Rock in a weary land: Phyllis Wheatley YWCA

By Sherri Milner
AFRO Staff Writer

The early 1900's saw
sharecroppers putting down
their hoes and strong
matriarchs gathering their
children in their arms.

With all of their
in a of tattered '
hundreds of African
Americans made the trek
from the South to the North in
search of em ent oppor-
tunities. The llis Wheatley
YWCA stood as a thouse
in the midst of racially tur-
"“'Ji“ oy ythical phoenix

e m '
the branch has soared high in
past days only to be met with
troublesome obstacles that
threatened its existence. To-
day, it is experiencing a

renaissance — a rebirth. It
has ascended from the a
of past discrimination

Jmtzﬁetolivemlnw

Last month, the Whea
branch, located at 901
Island Ave. NW, a
membershlp drive. “It was
terrific,”” exclaimed board
President Alma C. Hacdhcwtim.
“We are expecting to t
at least $22.000 as a result of
the drive.” ’hle anuary event
wasthehckdfforameso[
mams designed to raise
. draw new members
and te old ones.
The cy in 1905
when Rosetta wson, a
church woman and social ac-
tivist, became so inspired by
a Clncago YWCA 1zer
that she invited her literary

club, “The Booklovers, to
consider organizing a branch

in Washington.

The established goal was to
provide care, housing and
idance to the hundreds of
lack women and girls who
wereﬂockmgtothecity seek -
emp d‘gment as large
numbu's in 1914 at the out-
break of World War 1.

“l had come from North
Carolina with no ce to
stay,” said Ruth A.
member of the branch board
of directors. ““I was told to go
to the YWCA. | went to a
white Y and they directed me
here — (o ‘the colored Y. The
people here certainly helped

They ve me food and a
place stay for not very
much money at all."”

Today, the Wheatle
branch, named for the 1
century African American
poet, with its 40-room accom-
modations still reaches out to

m&: in transitlon

malintu'mboml smdmts
who could not afford expen-
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An artist rendition of 18th century poet Phyllis Wheatley as depicted in her original

volume of poetry.

sive housing in the District.
Although the Wheatley
branch is t.he o:fl?' one in the
area that still offers housing
to young women, that is not
the only program for which
the branch is noted. “‘l
remember the after achool
that used to be of
ered from 3 until 5:30 p.m
The kids were se.rved lunch
and tutors came in to help
with the homework,”’ Marion
B. DeBerry, former vice-
president, recalled.

Said B. Arlene Renwrick,
also a past vice-president,
“This was a mecca of activi-
ty for the Negroes. Churches,
social groups, businesses ...
everybody met here. This was
all we had back then.”

In the early years the
branch held classes in sewing,
cookm religious study,

hilta'y folk dan-

cmg

Its membenhip bou of
such notables as actress Shari
Belafonte and Na-
tional Council of Negro
Women PmndmtDerothyl

Height.

in an era when no one else
would have them, the women
of the Wheatley YWCA

. With tion
andndlmonevery the

velopment

of the facility was a struggle.
It was once funded by the
United Way, but since 1974 it
has recewed financial
assistance from the United
Black Fund, board members

stated. For a number of years
it operated with dedicated
board members contributing

from their pockets to
pay:gebilh.

“The national Y wanted us
to turn all our control over to
them. They wanted to have
complete power over our

building, our finances, our
staff and everythlng,

Hawkins explained.

“Today we are the only Y
that is ted,” said
Renwrick. tried to sue
us and say that we were not a
Y at all, but it never got off the
ground. We faced hard times

Current Wheatley “Y" president Alma C. Hawkins is commit-

tull.otbehtlre

financially, but we knew that
wewoulddomontlmnkeep
the doors open — we're

?gﬂ weredomgm
y.
$ times changed and

racism became more covert

the relationship between the
branch and the national
YWCA improved, according
to Wheatley board members
However, while represen
tatives from both the National
Capitol Area YWCA and the
National Board YWCA
acknowledged the in
of the Wheatley
branch, they claimed to have
I:nowledge of the reasons
behind that status.
President Hawkins and
board members Renwrick,
. and Booker, along
rsons

strengthen and develop

ves and others of our
kind, phys 1cally mentally
and spmtually

GWU

honors
MLK

WASHINGTON, D.C. -
a’nahn at The George
University's an-

nual ohuervance of rtin
' . President

21ST CENTURY D.C
SCHOLARS PROGRAM that
will enable 50 outstanding
high school seniors in the
Washington, D.C., public

year .
For ench of the 50 students
ihﬁm selected, a four-year scholar-

adjusted for moderate in-

forward from
1990 to 2000 average about
$35,000 year, or $140,000
per s t. The scbolarslup
will pay the cost of tuition,
room and board, as well as
fees, textbooks and other

academic needs.
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