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Praise for Blackwildgirl






“Once upon a time/Before time could be counted/ Soft words were spoken/ Then a song was sung/ And a seed hearing those sounds followed them out/ To become a part of the newness/ To become a part of this warmth/To become . . . to become /To become a journey into/ Girlhood/ Menah Pratt follows/ That sound to/ That warmth to/ That possibility/ and invites us to travel/With her.”


—NIKKI GIOVANNI, poet


“If there is one book every Black woman needs to read in her life, it’s Blackwildgirl. Pratt invites us to find ourselves and our inherent power as she found hers. She shows how her journey from childhood to adulthood is also our journey and other women’s journeys, from bearing the world to being the world.”


—READERS’ FAVORITE, 5 Star Review


“Menah Pratt has written a book that offers the chance to be empowered, to be educated, to be healed, to be liberated. Be ready to cry, to laugh, to mourn, and to celebrate. Most of all, be ready to have your eyes, heart, and mind opened.”


—NAOMI TUTU, ordained minister and daughter of Bishop Tutu


“Blackwildgirl encourages all of us to reclaim our superpowers and be change-agents in life.”


—KATRINA M. ADAMS, author of Own the Arena and former CEO of United States Tennis Association




“Part spell-binding memoir and part luminous teaching, this book shattered my complacency and opened my heart. Sensual and smart, dignified and vulnerable, Menah Pratt manages to simultaneously deconstruct white supremacy and celebrate the Divine Feminine as Black Woman. I haven’t been this excited by an emerging voice in a long time. Blackwildgirl ought to be required reading for anyone longing to reclaim their own deepest, fullest humanity.”


—MIRABAI STARR, author of Wild Mercy and God of Love


“Blackwildgirl starts like a strike of thunder a few hundred miles away, like a storm catching up to you. I was left gasping for air on several occasions. And at the same time, I felt enveloped with a warm hug. Once I got started, I could not stop. Be prepared to be moved!”


—PRISCA DORCAS MOJICA RODRÍGUEZ, author of For Brown Girls with Sharp Edges and Tender Hearts


“A gift to ‘wild women’ everywhere, Menah Pratt’s Blackwildgirl makes an important contribution to the evolving field of Black Girlhood Studies, as well as Women’s Studies, Black Studies, and Womanist Theology.”


—BEVERLY GUY-SHEFTALL, founding director of the Women’s Research & Resource Center, Anna Julia Cooper Professor, Spelman College, author of Words of Fire: An Anthology of African American Feminist Thought


“Blackwildgirl is a love letter to Black feminism and Blackwild-girls across the diaspora. A truly satisfying read, Blackwildgirl will leave readers breathless, while simultaneously providing space for critical reflection. This is one memoir you will want to read time and time again.”


—LETISHA ENGRACIA CARDOSO BROWN, Assistant Professor, University of Cincinnati




“Menah Pratt sets new precedents in her writing of Blackwildgirl. All would benefit from reading this almost sacred and critical text. She reminds us of Toni Morrison, Maya Angelou, and Oprah Winfrey. Her visionary and spiritual voice meld into one, going from a Moonlight Sonata to hip-hop and the Psalms. In her feminist hands the act of crying becomes an act of transparency and empowerment; it rises to healing and refurbishing the spirit on the table of our consciousness, not in the closet.”


—GABRIELLA GUTIÉRREZ Y MUHS, Professor, Seattle University, author of 8 books of poetry


“Every now and again a poet comes along and allows her reader a peak beyond the veil. Blackwildgirl takes us on a journey across time and geographies through the eyes of a determined spirit. The book is in conversation with every precarious daughter who dared to live free. Pratt boldly, yet delicately, reveals the warrior spirit within!”


—VENUS E. EVANS-WINTERS, author of Black Feminism in Qualitative Inquiry: A Mosaic for Writing Our Daughter’s Body


“Blackwildgirl breathes life into the bones of Black women and girls everywhere.”


—RENATA FERDINAND, Chair and Full Professor, New York City College of Technology (CUNY), author of An Autoethnography of African American Motherhood: Things I Tell My Daughter


“Blackwildgirl is a valuable resource for parents, daughters, women, husbands, partners, and lovers of women, as it sheds light on the challenges faced and the strength required to embrace one’s true self and stand as a warrior in the world.”


—SHARON TETTEGAH, Director, Center for Black Studies Research, Professor, University of California, Santa Barbara




“Blackwildgirl takes its readers on a mythic, iconic, revelatory journey, opening the pathway for other would-be wildwomen and their allies to step up, speak up, and stand up. This poignant, multi-layered, mixed genre story is a must read for those interested in what it means to be a father, a mother, a daughter, a professional, a human being.”


—VALERIE LEE, author of Sisterlocking Discoarse: Race, Gender, And The Twenty-First-Century Academy


“Dedicated to wildgirls and wildwomen, Blackwildgirl is essential reading for anyone who wants to live in the fullness of creativity, wisdom, and joy.”


—CORINNE FIELD, Associate Professor, University of Virginia, co-editor of The Global History of Black Girlhood


“The breadth and depth of Menah Pratt’s soul journey to uncover Blackwildgirl and Blackwildwoman is not just inspirational, but the most unselfish revolutionary act I have experienced in book form maybe ever!


—GINA L. CARROLL, author of The Grandest Garden


“A must-read for those committed to Black girls’ and women’s non-negotiable liberation and for Black women journeying to reclaim their wildness and freedom.”


—DOMINIQUE C. HILL, Assistant Professor, Colgate University


“This Black feminist/womanist gift will no doubt have a profound impact on the lives of all the Black women who engage this love offering: a wake and an awakening, a sunrise and a libation.”


—ANDREA N. BALDWIN, Associate Professor, University of Utah, and author of A Decolonial Black Feminist Theory of Reading and Shade: Feeling the University




“This work is a beautiful and perfect mirror for young girls and women, especially those from diverse backgrounds, as they explore their own positionality in becoming bold and powerful humans in our rapidly transforming society.”


—JOHANNA B. MAES, Faculty, University of Colorado Boulder


“Truly a triumph of the spirit!”


—ANTONIA DARDER, author of A Dissident Voice: Essays on Culture, Pedagogy & Power


“Blackwildgirl creates new entry points to hear, see, and love on Black girls.”


—COREY J. MILES, author of Vibe: The Sound and Feeling of Black Life in the American South


“Blackwildgirl is a vivid example of what Maya Angelou describes in her poem, Still I Rise.”


—V. JEAN RAMSEY, Retired Professor, Texas Southern University, co-author of Teaching Diversity













[image: Logo: She Writes Press]











Copyright © 2024, Menah Adeola Eyaside Pratt


All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, distributed, or transmitted in any form or by any means, including photocopying, recording, digital scanning, or other electronic or mechanical methods, without the prior written permission of the publisher, except in the case of brief quotations embodied in critical reviews and certain other noncommercial uses permitted by copyright law. For permission requests, please address She Writes Press.


Published 2024


Printed in the United States of America


Print ISBN: 978-1-64742-632-3


E-ISBN: 978-1-64742-633-0


Library of Congress Control Number: 2023915519


For information, address:


She Writes Press


1569 Solano Ave #546


Berkeley, CA 94707


Interior Design by Tabitha Lahr


She Writes Press is a division of SparkPoint Studio, LLC.


All company and/or product names may be trade names, logos, trademarks, and/or registered trademarks and are the property of their respective owners.


NO AI TRAINING: Without in any way limiting the author’s [and publisher’s] exclusive rights under copyright, any use of this publication to “train” generative artificial intelligence (AI) technologies to generate text is expressly prohibited. The author reserves all rights to license uses of this work for generative AI training and development of machine learning language models.


Names and identifying characteristics have been changed to protect the privacy of certain individuals.









This book is dedicated to wildgirl, revealing Herself to all who seek Her, and the angels and ancestors who help us to find Her. Journal and journey along with the Blackwildgirl Companion Journal: Finding Your Superpower on Amazon.
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Prologue






Stage is set.


Lights. Camera.


Revolution.
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THIS IS THE STORY OF A LITTLE BLACK GIRL (Blackwildgirl) who knew she was a queen and, in her innocence, shared her knowledge too soon. The world dethroned her, burying her spirit, expecting to asphyxiate her. But the world didn’t know that she was a seed. Germinating underground in the bowels of the earth—almost suffocating—the seed miraculously survives, nourished by nutrients submerged in composting decay. Drinking from dew drops and snatching heat from sunlight, the seed sustains herself, rooting and grasping on to small grains of dirt offering their hands to her. With a fierce, fiery, and feisty determination, she births herself from her seed-coat womb, detangling from the weeds and the wily ways of the world attempting to sabotage her divine destiny. Pushing through the muck and the mire, bursting forth and rising up, she announces her above-ground presence: her arms, like branches, outstretched and her breasts, like buds, boldly baring themselves. Her willow, palm-tree spine, bending but never breaking, sways unassuaged in the glorious air of her reclaimed throne. Regal, resurrected, and refusing to be denied her rightful role as an African goddess, Blackwildgoddess blossoms and blooms, radiating rays of love, joy, and hope for other seeds on their journeys. Her journey begins with libations.









SCENE ONE: Libation



When Mama and I visited Freetown, Sierra Leone, in West Africa for the first time in 1989, Mama Pratt (my father’s mother) and Aunt Dorothea (my father’s stepsister from a different mother) took us shortly after our arrival to a seemingly ancient, weed-covered cemetery. Mama Pratt carried a traditional African meal of jollof rice, chicken, beef, and vegetables in a large brown paper bag. She also had a bottle of rum. Slowly, bending down, moving away weeds and debris with her old Black worn and weathered fingers, she paused at certain headstones. Brow wrinkled, she turned to Aunt Dorothea to ask her to read the barely visible name. Hearing it, she slowly shook her head, mumbled in frustration, looked around, and gradually moved to another grave. The process was repeated until the name called was the one she’d been listening for. Once the ancestor’s name had been called, Mama Pratt got on her knees in front of the headstone and began a conversation.


The conversation went something like this: “Ancestor, how are you doing? We are here today with Menah, my granddaughter, and her mother, Mildred. This is Ted’s child, my son’s daughter. They are from America. Menah is in college now, a big girl. They have come here to meet you.” She then turned to my mother and me and introduced us to the ancestor: “This is Ancestor So-and-So, your father’s such-and-such. So, they are your such-and-such (great-great-third-cousin-in-law).” My 

mother and I nodded in respectful acknowledgment, to either her or the ancestor or both.


After the introductions, my grandmother reached into her bag of food, placed some food near the headstone, poured a little liquor near the food in reverence and remembrance, and resumed the conversation: “I ask you to bless them, and help them to be prosperous and healthy.” Silent for a bit, she mumbled a bit more and poured a little more liquor. A libation. Standing up, she picked up the brown bag of food, grabbed the liquor, and started wandering, pausing, and searching for the next ancestor. For the next hour, she repeated the ritual, confirming the name, making introductions, asking for blessings, and pouring libation. When we finished, she drank the remaining liquor. It wasn’t a lot, but it was as if she was rewarding herself for a job well done. I remember feeling reverence and confusion, all at once. Obviously, a sacred moment, but I didn’t know the ancestors, and I wasn’t sure the ancestors knew me. It was many years later before I could fully appreciate the power, importance, and significance of visiting ancestors at their grave sites.


Five years later, I returned to Sierra Leone alone, without my mother. Again, shortly after my arrival, Mama Pratt, Aunt Dorothea, and I made the ritual cemetery visit. And again, my grandmother walked us around to the grave sites of the ancestors, introduced me to them, asked for their blessing, and left the African meal of jollof rice, chicken, beef, and vegetables. Again, she poured the liquor in front of their graves in reverence and remembrance. A libation.


On that visit, we celebrated Mama Pratt’s eightieth birthday with a big party. Generations of aunts, uncles, cousins, and friends, numbering close to fifty, all showed up to her two-story, always-under-construction apartment building. She lived in the small cluttered downstairs unit with chickens running around, in and out of her house. Around midday, we began to set up a 

makeshift kitchen in the yard out front. Big pots of stews and soups were placed on top of fire and rocks. Simmering stews, sweating women, and scintillating aromas revealing sacred secrets attested to the culinary expertise of the cooks. Games and storytelling across generations gradually led to a hungry restlessness. Hours later, it was time to eat.


I remember Mama Pratt calling several men and boys to her side. She asked them to dig a large hole. She went to all the pots of food, prayed over them, and asked the sister-cooks to create plates with rice, meat, and vegetables. Not initially satisfied, she often would tell them to add more meat, more vegetables, and more rice from the steaming pots to her plates. Eventually, she was satisfied, and she went to the large hole. With a bottle of alcohol, kneeling down, she began to talk to the ancestors, mumbling. We couldn’t understand what she was saying, and perhaps we were not meant to. It seemed to be a private conversation between her and those down below. Reverently, she began to share the meal with the ancestors, spooning and scooping large portions and placing them into the hole, as if she was literally feeding them. As cousins in our teens and twenties standing around, we shared subtle side glances, smirks, and snickers, wondering to ourselves, How much food is this strange old lady going to give to these dead folks? Here we are alive, and we are hungry.


We were a little shocked and slightly horrified at how much Mama Pratt seemed to be giving the ancestors. We were too young in the knowings of an African Blackwildwoman to understand why the ancestors deserved so much. I learned over the years that a libation is so much more than giving ancestors food and drink. It is an act of pouring out gratitude to ancestral energy. It is an act of humility to those who have gone before. It is a call for assistance and protection. It is an act of acknowledgment of the interconnected spirits of those above ground with those on whose ground we are living.




And so, like Mama Pratt, I am taking time to create a symbolic libation—a pouring out of gratitude in reverence and remembrance to the women who have inspired this work: Lorraine Hansberry and Leanita McClain. It is a libation to two Black women who died in their thirties, never fully actualizing their potential but inspiring and calling on Black women to write as if our lives depended on it—because they do.


On August 18, 2019, I wrote in my journal about the challenge of being a Black woman writer:


Two days ago, I was in despair. I didn’t think I could write this book about my life. I was tired of fighting invisible ghosts of racism, sexism, and hatred. I was tired of the energy of those who are jealous, of those who are dismissive, and of those who make me question everything. I cried and cried and cried. I called upon the God I believe in to rescue me, to save me from what I don’t even know—then or now. Maybe it was just the sinking feeling of my constant struggle. I woke up in the morning, surprised I fell asleep. I must have cried myself to sleep.


I look at the outline for this book. It is rough. I’m struggling to write about my life as a Black woman, for our lives are not singular lives, but intertwined with others. Our stories are part of their stories, and their stories are part of ours. In telling the intertwined stories, I have been experiencing an internal battle about what to share, what to reveal, and what to allow to remain hidden. My brother, Awadagin, an internationally renowned classical pianist, conductor, and full professor of music, reminds me that sanitizing protects no one and that something has to explain how we got to where we are in the world.


In working on this manuscript, I’ve been asking myself questions: What do I say? What do I omit? How do I not harm? How can I be authentic and honest? 

What will people think? What do I share about myself? How much of myself do I share? Do I actually share how much I weigh and that I have been fighting my weight for decades, not quite willing or able to accept that perhaps this is where it is, and what it will be? Do I share my financial struggles of always worrying about money, of never having enough, of living paycheck to paycheck, of being a primary breadwinner (or the sole breadwinner), and of living with credit card debt with interest at 27%? Do I share about all the times I wrote to my supervisors begging them to pay me what I knew others were paid with less education and less time in the office than me? Do I write about the times I have cried and cried from the racism and sexism and meanness in the world? How do I write about the lonely journey of being a young, gifted, and Black girl in the world? How do I share how hard it was and is to be a Black woman scholar-activist?


In To Be Young, Gifted, and Black (Nemiroff and Hansberry 1970, 148), Lorraine Hansberry wrote that what makes us “exceptional” inevitably also makes us lonely. She wrote of the pain and perhaps shame of being lonely and alone at a typewriter in her journal entry on the Saturday evening before Easter in 1962. Like Lorraine, on August 16, 2019, I wrote in my own journal: “I felt very lonely just now and today.. . . My legs felt very dry and old today just now.” Yet I am committed to the almost indescribably lonely path of a Black scholar (Franklin 1989, 304). It is indeed a lonely road and a precarious journey to be a Black woman scholar-activist, with a commitment to being revolutionary.


On June 17, 1964, in the midst of the Civil Rights Movement, Lorraine interrogated her own commitment, asking the question: “Do I remain a revolutionary?” She decided that she 

needed to travel to the heart of the Civil Rights Movement to “find out what kind of revolutionary” she was (Nemiroff and Hansberry 1970, 256–7). Unfortunately, she died six months later at the age of thirty-four from pancreatic cancer.


Almost twenty years later, in 1984, another Black woman writer and journalist, Leanita McClain, also died in her prime at the age of thirty-two. She committed suicide. I saved the May 31, 1984, newspaper article about her death in my childhood journal. It said she was too sensitive for an insensitive world (Balamaci and O’Driscoll 1984). Like her, I, too, felt I was too sensitive for an insensitive world, and attempted suicide in 1984; I was seventeen. Having graduated from high school at sixteen, I was pursuing a professional tennis career. Traveling across the country to tournaments and practicing tennis six to eight hours a day with my father, who was my coach, I was miserable, lonely, and suffering under expectations that I could not meet. Opening the medicine cabinet and finding my father’s high blood pressure pills that he had stopped taking, I took several and then—sobbing, crying, and heaving—vomited. Unsuccessful at suicide, I researched death and suicide and learned that people choose suicide when the fear of living is greater than the fear of death. I understood why Leanita could choose suicide, and throughout my life, like Leanita, there would be seasons where I didn’t think I could live another day.


Leanita had married and divorced Clarence Page, another Black journalist. In his reflections on Leanita, Clarence said she was clinically depressed and bipolar (Holleran 2011). It may be that we label people clinically depressed and bipolar when it might just be that they are sensitive and human, that the world is too insensitive for them, and they are impacted differentially because they care so deeply. That does not mean something is wrong with them; rather, something is wrong with the world. In an interview with Clarence, the interviewer noted that Leanita’s obituary said that she “carried the weight of the city [Chicago] 

upon her shoulders” (Holleran 2011). The interviewer asked Clarence, “Should she have shrugged?” And Clarence responded, “I think so.”


No—I think quickly and angrily. Some of us cannot shrug our shoulders. This is who we are. We come into this world, we care deeply, we have a calling, and we do not shrug our shoulders. We cannot shrug our shoulders. We must not shrug our shoulders. We must, like Lorraine, find out what kind of revolutionary we are.


Lorraine left behind a plea and exhortation for those of us who are young, gifted, and Black. She urges us to “write about the world as it is and as you think it ought to be and must be—if there is to be a world” (Nemiroff and Hansberry 1970, 262–3). And so, Lorraine and Leanita, I will write. I will write about the world as it is and as I think it ought to be and must be. I will not shrug my shoulders. I will carry the weight of Black womanness. And you two will be my inspiration. I will write for you and for the years you couldn’t write. Through this libation, I call upon your ancestral energy to come to my side to write for and with me. And I will find out what kind of revolutionary I am. No, I will show the world what kind of revolutionary I am.








SCENE TWO: Excavation



In 2010, as part of the introduction to my first book, Critical Race, Feminism, and Education: A Social Justice Model (Pratt-Clarke 2010), I wrote: “I see myself as part of a long line of revolutionary Black feminist scholar-activists” (Pratt-Clarke 2010, 7–8). More than ten years later, I am still working to fulfill that calling as a revolutionary Black feminist scholar-activist. I am still working 

to turn around the world, in the meaning of the Latin root for revolution—volvere. As Black women, we have to work to have the world turn and face us, face to face, eye to eye. We cannot have the world continue to turn its back to us and cause us to feel invisible. To cause it to turn around, we must engage in revolutionary writing.


For our writing to be revolutionary, we must engage in the work of revelation—revealing parts of ourselves to the world that we have had to hide to survive. Paul Lawrence Dunbar (1895) reminds us, “We wear the mask.” It hides “our tears and sighs,” “our torn and bleeding hearts,” and “our cries to Christ” from our “tortured souls.” As Black women, we symbolically wear masks—invisible veils, hiding, protecting, and shielding not only our most fragile selves but also our powerful spirits from the outside world. When we write about ourselves, we remove the mask. That delicate work of removing must be done with care. For not only are we removing masks, but we are also unearthing elements of our essence.


Gardening is an apt metaphor for the work of excavating the buried and submerged spirits of Black women and girls. Gardening involves tilling and turning up soil, weeding and watering, and giving birth to seeds. It is about creating new life from that which has been pressed down and buried. Garden growing for Black women is revolutionary. As enslaved women and sharecroppers, we planted our gardens in addition to the master’s. Rising early and working late, we cultivated life for ourselves and families. Garden growing empowers us to be creators, to bring forth brilliant and colorful life from the womb of the earth. Because Black women have been relegated to the sidelines, thrown to the underbrush amid the thorns and thistles of life, and into the bowels and basements of society, we often live desert lives. We are rarely allowed to live an enormous life above ground. But through our gardens, we bring those submerged parts of ourselves above ground, where we can bloom and blossom, even if tattered, torn, and weather-worn.




Like gardening, to unearth the self and spirit requires tending and cultivating, with carefully selected tools—sickles, scythes, spades, shovels, trowels, and shears. If we are not careful, we damage and destroy the root. Like archaeologists, we must try to preserve the ancient artifacts of our spirits waiting to tell their story from shreds and pieces of memories. Before we garden, we must prepare the ground with our libations and gather our tools.


Estés (1995) provides a wonderful guide for exhuming the hidden parts of ourselves as women. She uses the ancient Indigenous tale “The Handless Maiden” and the maiden’s initiation in an underground forest to illustrate the path our spirits and psyches must take to reclaim what was buried. The handless maiden’s journey has seven stages. The first stage (The Bargain Without Knowing) is about a father’s terrible bargain that leads to the second stage (The Dismemberment), where the father has to cut off his daughter’s hands. In the third stage (Wandering), the handless maiden wanders until she finds love, marries a king, and becomes a mother in the fourth stage (Finding Love in the Underworld). Experiencing challenges in the fifth stage (Harrowing of the Soul), she is separated from the king and wanders again in the sixth stage (The Realm of the Wild Woman). In the final seventh stage (The Wild Bride and Wild Bridegroom), she is reunited with the king.


“The Handless Maiden” is an allegory for the development of endurance, resistance, grit, and knowledge in the pursuit of our divine feminine and goddess energy, our Blackwildgirl. It is that essential element of our power as women that was dismembered and buried so that men could live without the conscience and power of the feminine force. When we start this initiation journey, we must ask: What parts of ourselves have we lost? How, when, and by whom was our Blackwildgirl silenced and crucified? And most importantly, how can we find, resurrect, and breathe breath into that which was suffocated?




This book is about my journey and search for my childhood goddess self, Blackwildgirl. Blackwildgirl, a little Black girl, was five years old in 1972. She was acting grown and sassy, being womanish in the Alice Walker (1983, xi–xii) way with “outrageous, audacious, courageous or willful behavior,” behaving like Blackwildgirl should and must be in the world. However, her way of being in the world enraged her father. Towering over and peering down, he shouted so loud it almost shattered her soul: “Who do you think you are?” With tears streaming down her face, Blackwildgirl said, “Queen of Sheba.” Seemingly out of the wild, out of nowhere, she claimed to be the biblical, powerful, beautiful, and wise queen of an ancient African nation. This story, almost lore, was often shared with me by my parents, like a joke, accompanied by hearty, and maybe even haughty, laughter: “How dare a little girl say she was Queen of Sheba?” But I did, because I knew I was.


Blackwildgirl knew the secret of her soul and claimed it, spoke it, and owned it. And because the world is never ready for Blackwildgirl, who knows she is a queen, it metaphorically dethrones, dismembers, and buries her. Yet Blackwildgirl can never fully be silenced, so Blackwildwomen undertake treacherous and difficult underground initiation journeys to reclaim and resurrect their crowns and their superpower—the African queen spirit of knowing, sensing, dreaming, and divining.


When Blackwildwomen reunite with their Blackwildgirl spirit, they become a Blackwildgoddess. A Blackwildgoddess is uniquely aware of her “wildness” and her original goddess energy. She is serious and in charge, she loves the Spirit and the struggle, and she loves herself (Walker 1983). She appreciates the emotional flexibility of women and the interconnectedness of tears and laughter; she is committed to humanity and its survival (Walker 1983). She is a warrior who is able to wield her wildness as a weapon. She has wisdom born from centuries of lessons learned and strength from having moved boulders 

through valleys and over mountains. She moves through the world with confidence, conviction, and courage. When she speaks, her words bring life into being; her voice shatters silences. She is not timid or afraid. She moves fearlessly and fiercely, like an impetuous child stomping in her own power, marking her territory, sashaying, and dancing to her own beats and rhythms. No longer restrained, now wild and unruly, her revolutionary role transforms and liberates.


This is the story of one Blackwildwoman’s search to find and reclaim her Blackwildgirl superpower, so that she could become a Blackwildgoddess. Through a twelve-stage initiation journey documented in forty-five years of journals, letters to Love, and letters to God, beginning at the age of eight, my earnest, challenging, and revealing mission unfolds like a theater performance, with acts, stages, and scenes. In the spirit of African diaspora cultural storytelling, the audience-readers are invited to come into community and conversation with the writer-performer; they are also invited to enter into dialogue with themselves, to reflect, reveal, and share moments of meaning and mystery in their own lives.


It is time for Act I. The curtain is rising, and the main characters are stepping from the shadows onto the main stage. Get ready for a breathtaking journey of bargains, battles, and burials.
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Photographs and Images


On the next page is a photo of the poem in my journal that I wrote on August 17, 2019, struggling to write about my life journey as a Black woman in America.
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Reflection Questions




	What does excavation mean as you think about your own life?


	Who would you pour libation to as you think about the ancestors, guardian angels, and perhaps even other writers that have inspired you?
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Act I: Seed






Ground is shattered.


Spirit descends.


Silenced.









[image: ]






THE FIRST STAGE—Bargains






WE COME INTO THE WORLD AS BABIES, vulnerable and hapless, birthed through parents we perhaps unconsciously chose in the great world of unknowing. Inevitably at their mercy, we can only trust that they have our best interest at heart and are able to raise, guide, and steer us to be our best selves. We have no say in the matter, for we are in the world because of them, and we cannot survive without them. Like little seeds, our lives are completely dependent on them, and we become victims and beneficiaries of bargains—life-altering decisions by our parents, often influenced by their own childhoods, their own adulthoods, and bargains they made or were made in their lives. These bargains, often without consent or consultation, set us upon a course that could become a curse, a blessing, or both. It behooves us, then, if we can, to try to understand the bargains in our own lives and in our parents’ lives, especially if their lives were circumscribed by the harsh realities of the American devils of racism, legalized segregation, discrimination, and poverty.









SCENE ONE: Papa’s Bargains



My father’s life was defined by bargains made without his consent. My father, Theodore Allantantu Emmanuel Cyril Pratt, was born in Freetown, Sierra Leone. Freetown has a powerful history for formerly enslaved people. It was initially named Granville Town after Granville Sharp, a British abolitionist who came to the coast of Sierra Leone in 1787 with 411 former slaves known as the Black Poor (Knight and Manson 2007; Flynn 2007). The town’s name was changed to Freetown in 1792 when almost 1,200 newly freed former slaves arrived. These former slaves—the Black Pioneers—were originally settled in Nova Scotia by England (Jeffries, n.d.). They had been granted freedom for fighting for the British in the American War of Independence. Due to the petition and efforts by Thomas Peters, an escaped slave from North Carolina, England agreed to relocate the former slaves to Freetown (Jeffries, n.d.). Eventually, Freetown became the destination for thousands of liberated Africans (Walker 1992). Collectively, these liberated Africans, African Americans, and West Indians are known as Krios or Creoles. Theodore was a descendant of the Creoles, part of the ruling elite and educated class. His name reflects that dual identity with a combination of traditional American, British, and Creole names.


Theodore’s father, Daniel Gershon Pratt, was a government accountant and a senior officer on the Freetown City Council. He married Elizabeth “Lizzie” Jean Horton, whom we called Mama Pratt. She was from a prominent Creole family. They 

only had one child together—Theodore. Theodore’s relationship with his parents was complicated. He kept journals about his life in very small books in which he often only wrote one or two sentences about his day. Some of the entries in the eight journals from 1952 to 1962 were written in an undecipherable code. His journal from 1952 (when he was fifteen years old), however, was not in code. He wrote about studying and homework; his faith and church; his physical and mental health; and enduring trials and indignities, often from his father, who frequently did not come home in the evenings or was “a nuisance” when he was home. In the last journal entry about his father, dated October 9, 1952, he wrote: “Mr. D. G. Pratt disgraced my mother and me by putting our things out of the house. And closing the house to us.” He didn’t even refer to him as his father.


At some point, his parents divorced, and apparently Theodore had to testify at his parents’ divorce hearing against his father. The divorce created a new harsh financial reality for Theodore and his mother. I remember hearing stories of my father walking around barefoot because his mother could not afford shoes. I never knew my grandfather, who had three daughters (Dorothea, Theodora, and Frederica) from another relationship, because he died at the age of forty-six. Mama Pratt, however, was a significant presence in my life.


I first met Mama Pratt when she came to America and to our house in Illinois. I was two or three years old, and I remember she pierced my ears with a needle, an African/African American tradition (Massaquoi 2004). Although Mama Pratt only stayed a few months during that visit, my mother shared that it was a contentious visit. At one point, my mother and Mama Pratt were having an argument, and my mother said it was one of the few times she saw my father cry. He told my mother he would have to choose his mother over her if she didn’t apologize to his mother. My mother apologized. Many years later, Mama said the argument was over something 

petty involving the laundry, and apparently, my grandmother expected my mother to do her laundry daily. During that visit, Mama Pratt visited my mother’s mother, Eula Sirls, who lived in Los Angeles. It was her only visit to the United States.


Although Mama Pratt never visited the United States again, she seemed almost omnipresent because twice a year, she sent a large package of African food: bitter leaf, cassava, dried salt fish, egusi, ginger cookies, and coconut cookies. My mother cooked Sierra Leonean food—jollof rice, peanut soup, and other dishes—for weeks from those packages. My father had taught her how to cook his food, and since he never cooked any meals, my mother had to cook his food for him and our family.


My grandmother also wrote long airmail letters almost monthly. The letters were quite detailed. They described her life in Freetown and her struggles to survive as a single woman: building an apartment building; needing money; and seeking protection from soldiers, civil wars, and thieves. In one of her letters in 1982, she wrote about the meaning of my name: Menah Adeola Eyaside Pratt. She said that Menah Adeola means “talented gift from God.” Eyaside is the name of her grandmother, and when I was born, she saw a vision of her grandmother in her dream. Eyaside means “grandmother returns.” So, my full name means “talented gift from God and grandmothers.” Several years later, I found a piece of paper from my grandmother with African names on it and their meanings. Next to Adeola, it said: “The Crown of Honour.” I was named and crowned, like a queen.


Each visit to Freetown included significant time with my grandmother, though I always stayed with Aunt Dorothea and her husband, Uncle Joe, who was a minister of finance. They were well-to-do and had a house staff that included a cook, a driver, and a maid. Aunt Dorothea was a tall, thick-boned woman, always wearing beautiful African clothes and jewelry. She was extraordinarily generous, kind, and gracious. Her 

driver chauffeured us around Freetown, but Mama Pratt didn’t like the idea of being chauffeured. She said I needed to walk the streets of Freetown with her because I could learn more and see the people and community better. And she was right. The streets were full of people and cars and bicycles and carts, with mothers carrying babies on their backs and bundles on their heads, vendors selling wares, and children playing games next to food stands along the side of the road. It was a colorful city with buildings in oranges, reds, blues, and greens, contrasting with the people with dark black skin in colorful African prints, glistening with sweat from the heat of the sun. Freetown was teeming with life and energy.


Because Mama Pratt and I spent a lot of time together, I learned a lot about her. She was an argumentative woman, always fussing at and about people. She seemed to be a loner, without any close friends or any real community. She was very stubborn and wanted everything her way; there was an inflexibility about her. She was also not an affectionate woman. She never once said “I love you” to me. I waited and hoped to hear those words, at least once, during my visits. But I waited in vain. She never said them, and she never hugged me. Each time I left to return to America, I gave her a hug, and each time, she was as stiff as a board.


I suspect she never hugged Theodore either. My mother told me that after the divorce, my grandmother essentially abandoned her son, and he began to spend most of his time with aunts and uncles from her family, prominent Creoles with a long history as government officials, professionals, and educators. As a result, Theodore was shaped and influenced by the cultural values of Creoles: fundamental unwavering beliefs and commitments to education, excellence, and achievement. He was raised to be a Renaissance man: he played the organ and piano in church; he composed music and submitted a composition for the national anthem; and he played tennis and 

helped create the Sierra Leone Tennis Association. Theodore was the traditional African Creole man, and he benefited from being raised by his aunt and uncle.


While privileged as a Creole, he still had to overcome significant personal health and financial challenges to pursue his educational dreams, as he documented in his journals. Finishing school, he briefly studied in Durham, England, and at Fourah Bay College in Freetown before being sponsored to come to America. He got his bachelor’s degree in physics from Hampton Institute in Virginia and his master’s degree and PhD in nuclear physics in 1968 from Carnegie Mellon Institute in Pittsburgh. He met and married my mother in 1964, while she was pursuing her doctorate at the University of Pittsburgh. My brother and I were born in 1966 and 1967, and my parents both accepted tenure-track positions at Illinois State University (ISU) in 1969. With my brother, Awadagin (age three), and me (age two), they moved to Normal, Illinois.


Theodore’s faculty career would be short-lived when he took an approved leave of absence from ISU to teach graduate students at the Federal University of Rio de Janeiro in Brazil in the fourth year of his contract. While on leave in Brazil, he was notified by the Physics Department at ISU that his contract would not be renewed. After 1973, my father never taught again. He never conducted research in a lab again. He never wrote or published another physics article, even though he had published articles in numerous international physics journals. His career as a nuclear physicist and professor was over. The painful reality was that he was forty years old with no job, and a wife and two young children. He was at a crossroad. He needed to quickly decide what he was going to do with his life, what career he was going to pursue, and how to support his family as a father and husband.


Growing up, I had occasionally overheard muffled stories between my parents about what happened at ISU; these were 

stories involving racism and discrimination by the university. Many years after Papa transitioned to the spiritual realm, my mother showed me boxes and boxes of legal documents related to his discrimination lawsuit against the university and his fight for justice. One of the documents was a law firm’s letter dated March 26, 1975, that states, in part: “It appears to me that there is substantial evidence of racial discrimination against this man from the first year of his employment at Illinois State University right down to the date of his termination while he was on sabbatical leave in Brazil” (Pratt-Clarke 2018, 170). After Mama showed me the letter, we hugged one another, still feeling the pain and sorrow buried in those boxes after all those years.


As a child, I knew there was something funny about our lives. I knew Papa did not go to “a job.” Unsuccessful with the lawsuit in regaining his position as a faculty member, and unable to find another faculty position in the United States, my father’s job became managing the three rental properties that my parents slowly accumulated in Bloomington and Normal. One building had six townhouses (4 Larry Court), another had eight apartments (104 Shelbourne), and the third was a house with three units (606 East Taylor). His life revolved around these rental properties: cleaning them, shoveling snow, and mowing yards. He was also his own lawyer: going to court and filing papers to evict tenants; fighting the mortgage company for incorrectly charging interest; and fighting the city to keep a parking structure he erected that they said violated building codes. His world was one of ongoing battles against injustice and racism, and regular confrontations with tenants.


Papa was a victim of a bargain made without his consent—a bargain resulting in the theft of his career and livelihood. It was a bargain that influenced his decision to create a bargain for his children’s lives, unwilling to have them become victims of the same racism that decimated his career. His partner in the bargain was my mother, a woman also impacted by bargains.











SCENE TWO: Mama’s Bargains



My mother, Mildred Inez Sirls Pratt, spent her life fighting bargains made without her consent. She was born in 1928 in Henderson, Texas, on the cusp of the Great Depression as one of eight siblings. Her parents were sharecroppers, living and working on another’s land, barely eking out a living, just one generation removed from slavery. My mother’s grandmother, Rosa Hubbard, was enslaved on a plantation in Alabama. She met her husband, George Thirkill, and they decided to move to Texas to have access to land, with their only child, my mother’s mother, Eula. Distraught when Eula married RP Sirls, a “good for nothing” sweet-talker, after her mother died, George left Texas, eventually settling in Arizona, where he was buried. With only a sixth-grade education, Eula struggled to raise her eight children, as RP was often absent and in jail.


Barely subsisting and often dependent on the leftovers her mother brought home from the big house where she worked as a maid, Mildred and her siblings picked cotton and often made daily pilgrimages to a garbage dump to find scraps they hoped were food. Once they unknowingly ate “gum” from car batteries, only realizing years later that it was not gum but corrosive material. They ate birds, caught by their mother with a net she fashioned outside the kitchen window, and snow as ice cream. Despite the dire and desperate conditions of her life, Mildred held on to a dream that there was something more, something better, something different, even for her, who, as a little Black girl, was raped by her own brother.


In the hospital, just weeks before she died at age eighty-three, she turned to me and proceeded to tell me about being raped by her brother at the age of eleven or twelve. She was an adult before she learned that there had been a witness—her 

younger sister, Bernice. When they were both adults, Aunt Bernice told Mama, to her utter shock and surprise, that she had seen the rape. Mama also did not know that Aunt Bernice had told me about the rape several years before Mama did. I was visiting Aunt Bernice in Los Angeles, and she was telling family stories and family secrets. One of the secrets was about their brother who was a child molester. Talking about him, she shared that he had raped Mama. She said, “I saw him take Mildred under the mound, beat her, and make her submit to him. I bent down and peeked and saw him rape Mildred” (Pratt-Clarke 2018, 94). I didn’t tell Mama that I knew when she told me in the hospital. I just listened and told her that I would honor her request to include the rape in a book I agreed to write about her life. I felt it was important for her to be able to release the secret shame that she had carried all those years.


Mildred didn’t allow this theft of innocence—this bargain without her consent—to define her. Instead, she used it as fuel to prove that a little Black girl could do anything she set her mind to, even if it meant constantly challenging the status quo and the racism, classism, and sexism in the world. It was a world where she wasn’t supposed to challenge and talk back to a postman who called her a boy, but she did anyway, telling him that she was not a boy, but a girl. Though her mother told her never to do that again, Mildred’s spirit could not be silenced and confined. She had a purpose to fulfill, and her life would be dedicated to speaking up, challenging the status quo, and fighting for justice. In a world where it was a school’s custom to nominate all valedictorians to be class president, but because she was a girl, a teacher refused to nominate her, she still questioned and challenged the teacher. In a world where she, as a poor Black girl and daughter of parents who didn’t finish high school, wasn’t supposed to graduate from high school or earn a bachelor’s degree, two master’s degrees in 

religion and social work, and a doctorate in social work, she did, under extraordinarily difficult circumstances.


It was a world where she was not supposed to start her career as an assistant professor of social work at Illinois State University, but rather as the director of a Black student support program in the bait and switch the university attempted. Overcoming odds after odds, Mildred not only fought to retain her tenure-track position but fought for tenure, writing the president of the university and challenging the delay in her tenure promotion. It was a world in which she was not expected to become part of the 1 percent of Black female full professors in the 1970s, but she did. And it was a world in which the life stories of one hundred elderly Black people in her community were not supposed to be told, but they were because Mildred founded the Bloomington-Normal Black History Project and sat down with each of them, learning, listening, and documenting their fight for dignity despite the daily injustices caused by their skin color.


She was a woman who was not supposed to sing at her funeral, but she did, almost seeming to defy death. A few years before she died, while fighting Alzheimer’s, she took voice lessons and created two DVDs. One was of her singing folk songs and spirituals; the other was of her reciting poetry. She instructed me to play the recordings at her funeral, which I did. Mama was a fearless, strong, and powerful Black woman who overcame inconceivable odds and bargains made without her consent. She was a dynamic role model for me, demonstrating the incredible fortitude and strength of character one must possess to succeed as a Black woman in America. Yet Mama was not just my mother; she was also my father’s wife, and she was often sandwiched in and conflicted by these two roles, because she, too, was part of a marriage bargain she did not anticipate.









SCENE THREE: The Pratt Bargain



My parents were two highly educated Black people in America, raised by single mothers with absent fathers, often in poverty. They met in Pittsburgh as graduate students and married a few months later in 1964. My brother, Awadagin, was born in 1966 and I was born in 1967. Ambitious and credentialed, my parents moved to 1405 West Hovey in Normal, Illinois, and started faculty careers at Illinois State University. Once my father’s career was sabotaged in a bargain without his consent, he became the mastermind of a bargain in his children’s lives—without our consent.


The Pratt Bargain was a systematic and scientific strategy for raising successful African American children. The foundations of the plan were discipline and hard work. The objectives were self-reliance and independence. The cost of the bargain required a sacrifice of the traditional American childhood: socializing with friends, going to movies, attending parties and dances, having sleepovers, and exploring life at one’s own beat and rhythm.


Papa masterminded the bargain, and Mama acquiesced. Papa was determined that his children would never be dependent on the “system” that had decimated him and stolen his livelihood. Unsure as a child what the “system” was that he spoke about so regularly, I later learned as an adult that the “system” was the “imperialist white-supremacist capitalist patriarchy” that bell hooks (2006) coined. If the bargain was well executed, the children of Theodore and Mildred would be independent from that system, and the resulting success would also be Theodore’s redemption.


Because Papa was no longer a physics professor, he transferred his scientific acumen to parenting. The house became his lab, parenting his profession, and my brother and I were 

his research subjects. Papa was a relentless disciplinarian and a perfectionist. Always a physicist, he saw the world through the lens of science and math. For him, it was a world of precision. There were right answers, correct equations, and logical steps that produced anticipated outcomes. Deviations were not acceptable. There was an expectation of efficiency with no room for error.


The implementation of the bargain began in 1974. As young children, my brother and I began playing piano at ages six and seven, and a few years later, we started violin. At the ages of seven and eight, we started learning tennis with our father as our coach. As children, we woke up at 4:30 a.m. and made Papa’s coffee. We would lift weights and stretch in the basement from 5:00 a.m. to 5:30 a.m. At 6:00 a.m. (or 7:00 in the winter), we were on the tennis court until 8:00 a.m. After tennis, we ate breakfast in the car on the way to school. After school, it was usually piano or violin lessons, depending on the day of the week. In the evening, it was eating dinner that Mama always prepared; practicing piano and violin for at least an hour; doing homework with the expectation we would get A’s; and then bedtime.


Mama was a quiet, yet ever present, partner in the plan. Loyal and dedicated to Papa, she supported this disciplined and demanding lifestyle. She, too, had been a victim of the system and was committed to the bargain as a tool for dismantling the potential effects of America’s racism. She actually did most of the work of the bargain, as women often do. Not only was Mama a full-time professor working to get tenured and then promoted to full professor, but she also had second and third shifts. The second was as a mother and housewife. Cooking every meal, she cooked breakfast at 5:00 a.m. for my brother and me to carry to tennis practice. Breakfast was a toasted sandwich of sausage or bacon, with a hot thermos of apple juice from apples she had canned from our fruit trees. 

She also made our lunch for school, and because Papa didn’t cook, perhaps because of sexist beliefs about a woman’s role, Mama cooked and left his lunch on the kitchen table or in the refrigerator before going to work. After work, Mama would make dinner.


Mama was not only the chef but also the chauffer and seamstress, driving us to every piano and violin lesson twice a week and sewing our clothes when we were young, sitting at her sewing machine with patterns, scissors, and threads. She did the laundry and hung clothes out to dry on the clothesline. It was fascinating to watch how fast Mama could hang clothes, systematically, almost machine-like in her precision and efficiency.


Her third shift was apartment owner, manager, and maintenance worker. With my father as the overseer and self-proclaimed “supervisor,” Mama did most of the work on the apartments. She painted the walls and baseboards; cleaned the floors, kitchens, and bathrooms; mowed the yards; and shoveled snow off sidewalks and driveways.


As my brother and I got older, we became more responsible for maintenance, and just like my mom, we painted, cleaned, shoveled, and mowed. We were also traveling to tennis tournaments and performing piano and violin recitals. It was a grueling and isolating childhood. There was little time or space for laughter. We were taught that life was serious. There was no room or time for fun and being frivolous. There was only space for tennis competitions and music performances, for practices and lessons, for yards of grass and driveways of snow, and for painting and cleaning apartments. My father occasionally quoted scripture, and one of his favorites was “When I became a man, I put away childish things.” We did not have childish things.


While we had the trappings of a middle-class lifestyle, our family’s financial circumstances were often precarious. Dependent on the inconsistent occupancy of the rental units and 

my mother’s faculty salary, which was barely $30,000, Papa negotiated discounted rates for the indoor court time at the local tennis club, and discounted rates for the private piano and violin lessons with university professors. We never bought new clothes or went to the mall. When we got older, we had to darn our socks, learning how to thread a needle and sew. It was a rare treat to go to Ding-a-Ling, a local consignment store that smelled of old White people’s clothes, old stuff, and old people, to buy something old for ourselves. I only remember one dress that I wore as a little girl to church; there was rarely an occasion to dress up or to feel beautiful and precious.
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		Archival material for Blackwildgirl, including journals, photos, letters, and manuscript drafts, April 6, 2023. Photo credit: Menah Prattt



		Menah Pratt, photoshoot at Virginia Tech, 2022, in my favorite dress. Photo credit: Golder Baah
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