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Ryan Coogler’s “Sinners” (2025) 
made history at the 86th Acade-
my Awards with 16 nominations 
and four wins in the categories of 
Best Actor for Michael B. Jordan, 
Best Original Screenplay, Best 

Cinematography and Best Original 
Score. The film is groundbreaking in 
the way it fuses horror with histor-
ical reflection, crafting a story that 
uses metaphor to hold space for 
deeper conversations about Ameri-
can history and the power of cultur-
al expression. Throughout the film, 

messages, both subtle and direct, 
invite viewers to reflect on the long 
shadow of the past. Central to the 
story’s formula is the Blues, which 
exists as a thread throughout the 
film, just as the past threads itself 
throughout our present.

ON CULTURAL POWER AND SURVIVAL 
IN RYAN COOGLER’S ‘SINNERS’

See SINNERS, 10

By April Eberhardt
THE BLACK LENS

As part of Earth 
Month, community ad-
vocate Duaa-Rahemaah 
Hunter is helping orga-
nize Black Earth Day: 
Seed to Soul, an event fo-
cused on environmental 
justice, food access, land 
stewardship, and com-
munity healing through 
gardening. Hunter spoke 
about the inspiration be-
hind the event and why 
reconnecting with the 
land matters for Black 
communities.

Q: What is coming 
up in April? Can you 
explain it?

Hunter: Oh my gosh. 
So it’s the Black Earth 
Day Seed to Soul celebra-
tion. So what it is is to rec-
ognize the environmental 

FROM SEED TO SOUL 

COURTESY OF DUAA-RAHEMAAH HUNTER

Duaa-Rahemaah Hunter

Duaa-Rahemaah Hunter on Black Earth 
Day and environmental justice

By April Eberhardt
THE BLACK LENS

The ShadeMakers Student Leadership Con-
ference is a free, inaugural event focused on em-
powering high school leadership teams across 
Washington, held on March 14, 2026, at Gonzaga 
University in Spokane, and founded by Christian 
Paige.

At the conference, educator and motivation-
al speaker Erin Jones delivered a keynote that 

Chasing power isn’t leadership 

APRIL EBERHARDT/THE BLACK LENS

Erin Jones delivers keynote at Gonzaga 
ShadeMakers Conference.

Erin Jones on what it really means to lead

The cost of individualism
By April Eberhardt

THE BLACK LENS

In a time marked by hyper-individualism, grifting, and 
spin-off movements, Aaron Dixon offers a grounded re-
flection on what it once meant to move as a collective and 
what it will take to return. As a co-founder of the Seattle 

By April Eberhardt
THE BLACK LENS

After serving four years in the Air 
Force, Earon Davis married in April 
1969. Balancing newly married life 
with his pursuit of higher educa-
tion, he carefully selected a position 
at Safeway for its flexibility, allow-

ing him to work while attending 
school. On June 18, 1969, he began 
what would become a decadeslong 
career that started at the Lincoln 
Heights Safeway and ended as a re-
spected leader who poured into so 
many community members. Starting 
as a checker and stocker, he worked 
his way into management, becoming 

the first Black assistant manager in 
Safeway’s Spokane division. He later 
served as first assistant manager and 
spent 30 years at the Lincoln Heights 
Safeway, where his presence became 
a constant in the community.

His dedication and leadership 

Just marvelous!: Earon Davis, Sr., and his  
56 years of commitment and community

COURTESY

Earon Davis, Sr., third from left, is retiring after 56 
years as a local Safeway employee.See DAVIS, 15

See EARTH DAY, 10

See JONES, 10

GETTY IMAGES PHOTOS

Michael B. Jordan accepts 
the Best Actor in a Leading 
Role award for "Sinners.”

Ryan Coogler, left, winner of Best 
Writing (Original Screenplay)  
Ludwig Göransson, winner of the 
Best Original Score Award, Autumn 
Durald Arkapaw, winner of the Best 
Cinematography Award and Michael 
B. Jordan, winner of the Best 
Actor in a Leading Role 
Award for "Sinners" pose 
in the press room during 
the 98th Oscars on March 
15 in Hollywood.

Black Panther Aaron Dixon on finding 
our way back to collective power

APRIL EBERHARDT/THE BLACK LENS

Aaron Dixon spoke at PJALS Youth Kick-Off event at Hamilton Studios on March 20.

See DIXON, 16
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NEWS IN BRIEF
Justice department seeks to dismiss  

ex-officers’ charges in Breonna Taylor raid
The U.S. Department of Justice has asked a federal judge 

to dismiss charges against two former police officers in-
volved in the raid that resulted in the fatal shooting of Bre-
onna Taylor, a Black woman, in her home.

Former detective Joshua Jaynes and former sergeant 
Kyle Meany were alleged to have used false information to 
obtain a search warrant to enter Taylor’s home in March 
2020, the BBC reported.

Prosecutors asked the court to dismiss misdemeanour 
charges against the Louisville officers, the BBC reported, 
which were initially more severe felony counts, but later 
downgraded by a judge.

In a post on social media, Taylor’s mother, Tamika Palm-
er, said she was extremely disappointed in U.S. President 
Donald Trump and the DOJ.

The request comes just a week after the six-year anniver-
sary of Taylor’s death, the BBC reported.

In the filing, the DOJ argued the case should be dismissed 
altogether “in the interest of justice.”

DOJ lawyers said they are seeking to dismiss the pending 
case with prejudice, which means it could not be revived in 
the future, the BBC reported. A judge still has to sign off on 
the motion.

Underground Railroad museum sues 
Trump administration over canceled grant

An upstate New York museum dedicated to preserving 
the history of the Underground Railroad is suing the Trump 
administration, alleging the cancelation of a federal grant 
was driven by racial and political bias, NBC News reported.

The Underground Railroad Education Center filed 
the lawsuit in federal court, arguing the termination of a 
$250,000 grant from the National Endowment for the Hu-
manities violated its constitutional rights. According to 
the complaint, the decision amounted to both viewpoint 
discrimination under the First Amendment and racial dis-
crimination under the Fifth Amendment.

The grant was originally intended to support the muse-
um’s expansion efforts, including a planned $12 million in-
terpretive center. But the funding was canceled following 
a broader directive tied to Donald Trump’s 2025 executive 
order aimed at eliminating diversity, equity and inclusion 
initiatives across federal agencies, the Grio reported.

Attorneys representing the museum argue the move was 
part of a wider pattern. “There is just no legitimate basis 
for the cancellation,” said lawyer Nina Loewenstein, who 
is working on the case through Lawyers for Good Govern-
ment. She added that the decision is “just explicitly erasing 
things associated with the Black race.”

The lawsuit also claims that the administration “sys-
tematically targeted grantees and programs that sought to 
increase the public’s understanding of Black history and 
cultures,” pointing to hundreds of terminated grants that 
allegedly conflicted with new federal priorities.

Founded in Albany, the museum is located at the former 
home of abolitionists Stephen and Harriet Myers, who 
helped thousands escape slavery before the Civil War. 

Though it took me a 
while to finally sit 
down and watch “Sin-
ners,” because I have 
a personal avoidance 

of horror films, the message of 
protection from extraction and 
exploitation resonated. It is not 
hyperbole rooted in paranoia. It is 
behavior grounded in recognition. 
This stance is learned and shaped 
by generations who have watched 
opportunity arrive dressed as 
partnership, only to reveal itself as 
predatory. For Black communities, 
the line between collaboration and 
commodification has rarely been 
clearly drawn by those in power. 
As a result, discernment becomes 
both shield and strategy, keeping 
our proverbial heads on a swivel to 
identify bait-and-switch tactics that 
often appear as saviorism, tokeniza-
tion, and performative inclusion.

What resonated most was the 
way history has created an ecosys-
tem of booby traps that demand 
preservation and survival, offering 
no real peace, only watchful eyes 
for hidden snakes.

Hypervigilance, then, becomes 
a skill honed by society’s under-
dogs navigating uncertainty in an 
environment designed to do just 
that. We are constantly weighing 
professional opportunities, social 
invitations and spaces that seem to 
offer possibility against the likeli-
hood of ulterior motives, often tied 
to someone else’s gain. Experience 
has taught that not everything of-
fered with a smile is rooted in good 

intent. While this lesson can apply 
broadly, for those shaped by occu-
pation, imperialism, and coloniza-
tion, vigilance is not excessive. It is 
necessary. Great gain has been built 
on the backs of those who innovate 
and labor.

That is why protection from 
appropriation becomes a legiti-
mate posture. The responsibility to 
safeguard our legacies, innovations, 
traditions, ownership, voices, eco-
nomic power, and the gifts within 
our communities remains constant.

The movie “Sinners” is indeed a 
metaphor, and current paradigms 
still reinforce that this struggle 
does not end when the credits roll 
or the Oscar statues are lifted. In 
communities as small as Spokane, 
in countries as large as the United 

States, and across the vast conti-
nent of Africa, the muscle of pro-
tection gets regular exercise as we 
see the recurrence of capitalizing 
on good fruit while throwing away 
the rind.

As author Tananarive Due shared 
in our interview back in November 
2025, horror, for all its hyperbole 
and gore, tells unsettling truths. It 
reflects real life in distorted form, 
an unfortunate mirror.

At some point, we must decide 
whether we will keep studying the 
reflection, or begin to transform 
what it shows.

The unfortunate 
mirror of horror
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FROM THE BOARD

THE BLACK LENS would like to hear from the 
Black community in Spokane on how it believes 
Spokane can live its motto, “IN SPOKANE, WE 
ALL BELONG.” Please send ideas to editor@
blacklensnews.com with the motto in the subject line.

We want to hear from you!

Serving Spokane’s Black community since 2015

IN MEMORY OF SANDRA WILLIAMS
FOUNDING EDITOR AND PUBLISHER

THE BLACK LENS INTERIM EDITOR & BOARD MEMBERS 
Natasha Hill, Rick Williams, Renika Williams, Luc Jasmin III,  

Alethea Sharea Dumas, Robert J. Lloyd and Michael Bethely

Contact us about delivery  
Email ...............info@blacklensnews.com

Would you like to advertise? 
Email .............. info@blacklensnews.com 
 
Have a news tip? 
Email ..............editor@blacklensnews.com 
Call........................................(509) 245-1660 

General information 
Schoenberg Center/Gonzaga University 
800 N. Pearl St. 
Spokane, WA 99202 
 

About The Black Lens
The Black Lens is 
a nonprofit news 
organization funded 
through foundations, 
major donors, subscribers, 
sponsors and the 

community it serves. The stories, 
photos, graphics and columns created 
by The Black Lens are owned by the 
community it serves, and can be 
republished by other organizations for 
free under a Creative Commons license.

THE BLACK LENS
Copyright © 2024 
The Black Lens newspaper is published daily online and monthly in print by “comma,” a nonprofit community journalism lab. For information on 
comma, or to make a donation, please contact Innovia at (509) 624-2606 or visit www.blacklensnews.com/donate.

Statement of Independence 
The Black Lens is a not-for-profit, 

independent newspaper that focuses 
on all aspects of the Black community 
in Eastern Washington. The Black 
Lens editor reports to its own board of 
directors, which was set up under the 
guidance of the founders’ family.

As journalism calls for increased 
transparency, The Black Lens believes 
in being transparent about its work. 
The Black Lens is funded through 
foundations, donors, subscribers 
and the community. That funding 
pays for the work of the editors, 
reporters, photographers, designers, 
correspondents and columnists who 
produce The Black Lens newspaper, 
website and other platforms. 

The Black Lens retains full 
authority over its editorial content. 
This organization maintains a strict 
firewall between news coverage 
decisions and funding sources and 
in-kind help. Acceptance of financial 
support does not constitute implied or 
actual endorsement of donors or their 
products, services or opinions.

All story decisions made by The 
Black Lens newsroom and its leaders 
are made independently and not 
on the basis of donor support. This 
organization does not give supporters 
the rights to assign, review or edit 
content, and if a supporter is covered 
in a story or other editorial content, 
The Black Lens will disclose this at the 
bottom of the story.

The Black Lens is a partner of the 
“comma” community journalism lab.

The Black Lens will be located 
within the community journalism lab 
newsroom that is set to be stationed on 
the main campus of Gonzaga University 
in Spokane. Though The Black Lens and 
lab may be housed at Gonzaga, the 
university has no control or authority 
over the journalism created by The 
Black Lens or other newsrooms located 
within the lab. The comma community 
journalism lab is a nonprofit news 
organization with its own board of 
directors, separate from the university 
and separate from The Black Lens. The 
Black Lens’ board of directors works 
closely with the comma community 
journalism lab and its leaders to 

ensure that journalism’s protected 
First Amendment rights continue to 
be an essential part of our nation’s 
democracy.

Though much of the content 
created by The Black Lens may 
appear in regional publications, 
newspapers or news websites, those 
organizations have no rights, authority 
or influence over the content created 
by this publication. The Black Lens’ 
publications are only responsible to 
boards of directors for The Black Lens 
and the comma community journalism 
lab. Though other publications, 
including The Spokesman-Review, may 
assist in distribution, The Black Lens 
is not a publication of any of its third-
party distribution partners.

By Renika Williams
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We too often reserve 
our deepest appreciations 
and celebrations for the 
moments that follow loss. 
My mother, Sandy Wil-
liams, a visionary Black 
activist who we tragically 
lost in 2022, taught us 
through her life and even 
more in her passing, the 
immense value of giving 
flowers to our community 
members while they can 
still smell them.

Losing my mother was 
the hardest thing I’ve 
ever had to go through, 
and I can’t say that I’ve 
dealt with it very much 
at all, to be honest. The 
outpouring of love and 
the rallying around her 
legacy has been over-
whelming in both good 
and bad ways. While it 
shows what we, as a com-
munity, are capable of 
when we come together 
to honor and continue 
the work of those who’ve 
paved the way for us, we 
also tend to paint these 
visionaries – these lead-
ers – as one-dimensional 
heroes. My mother was a 
radical idealist, true, but 

she was also complex and 
sometimes her life wasn’t 
as neat and unblemished 
as the celebrations of her 
life would make it seem.

And it begs the ques-
tion: Why do we only 
celebrate those we deem 
perfect and special? 
And why do we only see 
people as special once 
they’ve moved on to 
another life?

Our Spokane Black 
community is a tapes-
try of stories, dreams, 
hardships and achieve-
ments that too often 
go unrecognized until 
it’s too late. Sometimes 
these stories are messy. 

Sometimes they are 
complicated. Sometimes, 
they are brimming with 
intricacies, triumphs, 
and yes, even flaws. But 
these stories, ALL stories, 
illustrate the rich, vibrant 
lives led by our commu-
nity.

The Black Lens acts as 
a celebration of who we 
are in all our dimensions. 
These aspects of our hu-
manity deserve recogni-
tion and celebration too. 
It’s the laughter amidst 
sorrow, the resilience in 
the face of adversity, and 
the everyday heroism 
that should make the 
headlines of our lives.

Reflecting on my 
experiences, especially 
in moments of flux and 
vacillation, I’ve learned 
the value of pausing to 
appreciate what we have, 
and where we are in our 
life journeys right now. 
So, let’s make it a point 
to celebrate all the bits 
of our lives, not just the 
shiny parts. Let’s hand 
out those flowers amid 
the chaos and the uncer-
tainty. Let’s make sure 
we’re celebrating each 
other today, not waiting 
until it’s too late.

Life’s too short and 
too filled with twists and 
turns to only acknowl-
edge the good stuff after 
the fact. My mom lived 
knowing that every part 
of her journey, every chal-
lenge, and every victory, 
was worth recognizing. 
And that’s how we should 
be looking at each other – 
celebrating the full story, 
not just the highlights.

So, let’s do it. Let’s 
celebrate the whole 
messy, beautiful, compli-
cated thing now. Because 
honestly, waiting until 
someone’s not around to 
hear it? That’s just miss-
ing the point.

CELEBRATING ALL  
OUR DIMENSIONS

ULYSSES CURRY/INATAI FOUNDATION

Renika Williams speaks at the Black Lens launch 
party in February.

By April Eberhardt
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The Free Application for 
Federal Student Aid, known 
as FAFSA, is something ev-
ery graduating senior or stu-
dent pursuing post-second-
ary education and training 
should apply for. 

The FAFSA must be re-
newed each year a student 
continues in post-secondary 
education. Oct. 1 is the usu-
al time the FAFSA opens. 
However, due to changes 
this year, the application 
open date was delayed to 
Dec. 31, and it is currently 
open for students and their 
families to complete. 

A common misconception 
about the FAFSA is that it is 
only applicable to colleges 
and universities. There are 
many other education and 
training programs that also 
qualify for financial aid. 
These include cosmetolo-
gy programs, specific allied 
health education and train-
ing programs, massage train-
ing schools, and vocational 
programs.

The FAFSA has under-
gone major changes, and the 
term contributor is now a 
part of the language regard-
ing who should complete a 
portion of the FAFSA on be-
half of the student. Students 
under 24 years of age, who 
are not deemed indepen-
dent, need contributors to 
complete the FAFSA. Typ-
ically, this is the custodial 
parent or guardian, who pro-
vides financial support for 
the student more than half 
of the year, and whose tax 
information must be used 
to help verify eligibility for 
funding. As a part of the new 
changes, step-parents are 
considered contributors.

Under the umbrella of 
financial aid are feder-
al grants, state grants, and 
low interest federal student 
loans. The PELL grant is the 
most known source of fed-
eral funding for income eli-
gible students. In Washing-
ton, when students apply for 
FAFSA, they are also apply-
ing for state aid, a separate 
pot of money that can offer 
grants. The Washington Col-
lege Grant is an example of 
another opportunity for stu-
dents to receive funding.

Many income-eligible stu-
dents who attended middle 
school in the state of Wash-

ington were enrolled in the 
College Bound Scholarship 
Program. Essentially, this 
program works in collabo-
ration with the federal stu-
dent aid program to offer 
additional grant funding. 
Students who are in the fos-
ter care system in Washing-
ton also have greater access 
to funding because of high 
need due via the Passports to 
Careers Program.

Federal student loans are 
available for both students 
and parents. Students pur-
suing an undergraduate de-
gree are capped each year on 
how much they can borrow; 
this amount increases yearly, 
and these loans belong to the 
student. Parents also have to 
borrow federal Parent Plus 
Loans on behalf of their stu-
dent. These loans are also of-
fered at a lower interest rate 
via federal loan servicers and 
belong to the parent. A cred-
it check is done to determine 
eligibility. Student loans can 
be declined and do not have 
to be a part of the financial 
aid package if that is not de-
sired. If students and parents 
borrow student loans, they 
must complete online loan 
entrance counseling and 
sign a Master Promissory 
Note via www.studentaid.
gov. Loans go into repayment 
after 6 months of ending an 
education program, whether 
by graduating or discontin-
uance. Students pursuing 
post-bachelor’s graduate de-
grees are no longer eligible 
for federal grants, but there 
are student loans available.

Once the FAFSA is com-
plete, the Department of 
Federal Student Aid looks at 
all factors related to a fami-
ly’s income and uses a Stu-
dent Aid Index to determine 
how much funding the stu-
dent is eligible for.

Washington state students 
who are undocumented or 
do not qualify for federal 
aid because of immigration 
status cannot complete the 
FAFSA but can complete the 
Washington Application for 
State Financial Aid by going 
to wsac.wa.gov.

If you have questions related 
to completing financial 
aid, please contact April 
Eberhardt, M.Ed., who has 
been trained in financial aid 
and can provide support 
and resources via e-mail at: 
aprilriv1976@gmail.com.

FREE MONEY, 
LOW-INTEREST LOANS

THE IMPORTANCE OF FAFSA

By Dr. Jeanie Baynes
THE BLACK LENS

The African American 
Graduation Committee 
has been organizing and 
funding the Annual Af-
rican American Gradu-
ation Ceremony for 28 
years. This is a cultural 
salute for outstanding ac-
ademic achievement and 
honor students of African 
American/ Black descent 
graduating from K-12 
schools, colleges and 
universities from Spo-
kane and the surround-
ing areas. This year’s 
celebration will be held 
at the Myrtle Woldson 
Performing Arts Center 
at Gonzaga University on 
May 4 from 2-4 p.m.

The organization of 
the African American 
Graduation began at the 
Spokane Community 
College under the lead-
ership of Dr. James Wil-
liams in the early 1996. 
Dr. Williams was the 
Dean of College of Arts 
at California State Poly-
technic University and 
became the first Black 
president in Spokane’s 
Community College sys-
tem. He earned his doc-
toral degree in education 
from Washington State 
University.

The Ceremony is rep-
resentative of African 
and African American 
culture and heritage, em-
braces the value of com-
munity and scholarship, 
and culminates with a 
Kente Stole presentation, 
awarding of the scholas-
tic achievement medals, 
and scholarship recipi-
ents. From the singing of 
the Black National An-
them, “Lift Every Voice 
and Sing” to the dancing 
to the step show on stage 
from Black students to 
the treasured remarks 
from a few Black profes-

sors and administrators 
who encouraged our stu-
dents along the way.

This is a celebration 
for graduates to be rec-
ognized for their ac-
complishments and pro-
vided an opportunity to 
honor significant people 
who have helped them 
achieve their goal. Stu-
dents are honored to-
gether in one setting and 
their families also get the 
opportunity to celebrate 
their hard work and ded-
ication. It is a celebration 
of Black Excellence!!!

This annual cel-
ebration gives Afri-
can-American, African, 
and Black-identifying 
students and families 
an opportunity to cele-
brate blackness and the 
success of students at-
tending our schools. For 
many underrepresented 
and first-generation stu-
dents, a college diploma 
represents a long road 
marked by hard work 
and success – not just for 
the individual students, 
but also for their family, 
friends and supporters. 
These smaller cultural 
events provide more in-
timate settings for stu-
dents to share these per-
sonal milestones with 
their communities and 
hear the achievements 
and inspiration from the 
speakers.

Although our language 
and home country were 
stripped from us, the 

wearing of the Kente 
cloth is a reminder of 
our interconnectedness, 
echoing the African prov-
erb, “It takes a village.” 
During the Kente Cere-
mony, each graduate will 
be gifted a Kente stole. 
Kente is native to Gha-
na and was developed in 
the 17th century by the 
Ashanti people. It has its 
roots in a long tradition 
of African weaving, dat-
ing back to about 3000 
B.C. Often reserved for 
royalty, the stole is a visu-
al representation of his-
tory, philosophy, ethics, 
oral literature, religious 
beliefs, social values and 
political thoughts. Stu-
dents with a G.P.A. of 
3.0 will receive scholas-
tic achievement medals 
during the Kente Cere-
mony and the Richard 
B. Williams scholarship 
recipients are acknowl-
edged.

The scholarship is 
named after Mr. Richard 
B. Williams who spent 
his entire life giving back 
to his Spokane commu-
nity, through his com-
mitments, and support 
of many organizations 
both in time and finan-
cially. In 2016, following 
his passing in 2015, the 
African American Grad-
uation Committee elect-
ed to create the Richard 
B. Williams Memorial 
Scholarship in his honor, 
a fund intended to assist 
African American high 

school graduates enter-
ing into higher educa-
tion. Mr. Williams was 
active at Eastern Wash-
ington University and 
in the Africana Studies 
Program for more than 
twenty years. Those who 
knew Richard speak to 
his generosity and will-
ingness to always offer a 
helping hand, to always 
ask, “What do you need 
and how can I help you?” 
He was also a member of 
Omega Psi Phi Fraternity, 
Inc., and was one of the 
four founders of Chi Al-
pha Alpha, the local Spo-
kane Chapter.

Increased community 
support is key in helping 
the African American 
Graduation Committee 
continue to provide this 
celebration for Spokane 
and the surrounding 
area students as our 
black community 
grows. Please consider 
supporting African 
American Graduation 
with a donation to: 
African American 
Graduation Committee, 
PO Box 40395, Spokane, 
WA 99220. For more 
information, go to www.
aagspokane.org or 
spokaneaag@gmail.com.

African American Graduation has 
celebrated Black excellence since ’90s

IF YOU GO

28th Annual African 
American Graduation 

Celebration
WHEN: Saturday, May 4 from 2-4 p.m.
WHERE: Myrtle Woldson Performing Arts Center, 
Gonzaga University
REGISTRATION: Deadline on Friday, April 12, via 
aagspokane.org/

Black Lens staff

The following is a student reflection from a recent 
Spring Break pilgrimage to Washington D.C. attended by 
Black Student Union officers from two local high schools 
and members of Strong Women Achieving Greatness 
(SWAG). This trip was sponsored by: The Way to Justice, 
The Spokane Branch of the NAACP, SWAG, Mentoring 
Today’s Youth, and American Ironworks. Over a week, 
students toured the National Mall, The U.S. Capitol Build-
ing, The National Museum of African American History 
and Culture, and Howard University.

Weeds Into Flowers
Written by: Jetaime Thomas

Ferris High School, 12th Grade

I carry ancient resentment
I possess a sort of melancholy brain and difficulty 
processing my ancestor’s grief along with my own
My head is like a slideshow
Replaying horrific stories that are a part of my history
The history I’ve spent my entire life trying to understand
Trying to realize how my people went from mathematicians 
and astronomers
To servants viewed as uneducated and ignorant
From talented artists, and agriculturalists.
To being essentially nothing
From explorers and artisans
To the corners of plantations
I want emancipation
From negative stereotypes
That leads to graves
The waves they hit us
Like a bus
It split us
Contempt to the oppressor
We were seen as lesser
It’s in my blood to challenge rules
And simply come out better
A rose from the concrete
Survived the bluest eyes
Constantly torn down and still like dust we rise
Forced to rebel
Gone through hell
Taking down faulty systems one colonizer at a time
Yeah, imma bet a dime
On the people we’ve become
We came from the slums
And still we succeed
Grown weeds into flowers
I’m ‘bout to devour
The world – it is ours
Built on our backs
Sense it lacks
Yet we can take back our power
In education and community
In peace and unity
In happiness and support

BSU PILGRIMAGE: 
A REFLECTION

NEWS

By Michael Bethely
THE BLACK LENS

In a lot of ways, build-
ing and putting together 
this paper is like build-
ing a community. Every 
story, every picture, every 
column, every word, and 
every letter is needed to 
make the paper what it is.

Being able to be a part 
of this board for The 
Black Lens is an honor 
and privilege that I’m 
grateful for. I know now 
that I only partially 
understood the magni-
tude that Sandy went to 
and through to start this 
paper. The idea that she 
was writing most of the 
articles. That she was 
distributing the papers 
by herself. That she was 
in charge of the layout. 
And that she conceptu-
alized The Black Lens 
from start to finish, is 
beyond admirable. Sandy 
put in work to get it 
done!

I considered Sandy 
a mentor and a friend. 
Someone I trusted and 
that I would call for 
insight. It’s an honor to 
be a part of continuing 
the legacy of what she 
created and to reignite 
this LENS for Spokane’s 
Black community. As a 
Black producer, I know 
deeply the different 
perspectives that are 
captured depending on 
who’s holding the camera 
or who’s looking through 
the lens they have.

To me, this is what 
gives The Black Lens 
its value. The ability 
to highlight a different 

perspective, a black 
perspective. Keeping the 
focus on Spokane, we can 
give a Black lens to local, 
regional, national and in-
ternational stories. A way 
to cultivate our culture, 
particularly when culture 
is amiss. Having The 
Black Lens to amplify 
our voices and stories, is 
something most commu-
nities do not have. Well, 
thanks to Sandy, Spokane 
does.

So thank you! Thank 
you to the community for 
your continued support 
of The Black Lens. Thank 
you to all the contrib-
utors that helped to 
relaunch this vessel, so 

that it could continue to 
be what Sandy hoped it 
to be. I implore the black 
community to take ad-
vantage of this platform 
and let your black lens 
shine and be shared. Let 
us also be encouraged to 
continue to understand 
and learn about other 
diverse communities 
and their perspectives 
and lens on Spokane and 
beyond. We don’t know 
what we don’t know. 
And it can be difficult to 
respect what we don’t 
understand and value 
other’s worth when it is 
unknown

So let’s be the exam-
ple for all communities 

through The Black Lens 
to show the worth of 
our community. Of each 
member. Of each contrib-
utor. Of each lens.

Let’s come together 
like the layout of this 
paper. Telling stories. 
Taking pictures. Building 
pillars. Having conver-
sations. Writing letters. 
And coming into the fold 
of our community. We 
are a people and com-
munity of hope. Support. 
Understanding. Grace. 
Forgiveness – and most 
importantly, Love. I 
think that’s what Sandy 
would’ve wanted and the 
best tribute we can give 
her in return.

BUILDING A PAPER IS LIKE 
BUILDING COMMUNITY

COLIN MULVANY/SPECIAL TO THE BLACK LENS

Master of ceremonies for the night and The Black Lens board member Michael 
Bethely strikes a pose on stage before speaking to the large crowd gathered at 
the relaunch party for The Black Lens newspaper on Feb. 2 at the Steam Plant 
rooftop event center.

LETTER FROM THE BOARD

Black Lens staff

“Our Stories: Black Families in 
Spokane” will be a celebration 
of community and history at the 
Northwest Museum of Arts and 
Culture on June 28 from 11 a.m.-
4 p.m. This event results from 
a series of meetings beginning 
in fall 2023 between MAC staff, 
Julie Williamson Serquinia and 
Marsha Rooney (former Senior 
Curator of History at MAC), 

regarding ways to make the MAC 
museum and its programming 
more relevant and welcoming to 
all Spokane audiences. It will be 
the first in a series, according to 
a MAC release.

In preparation for the event, 
organizers are asking for loans 
from the community to augment 
the historic displays.

“I would love to see anything 
representing the East Side Youth 
Center or Hamp’s Camp (the 

Gospel Mission Youth Camp 
run by Rev. Mr. C.E. Hamp from 
1962 until 2000),” Williamson 
Serquinia said in a release, “but 
we welcome any objects, photo-
graphs, menus, posters, or flyers 
that represent Black businesses 
or organizations from the 1920s 
through the 1960s.”

Anyone interested in learning 
more or contributing to the proj-
ect may email: ourstories789@
gmail.com.

MAC SEEKS SUBMISSIONS FROM 
SPOKANE-AREA BLACK FAMILIES

COURTESY

The Northwest Museum of Arts and Culture will host “Our Stories: Black Families in Spokane,” starting June 28.
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From Black Lens  
staff reports

After a 25-hour mara-
thon debate, the Wash-
ington state Legislature 
passed legislation to in-
state a “millionaire’s tax.”

“We did it!!!” Rep. Na-
tasha Hill, of Spokane, 
wrote to supporters about 
the income tax set to begin 
in 2028.

“This is a monumental 
step toward economic jus-
tice and greater equity and 
opportunity in our state,” 
she continued.

Below is Rep. Hill’s ad-
dress to lawmakers during 
debate:

There’s a myth floating 
around today and yester-
day. The Capitol will leave 
Washington. This whole 
concept of capital flight. 
The truth is, millionaires 
would pay more in oth-
er states, Madam Speak-
er. Even our youth today 
appreciate when we talk 
about the difference be-
tween six, seven figures. 
And that this only ap-
plies to .25% of Washing-
ton’s population, meaning 
99.75% are not going to be 
paying this tax.

Those making six fig-
ures or less, Madam 
Speaker, pay less in Wash-
ington. If you’re making 
about 60 K to 120 K a year 
in Washington, you don’t 
pay any income tax. Over 
in Idaho, you’re paying 
about $3,400 to $6,800. If 

somebody is making over 
seven figures, they still 
pay less. For example, if 
you’re making $1.2 mil-
lion here in Washington, 
you’re only paying, you 
get that 1st Milli free and 
you’re only paying taxes 
on the 200 grand, about 
20,000. Over in Idaho, 
you’re going to be paying 
about 68 K.

This is more progressive 
and fair than any of our 
neighbors. Idaho, Oregon, 
California. Oregon has the 
9.9% on that first dollar, 
like we’ve talked about. 
They’re just not giving 
that free Millie like we’re 
doing here in this bill.

41 other states have an 
income tax, red states, 
blue states, purple states. 
California, Rhode Island, 
and Illinois consider-
ing similar taxes on their 
highest earners. Massa-
chusetts and Minnesota 
already passed a tax on 
high earners. And all the 
terrible predictions that 
we’re hearing about peo-
ple leaving those states, it 
didn’t happen.

This is why you’ve heard 
us voting down amend-
ment after amendment 
after amendment. In Mas-
sachusetts, the number of 
millionaires increased by 
over 30% in the years after 
passage.

Leaving a million here, 
a million there. The rev-
enue they gained has 
fixed bridges, funded bus 

routes, hired teachers, and 
made community colleges 
and school meals available 
to all.

Spending has increased 
with population and cost 
of living, spending to 
maintain a safety net for 
all. I believe we have the 
ability to earn over a mil-
lion in wages that we’d be 
happy, Madam Speaker, 
you and I, to pay this tax to 
help us maintain and con-
tinue to build a safety net 
for all Washingtonians.

So, I’m voting yes for 
fairness and economic jus-
tice. For the wheat farm-
ers in Eastern Washing-
ton, to the oyster farmers 
by the Hood Canal, which 
I learned, Madam Speak-
er, is a fjord, and the only 
fjord we have in the Lower 
48. Yes, for working par-
ents who need affordable 
childcare.

When I look across 
state, I see in the east, I 
see, you know, we have 
an urban center in Spo-
kane, but we’re very rural 
in my region. We go to the 
West, and there’s coastal 
regions, and there’s a lot 
more urban metropoli-
tan centers. And what I 
see, Mr. Speaker, is that 
we have more in common 
than we have different.

I also see how much 
life has changed, not just 
for me, but across Wash-
ington State since 2016, 
and I want to leave you, 
Mr. Speaker, with a poem 

that means a lot to me and 
folks in my district who 
are supporting this bill.

This is a quote from an 
author who has helped de-
fine science fiction writers 
in the Black community, 
who has some eerie re-
flections in some of her 
writings. And she tells us 
that, all that you touch, 
you change. And all that 
you change changes you. 
And the only lasting truth 
is change.

Vote yes with me on 
this, Mr. Speaker, so we 
can move this bill forward, 
and we can get the change 
we need for Washingto-
nians across our state.

Other important 
bills to watch for
Alongside the passage 

of the millionaire’s tax, 

the House also advanced 
several important bills 
that support communities 
across Washington, in-
cluding right here in Spo-
kane. These bills are now 
heading to the governor’s 
desk.

HB 1974: Expanding 
Tools for Affordable 
Housing

HB 1974 gives commu-
nities new tools to acquire 
land and plan for afford-
able housing before devel-
opment pressures make it 
too expensive. This helps 
cities like Spokane plan 
ahead and create more 
housing options for work-
ing families.

HB 2416: Recog-
nizing the Role of 
Waste-to-Energy Fa-
cilities

HB 2416 addresses how 

waste-to-energy facilities 
are treated under Wash-
ington’s climate program. 
Facilities like Spokane’s 
play an important role in 
managing waste while re-
ducing landfill emissions, 
and our policies should 
recognize that contribu-
tion while continuing to 
move toward a cleaner fu-
ture.

HB 1750: Protecting 
Voting Rights

HB 1750 strength-
ens Washington’s voting 
rights protections and 
helps ensure every com-
munity has a fair voice in 
our elections. The bill pro-
vides clearer pathways for 
addressing voting barriers 
and reinforces our state’s 
commitment to accessible 
and equitable participa-
tion in democracy.

REP. NATASHA HILL WORKS WITH LAWMAKERS  
ON HISTORIC STEP TOWARD A FAIRER TAX CODE

After incredibly long and historic debate,  
WA state Legislature passes millionaire’s tax

LUCILLE STUTESMAN/THE SPOKESMAN-REVIEW

Rep. Natasha Hill, D-Spokane, speaks to a crowd on Feb. 10 in Olympia.

PULSE ON DEMOCRACY

The 2026 release of the final 
“Epstein Files” has once again 
forced the American public 
to stare into the abyss of elite 
depravity. The names, the lo-
gistical spreadsheets of abuse, 
and the systemic protection 
of high-status predators have 
been framed as a uniquely 
modern horror and product 
of private jets and offshore 
islands. However, for those 
grounded in the history of the 
Black experience in America, 
this architecture of exploita-
tion is hauntingly familiar.

The sexual trafficking of 
children and young women 
by Jeffrey Epstein and Peter 
Nygard is not a contemporary 
glitch in the system; it is the 
modern iteration of a 19th-cen-
tury market known as the 
“Fancy Trade.” By examining 
the through-lines between the 
antebellum slave market and 
modern elite trafficking, we see 
a persistent historical reality: 
an amoral class of the power-
ful that treats the human body 
not as a person, but as “living 
currency.”

The Fancy Trade: The 
High-End of Human 

Flesh
In the decades preceding the 

Civil War, the “fancy trade” 
represented the most explicit 
intersection of capitalism and 
sexual violence. While the 
general domestic slave trade 
focused on labor, the fancy 
trade was a specialized market 
for “fancy girls,” predominant-

ly young, light-skinned Black 
women and girls sold at a 
premium to wealthy white men 
for the sole purpose of sexual 
servitude (Moran, 2005).

These women were not sold 
to work in the fields or the 
kitchens. They were “commod-
ities of rape,” valued for their 
physical features and market-
ed in the “Price-Current of 
Human Flesh” alongside cotton 
and sugar (Moran, 2005). As 
Gordon (2015) notes, this trade 
was the formal commodifica-
tion of sexual violence within 
a legal framework. It provided 
an outlet for the “elite amoral 
class” of the South to perform 
their dominance through the 
purchase and consumption of 
human beings. The fancy trade 
was not an underground secret; 
it was an open, taxpaying, and 
government-sanctioned arm of 
the American economy.

The Logic of ‘Living 
Currency’

To understand the paral-
lels between an 1850s New 
Orleans slave pen and Jeffrey 
Epstein’s Manhattan town-
house, we must look at the 
concept of Living Currency. 
Scholar Pierre Klossowski 
(2017) theorized that in certain 
hyper-capitalist structures, the 
body itself becomes the medi-
um of exchange. In the Epstein 
and Nygard enterprises, as in 
the fancy trade, young women 
were used as “social capital” to 
cement alliances between pow-
erful men (Volscho, 2025).

In both eras, the traffickers 
operated through “harem log-
ic.” Wealthy men did not just 
seek sexual gratification; they 
sought the status that comes 
with the absolute ownership 
and disposal of others. Wilson 
(2021) traces this exploitation 
of Black women from 1619 
through to the modern day, 
noting that the systemic “oth-
ering” of these women allowed 
for a level of violence that the 
state not only ignored but often 
facilitated. Whether through 
the 19th-century laws that 

denied Black women “virtue” 
or the 21st-century “norma-
tive ambiguity” grey area that 
shields billionaires, the result 
is the same: the powerful are 
granted a license to moral am-
bivalence (Watson, 2026).

Elite Trafficking as a 
Crime of the Powerful

The recent comparative 
study of Jeffrey Epstein and 
Peter Nygard by Volscho 
(2025) highlights that elite sex 
trafficking is a “crime of the 
powerful.” This is character-
ized by using immense wealth 
to create “protected spaces” 
where the law does not apply. 
Epstein used his connections 
to the global elite such as poli-
ticians, royals, and academics, 
to build a shield of perceived 
legitimacy.

This mirrors the antebellum 
“elite” who frequented fancy 
girl auctions. These were the 
“gentlemen” of society, the pil-
lars of their communities who 
used their status to normal-
ize the purchase of children 
for sex. The “Epstein Files” 
reveal a similar ecosystem of 
enablers: recruiters, lawyers, 
and financiers who acted much 
like the “slave factors” of the 
1800s, who brokered the sale 
of human beings while main-
taining a veneer of professional 
respectability (Campbell & 
Elbourne, 2001).

The Erasure of the 
Victim

One of the most damning 
parallels is the “epistemic 
uncertainty” created by the 
powerful to hide their crimes. 
Watson (2026) argues that 
human trafficking is often

obscured by conspiracy theo-
ries and disinformation, which 
serves to protect the perpetra-
tors by making the truth seem 
unreachable. In the 1850s, the 
“conspiracy” was the myth of 
the “benevolent master” or the 
“seductive” nature of the en-
slaved, which erased the reality 
of state-sanctioned kidnapping 
and rape.

Today, the noise surrounding 
“The Epstein Files” often veers 
into partisan political theater, 
distracting from the structural 
reality: our legal and economic 
systems are still susceptible 

to the same “sex and power” 
dynamics that fueled the slave 
trade

(Campbell & Elbourne, 
2001). The victims of the fancy 
trade were often discarded 
once they were no longer 
deemed “valuable” by the 
market; similarly, the survivors 
of modern elite trafficking have 
spent decades fighting for a 
justice system that was de-
signed to protect their abusers’ 
bank accounts rather than their 
bodies.

Recognizing the 
Blueprint

The horror of the Epstein 
files is not a new phenomenon, 
but a contemporary chapter in 
a very old American book. The 
fancy trade taught the Ameri-
can elite that the bodies of the 
vulnerable could be bought, 
sold, and used to grease the 
wheels of power.

As we analyze the fallout of 
the current investigations, we 
must ground our understand-
ing in this historical continuity. 
The goal of public education 
is to see through “the norma-
tive ambiguity” and recognize 
that as long as we allow an 
elite class to operate with total 
immunity, the human body will 
continue to be used as a “living 
currency.” Only by confronting 
the roots of this exploitation 
can we begin to dismantle 
the systems that make “fancy 
trade” possible in any century.

Additional Context: 
The 1808-2026 
Through-line

• 1808–1860: The Peak of the 
Fancy Trade

The domestic slave trade 
expands. Wealthy white men 
in the South pay 300% premi-
ums for “fancy girls.” The legal 
system formalizes the idea that 
Black women have no “virtue” 
the state is bound to protect 
(Wilson, 2021).

• 1865–1920: The Transition 
of Control

While the formal trade ends, 
the “othering” of Black and 
vulnerable women persists. 
The amoral class moves from 
“ownership” to systemic “ex-
clusion,” ensuring that certain 
populations remain legally 
unprotected (Wilson, 2021).

• 2000s–2019: The Epstein/
Nygard Era

Billionaire predators build 
global networks that mimic the 
specialized auctions of the 19th 
century. They utilize “harem 
logic” to attract other powerful 
men, creating a modern-day 
“Price-Current” of social influ-
ence (Volscho, 2025).

• 2024–2026: The “Epstein 
Files” and Truth-Telling

The full release of court 
records and whistleblowers ex-
poses the enablers. The public 
begins to recognize that these 
are not “scandals” but “Crimes 
of the Powerful” rooted in an 
ancient American blueprint 
(Watson, 2026).

THE LIVING CURRENCY OF POWER
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to the Epstein files
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In March, Gov. Bob 
Ferguson con�rmed 
Megan Matthews as 

director of the Washington 
State O�ce of Equity, 

formally solidifying her 
leadership after serving 
in the role on an interim 

basis.

COURTESY

pulse on democracy

By Lisa Gardner
THE BLACK LENS 

CONTRIBUTOR

“One Nail at a Time” is 
a line from the stage play, 
“The Glass Menagerie,” re-
ferring to how escaping a 
nailed co�n takes one nail 
at a time. Moderator Ki-
antha Duncan opened the 
Civic Theatre community 
conversation with a scene 
from the play, setting the 
tone that to escape a seem-
ingly closed situation, we 
must be released from the 
co�n one nail at a time. 
Duncan, an experienced 
and empathetic moderator 
of tough conversations, 
urged the audience to be 
curious about each other’s 
perspectives and to recog-
nize that it takes a will-
ingness to be open to one 
another to create change.

The recent pause of 
“The Hunchback of 
Notre Dame” at Spokane 
Civic Theatre sparked an 
important and necessary 
community conversation 
about representation, in-
clusion and accountability 

within our local arts insti-
tutions. Concerns raised 
by community members 
and artists focused on cast-
ing practices and whether 
they re�ected the diversity 
and lived experiences of 
the broader Spokane com-
munity. At the same time, 
the theatre acknowledged 
these concerns, paused the 
production, and commit-
ted to creating space for 
dialogue and re�ection.

On March 21, a com-
munity forum was held to 
bring these perspectives 
together in a shared space. 
The conversation was 
thoughtful, respectful and 
rooted in a genuine desire 
to be heard and to under-
stand. About 100 commu-
nity members attended, 
including artists, advo-
cates, production crew and 
supporters of the theater. 
While there were di�er -
ing viewpoints and some 
skepticism, the overall 
tone of the event showed 
a willingness to engage 
constructively.

Participants openly 
shared their experiences, 

raising concerns about ac-
cess, opportunity and the 
need for more deliberate 
inclusion in casting and 
leadership. Some audience 
members expressed feel-
ings of isolation, betray-
al, retaliation and even 
outright discrimination. 
Theater representatives 
outlined the steps they 
have begun implement-
ing, including pausing the 
production, examining 
structural changes and 
committing to ongoing 
conversations. The forum 
provided space for both 
accountability and re�ec-
tion, which are crucial for 
progress.

What was clear 
throughout the evening 
is that this moment is 
about more than just one 
production. It re�ects a 
broader opportunity for 
Spokane’s arts community 
to examine how its institu-
tions can evolve to better 
serve and represent all 
members of our commu-
nity. These solutions are 

neither simple nor quick. 
Building trust, strength-
ening relationships and 
implementing meaningful 
change requires time, 
transparency and ongoing 
e�ort.

Moving forward, all 
parties must stay engaged. 
Progress relies on ongoing 
communication, a willing-
ness to listen and a shared 
commitment to thought-
ful, measurable solutions. 
The conversation that 
started with this forum 
should not end here.

Lasting change happens 
when communities unite, 
not just during moments 
of tension but through 
ongoing partnership. This 
is a chance for Spokane to 
move forward intentional-
ly, making sure our cultur-
al spaces are welcoming, 
inclusive, and re�ect the 
richness of our whole 
community.

Lisa Gardner is the NAACP 
President of the Spokane 
branch. 

‘ONE NAIL AT A TIME’
NAACP perspective from 
Spokane Civic Theatre’s 
community conversation

OK, we’ve made a little 
progress in unpacking 
some bias dynamics and 
pointing to their con-
nection with some of 
the problems smacking 
us upside our heads. So, 
let’s continue that fun 
journey.

Recently, another 
racist incident occurred 
at Gonzaga. Yet exam-
inations of patterns over 
time reveal the historic 
frequency of such in-
cidents. Further exam-
ination reveals these 
same patterns at most, if 
not all, of our academic 
institutions, including 
our public schools. What 
also becomes clear is 
the lack of meaningful 
and sustained anti-bias, 
anti-oppression, and 
pro-equity actions, cur-
ricula, and accountability 
measures by those who 
oversee these institu-
tions–for themselves and 
for those they steward. 
Clear examinations make 
these truths startlingly 
obvious.

Another obvious truth 
revealed is bias based 
on race–racial bias, or 
simply put, racism.

An article by Haniya 
P. at TheGrio points to 
Julian’s Crimson Record, 
which offers analysis of 
modern-day lynchings 
from 2000 to 2025. Over 
the last 25 years, it has 
identified more than 70 
modern-day lynchings 
across seven states: Tex-
as, Mississippi, Georgia, 
Louisiana, Florida, Ten-
nessee and Alabama.

So, when was the last 
time you saw or heard of 
a white person (mean-
ing white-identified or 
white-identifying) being 
lynched? Let alone a 
count of 70?

When was the last time 
you saw findings in such 

cases conclude there 
was nothing suspicious? 
(“Um ... must be suicide–
yeah, that’s it.”)

Also, in this current 
time, there is a mas-
sive and unwarranted 
expansion of our “crim-
migration” system. 
Approximately 11 more 
people have died in ICE 
detention just this year, 
and numerous recent 
reports reveal that more 
than 900 children have 
been held in ICE custody 
so far past the 20-day 
court-imposed limit that 
officials are now having 
to shift that time bench-
mark just to track it.

I mean, OK–when 
was the last time any 
such grouping of deaths 
of white-identified or 
white-identifying people 
being detained occurred? 
Or such numbers of 
children being detained? 
Let alone both of those 
happening simultaneous-

ly. (“Umm ... never?”)
OK, try this one: When 

was the last time you 
heard of massive graves 
of white-identified 
or white-identifying 
children being found at 
multiple boarding school 
sites?

OK, well if that’s not 
enough, let’s try this: 
When was the last time 
you heard of droves 
of white-identified or 
white-identifying fe -
males coming up miss-
ing–over generations–
and receiving almost no 
media attention?

(Umm ... never?)
Bingo. That’s right–we 

might have an issue with 
bias. With racial bias.

Let’s just be real about 
it–we’ve got multiple 
issues. The environment 
is a major one. Yet let’s 
start unpacking that 
piece next time.

Keep pushing for hope. 
Keep leaning in. Keep 

moving forward. Invigo -
rate your joy. Dial in on 
our collective humanity. 
Yet also be very, very 
mindful, intentional and 
realistic about what the 
heck is really going on.

Try using some of that 
energy to help our coun-
try push forward into the 
promise realized of what 
we’re supposed to be.

But how, you ask?
Well, since our voter 

turnout last round was 
only just under 40%, 
maybe try voting. Just 
saying.

Who in their right 
mind thinks you can 
take billions of gallons of 
crude oil out of the man-
tle of the planet, burn 
it up, and not replace 
it–while also pulling bil-
lions of gallons of fresh 
water out of the planet 
and not replacing it–and 
think, “No, we’re not hav-
ing a negative impact on 
our environment”?
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INTENTIONAL FOCUS
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