Case Study:  Building Community Bridges’ African-American Cemetery Project 

Building Community Bridges (BCB) is a burgeoning civic organization based in Port Chester, NY, about 30 miles north of New York City in Westchester County.  Its mission is to provide a safe forum where residents respectfully explore their differences, discover their affinities and appreciate one another’s diverse experiences and points of view.

The Situation:

The organization formed as a result of the hostilities that erupted due to a lawsuit filed by a Hispanic individual who once ran for office and, despite the fact that almost half the population is Hispanic, did not win.  The US Department of Justice found that the village was in violation of the Voting Rights Act.  Over the years, Port Chester has seen a surge of immigrants from South and Central America.  The lawsuit claimed that Hispanic voters were unable to elect a candidate of their choice.  Testimony from the trial uncovered that Hispanic voters were turned away at voting places because they didn’t speak English or claims by poll workers that some weren’t registered.  At least one person was asked to leave when a non Spanish-speaking poll worker thought that a bilingual poll worker was telling a Spanish-speaking voter who to vote for.  In testimony, the non Spanish-speaker admitted that she didn’t understand what was being said, but that “it looked like he (the bilingual poll worker) was telling her (Spanish-speaking voter), who to vote for.”  The case and subsequent guilty verdict created animosity and mistrust in the community.  BCB hoped that the forums they hosted would help to dispel some of these concerns and build bridges between groups.

In order to position BCB as a catalyst for bringing groups together, the leadership sought a project that would demonstrate that purpose.  At a meeting over the summer, one member, Tom Kissner, vice president of the local chapter of the NAACP, mentioned the plight of an African-American cemetery within the Greenwood Union Cemetery in the neighboring community of Rye.  Black veterans from the Civil, Spanish-American, and World Wars I and II are interred there.  Many civilians are also buried there, including, some say, people who were once slaves.  Sadly, years of neglect left the cemetery in need of repair.  It was decided unanimously that rehabilitating the cemetery would be an excellent joint project for BCB, NAACP, the Town of Rye, and later, the local American Legion Post.
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In honor of the servicemen interred at Greenwood, it was decided that a memorial service should be held for Veterans Day. The closest date that would accommodate all involved was Saturday, November 27, 2010.  Reverend Natalie Wimberly (shown above), the pastor of St. Frances AME Zion Church in Port Chester, and Rev. Gerald Washington, pastor of Bethesda Baptist Church, also in Port Chester, officiated.

The Approach

Make Waves consultant Joan Grangenois-Thomas was aware that the organizers wanted to get media attention for the memorial service.  The goal was to raise awareness of the project and to solicit donations of money or time. Joan, whose husband David is the president of BCB, decided to take on the media outreach as a pro bono contribution. 

Because the project was so compelling, Joan decided that a straightforward approach would likely attract support. It was just a matter of generating some visibility.  She prepared a media advisory in the standard “who, what, when, where and why” format and sent it to media in Port Chester and the surrounding communities.  Making the required follow-up calls, Joan secured commitment from three outlets to cover the service: The Journal News, a Gannett owned daily newspaper, Rye Patch, a hyper-local online news site owned by AOL, and The Westmore News, a weekly publication that covers Port Chester and neighboring Rye Brook.

The Results:

On a bitterly, cold Saturday morning of the Thanksgiving holiday weekend, Joan was thrilled to see over 40 people in attendance at the memorial service.  Some people came out who had seen the story in the paper that same morning. Significantly, the crowd was diverse, representing most of the populations groups in the area.

As a result, the story of this African-American cemetery garnered the following media stories:

 
· 2 articles in the Journal News; November 27 and 28
· An article and video on the Rye Patch News.  (http://rye.patch.com/articles/video-local-groups-honor-forgotten-veterans#video-3495773) 
· Coverage on News12, a hyper-local news channel owned by Cablevision
· An article in the Westchester County Press, a monthly African-American print publication
· Best of all, Associated Press ran the story and as a result of that…
1. The story appeared on the scroll of the local New York ABC affiliate, WABC-TV, during its morning news telecast and Good Morning America
2. An article in the Wall Street Journal 
3. An article on BlackAmericaWeb News 
4. A piece on the website of the Dallas Morning News 
5. A piece on the website of Majic 102.1, a radio station in Houston, Texas 
6. A story on the website of Chicago Defender, a weekly African-American print publication
The media exposure of the event drew offers of assistance from as far away as Kingston, NY (nearly 100 miles from Port Chester) to as close as The Westchester County Historical Society, located just minutes away in Elmsford, which has offered assistance to research information on the cemetery.   Daniel Vitagliano, who lives in Rye Brook and attended the event, seeks to achieve his Eagle Scout classification by cataloging all those known to be interred in the cemetery and mapping the gravesites.

Organizers of the event hope to have the cemetery become a place for learning, featuring an educational center and walking tour.  A Memorial Day observance is planned to take place at the cemetery on Saturday, May 28th, 2011, at 10:00 a.m.  All are welcome.
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Media consultant Joan Grangenois Thomas (far right) at Veteran’s Day ceremony.




