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In the late 1800s and into 
the early 1900s there was a 
big trend of exhibitions and 
world’s fairs that celebrated 
the past and looked opti-
mistically to the future. The 
first ever world’s fair, called 
the Centennial Exposition, 
took place in Philadelphia 
in 1876 and was attended by 
more than 8 million people 
from around the world.

Unfortunately, the world’s 
fair has a long histor y of 
racism. Early world’s fairs 
put people of color from 
around the world on display 
as part of exhibitions. Later 
world’s fairs relegated Afri-
can American exhibitors to 
less desirable locations. At 
the Chicago World’s Fair in 
1933, “African Americans 
were shoved in the back 
in little shanties and they 
couldn’t even come to the 
main part,” said Joyce Hill 
Stoner, director of preserva-
tion studies at Winterthur 
Museum in Delaware.

After years of work, the 
1940 American Negro Expo-
sit ion in Chicago f inally 
put the spotlight on Afri-
can-American heroes, both 
the historic and of that time. 
The event featured 12-foot-
long murals and 33 diora-
ma boxes. The boxes were 
about three feet long with a 
curved backdrop. The cre-
ations depict scenes as far 
back as the construction of 
the Sphinx in Egypt some 
4,500 years ago. They trace 
African American history 
from the arrival of the first 
enslaved people in Virginia 
in 1619 to the Reconstruc-

tion era following the Civil 
War.

The exhibits were on dis-
play for two months in 1940, 
and though attendance was 
low, it inspired educators in 
the region to improve their 
teaching of African Ameri-
can history.

“It was very successful in 
that Chicago teachers came 
in and said, ‘Oh, we are 
not doing well by teaching 
African American history,’” 
Stoner said. “One woman 
put together a whole curric-
ulum based on the dioramas 
which circulated for quite 
some time.”

Most of what was created 
for these fairs was designed 
to be temporary. Even the 
Eif fel Tower, which was 
built for the 1889 Exposition 

Universelle in Paris, was 
supposed to be taken down 
20 years after it was built. 
That was also true for the 33 
dioramas that were on dis-
play in Chicago in 1940.

The dioramas were res-
cued from being destroyed 
by artist Charles Dawson, 
who helped organize the 
exposition. Following the 
exposition, Dawson trans-
ported 20 of the 33 diora-
mas by truck from Chica-
go to Tuskegee, Alabama 
where he was starting work 
as a teacher. “They were 60% 
destroyed when they got 
to Tuskegee,” Stoner said. 
“They went bumpety-bump 
on the truck and fell over, 
and little heads fell off and 
what not.”

For decades, the diora-

mas remained hidden in 
a n A laba ma ba sement . 
Now, met icu lous resto-
ration work is under way 
at Winterthur Museum. A 
diorama depicting Harlem 
Hel l f ig hters f ig ht i ng i n 
France during World War 
I is getting spruced up and 
repaired by the museum’s 
conservation staff.

“I break the hearts of our 
visitors telling the story of 
this because the African 
A mer ican soldiers were 
not allowed to fight in the 
U.S. They had to dig the 
trenches which were very 
important for W W I war-
fa re,” Stoner sa id. “T he 
French were short a bat-
talion so they asked, and 
they got the 369th Infantry 
Division from New York, 

who became known as the 
Harlem Hellfighters. Ger-
ma ny n ick na med t hem 
because they were so hard 
to fight.”

K iera Hammond, who 
attended Howard Univer-
sity, worked on the diora-
ma depicting the Boston 
Massacre and the death of 
Crispus Attucks, a Black 
man believed to be the first 
American killed in the Rev-
olutionary War. “I was able 
to repair some of the sky-
line there just by trying to 
color match what pigments 
are currently there, to make 
sure it blends in cohesively 
with the background,” she 
said.

For Hammond, bringing 
these dioramas back to life 
is also breathing new life 
into the stories they tell.

“It’s this buried or hidden 
treasure because it’s been 
forgotten, even though it’s 
very prominent and mon-
umental within the com-
munity,” Hammond said. 
“Having the opportunity to 
work on these projects, it’s 
just been beyond, beyond 
rewarding, like very breath-
taking.”

For intern Chanise Epps, 
who studied at Texas South-
ern University, uncovering 
these pieces that have been 
out of sight for decades 
serves as a metaphor for 
stories of African American 
history that’s been similar-
ly hidden away. “I think the 
importance of conservation 
is to awaken the narrative, 
because there’s so many 
narratives out here,” she 
said. “We kind of get pushed 
on this mainstream, so we 
don’t see all the other things 

that are going around.”
While Epps is now explor-

ing a career as an artist in 
Brooklyn following her work 
in Delaware, Hammond is 
now interning at the Smith-
sonian National Museum of 
African Art, specializing in 
art preservation.

And that’s the larger goal 
of the restoration effort: 
encouraging African Ameri-
can art students to study the 
chemistry and art history 
needed to work in conser-
vation.

Only 1 to 2% of conserva-
tors are African American, 
Stoner said. “So by these 
displays, by our tours and 
by the four students we’re 
accepting each June to work 
on the dioramas, we’re get-
ting more African Ameri-
can undergrads excited, we 
hope, about the rather com-
plicated background you 
need as a conservator.”

“No one ca n tel l you r 
story like you,” Hammond 
said. “Inclusion is definitely 
important, diversity is defi-
nitely important, so that we 
can maintain the longevity 
of art work.”

This summer, interns are 
expected to work on a diora-
ma depicting the construc-
tion of the Sphinx in Egypt. 
They’ll visit the 3,000 year 
sphinx at the University of 
Pennsylvania as part of that 
effort.

Once they’re finished, the 
dioramas will be on display 
at the Legacy Museum in 
Alabama, which focuses on 
the history and consequenc-
es of slavery and racism in 
America.
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The members of the Pennsylvania Legisla-
tive Black Caucus recently announced a plan 
to push back against the bloody tide of gun 
violence.

Taking a symbolic, but not less important, 
step out of the gate, Reps. Ed Gainey, D-Al-
legheny, and Brian Kirkland, D-Delaware, 
were named co-chairs of the caucus’ anti-gun 
violence subcommittee.

For Gainey, who lost his sister to gun vio-
lence after she rejected a man’s advances, it’s 
a matter that hits close to home.

“My sister’s life was tragically cut short for 
simply standing her ground and telling a man 
no. Her memory guides me in ensuring no 
other woman or person is innocently gunned 
down for their right to live,” Gainey said in a 
statement.

“As legislators, it is our duty to protect and 
serve our constituents through the creation 
of comprehensive laws and initiatives. It’s 
imperative that we take the lead on lower-
ing the shockingly high rates of gun violence 
that is ending countless lives across the state. 
Lives depend on it and it’s on us. I’m excited 
to continue spearheading these efforts, but in 
a larger role.”

State’s Black 
Caucus targets 
gun violence

Sen. Art Haywood speaks alongside gun 
control advocates on National Gun Violence 
Awareness Day.

SEPTA’s new general manager 
aims for commuter satisfaction

Leslie S. Richards is second woman to serve in 
position for nation’s sixth-largest transit agency

From top left, Carla Showell-Lee, SEPTA Director Media Relations and Elvira Mendez, SEPTA Public Information Manager. From bottom 
right, Flora Castillo, President Pivot Strategies, LLC and Leslie S. Richards, SEPTA General Manager. — SUBMITTED PHOTO
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HBCU students restore 1940s Black art 

Chanise Epps works on a diorama exhibit featuring Matthew Henson’s trip to the North Pole 
at Winterthur Museum near Wilmington, Delaware. — WINTERTHUR MUSEUM PHOTO
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Montgomery County passengers may be 
pleased to learn that the new SEPTA gener-
al manager is a fellow resident who enjoys 
commuting to the agency’s headquarters in 
downtown Philadelphia via the public trans-
portation system that she now oversees.

Leslie Richards, who succeeded Jeffrey 
Knueppel in January, is the second woman 
to serve in the position for the nation’s 
sixth-largest transit agency in the United 
States. Last May, SEPTA approved a $1.49 
billion operating budget and a $675 million 
capital budget to manage its more than 190 
lines, nearly 2,300 vehicles and about 450 
miles of track.

It has been more than a decade since the 
last woman headed the agency. Faye Moore 
had that honor, serving as the first woman 
and the first Black general manager from 
2002 until she retired in 2008.

“I’ve always wanted to make communities 
better and improve the quality of life of those 


