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Vancouver embraces African-American heritage

Sparked by the recent publica-
tion of a book telling their story,
some of Vancouver’s earliest Afri-
can American residents are inviting
“First Families and Friends” to a
community picnic starting at 1 p.m.
Saturday, Sept. 8, at the city’s his-
toric David Douglas Park.

“The whole purpose of this is to
gather together the people we grew
up with, people who were born and
raised in Vancouver,” said Kay Swar,
who is helping to plan the event.

Her parents, Henry and Margie
Swar, were among workers from all
overthe U.S. whocameto Vancouver
and Portland after Pearl Harbor to
build up the Navy fleet at the Kaiser
shipyards.

Until then, Vancouver had al-
most no black population — hence
the book’s title, "First Families of
Vancouver’s African American
Community: From World War Il to
the 21st Century.”

Vancouver felt like home to many
of these families. They stayed here
after the war and put down roots.

Children who grew up here and
graduated from Vancouver schools
in the 1950s and ‘60s now lament
that the only time they ever see each
other is at funerals.

“We've been saying that for-
ever,” Swar said atarecent planning
session. Her longtime friend, Juanita
Young, laughed in agreement.

“It was really starting to bother
us,” Young said. “We kept telling
each other, ‘“We have to stop meet-
ing like this!™”

When the original community
reunited at Clark College last spring
to celebrate the book’s release — an
occasion of joy, not sorrow — they
knew it was time to take action.

Ralph Griffin’s family was part of
the wartime migration, coming first
to the Vanport housing projects,
then settling in Vancouver after the
great Columbia River flood of 1948.

Griffin’s aunt, Laura Mae Smith,
died here this year on his birthday,
April 22. His mother and other fam-
ily members still live here.

Now he and Willard Nettles Jr.,a
longtime Vancouver teacher and
former city council member who re-
cently moved to Newport, are work-
ing with Swar, Young and others to
plan a gathering that they hope will
be the first of many.

People are asked to bring their
own picnic fare, plus potluck dishes
if desired. The planners will have
extra plates, flatware, napkins and
water on hand if needed. The park
has no cooking facilities and does
not allow alcohol.

In a brief program starting at 2
p.m., Bob Knight, Clark College
president and early friend and sup-
porter of the First Families book
project, will deliver a personal wel-

Families Picnic Set

by the original community in 1945,
will be selling “First Families’ books
at the picnic.

“We're evolving and shaping it
this year,” Griffin said. “The first

one’s always trial and error. It can
only get better."

Formore information, call Ralph
Griffin at 360-980-6203 or Juanita
Youngat360-921-9482.

noon.
Members of Vancouver NAACP
Branch #1139, which was founded

come to the families. Musical per-
formances and other activities will
take place throughout the after-

At this rate, you might think about
remodeling your Kitchen.
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