AC-BAW Center for the Arts still
serving Mt. Vernon after 35 years
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A partial view of an exhibit currently on display at AC-BAW

Story by Joe Parisi

fter 35 years and, despite

struggling through these

tough economic tough times,

the AC-BAW Center for the
Arts continues to provide an essential
service for the Mount Vernon commu-
nity and beyond. The Association of
Community-Based Artists of Westch-
ester (AC-BAW) was founded way back
in 1976, by a small, local group of
artists.

In 1980, AC-BAW rented an aban-
doned furniture store on Fourth Avenue.
The organization then entered into a
joint program with the City of Mount Ver-
non as well as local banks and the
Gannett Foundation, to develop innova-
tive education and arts programs, in
their acquired commercial space.

Continued on page 5
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AC-BAW'’s first arts program was for
the most underdeveloped communities of
the county, beginning with a summer pro-
gram called, “Westchester Artists In the
Streets.” Its newly acquired facility was
actually renovated by high school
dropouts, and was later honored as the
Arts Critics’ Choice Gallery of the Year.
Since the facility was founded, it has
brought world-class exhibitions, concerts
and lectures to downtown Mount Vernon.
In fact, many locals view this gallery as
the cultural heart and hope of Mount Ver-
non’s downtown area.
AC-BAW’s overall mission has not
changed after all these years, and it is: To
improve, promote and strengthen the
state of the visual arts in the developing
communities of Westchester County. In
addition, the organization’s leaders seek
to provide economic opportunity for pro-
fessional artists through its exhibition and
teaching programs. They also continue to
demonstrate the fact that art and artists
play an integral role in community revital-
ization and development.
In fact, AC-BAW and the its founders
have “grown old together.” But, the facil-
ity and its founders are all intact, as a
closely knit group that still runs a leg-
endary arts center.
The following is a list of the AC-BAW’s
Officers, its Board of Directors and others,
who help run the center on a volunteer
basis:
* President and Co-founder, Saleem
Sullivan

* Vice-President and Co-founder, Billy
Thomas

 Secretary, Williams Saunders

* Treasurer and Co-founder, Larry H.
Spruill, PhD.

» Board Member and Co-founder, Don-

ald Robertson

» Webmaster, Graphic Designer, Video

Editor & Photo Archivist, James Fair

* Photographer, Ted Jenkins

"We are dealing with many challenges,
like everybody else,” said the center’s
President, Saleem Sullivan. “But, fortu-
nately, we have been able to overcome
many of them and we are still here. Dur-
ing our earlier years, Mount Vernonites
realized that they did not have to travel to
Manhattan to enjoy an arts venue and,
instead, they frequented our center. We
need to have more of that today," Sullivan
added.

The AC-BAW’s management team
says that it seeks more government and
community involvement in these econom-
ically turbulent times. Sullivan pointed out
that this is an essential way to establish a
new era of growth and cultural service to
the developing communities of Westch-
ester, especially in artistic Mount Vernon.

The center’'s Vice President, Billy
Thomas, added: "We look forward to
working with artists, the city (of Mount Ver-
non), our schools, community groups and
arts patrons, in order to keep AC-BAW
Center for the Arts solvent.”

AC-BAW is more than just a showcase
gallery, according to its founders. Itis a
resource for cultural enrichment and a
place where the entire community can
play a part in, and add to, a cultural Mount
Vernon. In addition to quality exhibitions,
the center also offers several programs,
such as workshops, seminars, films and
concerts.

Furthermore, AC-BAW is available to
organizations and responsible individuals,
as a rental venue, for functions like recep-
tions, meetings, private parties, concerts,
bazaars and more. It is located at 128
South Fourth Avenue, and offers the com-
munity free dinners every third Saturday
of the Month, where the doors open to
guests at 2 pm. This program is spon-
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Sisters of Masjid Yusuf pictured behind the food counter at AC-BAW
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(I to r) Billy Thomas, Saleem Sullivan, James Fair and Ted Jenkins

sored by the concerned sisters of Masjid
Yusuf Shah and is open to all denomina-
tions.

Recently, the AC-BAW started a video
series on Mount Vernon Public Access Tele-
vision (Channel 18), called "AC-BAW
Center for the Arts Presents." This program
includes the show, "Focus on Issues of
Concern," hosted by John Nashid. You can
check your television listings for air times.

AC-BAW is the only facility of its kind in
Westchester County and needs your sup-
port. They are easily accessible by car,
bus, train and the subway.

You may contact the AC-BAW Center
by mail, e-mail or phone at:

128 South 4th Avenue

Mt. Vernon, NY 10550

(914) 667-7278

www.acbaw.org
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“Blood Beats

Miles” showcases work of local

In Four Square

poets in Mt. Vernon

he historical book launch of "Blood
T Beats in Four Square Miles" took

place on Sunday, October 17, before
a packed house at the AC-BAW Center for
the Arts, in Mount Vernon. This event fea-
tured the very first anthology to feature the
work of Mount Vernon poets.

The book's author, james "JaFa" Fair is
well known locally, and he did a masterful job
in bringing together Mount Vernon poets in
an unprecedented way, by showcasing their
work in one historic collection.

"I have spent five decades living and
learning in Mount Vernon,” wrote L.
Hawthorne Spruill in the anthology's For-
ward. “Itis an inspirational place for writers. |
am not alone. There are many ready to take
words from their journals and diaries and
share them with others. Now there is "Blood
Beats in Four Square Miles," to showcase
the exceptional writers in our city. This is a
new beginning,"

In his book, Fair wrote, "l firmly believe
and understand that the voice of poetry has
an important role to play in defining who we
are, what our dreams and struggles are,
where we are going as individuals, as a com-
munity, as a city and as citizens of the world."

james "JaFa" Fair received his Bachelors
of Fine Arts (Cum Laude) in Theatre from
Howard University's College of Fine Arts. His
regional, off-Broadway credits include pro-
ductions in New York, Washington, DC,
Seattle, Washington and South Carolina. In
addition to his theatre work, JaFa is an
accomplished writer and poet, website
designer, computer graphic artist, photogra-
pher and videographer. Currently, he is the
editor of “JaFa's Poet's Corner” in the Mount
Vernon Inquirer’s monthly publication.

Nearly 50 people attended the historic
book signing, including some local poets fea-
tured in the book.

"l realize that I'm missing out on the Giants
game today, but what is happening here is
historic and | need to be here as a lover of
poetry," said one local writer.

During the book launching ceremony, Fair
talked about several individuals who have

supported him, since he first moved to Mount
Vernon, along with others who he thanked
for assisting with his book. Saleem El-Hamin
Sullivan and Billy Thomas, from the AC-BAW
Center, were among Fair’s “honorable men-
tions.” Both attended the ceremony and
praised Fair, during their own speeches, and
noted that Fair has had to overcome many
health and personal problems, but managed

James "JaFa" Fair addressing the audience at the book
launching ceremony of "Blood Beats in Four Square Miles."

-

(I'to r) G. Mae McDowell, Maryann McCarra-Fitzpatrick
and Mary Jones

Guests anxiously waiting to purchase an autographed copy of "Blood Beats in Four Square Miles."

to get his life in order, with the help of many
caring friends.

"This is a very special day, not only for
james, but for all of us," said Thomas.

Three contributing writers, G. Mae
McDowell, Maryann McCarra-Fitzpatrick
and Mary Jones, whose poems are found
in the book, also joined JaFa and
addressed the large audience, reading
poems from the anthology. Fitzpatrick
provided significant assistance in the
creation of this anthology, and you
can visit her blog at: http://mccarra-
poetry.blogspot.com.

Following the ceremony, guests were
treated to a light lunch and refreshments and
many purchased autographed copies of
"Blood Beats in Four Square Miles."

Saleem El-Hamin Sullivan, President of AC-BAW

Readers interested in purchasing a copy
of Fair's historic book can do so at www.ama-
zon.com, or by visiting the AC-BAW Center
for the Arts, located at 128 S 4th Avenue in

B
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AC-BAW fundraiser for “Jobe”

he Association of Community-
T Based Artists of Westchester

(AC-BAW), located on South 4th
Avenue in the heart of Mount Vernon’s
business district, hosted a recent
fundraiser for a cancer stricken little boy
named Jobe.

Although Jobe Fatoyinbo has been
stricken with a rare form of cancer, called
acinic cell carcinoma, he is a happy, active
and gifted six-year-old little boy. At his
fundraiser, Jobe was observed playing
non-stop with other little boys, not once
slowing down for a “breather.”

Jobe has a talent that many kids his age
do not possess—the ability to draw excep-
tionally well for someone his age. In fact,
the AC-BAW’s walls were adorned with
Jobe’s artwork on the night of his
fundraiser, where the hundreds of guests
purchased every single one of them, plus
dozens of his other drawings—created
during the past two years.

Jobe has spent many hours at hospitals
and in doctors’ offices, waiting for specialists
to see him, according to his family. He was
required to sit still in one place for lengthy
periods of time, so Jobe learned to over-
come the boredom of waiting by drawing.

“When he has an appointment, | make
sure that he takes his sketchbook, pens
and crayons, so he can keep himself busy
drawing,” said Jobe’s mother, Willette
Fatoyinbo.

The overflowing crowd at his fundraiser
included Jobe’s family, friends, elected offi-
cials and many Mount Vernonites, who
simply wanted to help Jobe’s parents
defray some of the overwhelming medical
bills they have had to contend with.

The Master of Ceremonies for Jobe's
fundraiser was his grandfather, Will
DeBose, the director of Veterans Affairs for
the City of Mount Vernon. After an invoca-
tion by Rev. Richard A. Garner, DeBose

introduced Maureen Walker, Mount Ver-
non’s  comptroller, who recently
announced her intention to become Mount
Vernon’s next mayor.

‘I am fully aware that what we are all
doing here tonight is extremely important
for Jobe,” said Walker. “I think his mother
said that Jobe is not a Picasso, but to all of
us here in Mount Vernon, he is our
Picasso.”

Also at the event was Councilman,
Yuhanna Edwards, who has announced
his bid for the mayor’s office in Mount Ver-
non’s upcoming election.

Edwards confessed that “When some-
thing happens in our family, we all come
out. This is the way it's supposed to be,
when we are truly family. It is very impor-
tant that this young boy continue to be
blessed because the future is in the hands
of our young people. We must continue to
do this—continue to pray—not just for this

a huge success

Jobe is pictured standing by some of his drawings that adorned the walls of the AC-BAW Center.

\

Maureen Walker () standing by Jobe and his mother, Willette Fatoyinbo

Jobe's parents addressing the guests

young man, but for all children who have
similar problems in life.”

Jobe’s mother, Willette, was also invited
to speak and she said that her family may
be relocating to Mount Vernon very soon.

“The challenge that we face is no differ-
ent from health challenges being faced by
other families,” she said. “Jobe’s condition
normally affects people over the age of 50.
Therefore, his treatment process is a little

Will DeBose acted as the Master of Ceremonies

more challenging because of his age. He
has already undergone two surgeries and
we are preparing him for a third one. As
you can see, his spirits are high and he is
very active, so | ask that you keep him in
your prayers,” Willette requested.

The ceremony was not very long and
allowed Jobe’s supporters and guests to
mingle, enjoy and buy Jobe's paintings
and drawings and enjoy some great food.
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By LYNNE AMES

T IS not the usual museum exhib-
it. And at first glance the casual
visitor might be confused at the

sight of children’s crayon draw- ,,

ball court, the music you hear coming
from the open doors of their shop.
“Weare simply trying to add a more
formalized perspective,” he said, “to
provide people with the tools to express
what they already have inside them.”
The professional artists’ group was

ingsof cars, flowers, buildings and pedormed by a small steering committee

ple sharing a wall with sophisticated
studies in pen and ink, of black and
white and color photographs hanging
next to paintings done in oil and water-
color, of whimsical wooden construc-
tionsdisplayed near huge bronze busts.

What it means is that Westchester
Artists in the Streets have come into
the Neuberger Museum of the New
York State University College at Pur-
chase and will stay there through
March 4.

What is unusual about Westchester
Artists in the Streets is that its artists
are not professionals but children as

Westchester Artists
inthe Streets

on display at

the Neuberger

young as 3Vi and as old as 16 whose
works of art were almost instant.

The program for the county’s chil-
dren is a project of the Association of
Community-Based Artists in Westches-
ter, The group sends teams of artists
into neighborhoods each summer to
work directly with youngsters who
might otherwise have little exposure to
the arts and arts-related activities

In the museum exhibit the work of
the professional artists involved in the
sponsoring organization hangs beside
the work done last summer by children
and teen-age apprentices involved with
the streets program.

“In the neighborhoods we go to, art is
everywhere,” said Larry Spruill, presi-
dent of the artists’ group. “The streets
are alive with art. It is in the colors of
the clothes people wear, the way they
walk, their movements on the basket-

a year and a half ago to involve the
community with the arts and to bring
increased professional  recognition.
Today, the nonprofit organization in-
cludes about 50 developing artists and
is partly financed by the Council for the
Arts in Westchester and the New York
State Council on the Arts. (It has also
received a grant from the City of Mount
Vernon to set up a gallery there and
plans a fund-raising tennis-disco party
Magch 24 at the Pelham Tennis Cen-
ter.

The group’s members include paint-
ers, sculptors, photographers, musi-
cians and “literature-oriented people”
and not only provide support for one
another but work in programs like the
street artists effort and the James Van-
derzee Camera Club, which provides
workshops for amateur photographers.

“Part of our task has been to crack
some of the wails in Westchester, and
that’s what we’ve done,” said Mr.
Spruill, a photographer who lives in
Mount Vernon. “This is our second ex-
hibition. Our artists have had gallery
showings and have made contacts they
otherwise might have missed out on.

“Today, there is strength in num-
bers,” he said, “groups have more
clout than individuals. We’re seeking
not only to expose people to art; we
want increased exposure and recogni-
tion for our own artists.”

The most ambitious of their projects
to date is the highly successful West-
chester Artists in the Streets, whose
third season is being planned.

Crews of professional artists and ap-
prentices of high-school age go into
communities where “the vast majority
of kids do not get a chance to go to the
Whitney, the Museum of Modem Art or
even the Neuberger.” They visit neigh-
borhoods in Mount Vernon, Yonkers,
Wijiite Plains, New Rochelle and the
Town of Greenburgh, concentrating on
one specific location each week. At a
known “hangout,” a park, housing
project, playground or housing project
day camp, they find 20to 100young peo-
ple with whom they will work Monday
through Friday, 9:30 A.M. to 3:30P.M.,
for one week.

Like the hours, the daily program is
structured, but loosely. Mornings begin
witha storyteller, who weaves a tale or
reads aloud. While he is speaking, an

THE NEW YORKTIMES, SUNDAY,

FEBRUARY 25, ®WC 13

An Avenue for Street-Wise Art by the Young

The New York Tim**/Joyce Dopkeea

Larry Spruill, president of the Association of Community-Based Artists in W estchester,
at the artists-in-the-streets show at the Neuberger Museum in Purchase

artist is drawing pictures of the group.
When the storyteller is finished, a mu-
sician, usually a folk smger, entertains
while a photographer captures the pro-
ceedings with an instant camera.

The next step? Showing the children
the drawings and photographs that
have just been made. A discussion
usually follows, then everyone has a
chance to create a drawing and, some-
times, an instant photograph The chil-
dren may be asked to write a poem on a
given theme —one week, the first sen-
tence was to begin, “Iwish...”

At the end of the week all the ses-

sion’s work — paintings, photographs,
oems—goes on display at a neighbor-
ood show.

It is this on-the-spot creation and ap-
preciation of an that gives the pro-
gram its special meaning, said Don
Robertson of Mount Vernon, a painter
and commercial illustrator who is vice
tp_resident of the parent artists’associa-
ion.

“We concentrate on process as well
as on product,” he said, “by drawing
and taking pictures of the goings-on,
and then discussing them, we show and
explore art as it Is being mgjie. This
gives the kids a sense of the realities of
creating art, a sense of the actual ac-
tivity. They see it all in action.

“It also provides them with a means
of identifying with what’s going on,” he
continued. “They say, ‘Hey, that’s me’

when they see themselves in the pic-
ture, and we’re off and running.”

But not in a purely esthetic direction
— the artists’ association believes
pragmatism is as important as beauty,
and they stress the idea of professional-
ism inall cases.

“We want to show these kids that,
yes, you can become an artist when you
grow up,” Mr. Robertson said. “We
want them to regard art not just as
something to do, but as a real option for
making a living. | often bring one of the
books I've illustrated so they can see
the finished product and the real per-
sonwhodid it.”

Sometimes, according to Mr. Robert-
son, teen-agers trying to “act cool” will

stay near the group, dropping co
mems like, “Hey, man, you get paid
this?” Association artists, whoare si
ported by government funding, andi
prentices, who receive $3a hour, are
ways able to say, yes.

“We select our apprentices fr»
among interested high-school studer
and we pay them by the hour,” said P
Robertson. “We’re receiving mon
too, and all of us can say, ‘Yes, thi;
our job,” when anybody tries to hec
us.”

But from ail accounts, hecklers ;
not a frequent problem. The progran
so popular, said the association’s tre
urer, Allan Arnioka, a photograpl
that “kids who you’d think wo
prefer to be out running or swimm
comeearly and stay late every day.’

Parents of participants loudly pre
the program: Sharon Conn of Mo
Vernon, whose 9-year-old son Bill}
“now asking for paper and paints
Christmas,” said: “Programs
W.ALLT.S. are of tremendous valu<
our community. Some people urn
estimate their talents; now they
meet a circle of artists and explon
Also, WA.LT S. introduces tin e
professionalism — 1am |
ented, and 1 feel peops id
aware of the financial opportum
opentothem inthe arts ”

What sort of art do the people in
association and its street progi
produce?

If one can judge by the museum
hibit, all sorts. From the child
there is a hot pink and red era
spurts car. drawn in sophisticated s
by Billy Conn; the sketch, signed ;
ply “Charlene,” of a creature emit
“Foxy Trot”; some poems and s
essays: “l wish I had a puppy, | wi
had a bird, | wish | was a movie stai

Included in the work of the pr(
sional artists and the apprentices
Diana Brown’s pencil studies of fin
twisted around eggs and her whirru
Een—and—ink sketches of dragons

uman eyes; Mr. Robertson’s mi
media work in oil, crushed paper
ink; boxes constructed by Herb He
diorama-like pieces made from w
faded pictures of minstrel men
other bits of Americana, and col
ink paintings, etchings, photogre
charcoal sketches and bronze s<
ture.

“Wedo not push any one theme,:
or method,” Mr. Spruill said. “W&
a group of community-based an
and as individuals we all have ¢
plete esthetic freedom. The impoi
thing is to retain our individualit
artistsandour unity as a group."”’
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