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KAHIL EL’ZABAR: 

Music and the 2012 African Festival of the Arts 
by Angelique Westerfield 

 
Kahil el’Zabar began playing his first musical instrument – a drum kit - at the age of 
two.  It seemed only natural for him to begin playing at an early age since he grew up 
on Chicago’s Southside surrounded by music.  His father and uncle were professional 
jazz drummers and his very first musical heroes.  Kahil also received musical 
mentorship and hands on instruction from the best and brightest in jazz including 
musical icons Miles Davis and Dizzy Gillespie. 
 
Upon graduating from high school at the age of sixteen, Kahil joined jazz 
saxophonist, Gene Ammons, on tour in Paris.  Transitioning into a life as a 
professional musician while living overseas was an extraordinary and sometimes 
surreal experience.  Kahil says, “One of the things is that I had never really met Black 
people that had an expressiveness outside the oppression of America.  So when I was 
meeting French Blacks and African Blacks, it was a certain kind of relaxed way of 
being where you didn’t always have to watch for certain protective things of your 
spirit and your mind.  People were just so open and fluid.” 
 
Kahil’s experiences studying various forms of music, touring, and living around the 
world is certainly reflected at this year’s African Festival of the Arts in Washington 
Park.  The African Festival of the Arts is Chicago’s largest neighborhood festival 
taking place August 31st thru September 3rd.  Attendees are transported across the 
Diaspora with an infusion of African markets, live drumming, storytelling, interactive 
demonstrations, informative health and wellness workshops, and staged musical 
performances.  Kahil is both a performer and musical curator of the African Festival.  
He has coordinated a rich and diverse line-up of artists.  This year’s roster includes a 
special musical focus on the French West Indian island of Guadeloupe as well as 
performances by Nona Hendryks, Lyfe Jennings, Dwele, and George Clinton and 
Parliament Funkadelic.  Kahil notes, “My goal is that the art and the music become a 
ritual of regeneration and reflection.” 
 
The theme of the 2012 African Festival of the Arts is “Reflections of our Culture”. 
But as we look back, we must also move forward.  Kahil has coordinated a powerful 
team in charge of elevating #AFA2012 into Social Mediasphere.  There will be a 
series of online events that include live social media activity during the festival (i.e. 
live tweets, Facebook and Instagram coverage, ect…).  The African Festival of the 
Arts is also excited to premiere its Chicago Google Hangout Live Broadcast 
(#AFA2012 Live) featuring Kahil El’Zabar on Thursday, August 30, 2012, 6pm to 8pm 
(CST).  This online event is open to the public and will feature surprise musical guests.  
Non-Google Plus account holders may also access the broadcast with ease by clicking on 
The Skychi Travel Guide website - www.skychitravels.com. 
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For festival information, up-to-date social media activity, contests, and giveaways, go to 
www.AfricanFestivalChicago.com, www.facebook.com/AfricanFestivaloftheArts, or 
http://twitter.com/AfricanFestChi (#AFA2012).  
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SOMETIMES I CRY: A CONVERSATION WITH A DIVA 
by Angelique Westerfield – Published in November 2012 

 
Sheryl Lee Ralph is a renowned actress and singer.  For over three decades, she has impressed 
audiences with her immense talents on Broadway, television, and the big screen.   Ms. Ralph is 
also devotes much of her time and talents as avid HIV/AIDS advocate.  On Saturday, November 
17th, the University of Chicago will host her one woman show -  Sometimes I Cry – as part of 
their 2nd Annual SHINE Conference.  Sheryl Lee Ralph spoke exclusively with the Chicago 
Defender about her show and extensive work with women of African descent who are infected 
by HIV and AIDS. 
 
CD: Why did you choose to the name the piece Sometimes I Cry? 
SLR: Because most times life is really good, and we carry on even when it gets bad.  The when 

bad things happen, sometimes we cry. 
 
CD: Explain how you were inspired to write the piece. 
SLR: In the summer of 2002, I began to see how the rate of HIV infection in women was 

starting to match that of men.  I happen to be travelling across the country, and I was 
hearing all of these women’s stories.  It had always been my fear that if sex could have 
been a problem for men, women couldn’t be too far behind.  So, once I discovered this 
fact about women, I was in shock.  And there was the same [public] silence when gay 
men first started becoming infected and dropping dead.  But this time the silence was 
thicker and deeper for women – particularly women of color.  That’s why I had to do 
something. 

 
CD: Who are some of the women you portray in the show? 
SLR: The monologues are all based on real women and real stories.  I take their stories and I 

fictionalize them.  The first character I wrote is called Ms. Channel.  Ms. Channel is 
based upon on a woman in Chicago – Rae Lewis-Thornton.  When I saw Rae on the 
cover of Essence Magazine and the caption said ‘The New Face of AIDS’, I was taken 
aback.  Then I [saw her again] on a speaking engagement somewhere down South.  This 
young beautiful woman - about the same age as I – was wearing this beautiful winter 
white Channel suit.  When she told her story, it stunned the room to silence.  I never 
forgot that, and [her story] became the impetus for the first monologue.  Then there’s 
Precious.  Precious lives in California.  After living a life full of bad choices, she literally 
bought a gun and tried to shoot herself.  But it didn’t go as planned.  She ended up 
wearing a scar across her face.  Then there’s my African sister…from Kenya.  And she 
told how she buried her sister in the red dirt of Africa.  She said, ‘People would forget, 
but I will never forget.’  And I never forgot that line.  So, those are just some of the 
women. 

 
CD: What other HIV/AIDS advocacy work do you employ? 
SLR: Twenty-two years ago, I founded the DIVA Foundation – Divinely Inspired Victoriously 

AIDS Aware.  The foundation is a memorial to the many friends I’ve lost to AIDS.  It 
started when I was an original company member of Dreamgirls on Broadway.  Out of 
that, I’ve produced the longest running consecutive musical AIDS benefit in the country 
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– Divas’ Simply Singing.  On World Aids Day (12.1.12) at Club Nokia in Los 
Angeles…once again the Divas will gather together on the mic.  The Divas sing one 
song, and it’s one voice at a time to raise awareness around HIV/AIDS.  I’ve also created 
a line of socially responsible T-shirts – Red Ribbon Diva – where we put a red ribbon on 
T-shirts.  A lot of people have forgotten the red ribbon stands for HIV/AIDS awareness.  
I actually won the Red Ribbon award at the United Nations for creating artful and artistic 
ways of combating HIV/AIDS.  My husband, State Senator Vincent Hughes, and I 
created www.testtogether.org.  This website is designed for couples (lovers, parents and 
children, friends, any type of couple) to get tested together.  You can enter your zip code 
on the website, and a number of HIV/AIDS testing locations pop up.  Many of the 
[testing sites] are free.  So, those are just some of the other advocacy efforts I’ve been 
doing over these past twenty-two years. 

 
CD: In the wake of the recent 2012 election, how do you feel our legislators can better serve 

combating and raising awareness of the HIV/AIDS epidemic through policy? 
SLR: My husband I put up images of ourselves on billboards and buses throughout the city of 

Philadelphia a few years ago with words that simply said, ‘We Got Tested, Know Your 
Status’.  The impact of that alone really made people go out there and know their status.  
So, I wish more legislators stepped up to the table and did those simply things.  Let 
people know, we have to get you tested.  Your health is your greatest wealth.  And I wish 
a lot more [legislators] would just start saying it.  When President Obama said the big 
plan is health and education, I wish more legislators would start telling people, ‘Look 
we’ve got to get America smart again.  We’ve got to get Americans healthy.  We can not 
have a sick dumb America.  There are going to be millions of jobs coming up in the 
future, and we’re not going to be healthy enough and educated enough to take them.’  
Those are simply statements that must be said out loud. 

 
CD: Have you travelled to other countries – specifically in Africa and the Caribbean – to raise 

awareness of HIV/AIDS?  
SLR: Another one of the programs that I created out of the DIVA Foundation is called ‘The 

Sister’s Circle’.   About six years ago I said to myself ,‘If women of African descent in 
America are being hugely impacted by this disease: 1) Why is no one bringing her to the 
table, 2) Why is she not demanding a table for herself, and 3) Why are these women 
whose rate of infection are beginning to match those of sub-Saharan Africa not being 
brought together?’  At the time, we couldn’t bring African women to the United States 
because there was a ban against people who were infected.  So, I created the ‘Sister’s 
Circle’.  I brought together about 35 HIV positive infected and effected women from the 
United States, and flew them to South Africa to meet with about 127 HIV infected and 
effected women in the township of Cape Town.  And when these women came together, 
it was amazing.  The type of healing that can take place when you don’t even speak the 
same language, but are walking the same road and share the same cause.  As a result of 
that, we have been working with some of those HIV positive women in South Africa who 
have incredible talent but are challenged greatly by the disease.  They are challenged, but 
have great talent in beadwork.  Sometimes people see me with their beaded 
earrings….that’s because we support through micro-financing.  That means we buy the 
beadwork from the South African women.  And when people make a donation to us, they 
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get the beadwork in a gift.  So, that is another project we’ve done with women in 
different countries. 

 
 Also under the Bush administration, G.W Bush sent me to Botswana, Namibia, Cape 

Town South Africa, and two other South African nations performing my one-woman 
show [Sometimes I Cry].  And I remember thinking at that time, ‘How can my country 
figure out what to do with me outside of my country, but can not make the same way for 
me in my great nation – the United States of America.’ 

 
 As far as the Caribbean, President Clinton gathered me and some others at his office in 

Harlem some years back.  He wanted to do a major push with his Clinton Foundation in 
the West Indies.  I said to him, “Mr. President, we can not even get people in the West 
Indies to talk about homosexuality.  We can’t get our churches to have this conversation 
because for many of them, AIDS is still a gay disease.  We all [in this room] should know 
that the number one way people of color – of African descent – are catching this disease 
is through heterosexual sex.  So until we can have this conversation out loud, what are we 
really doing?’  I will never forget the look that he gave me like we weren’t supposed to 
be talking about that right now.  Well, that was then – years ago – but we are still there 
(in a lot of ways) in the same place when it comes to the islands because we have not had 
certain conversations.  Until we do that, we will have little movement on this disease.  
Too many women will become infected needlessly.  Too many children will own this 
disease.  In places like Trinidad, the numbers are off the charts and it shouldn’t be that 
way. 

 
Theater is an excellent tool to initiate conversations about sensitive topics such as HIV/AIDS.  
Sheryl Lee Ralph will be performing her one woman show – Sometimes I Cry – on Saturday, 
November 17th at The University of Chicago International House beginning at 7pm.  This event 
is free and open to the public.  Registration is encouraged.  Please visit 
https://myssa.uchicago.edu/RSVP/diva2012 or call (773) 834-3070.   
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DIABETES AWERENESS, PREVENTION, AND EMPOWERMENT 
by Angelique Westerfield 

 
Most African Americans know someone in their family or a friend who has diabetes.   
According to the U.S. Department of Health and Human Services Office of Minority 
Health, African Americans are twice as likely to be diagnosed with diabetes as non-
Hispanic whites.  In addition, they are more likely to suffer complications from diabetes, 
such as end-stage renal disease and lower extremity amputations.   
 
Dr. Monica Peek is the Associate Director for the University of Chicago’s Medicine’s 
Center for Diabetes Translation Research, and the Principle Investigator for the Center’s 
Improving Diabetes Care & Outcomes on the Southside of Chicago Project.  She focuses 
much of her practice and research efforts on diabetes because she simply wants to know 
why African Americans are highly effected and suffer more with the disease.  
 
Dr. Peek points out that since African Americans experience more complications and 
other chronic conditions related to the disease, we have to be aware that these 
complications and related conditions become leading causes of death among African 
Americans such as kidney failure or congestive heart failure. 
 
However, there are preventative steps individuals and families can take to overcome 
many of the health challenges associated with diabetes.  Dr. Peek believes that it is all 
about Patient Empowerment and allowing patients to take ownership over their health 
and their healthcare decisions.  There has to be optimal communication between patients 
and doctors.  The way patients and doctors communicate with one another directly impact 
a patient’s health.  She adds, “The qualities of care that we’ve received in health care 
systems hasn’t been equal a lot of the time.  So, there are things that shape or happen in a 
clinical encounter that can act as a tool to empower African Americans to be more 
proactive and feel more confident when they walk into the healthcare system.  They are 
able to better negotiate what happens at their doctor’s visit and the kind of care they are 
receiving.” 
 
Dr. Peek seeks to take patients to the next level of empowerment through various 
community-outreach programs.  On Saturday, November 17th beginning at 12noon, The 
Diabetes Care & Outcomes Project presents its 1st Annual Diabetes Cook-Off at the 
Washburn Culinary Institute on the campus of Kennedy King College (740 W. 63rd 
Street, Chicago).  This free public event is intended to increase awareness of fun low-cost 
healthy food preparation.  People can prepare foods in a limited time, with limited 
resources, and have it taste good for the whole family.  Celebrity judges Attorney Jeffrey 
Leving, The Food Network’s Fat Chef Michael Digby, and WVON’s Morning Host Matt 
McGill will choose the winner out of 12 finalists. 
 
In addition to the Cook-Off, The Diabetes Care & Outcomes Project coordinates other 
community outreach programs including a prescription coupon give-away for diabetic 
patients to use at local Farmers Markets and participating Walgreens locations, grocery 
store tours, public cooking demonstrations, and diabetes education classes.  All have been 

July 2012 



 2 

successful in assisting residents in diabetes prevention, diabetes control, and all around 
healthy living.  Patients who visit one of the following South Side clinics are eligible:  
 
Participating Clinics: 

• Access Booker Family Health Center, 654 E. 47th St. 
• Access Grand Boulevard Health and Specialty Center, 5401 S Wentworth Ave. 

Chicago Family Health Center, 9119 S Exchange Ave. 
• Friend Family Health Center, 800 E 55th St. 
• Kovler Diabetes Center at the University of Chicago Medicine, 5841 S. Maryland 

Ave. The Primary Care Group at the University of Chicago Medicine, 5841 S. 
Maryland Ave. 

 
Participating Walgreens Stores: 

• 1213 W. 79th St. 
• 5036 S. Cottage Grove Ave.  
• 8636 S. Ashland Ave. 
• 650 W. 63rd St. 
• 2924 E. 92nd St. 
• 1533 E. 67th Place 
• 2015 E. 79th St. 

 
Participating Farmers Market: 

• 61st Street Farmers Market (between Dorchester and Blackstone) 
Saturdays, 9am to 2pm; mid-May to mid-December 

 
For more information on the project visit http://southsidediabetes.org.  You may also 
follow The University of Chicago Medicine on Twitter at @UChicagoMed, Facebook at 
facebook.com/UChicagoMed, the research blog at sciencelife.uchospitals.edu, or the 
University of Chicago Medicine Newsroom at uchospitals.edu/news. 
 
 
 



Charles ‘Roc’ Dutton Brings his One-Man Play to Chicago 
by Angelique Westerfield 

 
Award winning actor Charles Dutton is in Chicago this week performing his one man play, “From 
Jail to Yale: Serving Time on the Stage”.  The show chronicles Dutton’s journey from prison to 
theatrical and television success.  Dutton spoke exclusively to The Chicago Defender about his one 
man show and the impact arts can have on youth. 
 
ChgoDef: Your stage play is based off of your life from jail to Yale, what exactly inspired or 

attracted you to acting while you were in jail? 
CDutton: It was after many years of being in different penitentiaries throughout the State of 

Maryland, that one day I read a play – “A Day of Absence” by Douglas Turner Ward.  
I found it so hilarious that I thought I’d get 8 or 9 of the craziest guys I knew in the 
prison and start a drama group.  It was the early 1970s, and it was still a lot of 
rehabilitation going on in the prisons.  It’s all about punishment now.  But it was 
through the course of the [drama group] that I discovered what I was born to do. 

 
ChgoDef: Did you apply to the Yale School of Drama immediately after you got out of prison? 
CD: No…I got out of prison in 1976 with my Associates degree.  Then I graduated from 

Towson State University in ’78 with a B.A. degree.  I messed around the Baltimore 
and D.C. area doing local theater.  The Chair of the undergraduate department at 
Towson State suggested that I apply to Yale.  I laughed it off, but gave it a try.  I 
filled out an application, auditioned, and to my surprise….I was accepted. 

 
ChgoDef: Are there multiple characters in the play, or is it one man’s journey? 
CD: It’s a narrative of my life story interspersed with a medley of scenes and monologues 

from the great plays I performed – Shakespeare, Eugene O’Neil, and August Wilson.  
But, I don’t make it tragic.  I do that to let young people know that when I was a 
teenager, I was undergoing the same things they are undergoing.  It’s to get them to 
know that they don’t have to go to prison in order to succeed.  

 
ChgoDef: How important is the arts in the lives of young people? 
CD: I really believe that if we had more art complexes than crack houses and fried chicken 

joints in challenged communities, we would have less crime.  That’s not to say [art] 
will save the world or stop any carnage, but it’s a way to put a dent in the problems.  
But we as a nation have to change the way we think.  We have to want to give young 
people a chance and change their lives.  It’s got to be an overall change in philosophy 
about life. 

Charles Dutton performs “From Jail to Yale: Serving Time on Stage”, Wednesday, Feb 20th and 
Thursday, Feb 21st at the Logan Arts Center, 915 East 60th Street.  For more information, call 
773.702.2787, at the Logan Arts Center’s Box Office, or online at ticketsweb.uchicago.edu. 
 
Proceeds from the performances will benefit the Chicago Youth Leadership Academy, a program 
that exposes youth from high!risk neighborhoods to college life through a collaborative effort of the 
Chicago Police Department’s 3rd and 7th Districts and the University of Chicago’s Office of Civic 
Engagement. 



A Photographic View of Life on the Inside 
by Angelique Westerfield 

 
October 23rd marked the opening of the latest exhibit featured at the African American 
Cultural Center on the campus of UIC.  The exhibit entitled “Black Inside: Exploring 
History of Captivity and Confinement” consists of photographs depicting African 
Americans incarcerated.  Dr. Lori Barcliff Baptista is the Director of the Cultural Center.  
She says that the exhibit helps opens dialogue on a major challenge African Americans 
have faced for centuries. 
 
Billy Dee, Teresa Silva, and Mariam Kaba are the curators of “Black Inside”.  The 
exhibit also features photographs from various prison camps, the incarceration of political 
prisoners such as Angela Davis and George Jackson, pictures of the infamous Scottsboro 
Boys case, and modern day cases of individuals wrongful convicted of crimes.  Baptista 
also points out the most striking element – a 6X9 jail cell constructed specifically for the 
exhibit.  This is one of the only three-dimensional pieces that is part of the installation.  
However, all of the pieces are presented to promote dialogue, and encourage community 
participation in supplemental programming. 
 
The African American Cultural Center @ UIC has arranged guided tours for several 
school groups and community organizations.  Baptista encourages public attendance to 
the theatrical performance scheduled for Wednesday, Nov 7th at 7pm entitled, ‘Feeling 
Beautiful All Over’.  The group performing is Sister’s Rising - a theater ensemble 
comprised entirely of formerly incarcerated women.  Their performance is based on their 
experiences as inmates, and an ‘up close and personal’ view of the structural inequalities 
of the prison system as it relates to African American women and men. 
 
The theater performance not only offers the women of Sister’s Rising an opportunity to 
promote dialogue, but also offers a practical vehicle for employment.  Baptista points out 
that job reentry is a real challenge for many former inmates.  “If you have a record how 
do you work?  How do you reintegrate in society? We hope to touch upon some of these 
major issues, themes, and concerns [in the exhibit].  We also hope to open a space for 
people to enter the conversation and not feel overwhelmed or hopeless.  We can all 
approach these issues in different ways, because we are all impacted in different ways”, 
she adds. 
 
January 2013 will be the 150th year of the Emancipation Proclamation.  Baptista wants 
people to walk away from the exhibit questioning the meaning of freedom.  She notes, 
“It’s a complicated questions, but we need to really think about solutions.  How can we 
get to the root causes of the criminal system that leads to mass incarceration?  If we de-
criminalize certain offenses at a certain level can we lessen the incarceration rate?” 
 
“Black Inside: Exploring History of Captivity and Confinement” exhibition runs through 
November 21st at the African American Cultural Center at the University of Illinois 
Chicago.  For more information on “Black Inside”, visit 
http://blackinside2012.wordpress.com.   








