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Good morning. I am so honored to be here among such a talented group of writers – for me, this weekend has truly been a literary feast.

When I was a young girl growing up on Chicago’s South Side, I was lucky enough to have a weekly visit with my grandmother. I was a quiet little girl but I loved listening to stories. And Grammie was a great storyteller, so we were a match made in heaven. She told me stories from her own youthful glory days in the early 1900s –  life in the big city of Chicago at a time when – as characterized by Langston Hughes (and I love this image) – there was “excitement from noon to noon.”
But my Grammie also told me this story:
One hot July day in 1919, my Grammie was riding home from work on the streetcar, and as she got closer and closer to home, she looked out her window and saw mobs of young men – black men and white men – fighting in the streets and when they saw the streetcar, they turned and started throwing rocks in that direction. The streetcar driver decided it was too dangerous to stop at any of the regular stops and instead dumped all passengers out at the end of the line and my Grammie had to walk home through what she later learned was the beginning of a weeklong riot in which 38 people were killed. Over 500 were injured.  And many homes were destroyed by bombs and arson.
I was a child in the 1960s and not long after my grandmother told me her story, Martin Luther King was killed. I was 10 years old and I remember – I was at the grocery store happily devouring teen magazines while my father shopped – when suddenly a woman ran screaming through the store: “They’ve killed him. They’ve killed Martin.” Her cries were so piercing. It felt like the whole world was being shattered by those screams. Later, on the news, I saw footage of people running through the streets, storefront windows smashed in, debris everywhere. There were rows of police officers armed and armored. My recollection is that the people in the streets were black. The police officers were mostly white. I also remember listening to Martin’s speeches as they were being replayed on the radio. And I remember the rise of his voice as he envisioned a time when “all of God's children, black men and white men, Jews and Gentiles, Protestants and Catholics, will be able to join hands and sing in the words of the old Negro spiritual, ‘Free at last!’” And without knowing exactly why, I felt like crying too.
Fast forward to just a few years ago, I was watching CNN and I saw images on my TV screen of people out in the streets once again – this time in Ferguson Missouri protesting the killing of a young African American man named Michael Brown. And it called up the memory my grandmother’s story. And I wanted to know: What was going on 100 years ago? Have things changed?

I started doing research…all the way back to Chicago’s beginnings when slavery was still the law of the South; then the bloodshed of the Civil War; then the hope and promise of Reconstruction; followed by disillusion as segregation hardened in northern cities across the country. And then, finally, the 1919 explosion. I thought about my own history. The quiet early childhood and then the explosive late 1960s, a few more quiet decades, the Rodney King explosion in the 1990s, another period of relative quiet, and now here we are again in convulsion.  

Martin Luther King cautioned us, “A riot is the language of the unheard.”  To end the cycles of convulsion and complacency, to move – as Martin described – “the arc of the moral universe toward justice”, we must listen to those voices. 

[bookmark: _GoBack]For so much of our history, we have suppressed and ignored the voices of many of our peoples, including Native Americans, Latinx, Asian Americans, Muslims, the white working class, and African Americans. When I was a small child, I was taught that the continent on which we live was “discovered” by Christopher Columbus. I remember I had a hazy image of a dark, uninhabited rocky terrain – and cold, very cold (after all, I lived in Chicago)– that was just sitting there since the beginning of time until one day Columbus bumped up against this desolate place and CLICK! the lights came on, cities popped up, and some years later, I was born.  I later was introduced to books that let me know there were people here before Chris made his grand entrance. But I only learned about them through his eyes, as a backdrop to his story.  The voices of Native Americans were unheard. So, too, the stories of black people who arrived in America shortly thereafter—went untold – stories that shaped our country, shaped me.

I thought about these things. And I resolved to write this book, to tell the stories of those communities swept up in the 1919 race riot – stories so long unheard – so that we can remember –yes – but also so that we can use our understanding to bend the arc toward justice. 

Books, I think, hold a special power in shaping who we are – they allow us to see reflections of ourselves in the larger world and that is important for every child. They also allow us to hear the voices of those whose experience is different from ours; and to find, often in ways that surprise us, commonalities with people across cultures. To get it right, we must tell the stories and we must read the stories of all our diverse communities. 

I am grateful to the Coretta Scott King Book Awards for leading the way – 50 years of lifting up African American voices and stories. In giving these voices a place in our national consciousness, these awards move us ever closer to Martin and Coretta King’s vision of a time when riots cease and justice prevails.

A huge thank you to Sam Bloom and the entire Coretta Scott King Book Awards committee for shining a national spotlight on this story of people who have been unheard. 

Thank you to my editor Dinah Stevenson and to my agent, Rosemary Stimola who believed from the beginning in the importance of sharing this story. Both of these wise, wise women made me feel in the best of hands, guiding me to take the complexity and messiness which is always present in real life and to put it into a compelling narrative. 

Thank you to my Grammie for planting the seed for this book so very long ago.  Thank you to my Mama, for writing and reading to me her own beautiful poetry that gave birth to my love of words. To my Papa, for instilling in me a passion for justice. To my extended family- including my nephew here with me today. And thank you to my daughters, Emily, Caroline, and Corinne who have taught me that the next generation is the bomb-diggity and will most definitely lead us to a better future.
