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NOW, IT’S PERSONAL


IN EARLY 2008, REPORTER SOLEDAD O’BRIEN took an amazing journey. In nearly 20 years as a broadcaster she had covered hundreds of stories. But none seemed as personal and as vital as this one. Over a series of months, Soledad traveled across the United States to report about the lives of African Americans for a new documentary called Black in America.


From Maine to Florida, North Carolina to California, Soledad and her camera crew sought to capture the lives of black Americans in the 21st century. The year 2008 marked 40 years since the death of civil rights icon Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr. The program took a look at the progress and setbacks people of color had experienced since that fateful April day. The first episode in the series investigated King’s assassination itself.
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Soledad O’Brien appears at Little Rock Central High School while filming Black in America, a CNN documentary. The high school was the site of forced school desegregation during the Civil Rights Movement in 1957. Making the documentary not only helped Soledad explain the black experience to viewers but also explore her own racial heritage.





Beyond King’s murder, Black in America took an honest look at contemporary African-American experience. Soledad talked to single mothers, men in prisons, those suffering from HIV/AIDS, and others struggling to make ends meet.


A DEEPER TRUTH


Upon its debut in July 2008, critics praised the program as important. Among other things, critic Tom Shales singled out Soledad’s skills as an interviewer:
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Soledad’s impartial and engaging interview skills in the Black in America series won praise from critics. She was pleased that her professionalism was recognized, but as a biracial woman, she felt a deep connection to the program that went beyond her job as a reporter.





“O’Brien, an engagingly relaxed yet persistent interviewer, makes it plain from the outset that she is not looking for easy answers. . . . She reports the encouraging and the discouraging with dispassionate impartiality.”


For Soledad, the praise was welcome, yet her connection to Black in America went beyond sheer professional interest. As a biracial woman, the chance to tackle the thorny issue of race provided the opportunity to explore her own roots.




Blacks in America


The rich history of blacks in America began centuries ago when the slave trade brought thousands of West Africans across the Atlantic Ocean to North American shores. The generations forced to work Southern plantations saw their families and their dignity destroyed by racist policies. President Abraham Lincoln ended the practice by signing the Emancipation Proclamation in 1863, but widespread prejudice continued. Still, African Americans retained their own customs and ways of life; they also fought for acceptance and equal rights.


Even before the Civil Rights Movement of the 1950s and 1960s, blacks fought and died in American wars and helped build the nation through industry, art, and intellect. While leaders such as Martin Luther King and Malcolm X became icons, other unsung heroes and artists paved the way for contemporary black America as well. Together, they reveal an important truth: the black experience and the American experience cannot be separated.





A quick rise through the television ranks had brought Soledad to MSNBC’s weekend morning show The Site. This led to reports for the highly rated Today Show and the NBC Nightly News. Soledad later took a high-profile job with CNN, the all-news cable network, and its show American Morning. This afforded her chances to cover stories ranging from the Iraq War to Hurricane Katrina. Bright, beautiful, and driven, Soledad was quickly recognized for her on-air skills and dedication to her stories. She not only asked the hard questions, she also appeared willing to make uncommon sacrifices to follow her stories.


In late 2004, only months after giving birth to twins, Soledad traveled to Thailand to cover the aftermath of a devastating tsunami that killed 225,000 people. She also anchored the coverage of Palestinian leader Yasser Arafat’s funeral. Soledad was everywhere, working hard to juggle a rewarding family life with the career she loved.


Awards followed. The Katrina team, of which she was a part, won a George Foster Peabody Award for excellence in journalism. Her tsunami work earned an Alfred I. DuPont Award. In 2007, Soledad also won a Gracie Allen Award for coverage of the Middle East conflict.


SETBACK AND TRIUMPH


Then, in April 2007, things changed dramatically for Soledad when CNN swiftly replaced her on American Morning. No longer seen as the fresh face in TV news, Soledad looked like just another ratings casualty. Even industry insiders were shocked at the sudden move.


Yet, after nearly two decades, Soledad understood the business all too well. Her new freedom allowed her to pursue the stories she found most meaningful. She worked on the documentary Children of the Storm with acclaimed director Spike Lee. She covered exit polling during the 2008 presidential primaries and election, and reported from the historic inauguration of the nation’s first African-American president.
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