‘Mighty Pawns’ teaches valuable lesson

By Deborah Quinerly

Any chess player will tell you
that a pawn, one of many chess
pieces, is the one piece with the
lowest value. And, sometimes,
groups of people are thought to
have the same volue because of
their race, financial status or
background. So it is with the mao-
jor characters in “Mighty Pawns,”
the title of the program, which
con be seen on the "Wonder-
works’’ series on Sunday,
February 21st at 7:00 p.m. on
Channels 22 and 67.

This story is based on the frue-
life exploits of the Roberts Vaux
Junior High School chess team of
Philadelphia, Pennsylvania. The
“Bad Bishops,"” the team's name,
won the National Junior High

School Chess Championship for
seven consecutive years from
1977 to 1983.

“Mighty Pawns” depicts the
slow, tedious and, sometimes,
disappointing task of building the
characters of black inner-city
high school kids and stars Paul
Winfield, as the school’'s iron-
fisted principal, Alfonso Ribeiro,
as one of the school's habitual
troublemakers, and Rosalind
Cash, as Ribeiro’'s mother.

The story revolves around o
white teacher, who believes he
can build the students’ poor self-
image through the game of
chess. But this is no easy task. To
get the kids to come to a newly-
initiated chess club, he must trick

them by beating them at a three-
card monte game.

Though initially reluctant, the
kids are soon turned on to the
gome and Ribeiro’s character,
“Frank,” captures the coveted
position of “first board,” the per-
son who moves first on the chess
board in team play. And, even-
tually, the team's victories lead
them to the national
championship.

This is an excellent story about
a group of black kids who are
consistent discipline problems,
low achievers and lack positive
self-esteem. Through hard work
ond determination, the children
learn that obstacles to growth in
character can be overcome.

Some of the obstacles are a
black principal who has labeled
the kids as troublemakers and
losers, which makes me question
how he received and keeps his
job, and a teenage friend of
“Frank’'s,””” who constantly
badgers “Frank” to give up the
chess team and join him in a life
of crime and con games. The
friend is successful to a point but
loses in the end, when “Frank”
sees the errors in his life-style
and begins to follow the “rules.”

This is a very good example of
how a group of black children,
who seem to have the odds of
achieving anything going against
them, achieve and win in the
end. But what bothered me was
that even though the school was
run by a black principal, who let
it be known that he knew about
kids of “this kind” because he

principal would have appreciated
anyone who offered to take time
to work with the kids, if only to
keep them out of his hair.

Also, | could not help question-
ing Hollywood's perception of
this story. In actuality, the prin-
cipa) may have been black, and
the teacher, who assisted the
children, may have been white.
But was this the case? Or are we
seeing, once again, subtle
stereotypes of how Hollywood
views whites as blacks’ only
“saviors” in our hour of need?
Which also maokes me question
the actual character and per-
sonality of the principal. Yes, his
character did come around, in
the end. But, | find it hard to
believe a principal of any school
would be, initially, so adamant-
ly opposed to helping children
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when we had no voice or right to
oppose whites? Maybe this is just
the “fuel” we need to motivate
black viewers to be more selec-
tive in their viewing habits and
stop watching just anything
because a black face is in it.

“Shaka Zulv” has to be the
most racist programming | have
ever seen and should be boycot-
ted by  Dblaock viewers
everywhere.

This brings me to last Sunday's
“City Line"” program on Channel
13, when “Up On Pennsylvania
Avenuve' was rebroadcast, and
the live discussion, which
followed.

The discussion panel consisted
of Camay Murphy, daughter of
Cab Calloway; Ruby Glover, o
jozz singer and J. Hiram Butler,

doing is stressing the positive
aspects of the black community
or be removed and give me o
nice Sunday afternoon movie.

Well, Black History month is
winding down, and, in some
respects, not a moment 100 soon.
Some of the programs seen have
been gratifying and well worth
your time. But, as mentioned
before, some do not even rate
their own promotional
advertisements.

But, programs of the latter
type can be stopped. Just don't
watch them. They will lose
valuable advertising dollars for
these networks and send a very
expensive and powerful
message. Blacks, as well as any
other groups, deserve and de-
mand quality programming.
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