
New residents revive racial awareness 

By W A Y N E  W I T K O W S K I  
E d i t o r ,  E a s t e r n  P o c o n o s  C o m m u n i t y N e w s  
January 12, 20 0 7  

Martin Luther King Jr. and the civil rights movement that he headed in the 1 9 6 0 s w ill b e commemorated w ith 
the national holiday  on Monday ,  b ut the thoughts of  diversity  sw eep ing the P oconos these day s w ith the inf lux  
of  new  residents is nothing new . 
 
R ob ert H illman,  w ho heads the P ennsy lvania R elations C ommission' s Monroe C ounty  A dvisory  C ouncil and the 
f irst A f rican-A merican graduate of  w hat is now  E ast S troudsb urg H igh S chool-S outh,  p oints out that the area 
has a deep  heritage that many  w ill p ay  trib ute to nex t month during B lack  H istory  Month. T here are many  b lack  
organiz ations in the area look ing to p reserve the b lack  history  of  the area and to p ress f or initiatives f or b lack s 
in the area,  such as the N A A C P ' s Monroe chap ter,  the A f rican-A merican N etw ork  and the recently  f ormed W e 
the P eop le and P ocono Mountains B uf f alo S oldiers Motorcy cle C lub . 
 
T he B uf f alo S oldiers w ere sep arate units of  A f rican-A merican troop s f ormed b y  the U .S . A rmy  af ter the C ivil 
W ar to p ursue outlaw s and f ight N ative A mericans deemed as hostile on the W estern f rontier. T he N ative 
A mericans called them " b uf f alo soldiers"  b ecause their hair and f acial f eatures resemb led those of  the b uf f alo. 
 
T oday ,  the club  b earing the same name has b ranches across the nation and seek s to k eep  the memory  of  the 
B uf f alo S oldiers alive w ith motorcy cle rides and other community  events. 
 
R on Y ates,  p resident of  the Monroe C hap ter of  the N A A C P ,  said his and other organiz ations have b een w ork ing 
w ith the Latino organiz ations " b ecause w e share the same struggles and f ace the same challenges. I n my  
op inion,  w e still have a long w ay  to go. W e made some step s in the right direction in the 1 9 6 0 s into the early  
1 9 7 0 s w hen men,  w omen,  p eop le of  all races demanded eq uality . B ut then they  sp lintered into coalitions and 
b ecame more divided instead of  united."  
 
Y ates said he is p articip ating in a p rogram at E ast S troudsb urg U niversity  on F eb . 1 6  titled " A f ricans in the 
D iasp ora"  and " A f ro-Latino R elations."  
 
Y ates f eels race relations deteriorated in A merica af ter 9 / 1 1 ,  p articularly  b ecause " the media created an 
environment of  f ear."  
 
" A f ter 9 / 1 1 ,  there has b een so much f ear in the A merican p sy che and so much hatred and acts of  hatred that 
are on the rise again and then the government' s resp onse to it, "  said Y ates,  w ho also p ointed out that " our civil 
lib erties are b eing inf ringed on b y  the government. D r. King tried to w arn us of  that. H is message needs to b e 
re-ex amined."  
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T hat is hap p ening at the A tlanta H istory  C enter w here D r. Martin Luther King Jr.' s p ap ers w ill go on disp lay  
Monday . 
 
Y ou can only  understand w hat' s hap p ening in the p resent if  y ou learn the history  and,  in an interesting 
discussion w ith H illman,  this corner learned that mass migration of  diverse p eop les to the area is nothing new . 
T here actually  can b e considered as many  as f our w aves of  migrations to the area of  p eop le of  dif f erent races. 
 
T he D utch settlers driven out of  N ew  Y ork  ab out 3 0 0  y ears ago migrated to w hat is now  Middle S mithf ield. T he 
b lack  slaves w ho served only  f or p art of  their lif etimes,  moved to S troudsb urg w hen they  w ere f reed. B ut w hen 
they  died,  they  had to b e b uried across the D elaw are R iver in C anf ield' s F arm rather than the area cemeteries 
w here the w hites w ere b uried. 
 
A round the time of  the C ivil W ar in the late 1 8 0 0 s,  many  came to the area f rom the S outh. T he b uilding that 
currently  houses the P ocono I ndian Museum has a sign outside identif y ing itself  as w hat is b elieved to b e a p art 
of  the U nderground R ailroad of  slaves going to C anada. 
 
H illman said it is b elieved another local U nderground R ailroad stop over is the S troudsb urg Little B ethel A ME  
C hurch,  of  w hich he is a memb er of  its historical association look ing to restore it as a lib rary  and education 
center f or A f rican-A merican culture. T he church w as b uilt on T hird S treet is 1 8 6 8 ,  1 3  y ears af ter it op ened 
across the street as a log cab in. " I t really  needs a lot of  w ork  and is estimated to cost $ 5 0 0 , 0 0 0 , "  said H illman,  
w ho added the organiz ation is w ork ing b it b y  b it tow ard that goal,  having rep laced the roof  and w ork ing on the 
ex terior. 
 
T he third w ave came in the 1 9 5 0 s. W hen the A rmy  D ep ot relocated f rom B altimore to T ob y hanna,  many  b lack  
emp loy ees moved N orth w ith it. A nd w ith their w ell p ay ing j ob s in electronics,  they  w anted to b uy  houses. 
H illman' s p arents b oth w ork ed w ith the A rmy  D ep ot and w ere p art of  that large group  of  b lack s w ho came to 
the area in the mid 1 9 5 0 s. A  f ew  y ears later in 1 9 5 9 ,  the N A A C P  Monroe chap ter op ened. 
 
A round that time,  H illman p oints out,  b lack s made up  .8  p ercent of  the Monroe C ounty  p op ulation. H e said it is 
around 9  p ercent today . 
 
B ut many  b lack  f amilies f anned out to other areas of  the P oconos around that time w hen the devastating f lood 
of  1 9 5 5  destroy ed many  of  their homes and lef t them discouraged to reb uild. T he Little B ethel A ME  C hurch also 
w as b adly  damaged b ut w as rep aired. 
 
H illman recalls how  his f ather in 1 9 5 7  w anted to b uy  a house on N orth C ourtland S treet in E ast S troudsb urg 
f rom a Jew ish f amily  that w ork ed in the f urrier b usiness. 
 
" T he man w as cry ing w hen he said he could not do it and my  f ather w as cry ing w hen he heard the new s 
b ecause p eop le said they  w ould b oy cott his b usiness if  a b lack  f amily  moved to the area, "  said H illman,  w ho 
w as in his early  teens at the time. " I t w as b ef ore the civil rights movement and it w as devastating w hen they  
f ound out the threats and evilness of  p eop le w ho didn' t k now  us."  
 
E ventually ,  the H illmans b ought their home. 
 
" T hings changed over a p eriod of  time w ith p eop le f inding out w ho w e are, "  said H illman. " I t w as not that w e 
w ere ' colored'  b ut that the H illman f amily  w as p art of  the community . I t took  time and a lot of  dialogue. O nce 
some b lack  p eop le w ere k now n,  they  b ecame anchors of  the community ."  
 
O ne p ersn w ho has done that is A l W ilson,  an A f rican-A merican w ho heads the P ocono H omeow ners D ef ense 
A ssociation. 
 
T he civil rights movement changed law s to b etter p rotect minorities and H illman said it has enhanced the 
new est w ave of  new comers,  some of  them b lack . 
 
" N ow  w ith civil rights law s,  p eop le f eel they  have the right to come and live here;  they  come in emp ow ered, "  
said H illman. " T he P oconos is a great p lace to live and w ith great p eop le. T he only  w ay  to k now  that is to k now  
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p eop le w ho are here and to overcome p ercep tions of  p eop le here. 
 
" S ome of  the highest p aid p eop le here are b lack s and Latinos w ho have a college education and good j ob s in 
N ew  Y ork  and they  are b uilding houses to b ring f amilies to an area that is saf er,  a q uiet area and the A merican 
dream. A nd now ,  local p eop le are f orced to deal w ith diversity  b ecause they  never had to deal w ith it b ef ore."  
 
H illman has done his p art in that resp ect in his ap p ointed p osition,  w ork ing closely  w ith the state p olice,  the 
U .S . D ep artment of  Justice and the A ttorney  G eneral' s of f ice in H arrisb urg. B ut there are times w hen he f eels 
other p eop le,  b oth b lack  and w hite,  have to b reak  dow n division f rom negative p ercep tions and unite as one 
community . 
 
S ome have w ork ed tow ard that goal. B uf f alo S oldiers gave a $ 5 0 0  donation last month to the P ocono Medical 
C enter f or diab etes treatment and education. 
 
I t w as made in the memory  of  a daughter of  a memb er of  the B uf f alo S oldiers living in B ushk ill. T he girl — A na 
Lee Jimenez  — w as a memb er of  a j uvenile diab etic sup p ort group  in N ew  Y ork  C ity  w ho had died f rom inj uries 
f rom a motorcy cle accident in N ew  Jersey . 
 
E ugenia C raig of  the A f rican-A merican N etw ork  that b egan in 1 9 9 5 ,  said race relations " alw ay s has b een a 
concern. Just w hen y ou think  it' s stab iliz ed,  something alw ay s comes up ."  
 
C raig said a theater group  w ill p erf orm " Kiladelp hia, "  w hich she calls a " reality  p lay "  at E ast S troudsb urg 
U niversity ' s Key stone R oom on F eb . 1 7 . C all 5 7 0  5 8 8 -5 0 6 5  f or tick et inf ormation. 
 
" W e have p rob lems and w e need to start communicating and to have a dialogue to get to understand each 
other, "  said H illman. " I t' s all p art of  the diversity  here and w e don' t understand each other. H op ef ully  in B lack  
H istory  Month,  w e can have that dialogue to understand each other. 
 
" T hat' s one of  the things w e' ll b e doing once the Little B ethel church is restored, "  he said. 
 
A n op en dialogue is the f irst step  to op en hearts and minds. 
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