
         younger brother. No one posed the question, Would we go to college? The only question was, Where would we go to college? We
         were taught that you can’t live a fulfilling life without a good education, and so we wanted a good education.
      

      In some ways I was programmed to be an educator. Dr. Mary McLeod Bethune and my great-grandfather, Abraham Lincoln Lewis,
         were close associates and friends. He served on the board of Bethune-Cookman College, and Dr. Bethune gave the eulogy at his
         funeral. I remember going to Daytona Beach, Florida, where the college is located, and sitting on Mrs. Bethune’s lap. She
         was fascinating to me as an educator, but I was also fascinated with her hats. She could wear some hats.
      

      My mother had two careers. She began as a college professor at Edward Waters College in Jacksonville, Florida, where she taught
         English and was the registrar. After my father died, when I was fifteen years old, my mother left the college and worked as
         an executive at the Afro-American Life Insurance Company, our family insurance business, which was founded in 1901 by my great-grandfather
         and six other black men. My grandfather became the president of the company. My uncle was also an executive in the company,
         and my father served as head of the insurance agents. My mother always worked outside of our home. Yet she also gave my sister
         and me and later my brother, who is nine years younger than I, quality time.
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      When I go back and look at my family and my community, I see, in bold letters, “Because you have been given so much, much
            is required of you.” And so the idea of service strongly motivates me..
      

      Another message that I certainly learned from my parents is that women are capable of doing just about any task that men can
         do and vice versa. My father could braid our hair as well as our mother could. He would take us shopping for our school clothes,
         and he was a far better cook than my mother was. The book that I coauthored with Dr. Beverly Guy-Sheftall, Gender Talk: The Struggle for Women’s Equality in African American Communities, is dedicated to our fathers because they instilled in us the notion that women and men can and should be equal.
      

      I see being the president of Bennett College for Women as an act of service. Of course it’s a job, but it’s more than a job.
         I am in service to these young women. When I think about my career, I can also see a direct path back to the emphasis on education
         in my family. I’ve written about it, but I can repeat here an experience I had in first grade when a teacher asked us all
         to stand up and give our names. When I mumbled my name, Ms. Bunny Vance said to me, “Stand up straight, speak clearly, never
         mumble your name, and get ready to help to change the world.” What an impact that had on the direction of my life.
      

      I was strongly encouraged to come to Bennett College for women by Dr. Maya Angelou, a member of Bennett’s board of trustees,
         and I have never regretted that I did. It has been an amazing experience and, I would say, so often full of grace. It is intensely
         rewarding to be able to work with others in revitalizing a highly important institution that is one of only two historically
         black colleges for women in our country.
      

      My greatest challenge has been dealing with other people’s stereotypes and misperceptions about who I am as a black woman.
         There is a pervasive assumption that black folk can never be as smart as white folk and that women can never do anything as
         well as men. When I became the president of Spelman College in 1987, I was the first African American woman president in the
         107-year history of that black women’s college. Also remarkable is the fact that last year I became the first person of color
         to chair the board of United Way of America. I was also the first woman to sit on the board of directors of Coca-Cola Enterprise,
         the largest bottler of Coca-Cola. So what do you learn when you’re in this position of being the first? The first thing I
         hope you learn or know is that many other black women are also qualified to hold that position, so don’t get too hung up on
         yourself. Second, you better know that your responsibility is to make sure that although you’re the first to hold the post,
         you must help to guarantee that you are not the last.
      

      I often say that my greatest work is represented by my three sons, each of whom is truly a decent man who respects women and
         honors the need to do something to help make this world better. Certainly my greatest accomplishments in the professional
         world are associated with the presidencies of Spelman College and Bennett College for Women. Sometimes I chuckle and say that
         I should have a citation in the Guinness Book of World Records because I am the only person who has served as the president of the only two historically black colleges for women in the
         United States.
      

      These days, the word retirement needs to be redefined, because what it has traditionally connoted is not something I and many of us who are over fifty can
         imagine doing. For me, retirement will not be about ceasing to work. It will be about changing the rhythm of my work. I see
         myself not working as intensely, not traveling as much, not enduring the same amount of stress.
      

      How wonderful and intriguing the role of a grandmother is! Stitched onto a pillow in my bedroom is an Italian proverb that
         says, “When a grandchild is born so is a grandmother.” One discovers another side of oneself as a grandmother, for it is a
         role that is not comparable to any other.
      

      Becoming a grandmother is a relatively recent joy in my life, but over the years I have been a mentor to many young women
         and men. Being a mentor and being a grandmother have something in common. In each case you are ensuring that your influence
         will continue beyond your own lifetime.
      

      Being a grandmother and a mentor are among the countless reasons why I enjoy aging. You can be a grandmother when you’re thirty,
         but you do it so much better when you’re over fifty. You can be a mentor to someone when you’re twenty, but you have so much
         more to teach and share when you’re over fifty. In short, I’m having a wonderful time being exactly who I am at the age that
         I am.
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