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SPORTS MOGULS CARVE 
OUT PUBLIC SPOILS
Adams and Hochul give the powerful what they want. You pay the Bills.

By Ross Barkan

W
hen Mayor Eric Adams announced 
that he would permit unvaccinated 
New York–based athletes and enter-
tainers to perform in stadiums and 
arenas while keeping a private sector 

mandate in place for everyone else, he man-
aged to infuriate conservatives and liberals 
alike. Sports fans, desperate for the unvacci-
nated Kyrie Irving or the (probably) unvac-
cinated Aaron Judge to play at home, 
rejoiced, though there was plenty of unease 
about the untold number of vendors, jani-
tors, and stadium employees who’d had to 
get vaccinated against Covid or lose their 
jobs altogether. 

Adams, in March, defended the double 
standard on grounds that were somewhat 
understandable. Since he’d decided, earlier 
that month, to end the required vaccine 
passport for indoor activities—following the 
lead of other major cities—a strange specta-
cle had been created of the unvaccinated Ir-
ving being permitted to enter Barclays 
Center but not to take the court with his 
team. Meanwhile, unvaccinated players 
from other cities were allowed to play at Bar-
clays and Madison Square Garden. The pri-
vate sector rule did not apply to them. 

For a short while it had seemed that Ad-
ams would be willing to ignore the cries of 
local sports fans and team owners. He had 
already fired more than a thousand public 
sector workers who’d refused vaccination. 
He was in deep, defending a policy created 
by his predecessor, Bill de Blasio. Though 
other large cities take Covid protocols seri-
ously, New York is the only place in the U.S. 
that mandates Covid vaccination for public 
and private sector employees. It was a stan-
dard Adams appeared ready to safeguard 
indefinitely. 

Instead, opening day loomed—and it be-
came clear which power brokers in the 
sports world really mattered. Both the Yan-
kees and the Mets have unvaccinated play-
ers, and ownership of both teams did not 
want to see their stars barred from playing 
home games. Mets owner Steve Cohen, a 
hedge-fund billionaire, had already contrib-
uted $1.5 million to a super PAC backing Ad-
ams last year. For the Yankees, it was team 
president Randy Levine, a former deputy 
mayor under Rudy Giuliani, taking the lead 
in negotiations. Both men were determined 
not to let Adams keep superstars like Judge 
and Jacob deGrom from playing in front of 
hometown fans. Too much money was at 
stake. 

Derided as the “Kyrie Carve Out,” Ad-

ams’s decision was really about bowing to 
the power of the Yankees and Mets. The 
problem, of course, is that it really was hypo-
critical to subject working-class New York-
ers to a vaccine mandate that did not apply 
to millionaire athletes. If Adams wanted to 
be a just leader, he really had two options: 
End the private sector mandate altogether, 
or keep enforcing it for everyone. Many on 
the left wanted the latter choice, though 
there were arguments for ditching the pri-

vate sector mandate in that arena too.
Nearly 88% of adult New Yorkers are 

fully vaccinated. Realistically, this number 
cannot be pushed much higher, and no mat-
ter what happens, there will always be vac-
cine holdouts. Omicron already tore 
through this highly vaccinated city over this 
past winter. The vaccines are great at keep-
ing people out of the hospital, but don’t do 
much to stop the spread of highly conta-
gious variants. The city must do more to en-
courage booster shots and ensure that the 
most vulnerable New Yorkers—the elderly, 
especially—are vaccinated and boosted. A 
vast majority of the people who have died of 
Covid are 65 or older. 

Public health officials don’t want to walk 
away from the private sector mandate, 
though other large cities, such as Boston, 
Chicago, and Los Angeles, don’t have them. 
The Police Benevolent Association, the 

NYPD’s largest union, is suing the city over 
the firing of unvaccinated cops, and has ar-
gued in court that Adams’s “carve out” for 
athletes and entertainers was arbitrary, un-
dermining any rationale for the policy. 
There’s a small possibility that the PBA 
could win in court, scrapping both the pri-
vate and public sector mandates. 

In the meantime, Adams has hoped to 
push past the controversy and focus on other 
matters, like the city’s rising crime rate. His 
decision-making, though, reflects his priori-
ties—and what kind of mayor he’s actually 
been so far. A product of the outer-borough 
working class, Adams has begun to sell out 
the very communities that voted for him. 
The bus driver from South Jamaica was held 
to a very different vaccination standard than 
the New York Yankees outfielder. No ex-
emption was made for the Barclays Center 
hot dog vendor. Adams wouldn’t even con-
sider it. 

In part, that’s because he’s enraptured by 
high society. As a candidate for mayor, he 
was happy to fundraise from real estate and 
Wall Street elites. He proudly ventures out to 
expensive nightclubs and parties with celeb-
rities. None of this would be a problem if he 

were a genuine populist, a progressive with a 
certain sartorial flair who still managed to 
deliver for vulnerable New Yorkers. But Ad-
ams is not a true populist. He merely plays 
one on television. In June, the Rent Guide-
lines Board will decide how much to hike 
rent on the more than one million tenants 
who live in rent-stabilized apartments. Ad-
ams, a landlord himself, is largely sympa-
thetic to building owners. 

It’s likely rents will rise significantly next 
year; landlords have been grumbling about 
growing fuel and maintenance costs while 
smarting from years of rent freezes under 
the de Blasio administration. They want 
payback and Adams appears ready, through 
his appointees, to deliver for them. On April 
14, the Rent Guidelines Board released re-
ports recommending rent increases of 2.7% 
to 4.5% on one-year leases for rent-stabi-
lized units, and 4.3% to 9% on two-year 

leases. The ranges are starting points, and 
the board is free to ignore the suggestions. 
One thing is sure, Adams will not be advo-
cating for rent freezes as de Blasio did. 

Three months ago, the state ended its 
pandemic-induced eviction moratorium. 
Predictably, cases piled up in housing 
court—so many that now legal services 
groups such as the Legal Aid Society say 
they can’t keep up with demand from ten-
ants in need of legal representation. Rent 
hikes on stabilized apartments will only 
worsen this problem in the months to come. 
Adams has been mostly silent on the mat-
ter. His ally in Albany, Governor Kathy Ho-
chul, ended the moratorium and has 
continued, in other ways, to prioritize the 
wealthy over the working class. She ignored 
the demands of Democrats in the legisla-
ture and scrapped a new housing voucher 
program for the homeless from the state 
budget. Instead, she engineered a billion-
dollar taxpayer giveaway to the billionaire 
owners of the Buffalo Bills, who were 
threatening to move the football team if 
they didn’t get a new stadium. It is the larg-
est public subsidy for a football stadium in 
American history; the egregious deal was 
brokered in secret and rushed into the state 
budget shortly before the fiscal deadline. 
Lawmakers had little choice but to rubber-
stamp the agreement, because Hochul had 
baked it into a $220 billion fiscal document. 
It was a dare to Democrats—if you vote 
against the Bills deal, you vote down fund-
ing for childcare and public education. 

Many progressives did vote against the 
budget, but not enough to derail it. Hochul 
had her victory. It was another reminder 
that the extremely wealthy owners of sports 
franchises can always get what they want 
out of government. When the pressure 
came, Adams and Hochul buckled, and the 
working class was ignored again.

Ross Barkan is an author and journalist 
from New York City.
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CAN WARS BE WON 
WITHOUT WAR?
During the Vietnam War, Francesco Da Vinci was a conscientious 
objector. We talk to him about the vulnerability of Russian
protestors now.
By Frank Pizzoli

S
ixties peace activist Francesco Da Vinci 
has great respect for the Russian people 
who are bravely protesting their coun-
try’s current war against Ukraine. He 
has chronicled his own struggles as a 

conscientious objector to the Vietnam War in 
his memoir, I Refuse to Kill: My Path to Nonvi-
olent Action in the 1960s. (In addition to his 
activism, for more than 20 years Da Vinci 
was a celebrity portrait photographer in New 
York City; he had a host of boldfaced clients, 
including Voice cofounder Norman Mailer.)

Da Vinci’s ’60s war resistance and non-
violent approach to resolving conflict are 
relevant today. Some Ukrainians are resist-
ing by refusing their government’s con-
scription of all men between the ages of 18 
and 60. Some Russians are protesting their 

government’s invasion of Ukraine, court-
ing prison terms, state violence, and even 
death. Putin’s shutdown of independent 
media in order to efficiently push false in-
vasion reporting through state-supported 
news will lead, some pundits conjecture, to 
his eventual downfall if Russian citizens 
learn the truth. Yet, for now, he remains 
firmly in power.

Although not identical (historical events 
never are), as in the ’60s, the “nuclear op-
tion” is the wild card. In his memoir, Da 
Vinci recounts one U.S. government official 
saying, at the time of the Vietnam War: “I 
have a mortal fear of nuclear attack from 
Russia. It could come at any time, even as 
we’re speaking. At least the draft will make 
that less likely. It’s a deterrent.”

Da Vinci spoke by phone with the Voice 
about the current struggles of those Russians 
who oppose Putin’s invasion. (This interview 
has been edited for length and clarity.)

Frank Pizzoli: How do you feel about re-
leasing your memoir in current times? 
[The memoir was published in November 
2021]. 

Da Vinci: This is my memoir of healing, 
which we need because the message of non-
violence is being lost. I kept a journal for 11 
years [1960 to ’71] of the polarized times we 
call the ’60s, an often discredited, misun-
derstood time. My memoir notes that the 
1960s era was nothing less than a cultural 
and political revolution. And with so many 
jam-packed major changes in only a de-
cade, one wondered if history’s drama had 
reached its zenith.

Putin escalates; the West sanctions. Mean-
while, the Washington Post reports that 
Russia House Restaurant and Lounge, in 
Washington, D.C., was vandalized, with 
three broken windows, and owner Aaron 
McGovern thought this was linked to oppo-
sition to Russia attacking Ukraine. The 
owners of West Village eatery Sveta are told 
to “go home.” 

The present-day discrimination of Rus-
sia reflects the Pavlovian impulse of people 
to hate whoever the current “enemy” is at a 
point in time. Remember, Putin’s inhumane 
actions are not the actions and values of all 
Russian people. New Yorkers that are dis-
criminating against American Russians are 

creating unnecessary and misguided con-
flict themselves. They are escalating divi-
siveness and hatred. It would be much more 
constructive if anti-Russian New Yorkers 
had dialogue with American Russians, and 
helped Ukrainian refugees by donating to 
organizations like the Red Cross and the 
UN Refugee Agency.

As we speak, about 200,000 Russians are 
thought to have fled Russia. What do fleeing 
Russians fear?

Being forced into military service, or they 
simply hate the increasing authoritarianism 
and economic havoc. There will likely be a 
brain drain, with young professionals leav-
ing in greater numbers. Putin put a spin on it, 
calling the migration a necessary “detoxifi-
cation” of “scum” and “traitors.”

Russian antiwar protestors are especially 
vulnerable to reprisals due to new so-called 
“fake news” laws—they fear retaliation for 
speaking the truth about the invasion, which 
Putin calls a Special Military Operation.

How can fleeing and staying-in-place Rus-
sians be supported?

By backing them up on social media, es-
pecially the “activists-in-exile.” Those that 
resettle in democratic nations often have 
access to media to call for change. There’s 
an organization called the Free Russia Fo-
rum which unites Russian activists abroad 
to work for political change in Russia.

Fox News host Tucker Carlson told viewers 
that conservatives have no beef with Putin; 
the real enemy is the American left. Should 
conservatives have a beef with Putin? Is the 
American left an obstacle in any way re-
garding Putin?

Senator James Risch (R-Idaho) coun-
tered with “We [Americans] side always 
with countries that are democracies.” Cur-
rently, there is bipartisan support to impose 
more sanctions on Russia. With sanctions, I 
think we must always remember they affect 
everyone’s quality of life, not just those at 
whom they’re directed.

How does NATO figure into your thinking?
Noam Chomsky has called for “strategic 

empathy” and thinking things through, not-
ing that we go to war way too easily. The left 
questions the military-industrial complex 
that myopically focuses on profits at the ex-
pense of We the People. Stop the focus on 
“lethal aid” to countries compared to long-
term nonmilitary aid. Convert our war 
economy to a peace economy. 

Peace Talk “Get o�  your butt 
and be the change 
you want to see in 
the world. Resist 
oppressors, but 
nonviolently; 
undermine the 
invaders.”

Da Vinci and his girlfriend were among the throng who marched on the Pentagon to protest the Vietnam War in October 1967.

C
ourtesy Francesco D

a Vinci



M
ay 20

22 
The V

illage Voice 

7

        

LIVE IN CONCERT 
FROM BROADWAY'S BEATLEMANIA  

BEATLES BRUNCH
ULTIMATE 

BEATLES BRUNCH
ULTIMATE 

BEATLES BRUNCH
ULTIMATE 

BEATLES BRUNCH
EVERY SUNDAYEVERY SUNDAYEVERY SUNDAYEVERY SUNDAYEVERY SUNDAY

ALL AGES  •  BRUNCH BUFFET  •  BOT TOMLESS DRINK PACKAGES  •  group PACKAGES 

25 11TH AVE AT HUDSON RIVER PARK  • CITYWINERY.COM/NEWYORK

P R E S E N T E D  B Y

AND MANY MORE

THE PREMIER 
FESTIVAL OF 
INTERNATIONAL 
LITERATURE 
AND IDEAS
FEATURING:

AYAD AKHTAR
MARIO BELLATIN
FATIMA DAAS
NATALIE DIAZ
CHERIE DIMALINE
JENNIFER EGAN
DAVID GROSSMAN
ABDULRAZAK GURNAH
SAIDIYA HARTMAN
SHEILA HETI

MIEKO KAWAKAMI
EILEEN MYLES
MORGAN PARKER
IAIN REID
WARSAN SHIRE
GARY SHTEYNGART
LEÏLA SLIMANI
TRACY K. SMITH
KEVIN YOUNG
ALEJANDRO ZAMBRA

Visit the seventh annual Indie Lit Fair on Saturday, May 14, 
at Holley Plaza, Washington Square Park, 11 am.  

Free and open to the public.

CAN WARS BE WON 
WITHOUT WAR?
During the Vietnam War, Francesco Da Vinci was a conscientious 
objector. We talk to him about the vulnerability of Russian
protestors now.
By Frank Pizzoli

S
ixties peace activist Francesco Da Vinci 
has great respect for the Russian people 
who are bravely protesting their coun-
try’s current war against Ukraine. He 
has chronicled his own struggles as a 

conscientious objector to the Vietnam War in 
his memoir, I Refuse to Kill: My Path to Nonvi-
olent Action in the 1960s. (In addition to his 
activism, for more than 20 years Da Vinci 
was a celebrity portrait photographer in New 
York City; he had a host of boldfaced clients, 
including Voice cofounder Norman Mailer.)

Da Vinci’s ’60s war resistance and non-
violent approach to resolving conflict are 
relevant today. Some Ukrainians are resist-
ing by refusing their government’s con-
scription of all men between the ages of 18 
and 60. Some Russians are protesting their 

government’s invasion of Ukraine, court-
ing prison terms, state violence, and even 
death. Putin’s shutdown of independent 
media in order to efficiently push false in-
vasion reporting through state-supported 
news will lead, some pundits conjecture, to 
his eventual downfall if Russian citizens 
learn the truth. Yet, for now, he remains 
firmly in power.

Although not identical (historical events 
never are), as in the ’60s, the “nuclear op-
tion” is the wild card. In his memoir, Da 
Vinci recounts one U.S. government official 
saying, at the time of the Vietnam War: “I 
have a mortal fear of nuclear attack from 
Russia. It could come at any time, even as 
we’re speaking. At least the draft will make 
that less likely. It’s a deterrent.”

Da Vinci spoke by phone with the Voice 
about the current struggles of those Russians 
who oppose Putin’s invasion. (This interview 
has been edited for length and clarity.)

Frank Pizzoli: How do you feel about re-
leasing your memoir in current times? 
[The memoir was published in November 
2021]. 

Da Vinci: This is my memoir of healing, 
which we need because the message of non-
violence is being lost. I kept a journal for 11 
years [1960 to ’71] of the polarized times we 
call the ’60s, an often discredited, misun-
derstood time. My memoir notes that the 
1960s era was nothing less than a cultural 
and political revolution. And with so many 
jam-packed major changes in only a de-
cade, one wondered if history’s drama had 
reached its zenith.

Putin escalates; the West sanctions. Mean-
while, the Washington Post reports that 
Russia House Restaurant and Lounge, in 
Washington, D.C., was vandalized, with 
three broken windows, and owner Aaron 
McGovern thought this was linked to oppo-
sition to Russia attacking Ukraine. The 
owners of West Village eatery Sveta are told 
to “go home.” 

The present-day discrimination of Rus-
sia reflects the Pavlovian impulse of people 
to hate whoever the current “enemy” is at a 
point in time. Remember, Putin’s inhumane 
actions are not the actions and values of all 
Russian people. New Yorkers that are dis-
criminating against American Russians are 

creating unnecessary and misguided con-
flict themselves. They are escalating divi-
siveness and hatred. It would be much more 
constructive if anti-Russian New Yorkers 
had dialogue with American Russians, and 
helped Ukrainian refugees by donating to 
organizations like the Red Cross and the 
UN Refugee Agency.

As we speak, about 200,000 Russians are 
thought to have fled Russia. What do fleeing 
Russians fear?

Being forced into military service, or they 
simply hate the increasing authoritarianism 
and economic havoc. There will likely be a 
brain drain, with young professionals leav-
ing in greater numbers. Putin put a spin on it, 
calling the migration a necessary “detoxifi-
cation” of “scum” and “traitors.”

Russian antiwar protestors are especially 
vulnerable to reprisals due to new so-called 
“fake news” laws—they fear retaliation for 
speaking the truth about the invasion, which 
Putin calls a Special Military Operation.

How can fleeing and staying-in-place Rus-
sians be supported?

By backing them up on social media, es-
pecially the “activists-in-exile.” Those that 
resettle in democratic nations often have 
access to media to call for change. There’s 
an organization called the Free Russia Fo-
rum which unites Russian activists abroad 
to work for political change in Russia.

Fox News host Tucker Carlson told viewers 
that conservatives have no beef with Putin; 
the real enemy is the American left. Should 
conservatives have a beef with Putin? Is the 
American left an obstacle in any way re-
garding Putin?

Senator James Risch (R-Idaho) coun-
tered with “We [Americans] side always 
with countries that are democracies.” Cur-
rently, there is bipartisan support to impose 
more sanctions on Russia. With sanctions, I 
think we must always remember they affect 
everyone’s quality of life, not just those at 
whom they’re directed.

How does NATO figure into your thinking?
Noam Chomsky has called for “strategic 

empathy” and thinking things through, not-
ing that we go to war way too easily. The left 
questions the military-industrial complex 
that myopically focuses on profits at the ex-
pense of We the People. Stop the focus on 
“lethal aid” to countries compared to long-
term nonmilitary aid. Convert our war 
economy to a peace economy. 

Peace Talk “Get o�  your butt 
and be the change 
you want to see in 
the world. Resist 
oppressors, but 
nonviolently; 
undermine the 
invaders.”

Da Vinci and his girlfriend were among the throng who marched on the Pentagon to protest the Vietnam War in October 1967.

C
ourtesy Francesco D

a Vinci

An estimated 20,000 foreign volunteers 
from multiple countries have joined the 
fight against Russia. What do you have to 
say to them? Is pacifism practical at this 
moment? How can we tell them not to join 
the battle?

Zelenskyy calls the recruits an “interna-
tional legion.” Sometimes volunteers only 
escalate the conflict. Thousands of Ukrai-
nian men are avoiding the war. They are 
widely considered outcasts. During Viet-
nam, 30,000 to 50,000 U.S. men went to 
Canada, and over 600,000 illegally 
avoided the draft, some as COs. As I note 
in my memoir, “aspersions hurled at COs 
were even worse than those aimed at anti-
war marchers: “draft-dodgers,” “commie 
sympathizers,” “subversives,” “saboteurs 
of our country’s war effort.” Time will 
show us how Ukrainian war resisters are 
treated.

What positive role can progressives and/or 
the American left play in messaging?

By emphasizing these positions: Never 
stop diplomacy, even if Putin rejects it. By 
admitting our own hypocrisy when we deny 
our own war crimes and militarism. By 
meddling in the elections of other coun-
tries, we are hypocritical when we complain 
about Russia meddling in our elections.

We have distorted priorities, like Biden’s 
$813 billion military budget. Consider too 
our support for anti-democratic leaders that 
are autocratic, our defense of international 
law only when we happen to agree with it, 
and our secret support of dictators and end-
less shadow wars.

The progressive American left wants 
both military strength and ethical strength. 
It’s not enough for the government or anti-
war forces to be “against” policies that are 
undemocratic. We need a 
proactive government that 
actively seeks alternatives to 
violence, to war.

Speaking of the American 
left, explain to readers your 
encounters with Village 
Voice cofounder Norman 
Mailer.

Over 100,000 people gath-
ered at the Lincoln Memorial 
on October 21, 1967, to make 
their abhorrence for the Viet-
nam War public. My girlfriend 
Jane and I stood near the front 
of the march, just behind the 
line of notables, such as novel-
ist Norman Mailer and Dr. 
Benjamin Spock. Mailer had a 
premeditated plan to get ar-
rested at the Pentagon to 
show the press that it was not 
simply America’s youth 
against the Vietnam War. Nei-
ther Jane nor I had ever partic-
ipated in a march before.

Norman, I think it’s fair to 
say, was a volatile genius who 

was often on edge, erratic and combative. I 
knew that coming into my photoshoot with 
him, which he had commissioned. Yet, I 
was unprepared for what happened. Just af-
ter we were introduced, he said to me, “Six 
shots, no more, no less.” At first, I thought it 
was a joke, but it wasn’t. He counted every 
shot I took. Then, just before I was going to 
take shot number six, I lowered my camera 
and said, “How about seven shots? That’s 
just one more.” I half-expected Norman to 
walk off, but he smiled and said, “Okay, 
take your extra shot.”

Finally, Ukrainian poet Serhiy Zhadan told 
Lit Hub, “You’ve got to live somewhere you 
aren’t afraid to die.” Please square this with 
your pacifist belief system.

My role models were Gandhi, Einstein, 
Cesar Chavez, and Dr. King. As I write in my 
memoir: Each said in effect, Stop talking 
about the violence. Get off your butt and be 
the change you want to see in the world. Re-
sist oppressors, but nonviolently; under-
mine the invaders. I don’t believe in resisting 
by being passive; I believe in nonviolent ac-
tion. Without resorting to military violence, 
90% of the Jewish Danes survived the holo-
caust. We all face conflict, but it’s important 
how we react to that conflict. In my view, the 
most practical and moral way is by nonvio-
lent action. Means and ends. Each of us can 
choose the means by which we live. We can 
be passive and silent, we can resist militarily, 
or we can conscientiously resist violence—
not with being passive or silent, but with 
nonviolent action.

Frank Pizzoli is a journalist who has been 
covering politics, queer issues, health-
care, and literary celebrities for the past 
25 years.

Da Vinci’s portrait of Norman 
Mailer, one of the cofounders 
of the Village Voice. 

C
ourtesy Francesco D

a Vinci
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DO THE RIGHT THING: WILL 
THE SYSTEM THAT CREATED 
THE WAR ON DRUGS 
BECOME A SAVIOR?
A personal testimony on finding true equity in the cannabis marketplace

By Farrah Blake

W
hen I think about the War on Drugs, 
three images always come to my 
mind: the narcotics-based crime 
drama New Jack City, the iconic “This 
is your brain on drugs” commercial 

by Partnership for a Drug-Free America, and 
the night I was arrested for possession of 
marijuana in 2008, in Wayne, New Jersey, af-
ter seeing the latest Harold & Kumar movie, 
Escape from Guantanamo Bay.

Some people would describe Wayne as 
modern-day suburbia. However, I don’t 
think there is anything “modern” about a 
town where you can see an American flag 
and a Confederate flag hanging side by side 
on the front porch. But there I was, hand-
cuffed and scared straight—conscious of 
every move I made because I wanted to sur-
vive the interaction—sitting on the side of 
the road, preparing to go to jail because the 
police officer smelled marijuana. I knew my 
life had changed forever. 

Weeks before my court date, the prose-
cutor told me that the charge would be pos-
session of marijuana with a conditional 
discharge. But I was blindsided on that date 
when I learned that they planned to charge 
me with marijuana possession with intent 
to distribute it in a school zone. My only 
choices were serving up to three years in 
federal prison or paying a $1,700 fine. I had 
been working full-time at a True Religion 
clothing store and saving up for my first trip 
out of the country—the money I was saving 
for going to Paris saved me from going to 
federal prison. 

But let’s be honest, too many Black and 
Latino people would not be able to afford 
that fine, which is why we suffer the most un-
der America’s criminal justice system today. 

After my arrest and court date, I fell into a 
deep depression. I was pursuing an anatomy 
and physiology degree at Essex County Col-
lege, and my grades paid the price. I isolated 
myself and later dropped out of school be-
cause I had zero motivation. My PTSD and 
depression had a strong hold on me for years. 
I’d find myself having frequent panic attacks 
and being easily irritated when my therapist 
wanted me to discuss the event, all while har-

boring feelings of guilt and shame. During 
my depression, my mind would spiral, and I 
would contemplate the same questions over 
and over: What if I didn’t have the money? 
Why was my charge so severe if this was my 
first offense? And why are cops allowed to re-
move you from your vehicle for an odor?

The 2020 ACLU research report A Tale of 
Two Countries: Racially Targeted Arrests in the 
Era of Marijuana Reform states that from 
2010 to 2018, Black people were 3.45 times 
more likely to be arrested than whites for 
drug possession in New Jersey. Across the 
river, in New York, the numbers decreased 
slightly, with Black Americans 2.6 times 
more likely to be arrested. Regardless of the 
statistics, the mental harm associated with 
the drug war has created generational 
trauma (in people who still don’t know or un-
derstand how cannabis reform can now im-
prove their livelihoods). This was 
particularly true in New York, where, in 
1989, during the height of the drug war, for-
mer mayor Ed Koch suggested that the state 
turn defunct military bases into “boot camps 
to treat and discipline first-time drug offend-
ers and to punish repeat offenders.” At the 
time, lawmakers were looking for a cost-ef-
fective way to get drug dealers and users off 
the street; they wanted to cure the disease of 
drug use and distribution without examining 
how this virus impacted the minds, bodies, 
and souls of Black and Latino people. 

Fast forward to 2022, when New Jersey 
and New York have both legalized adult-use 
marijuana after years of failed attempts and 
stalled efforts. In the state of New Jersey, 
you can now possess up to six ounces of 

marijuana and consume it on your private 
property. In New York, you can possess up 
to three ounces of cannabis flower, and you 
can participate in home grow, unlike in the 
Garden State. Another game-changer for 
both states is that you can no longer have 
your vehicle searched just because police 
smell marijuana. 

In regard to social equity, there have 
been a lot of promises. Providing opportu-
nities in the market for entrepreneurs and 
small businesses from disadvantaged com-
munities impacted by the War on Drugs is 
the standard cannabis social equity tagline. 
The New Jersey Cannabis Regulatory, En-
forcement Assistance, and Marketplace 
Modernization Act (Bill A21) and New Jersey 
Bill A1897 collectively reshape the legal land-
scape for cannabis in the state. The Mari-
juana Policy Project, a national organization 
dedicated to legalizing cannabis, states on its 
website, “Taxes from New Jersey’s legal can-
nabis market will largely support goals to 
promote social equity. The law requires 70% 
of cannabis revenues to provide economic 
assistance and services to ‘impact zones,’ 
which are areas of the state disproportion-
ately affected by prior enforcement of can-
nabis criminalization laws.” 

New York’s Marijuana Regulation and 
Taxation Act (MRTA) establishes equity 
programs that will provide loans, grants, 
and incubator programs to ensure that peo-
ple from communities that have been dis-
proportionately impacted by marijuana 
prohibition, as well as small farmers, have a 
wide range of opportunities to participate in 

the newly legal industry. People with previ-
ous convictions for activities that are no lon-
ger criminalized will have their records 
automatically expunged by the MRTA. And 
New York promises that over 40% of adult-
use cannabis taxes will go to the New York 
State Community Reinvestment Act grant 
fund; the money from these taxes can 
change the trajectory for disproportionately 
affected Black and Latino communities, al-
lowing more access to mental health treat-
ment, after school and child care services, 
legal services to address post-incarceration 
reentry, community banking, financial lit-
eracy, services to address adverse child-
hood experiences, and adult education. 

But both New York and New Jersey’s 
adult-use bills fall short in places. Tosin 
Ajayi, founder of NYU’s CannaPolicy, which 
provides students with the tools and educa-
tion to responsibly advance cannabis legal-
ization, rebuild communities harmed by 
prohibition, and help develop the cannabis 
industry, is critical of the MRTA. She tells the 
Voice, “MRTA is the most progressive canna-
bis bill passed in the country; however, I 
think where the MRTA falls short is the mu-
nicipal opt-out. New York has seen over 50% 
of jurisdictions choose to opt out of allowing 
licenses for adult-use retail dispensaries and 
on-site cannabis consumption lounges 
within their communities. When localities 
draw a line in the sand, disassociating them-
selves from the legal adult-use market, it 
continues to fuel the negative stigma around 
the plant. Due to geographical limitations, it 
makes cannabis less accessible to consum-
ers and can impact the total sales and rein-
vested tax revenue into disproportionately 
impacted communities.” 

Orange, New Jersey, councilwoman Ja-
mie Summers-Johnson agrees wholeheart-
edly with Ajayi. Seventy-four percent of 
Orange residents voted for adult-use mari-
juana legalization in the November general 
election. Yet “due to the lack of education 
on cannabis consumption and its effect, as 
well as generational trauma surrounding 
the marijuana plant, we received pushback 
from other council members,” Summers-

Cannabis

Some people would describe Wayne as 
modern-day suburbia. However, I don’t 
think there is anything “modern” about 
a town where you can see an American 
fl ag and a Confederate fl ag hanging side 
by side on the front porch.

Farrah Blake 
on the job 

at Brwnbox, 
before Orange 

politicians 
pulled the plug.

Redens D
esrosiers

Johnson explains to the Voice. This push-
back by four other council members caused 
the city of Orange to ban adult-use mari-
juana. (The Voice reached out to those coun-
cil members for comment but received no 
reply.) Sixty-six percent of the population of 
Orange identifies as Black or African Amer-
ican, 28.4% as Hispanic or Latino, and 13.3% 
as white. At the moment, the longest-stand-
ing businesses in Orange are a White Cas-
tle, a liquor store that operates until 3 a.m., 
and two gentlemen’s clubs. “New Jersey has 
decided to invest 70% of revenue to impact 
zones. This revenue could have aided our 
community greatly, but since we opted out, 
we have to wait five years to opt back in,” 
Summers-Johnson concludes. 

In New York State, there is a bit more
optimism. Hadas Alterman, an attorney 
and founding partner at Plant Medicine Law 
Group, has led the law firm’s work with so-
cial equity clients in New York. Alterman be-
lieves that the MRTA deserves some 
applause, because New York is trying to 
make the cannabis industry more equitable. 
“MRTA is one of the best cannabis laws 
we’ve seen, and I want to make sure that 
people understand why, specifically in can-
nabis, it is so essential to the restoration of 
justice that the emerging market centers on 
the participation of communities of color,” 
Alterman tells the Voice. “Many people ask 
whether it is the government’s job to encour-
age market participation from a particular 
group of people, which I think is a fair ques-
tion. With cannabis, the answer is yes. 
Here’s why: Prohibitionist drug policies of 
the War on Drugs, promulgated and en-
forced by the government, have resulted in 
the mass incarceration of people of color. 
When you unjustly deprive people of their 
physical liberty, you can never give back 
those years of lost freedom. It is an unright-
able wrong. The least we can do, then, is en-
sure that people of color can benefit from 
the cannabis industry now that it is legal. Is 
that happening? No, not currently, not ac-
cording to the numbers. As a result of the 
War on Drugs, nearly 80% of people in fed-
eral prison and 60% of people in state prison 
for drug offenses are Black or Latino. How-
ever, 81% of cannabis business owners are 
white, nationally, and only 4.3% identify as 
African American.”

Recently, officials in New York an-
nounced that they plan to reserve 100 to 
200 retail cannabis licenses for people who 
have been convicted of marijuana-related 
offenses, or their relatives. On March 15, 
New Jersey’s Cannabis Regulatory Com-
mission (CRC) began accepting applica-
tions for licenses for cannabis dispensaries, 
stating that it plans to prioritize social equity 
businesses, diversely owned businesses, 
and microbusinesses. In a quote to Leafly, a 
website focused on cannabis use and edu-
cation, CRC spokeswoman Tonni-Anne 
Blake stated, “The CRC is committed to do-
ing everything we can to facilitate a diverse 
cannabis industry.” (Opening day of mari-
juana sales in New Jersey has been pushed 
back to sometime in May; says CRC com-
missioner Charles Barker, “We don’t want 
to rush this and get it wrong.”)

As New Jersey, like many adult-use 

states, tries to figure out how to do social eq-
uity the right way, I am personally motivated 
to make sure that Black and Brown people 
are elevated in the cannabis industry. I gave 
up on my dream to pursue a career in medi-
cine and I now work as the social media and 
community manager for Brwnbox, a Black-
owned CBD retail store and cannabis com-
munity center co-founded by Almaz 
Adeigbola and located in Orange, which 
serves cannabis patients across the country. 
In March 2021, Brwnbox received a notifica-
tion from the City of Orange informing us 
that it planned to close down all cannabis-
related businesses. We went into action by 
collecting comments from the community 
and participating in panels to understand 
why city council members wanted to ban 
cannabis businesses. Acting on these panels 
and watching councilwomen Summers-
Johnson and Adrienne Wooten rally to in-
form the community reminded me of why I 
started my journey in cannabis equity. 
Though we never received a clear under-
standing as to why certain council members 
were opposing cannabis sales, we did dis-
cover a lack of education about the mari-
juana plant in our community: Many people 
didn’t understand the difference between 
CBD and THC, or that the genetic makeup 
of the hemp plant contains non-psychoac-
tive properties. 

On April 20, 2021, Ordinance 14-2021, 
which “prohibit[s] all manner of marijuana-
related land use and development within 
the geographic boundaries of the City of Or-
ange Township,” was passed. As residents, 
we were shocked to learn that Orange’s city 
council had agreed to ban adult-use mari-
juana businesses—it felt like the council had 
ignored our needs. “I am a woman of faith,” 
says Adeigbola. “However, sometimes it’s 
hard to believe that the systems that created 
the War on Drugs will evolve to be the sav-
ior. [But] it’s easy to be optimistic in this in-
dustry when you know that your heart is for 
the people. No matter what happens, we 
know that our priorities align with provid-
ing fellowship, quality service, and healing 
to our community.” 

Farrah Blake is a cannabis advocate and 
proud pot parent. She is currently social 
media and community manager at Brwn-
box, a cannabis community center, where 
she helps clients find solutions for ail-
ments and curates educational opportuni-
ties for the digital community.

The longest-
standing 
businesses in 
Orange are a
White Castle, a 
liquor store that 
operates until 
3 a.m., and two 
gentlemen’s clubs.
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DO THE RIGHT THING: WILL 
THE SYSTEM THAT CREATED 
THE WAR ON DRUGS 
BECOME A SAVIOR?
A personal testimony on finding true equity in the cannabis marketplace

By Farrah Blake

W
hen I think about the War on Drugs, 
three images always come to my 
mind: the narcotics-based crime 
drama New Jack City, the iconic “This 
is your brain on drugs” commercial 

by Partnership for a Drug-Free America, and 
the night I was arrested for possession of 
marijuana in 2008, in Wayne, New Jersey, af-
ter seeing the latest Harold & Kumar movie, 
Escape from Guantanamo Bay.

Some people would describe Wayne as 
modern-day suburbia. However, I don’t 
think there is anything “modern” about a 
town where you can see an American flag 
and a Confederate flag hanging side by side 
on the front porch. But there I was, hand-
cuffed and scared straight—conscious of 
every move I made because I wanted to sur-
vive the interaction—sitting on the side of 
the road, preparing to go to jail because the 
police officer smelled marijuana. I knew my 
life had changed forever. 

Weeks before my court date, the prose-
cutor told me that the charge would be pos-
session of marijuana with a conditional 
discharge. But I was blindsided on that date 
when I learned that they planned to charge 
me with marijuana possession with intent 
to distribute it in a school zone. My only 
choices were serving up to three years in 
federal prison or paying a $1,700 fine. I had 
been working full-time at a True Religion 
clothing store and saving up for my first trip 
out of the country—the money I was saving 
for going to Paris saved me from going to 
federal prison. 

But let’s be honest, too many Black and 
Latino people would not be able to afford 
that fine, which is why we suffer the most un-
der America’s criminal justice system today. 

After my arrest and court date, I fell into a 
deep depression. I was pursuing an anatomy 
and physiology degree at Essex County Col-
lege, and my grades paid the price. I isolated 
myself and later dropped out of school be-
cause I had zero motivation. My PTSD and 
depression had a strong hold on me for years. 
I’d find myself having frequent panic attacks 
and being easily irritated when my therapist 
wanted me to discuss the event, all while har-

boring feelings of guilt and shame. During 
my depression, my mind would spiral, and I 
would contemplate the same questions over 
and over: What if I didn’t have the money? 
Why was my charge so severe if this was my 
first offense? And why are cops allowed to re-
move you from your vehicle for an odor?

The 2020 ACLU research report A Tale of 
Two Countries: Racially Targeted Arrests in the 
Era of Marijuana Reform states that from 
2010 to 2018, Black people were 3.45 times 
more likely to be arrested than whites for 
drug possession in New Jersey. Across the 
river, in New York, the numbers decreased 
slightly, with Black Americans 2.6 times 
more likely to be arrested. Regardless of the 
statistics, the mental harm associated with 
the drug war has created generational 
trauma (in people who still don’t know or un-
derstand how cannabis reform can now im-
prove their livelihoods). This was 
particularly true in New York, where, in 
1989, during the height of the drug war, for-
mer mayor Ed Koch suggested that the state 
turn defunct military bases into “boot camps 
to treat and discipline first-time drug offend-
ers and to punish repeat offenders.” At the 
time, lawmakers were looking for a cost-ef-
fective way to get drug dealers and users off 
the street; they wanted to cure the disease of 
drug use and distribution without examining 
how this virus impacted the minds, bodies, 
and souls of Black and Latino people. 

Fast forward to 2022, when New Jersey 
and New York have both legalized adult-use 
marijuana after years of failed attempts and 
stalled efforts. In the state of New Jersey, 
you can now possess up to six ounces of 

marijuana and consume it on your private 
property. In New York, you can possess up 
to three ounces of cannabis flower, and you 
can participate in home grow, unlike in the 
Garden State. Another game-changer for 
both states is that you can no longer have 
your vehicle searched just because police 
smell marijuana. 

In regard to social equity, there have 
been a lot of promises. Providing opportu-
nities in the market for entrepreneurs and 
small businesses from disadvantaged com-
munities impacted by the War on Drugs is 
the standard cannabis social equity tagline. 
The New Jersey Cannabis Regulatory, En-
forcement Assistance, and Marketplace 
Modernization Act (Bill A21) and New Jersey 
Bill A1897 collectively reshape the legal land-
scape for cannabis in the state. The Mari-
juana Policy Project, a national organization 
dedicated to legalizing cannabis, states on its 
website, “Taxes from New Jersey’s legal can-
nabis market will largely support goals to 
promote social equity. The law requires 70% 
of cannabis revenues to provide economic 
assistance and services to ‘impact zones,’ 
which are areas of the state disproportion-
ately affected by prior enforcement of can-
nabis criminalization laws.” 

New York’s Marijuana Regulation and 
Taxation Act (MRTA) establishes equity 
programs that will provide loans, grants, 
and incubator programs to ensure that peo-
ple from communities that have been dis-
proportionately impacted by marijuana 
prohibition, as well as small farmers, have a 
wide range of opportunities to participate in 

the newly legal industry. People with previ-
ous convictions for activities that are no lon-
ger criminalized will have their records 
automatically expunged by the MRTA. And 
New York promises that over 40% of adult-
use cannabis taxes will go to the New York 
State Community Reinvestment Act grant 
fund; the money from these taxes can 
change the trajectory for disproportionately 
affected Black and Latino communities, al-
lowing more access to mental health treat-
ment, after school and child care services, 
legal services to address post-incarceration 
reentry, community banking, financial lit-
eracy, services to address adverse child-
hood experiences, and adult education. 

But both New York and New Jersey’s 
adult-use bills fall short in places. Tosin 
Ajayi, founder of NYU’s CannaPolicy, which 
provides students with the tools and educa-
tion to responsibly advance cannabis legal-
ization, rebuild communities harmed by 
prohibition, and help develop the cannabis 
industry, is critical of the MRTA. She tells the 
Voice, “MRTA is the most progressive canna-
bis bill passed in the country; however, I 
think where the MRTA falls short is the mu-
nicipal opt-out. New York has seen over 50% 
of jurisdictions choose to opt out of allowing 
licenses for adult-use retail dispensaries and 
on-site cannabis consumption lounges 
within their communities. When localities 
draw a line in the sand, disassociating them-
selves from the legal adult-use market, it 
continues to fuel the negative stigma around 
the plant. Due to geographical limitations, it 
makes cannabis less accessible to consum-
ers and can impact the total sales and rein-
vested tax revenue into disproportionately 
impacted communities.” 

Orange, New Jersey, councilwoman Ja-
mie Summers-Johnson agrees wholeheart-
edly with Ajayi. Seventy-four percent of 
Orange residents voted for adult-use mari-
juana legalization in the November general 
election. Yet “due to the lack of education 
on cannabis consumption and its effect, as 
well as generational trauma surrounding 
the marijuana plant, we received pushback 
from other council members,” Summers-

Cannabis

Some people would describe Wayne as 
modern-day suburbia. However, I don’t 
think there is anything “modern” about 
a town where you can see an American 
fl ag and a Confederate fl ag hanging side 
by side on the front porch.

Farrah Blake 
on the job 

at Brwnbox, 
before Orange 

politicians 
pulled the plug.
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Johnson explains to the Voice. This push-
back by four other council members caused 
the city of Orange to ban adult-use mari-
juana. (The Voice reached out to those coun-
cil members for comment but received no 
reply.) Sixty-six percent of the population of 
Orange identifies as Black or African Amer-
ican, 28.4% as Hispanic or Latino, and 13.3% 
as white. At the moment, the longest-stand-
ing businesses in Orange are a White Cas-
tle, a liquor store that operates until 3 a.m., 
and two gentlemen’s clubs. “New Jersey has 
decided to invest 70% of revenue to impact 
zones. This revenue could have aided our 
community greatly, but since we opted out, 
we have to wait five years to opt back in,” 
Summers-Johnson concludes. 

In New York State, there is a bit more
optimism. Hadas Alterman, an attorney 
and founding partner at Plant Medicine Law 
Group, has led the law firm’s work with so-
cial equity clients in New York. Alterman be-
lieves that the MRTA deserves some 
applause, because New York is trying to 
make the cannabis industry more equitable. 
“MRTA is one of the best cannabis laws 
we’ve seen, and I want to make sure that 
people understand why, specifically in can-
nabis, it is so essential to the restoration of 
justice that the emerging market centers on 
the participation of communities of color,” 
Alterman tells the Voice. “Many people ask 
whether it is the government’s job to encour-
age market participation from a particular 
group of people, which I think is a fair ques-
tion. With cannabis, the answer is yes. 
Here’s why: Prohibitionist drug policies of 
the War on Drugs, promulgated and en-
forced by the government, have resulted in 
the mass incarceration of people of color. 
When you unjustly deprive people of their 
physical liberty, you can never give back 
those years of lost freedom. It is an unright-
able wrong. The least we can do, then, is en-
sure that people of color can benefit from 
the cannabis industry now that it is legal. Is 
that happening? No, not currently, not ac-
cording to the numbers. As a result of the 
War on Drugs, nearly 80% of people in fed-
eral prison and 60% of people in state prison 
for drug offenses are Black or Latino. How-
ever, 81% of cannabis business owners are 
white, nationally, and only 4.3% identify as 
African American.”

Recently, officials in New York an-
nounced that they plan to reserve 100 to 
200 retail cannabis licenses for people who 
have been convicted of marijuana-related 
offenses, or their relatives. On March 15, 
New Jersey’s Cannabis Regulatory Com-
mission (CRC) began accepting applica-
tions for licenses for cannabis dispensaries, 
stating that it plans to prioritize social equity 
businesses, diversely owned businesses, 
and microbusinesses. In a quote to Leafly, a 
website focused on cannabis use and edu-
cation, CRC spokeswoman Tonni-Anne 
Blake stated, “The CRC is committed to do-
ing everything we can to facilitate a diverse 
cannabis industry.” (Opening day of mari-
juana sales in New Jersey has been pushed 
back to sometime in May; says CRC com-
missioner Charles Barker, “We don’t want 
to rush this and get it wrong.”)

As New Jersey, like many adult-use 

states, tries to figure out how to do social eq-
uity the right way, I am personally motivated 
to make sure that Black and Brown people 
are elevated in the cannabis industry. I gave 
up on my dream to pursue a career in medi-
cine and I now work as the social media and 
community manager for Brwnbox, a Black-
owned CBD retail store and cannabis com-
munity center co-founded by Almaz 
Adeigbola and located in Orange, which 
serves cannabis patients across the country. 
In March 2021, Brwnbox received a notifica-
tion from the City of Orange informing us 
that it planned to close down all cannabis-
related businesses. We went into action by 
collecting comments from the community 
and participating in panels to understand 
why city council members wanted to ban 
cannabis businesses. Acting on these panels 
and watching councilwomen Summers-
Johnson and Adrienne Wooten rally to in-
form the community reminded me of why I 
started my journey in cannabis equity. 
Though we never received a clear under-
standing as to why certain council members 
were opposing cannabis sales, we did dis-
cover a lack of education about the mari-
juana plant in our community: Many people 
didn’t understand the difference between 
CBD and THC, or that the genetic makeup 
of the hemp plant contains non-psychoac-
tive properties. 

On April 20, 2021, Ordinance 14-2021, 
which “prohibit[s] all manner of marijuana-
related land use and development within 
the geographic boundaries of the City of Or-
ange Township,” was passed. As residents, 
we were shocked to learn that Orange’s city 
council had agreed to ban adult-use mari-
juana businesses—it felt like the council had 
ignored our needs. “I am a woman of faith,” 
says Adeigbola. “However, sometimes it’s 
hard to believe that the systems that created 
the War on Drugs will evolve to be the sav-
ior. [But] it’s easy to be optimistic in this in-
dustry when you know that your heart is for 
the people. No matter what happens, we 
know that our priorities align with provid-
ing fellowship, quality service, and healing 
to our community.” 

Farrah Blake is a cannabis advocate and 
proud pot parent. She is currently social 
media and community manager at Brwn-
box, a cannabis community center, where 
she helps clients find solutions for ail-
ments and curates educational opportuni-
ties for the digital community.

The longest-
standing 
businesses in 
Orange are a
White Castle, a 
liquor store that 
operates until 
3 a.m., and two 
gentlemen’s clubs.
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LIVE MUSIC | URBAN WINERY | RESTAURANT | BAR | PRIVATE EVENTS
NEW YORK • CHICAGO • NASHVILLE • ATLANTA • BOSTON 

WASHINGTON DC • PHILADELPHIA • HUDSON VALLEY
AT PIER 57 AT HUDSON RIVER PARK

        

view full calendar

4.25 
4.26

SHAWN COLVIN:  
STEADY ON 32ND 
ANNIVERSARY TOUR

4.29 SE REGALAN DUDAS  
LOVE TOUR

5.1 SHELBY LYNNE  
& ALLISON MOORER

5.14 NITTY GRITTY DIRT BAND

5.15 GAVIN DEGRAW:  
FULL CIRCLE TOUR

5.21
10TH ANNUAL 
NEW YORK ASIAN 
BURLESQUE FESTIVAL

5.22 CLOUD CULT

5.24 SANDRA BERNHARD

5.26 BODEANS

5.27 YAEL NAIM

5.28 WESLEY STACE’S 
CABINET OF WONDERS

6.12 JOSÉ FELICIANO

6.13 JAKE SHIMABUKURO

6.17 
6.18

ALEJANDRO ESCOVEDO  
& THE RANT BAND  
PLAY THE SONGS  
OF IAN HUNTER

6.22 JIM MESSINA

6.24
RICHIE FURAY  
OF BUFFALO SPRINGFIELD 
AND POCO

6.26 ERIC BENÉT  
(2 SHOWS)

 25 11TH AVE AT HUDSON RIVER PARK, NEW YORK, NY 10011 

      @CITYWINERYNYC / CITYWINERY.COM / 646.751.6033

 Melissa Etheridge  
One Woman Band

Candlebox Unplugged 
special guest Whole Damn Mess (2 shows)

Lyle Lovett  
& his Large Band (6 shows!)

 Darlene Love
Suzzy Roche & Lucy Wainwright Roche

special guests Ana Egge, Julie Gold  
& Loudon Wainwright III Mother’s Day show

4.26 TEOA WITH ALICE HOWE 
& FREEBO

4.27 MEIA + PIA PAEZ

4.28
SPILLING TEA 
WITH ZACK PETERS 
AND ADAM NEWELL

4.30 CONSIDER THE SOURCE

4.30 FIRE & FURY BURLESQUE: 
SPRUNG! (LATE SHOW)

5.1 READ650 “WHAT’S SO 
FUNNY?” (MATINEE)

5.1 THE GARCIA DIARIES  
LIVE SHOW

5.3 WE BANJO 3

5.9 Magic in a Bottle

5.10 Heather Land

5.11 UpDating

5.12 Scheananigans 
with Scheana Shay

5.15 Matt Andersen

5.16 The Carole King  
& James Taylor Story

5.17 The Bad Broadcast 
live show

5.18 The Youngtones

Rufus does Judy 
at City Winery

6.07 6.10
6.086.05

6.03
6.02

5.31
5.30

5.08

EXCLUSIVE PRESALE 
AC CESS,  NO T ICKETing 
FEES,  & more!

become a 

vinofile

5.07 5.08

5.20
5.19

5.18
5.17

T HE  LOF TT HE  LOF T
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BIKE RIDING 
IN NYC: TIPS 
FROM ONE 
WHO KNOWS
Musto rides the city streets, and 
wants to save your life
By Michael Musto

A
s someone who’s ridden a bicycle 
around NYC for decades and has 
ended up in every possible resulting 
mishap, let me assure you that I’m al-
ways anxious to pick myself up and get 

right back on my two-wheeler, even if I look 
like an older version of Steve Carell’s 
40-year-old virgin. Bike riding is good exer-
cise, it pumps your endorphins, and it’s a 
great way to view changes in the city up 
close. Best of all, everything feels 15 minutes 
away and I’m never late for an appointment. 
And, as they say, most accidents happen at 
home anyway. Besides, how else would you 
get around? As scary as bike riding can be in 
this city, it beats waiting for a subway to ar-
rive while desperately holding onto a column 
so no one can push you onto the tracks. And 
I’m here to tell you how to make it less scary. 
Here are my helpful biking tips.

Don’t get a Citi Bike 
Don’t be a sheeple. Buy your own bike. 

This way you’re not constantly searching 
for a station to pick up a bike, then finding 
an empty dock to return it to, followed by a 
walk home. What was the point of getting a 
bike in the first place? With your own bicy-
cle, you can go everywhere door to door 
while experiencing the pride of ownership. 
And if you truly think bringing the thing 
home would upset your feng shui, many 
buildings have bike racks in the basement, 
and if not, leaving it chained up outside is 
not as big a problem as you might think. Or 
hang it on the wall and say it’s a Duchamp!

When riding, never assume anything
Never assume that a pedestrian can’t ap-

pear out of nowhere and start running across 
the street, in the middle of the block, without 
even looking. Never assume that a pedes-
trian will use a crosswalk or that they won’t 
brazenly stride through a bike lane, oblivious 
to what it’s designated for. Never assume 
that a bike rider might not come barreling at 
you from the wrong direction and aim right 
for you, for no ap-
parent reason. And 

don’t assume that just because a bike rider 
has a helmet, lights, and a bell, they must be 
obsessively into safety; many times, they 
only care about their own. When you assume 
…  you know the rest.

Don’t do anything a car driver
wouldn’t do

Don’t speed. Don’t go through red 
lights. Don’t ride on the sidewalk. Don’t 
ride against traffic. Oh, you’ve seen car 
drivers do some of those things? Well, then 
don’t do anything they shouldn’t do. I’m 
still alive because, years ago, when I was 
riding westward, I couldn’t see oncoming 
traffic going south—it was whirring behind 
a wall—so I made a point of not taking my 
green light too literally. I waited a few extra 
beats before I went forward, and during 
that lull, sure enough, a huge truck went 
speeding through its red light and surely 
would have turned me into roadkill. Even 
when there isn’t a wall, I look both ways be-
fore heeding a green light, especially 
since—again—bike riders come at you like 
pinballs from all directions. Don’t let the 
terrorists win!

Watch out for “dooring”
Is it too soon for another “never as-

sume” item? Never assume that if a parked 
car looks empty and its lights aren’t on, 
there might not actually be someone in 
there and they might not be angling to do 
something brazen. “Dooring” happens 
when you’re riding past those parked cars 
and someone inside one of them flings the 
door open, making you go flying like a bil-
lionaire into outer space. The result is 

never pretty, and 
the suddenly bent 

car door is the least of the problems. If 
you’re thrown into the middle of the street 
by a careening door, you can easily end up 
ready for the next level of existence. To 
avert this situation, I advise that you stay at 
a careful distance from parked cars but also 
at a similar distance from traffic, maintain-
ing a delicate balance between the two 
hazardous areas. Also, don’t speed (re-
member?) and always be ready to make a 
quick stop. That way, you might not get 
doored, and if you do, you’ll be much better 
off than if you were zooming and couldn’t 
step on the brakes. The trick is to halt the 
process rather than get thrown under a 
moving van.

Use bike lanes, but with caution
You have to use the bike lane if the street 

has one; I once got a ticket for not doing so, 
not to mention car drivers screaming epi-
thets at me. And it’s a good idea to seek out 
streets that have those lanes. But a bike lane 
doesn’t make you automatically safe—far 
from it! I will never get tired of noting that 
other bike riders can be worse than car driv-
ers. Some of them are downright looney; 
they seem to think they’re above the law 
and beyond all decency. In the midst of a 
whole battalion of them, you might feel like 
you’ve landed in some kind of deadly, real-
life video game. Be vigilant—and don’t be-
come one of the demons, either.

Always be prepared for someone to
cut you off

I beg you to ride in a straight line as much 
as possible, rather than make any sudden 
swerves. You’d be amazed how many bike 
riders do not bother to ring a bell or say 
something like “I’m on your right” as they 

cut you off from behind while whooshing 
into the night. When that happens, you real-
ize that if you had veered even an inch off 
course, you would have been in very deep 
shit. You’d think these nutjobs would be 
afraid to provoke such accidents, but the 
truth is I never see them getting injured, 
only their victims. It’s one of the satanic giv-
ens about bike riding that the most aggres-
sive rulebreakers seem to be Teflon. As a 
result, whenever I spot reckless bike riders, 
I think, “Yikes! They must have a death 
wish … for me.”

Don’t ride in the middle
Sometimes you decide to cross the street, 

but the light changes when you’re in the 
middle, so you suddenly have to move in a 
perpendicular direction. And you’re in the 
midst of all the traffic! It’s a nightmare be-
cause you have to keep pedaling while hop-
ing the traffic on both sides of you doesn’t 
swipe your ass. The only good thing about 
this situation is that it provides excellent 
training for the staying-in-a-straight-line 
routine that I recommended in the previous 
rule. Even worse is when it’s a two-way 
street and you’re in the middle of vehicles 
going past you in both directions. Terrify-
ing! You’ve never prayed so hard for the 
light to turn red again! Just stick to the bike 
lane at all times, and if there isn’t one, stay 
on one side of the street.

Don’t run over the waitstaff
In this Covid era, there are outdoor din-

ing sheds and other alfresco eating areas ev-
erywhere you ride. If you see one, slow 
down and make sure you don’t run over a 
waiter holding today’s special. Come on, be 
a team player.

La Dolce Musto

Illustrations by Joaquín Aldeguer

Be wary of riding in bad weather
If you absolutely have to ride some-

where in a heavy rain, it’s better to wear a 
poncho that covers your head than to hold 
an umbrella. Riding while applying the 
pressure of only one hand is so challenging 
it should be a circus act. Been there! And if 
it’s a heavy snow, think twice before going 
out at all. I would only approve such a trek if 
your bike has thick, sturdy tires and if you 
vow not to make any sudden turns in the 
slush; that’s when the bike slides to the 
ground and makes you an unwilling snow 
angel. Riding in heavy snow also makes it 
impossible to spot those awful potholes in 
your future. But don’t Google Image “Mi-
chael Musto bike snow” or you’ll see a 
photo of me ignoring all of this and bravely 
riding through a blizzard to Fashion Week. 

The devil in Prada made me do it!

Avoid bus lanes
They’re for buses. And those drivers can 

be extremely territorial. One of them re-
cently barked, “Get back!” at me—and the 
whole neighborhood heard it because he 
had some kind of crazy sound system at the 
wheel. I dutifully obeyed, only to see the 
guy then plow through a red light.

Don’t hang bags from your handlebars
If you’ve just gone shopping, put the bags 

in either the bike’s basket or in a backpack or 
shoulder bag that’s attached to your being. 
Hanging bags from your handlebars risks 
them getting tangled in your wheels as you 
ride, making your groceries way less delecta-
ble, along with your life. Bag tangling usually 
results in the rider taking a nasty tumble, at 
which point you’ll be shopping for surgery.

Avoid smashed glass or gravel
If you see a mess of smashed granules 

ahead of you, do everything to (safely) 
swerve around them. Get off your bike and 
walk it on the sidewalk, if you need to. You 
might feel as if your bike can handle any-
thing, but when you ride over all that debris, 
it’s just a matter of time before you hear air 
hissing out of the tires. And if you listen 
closely, the hiss is saying, “Told you so!”

Get good locks
Having to constantly replace stolen bikes 

is a chronic nuisance that could drive you 
back to the subway pole. So make sure you 
safeguard your property, especially if it’s a 
valuable item (unlike my $169.99 girl’s pur-

ple Huffy, though I do treasure it). The locks 
might cost even more than the bike itself, 
but it’s worth the investment. Protect your 
baby from the desperados! Meanwhile, 
don’t half-park your bike; make sure to lock 
the frame and both wheels to a pole. Also, 
don’t park it on a deserted side street, where 
thieves do most of their dirty deeds because 
there are no witnesses. And avoid leaving it 
in front of a hotel or luxury residential 
building—they love to slash your tires to dis-
courage you from doing the same thing 
again. Wait, there’s more! Never park your 
bike over a grate: One slip of the hand and 
your keys are bye-bye. And don’t lock your 
bike against someone else’s in a way that 
makes it impossible for them to retrieve 
theirs if they come back first. If this has ever 
happened to you, you know how rage-mak-
ing it can be. But otherwise, just relax and 
be yourself, lol.

Don’t cruise
That is, don’t get distracted by attractive 

people! One of the hazards of bike riding in 
nice weather is that you spot all sorts of 
beauties on the street, and a perfectly hu-
man impulse is to swing your head around 
and get a better look. (Friends of mine do 
this all the time, I swear.) But that’s when ac-
cidents happen, because you’ve become dis-
tracted from the minutiae of your journey at 
hand. Now is not your time to search for a 
spouse—so just keep your eyes on the road, 
honey. You also should never respond to 
someone on the sidewalk who’s noticed you 
and is screaming your name as you ride by. 
Looking back and trying to do some kind of 
face-to-face can be extremely messy. My ad-
vice is just to scream a simple, quick greeting 
in response –“Hey!”—and keep riding. Be-
lieve me, whatever they have to say to you is 

not terribly important, since they’ve obvi-
ously waited for a chance encounter to say it. 
And there’s always Facebook.

If you’re a mature person, be
extra careful

I should know. As I mentioned, I’m not a 
PYT myself—in fact, I’m so old that when I 
was in school, there was no history class. At 
a roasting event a few years ago, a drag 
queen quipped, “Watching Michael Musto 
ride his bike these days is an act of assisted 
suicide.” Just a joke, and I was able to laugh 
because I know I take precautions. And I re-
member seeing venerable photographer 
Bill Cunningham on his bike; he was sure to 
ride in a glacially slow manner, to avoid 
breaking anything. Bill barely moved at 
all—yet he got where he needed to go! So 
don’t think your age should prevent you 
from being on the road, but do make sure 
that it’s not your last ride.

Be wary of e-bikes
They’re expensive, they’re heavy, and 

the battery needs frequent charging. And I 
just bought one! But relax, I’m keeping my 
Huffy too.  

If you see me coming at you, ride the 
other way!

I’m just sayin’.  

Michael Musto is best known for his out-
spoken Village Voice column “La Dolce 
Musto,” which began in 1984. (With the 
Voice’s return, he is delighted to be back as 
a contributor.) He writes a gossip column 
for Queerty, has penned four books, found 
himself on the Out100 list of the most influ-
ential LGBTQs, and is streaming in docs on 
Netflix, Hulu, Vice, and Showtime.

“Dooring” happens 
when you’re riding 
past those parked 
cars and someone 
inside one of them 
fl ings the door 
open, making 
you go fl ying like 
a billionaire into 
outer space.
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BIKE RIDING 
IN NYC: TIPS 
FROM ONE 
WHO KNOWS
Musto rides the city streets, and 
wants to save your life
By Michael Musto

A
s someone who’s ridden a bicycle 
around NYC for decades and has 
ended up in every possible resulting 
mishap, let me assure you that I’m al-
ways anxious to pick myself up and get 

right back on my two-wheeler, even if I look 
like an older version of Steve Carell’s 
40-year-old virgin. Bike riding is good exer-
cise, it pumps your endorphins, and it’s a 
great way to view changes in the city up 
close. Best of all, everything feels 15 minutes 
away and I’m never late for an appointment. 
And, as they say, most accidents happen at 
home anyway. Besides, how else would you 
get around? As scary as bike riding can be in 
this city, it beats waiting for a subway to ar-
rive while desperately holding onto a column 
so no one can push you onto the tracks. And 
I’m here to tell you how to make it less scary. 
Here are my helpful biking tips.

Don’t get a Citi Bike 
Don’t be a sheeple. Buy your own bike. 

This way you’re not constantly searching 
for a station to pick up a bike, then finding 
an empty dock to return it to, followed by a 
walk home. What was the point of getting a 
bike in the first place? With your own bicy-
cle, you can go everywhere door to door 
while experiencing the pride of ownership. 
And if you truly think bringing the thing 
home would upset your feng shui, many 
buildings have bike racks in the basement, 
and if not, leaving it chained up outside is 
not as big a problem as you might think. Or 
hang it on the wall and say it’s a Duchamp!

When riding, never assume anything
Never assume that a pedestrian can’t ap-

pear out of nowhere and start running across 
the street, in the middle of the block, without 
even looking. Never assume that a pedes-
trian will use a crosswalk or that they won’t 
brazenly stride through a bike lane, oblivious 
to what it’s designated for. Never assume 
that a bike rider might not come barreling at 
you from the wrong direction and aim right 
for you, for no ap-
parent reason. And 

don’t assume that just because a bike rider 
has a helmet, lights, and a bell, they must be 
obsessively into safety; many times, they 
only care about their own. When you assume 
…  you know the rest.

Don’t do anything a car driver
wouldn’t do

Don’t speed. Don’t go through red 
lights. Don’t ride on the sidewalk. Don’t 
ride against traffic. Oh, you’ve seen car 
drivers do some of those things? Well, then 
don’t do anything they shouldn’t do. I’m 
still alive because, years ago, when I was 
riding westward, I couldn’t see oncoming 
traffic going south—it was whirring behind 
a wall—so I made a point of not taking my 
green light too literally. I waited a few extra 
beats before I went forward, and during 
that lull, sure enough, a huge truck went 
speeding through its red light and surely 
would have turned me into roadkill. Even 
when there isn’t a wall, I look both ways be-
fore heeding a green light, especially 
since—again—bike riders come at you like 
pinballs from all directions. Don’t let the 
terrorists win!

Watch out for “dooring”
Is it too soon for another “never as-

sume” item? Never assume that if a parked 
car looks empty and its lights aren’t on, 
there might not actually be someone in 
there and they might not be angling to do 
something brazen. “Dooring” happens 
when you’re riding past those parked cars 
and someone inside one of them flings the 
door open, making you go flying like a bil-
lionaire into outer space. The result is 

never pretty, and 
the suddenly bent 

car door is the least of the problems. If 
you’re thrown into the middle of the street 
by a careening door, you can easily end up 
ready for the next level of existence. To 
avert this situation, I advise that you stay at 
a careful distance from parked cars but also 
at a similar distance from traffic, maintain-
ing a delicate balance between the two 
hazardous areas. Also, don’t speed (re-
member?) and always be ready to make a 
quick stop. That way, you might not get 
doored, and if you do, you’ll be much better 
off than if you were zooming and couldn’t 
step on the brakes. The trick is to halt the 
process rather than get thrown under a 
moving van.

Use bike lanes, but with caution
You have to use the bike lane if the street 

has one; I once got a ticket for not doing so, 
not to mention car drivers screaming epi-
thets at me. And it’s a good idea to seek out 
streets that have those lanes. But a bike lane 
doesn’t make you automatically safe—far 
from it! I will never get tired of noting that 
other bike riders can be worse than car driv-
ers. Some of them are downright looney; 
they seem to think they’re above the law 
and beyond all decency. In the midst of a 
whole battalion of them, you might feel like 
you’ve landed in some kind of deadly, real-
life video game. Be vigilant—and don’t be-
come one of the demons, either.

Always be prepared for someone to
cut you off

I beg you to ride in a straight line as much 
as possible, rather than make any sudden 
swerves. You’d be amazed how many bike 
riders do not bother to ring a bell or say 
something like “I’m on your right” as they 

cut you off from behind while whooshing 
into the night. When that happens, you real-
ize that if you had veered even an inch off 
course, you would have been in very deep 
shit. You’d think these nutjobs would be 
afraid to provoke such accidents, but the 
truth is I never see them getting injured, 
only their victims. It’s one of the satanic giv-
ens about bike riding that the most aggres-
sive rulebreakers seem to be Teflon. As a 
result, whenever I spot reckless bike riders, 
I think, “Yikes! They must have a death 
wish … for me.”

Don’t ride in the middle
Sometimes you decide to cross the street, 

but the light changes when you’re in the 
middle, so you suddenly have to move in a 
perpendicular direction. And you’re in the 
midst of all the traffic! It’s a nightmare be-
cause you have to keep pedaling while hop-
ing the traffic on both sides of you doesn’t 
swipe your ass. The only good thing about 
this situation is that it provides excellent 
training for the staying-in-a-straight-line 
routine that I recommended in the previous 
rule. Even worse is when it’s a two-way 
street and you’re in the middle of vehicles 
going past you in both directions. Terrify-
ing! You’ve never prayed so hard for the 
light to turn red again! Just stick to the bike 
lane at all times, and if there isn’t one, stay 
on one side of the street.

Don’t run over the waitstaff
In this Covid era, there are outdoor din-

ing sheds and other alfresco eating areas ev-
erywhere you ride. If you see one, slow 
down and make sure you don’t run over a 
waiter holding today’s special. Come on, be 
a team player.

La Dolce Musto

Illustrations by Joaquín Aldeguer

Be wary of riding in bad weather
If you absolutely have to ride some-

where in a heavy rain, it’s better to wear a 
poncho that covers your head than to hold 
an umbrella. Riding while applying the 
pressure of only one hand is so challenging 
it should be a circus act. Been there! And if 
it’s a heavy snow, think twice before going 
out at all. I would only approve such a trek if 
your bike has thick, sturdy tires and if you 
vow not to make any sudden turns in the 
slush; that’s when the bike slides to the 
ground and makes you an unwilling snow 
angel. Riding in heavy snow also makes it 
impossible to spot those awful potholes in 
your future. But don’t Google Image “Mi-
chael Musto bike snow” or you’ll see a 
photo of me ignoring all of this and bravely 
riding through a blizzard to Fashion Week. 

The devil in Prada made me do it!

Avoid bus lanes
They’re for buses. And those drivers can 

be extremely territorial. One of them re-
cently barked, “Get back!” at me—and the 
whole neighborhood heard it because he 
had some kind of crazy sound system at the 
wheel. I dutifully obeyed, only to see the 
guy then plow through a red light.

Don’t hang bags from your handlebars
If you’ve just gone shopping, put the bags 

in either the bike’s basket or in a backpack or 
shoulder bag that’s attached to your being. 
Hanging bags from your handlebars risks 
them getting tangled in your wheels as you 
ride, making your groceries way less delecta-
ble, along with your life. Bag tangling usually 
results in the rider taking a nasty tumble, at 
which point you’ll be shopping for surgery.

Avoid smashed glass or gravel
If you see a mess of smashed granules 

ahead of you, do everything to (safely) 
swerve around them. Get off your bike and 
walk it on the sidewalk, if you need to. You 
might feel as if your bike can handle any-
thing, but when you ride over all that debris, 
it’s just a matter of time before you hear air 
hissing out of the tires. And if you listen 
closely, the hiss is saying, “Told you so!”

Get good locks
Having to constantly replace stolen bikes 

is a chronic nuisance that could drive you 
back to the subway pole. So make sure you 
safeguard your property, especially if it’s a 
valuable item (unlike my $169.99 girl’s pur-

ple Huffy, though I do treasure it). The locks 
might cost even more than the bike itself, 
but it’s worth the investment. Protect your 
baby from the desperados! Meanwhile, 
don’t half-park your bike; make sure to lock 
the frame and both wheels to a pole. Also, 
don’t park it on a deserted side street, where 
thieves do most of their dirty deeds because 
there are no witnesses. And avoid leaving it 
in front of a hotel or luxury residential 
building—they love to slash your tires to dis-
courage you from doing the same thing 
again. Wait, there’s more! Never park your 
bike over a grate: One slip of the hand and 
your keys are bye-bye. And don’t lock your 
bike against someone else’s in a way that 
makes it impossible for them to retrieve 
theirs if they come back first. If this has ever 
happened to you, you know how rage-mak-
ing it can be. But otherwise, just relax and 
be yourself, lol.

Don’t cruise
That is, don’t get distracted by attractive 

people! One of the hazards of bike riding in 
nice weather is that you spot all sorts of 
beauties on the street, and a perfectly hu-
man impulse is to swing your head around 
and get a better look. (Friends of mine do 
this all the time, I swear.) But that’s when ac-
cidents happen, because you’ve become dis-
tracted from the minutiae of your journey at 
hand. Now is not your time to search for a 
spouse—so just keep your eyes on the road, 
honey. You also should never respond to 
someone on the sidewalk who’s noticed you 
and is screaming your name as you ride by. 
Looking back and trying to do some kind of 
face-to-face can be extremely messy. My ad-
vice is just to scream a simple, quick greeting 
in response –“Hey!”—and keep riding. Be-
lieve me, whatever they have to say to you is 

not terribly important, since they’ve obvi-
ously waited for a chance encounter to say it. 
And there’s always Facebook.

If you’re a mature person, be
extra careful

I should know. As I mentioned, I’m not a 
PYT myself—in fact, I’m so old that when I 
was in school, there was no history class. At 
a roasting event a few years ago, a drag 
queen quipped, “Watching Michael Musto 
ride his bike these days is an act of assisted 
suicide.” Just a joke, and I was able to laugh 
because I know I take precautions. And I re-
member seeing venerable photographer 
Bill Cunningham on his bike; he was sure to 
ride in a glacially slow manner, to avoid 
breaking anything. Bill barely moved at 
all—yet he got where he needed to go! So 
don’t think your age should prevent you 
from being on the road, but do make sure 
that it’s not your last ride.

Be wary of e-bikes
They’re expensive, they’re heavy, and 

the battery needs frequent charging. And I 
just bought one! But relax, I’m keeping my 
Huffy too.  

If you see me coming at you, ride the 
other way!

I’m just sayin’.  

Michael Musto is best known for his out-
spoken Village Voice column “La Dolce 
Musto,” which began in 1984. (With the 
Voice’s return, he is delighted to be back as 
a contributor.) He writes a gossip column 
for Queerty, has penned four books, found 
himself on the Out100 list of the most influ-
ential LGBTQs, and is streaming in docs on 
Netflix, Hulu, Vice, and Showtime.

“Dooring” happens 
when you’re riding 
past those parked 
cars and someone 
inside one of them 
fl ings the door 
open, making 
you go fl ying like 
a billionaire into 
outer space.
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A LONG WAY HOME FOR 
UKRAINIAN SAILORS
Stranded in Philly, they watch the war at home from afar

By Rafael Alvarez

T
he Ukrainian crew was celebrating 
with cheesesteak sandwiches on board 
the cargo ship Ocean Force in late Feb-
ruary. After more than a year on an-
chor in Delaware Bay and dockside in 

Philadelphia, repairs had been made, and 
the seven remaining crew members—the 
minimum required to maintain the cargo 
vessel while in port—had received long-
overdue back pay. A new owner had taken 
over. They were going home.

And then Russian bombs began falling 
on their homeland and  Russian infantry 
poured across the border. It was Wednesday 
evening, February 23, in Philadelphia, al-
ready Thursday in Ukraine.

“I was on my way home from the ship 
about one o’clock in the morning when I got 
a call from a sailor’s wife back in Ukraine. I 
couldn’t understand what she was saying, 
but she was very upset,” says Barbara Ship-
ley in a phone interview with the Voice. Ship-
ley is an inspector with the International 
Transport Workers’ Federation (ITF), a 
global trade union that has been assisting 
the crew for months. “The war had started. 
They weren’t going anywhere.”    

Nowhere is exactly where the Ocean 
Force and its shipment of used cars—origi-
nally intended for Haiti, where the ship-
ment ran into legal problems—has gone 

since docking more than 14 months ago. 
Long before Russian president Vladimir 

Putin set out to conquer Ukraine—a cam-
paign that President Biden has said includes 
genocide—the 39-year-old ship was beset by 
troubles. The problems have included a bro-
ken boiler, rendering the ship without heat; 
a backed-up sewage tank; a busted stern 
ramp, which is used to unload vehicles in 
transport; and a rupture in the hull, which, 
though modest and patched, was not re-
paired well enough to satisfy inspectors. 
“Big ship, big headache,” says Alexander 
Saleh, 67, the vessel’s new owner, inter-
viewed on the ship’s bridge in early April.

Unlike the crew, Saleh, a Turkish-born 
Greek residing in Cardiff who lived in Britain 
for some time, speaks English very well. The 
sailors, though Ukrainian, speak to each 
other in Russian.  (Assistance from those 
with better English provided the transla-
tions.) “In school I learned Ukrainian and 
Russian,” says first officer Viktor Kushmila, 
whose home is in Vinnytsia, a city of ap-
proximately 370,000 about 280 miles south 
of Kyiv. “Most Ukranians in Odesa speak 
Russian. It’s our history.” Kushmila, 56, is 
the father of a seaman. “He’s on a ship 
somewhere,” he says, between making 
rounds on deck.

The issue that first brought the Ocean 

Force to the attention of authorities was sev-
eral months of back wages owed the crew by 
the previous owner, Primeshipping, which 
has offices in Odesa. Primeshipping had told 
the Ocean Force’s captain, Gennadiy 
Shevchenko, that the lack of heat wasn’t a big 
deal, that it was cold in Ukraine too. “They 
said we could survive as well as the previous 
crew,” remembers Shevchenko.

By the time a blizzard hit the East Coast, 
this past January, “They were sitting on a 
freezing ship, unpaid,” J. Stephen Simms 
tells the Voice. Simms, a Baltimore-based 
maritime attorney, has played two roles in 
the saga. At first, he represented CAC, the 
chartering company that engaged Prime-
shipping for the ill-fated Haiti trip. When 
Primeshipping breached that contract, 
Simms says, CAC declared bankruptcy. After 
the snowstorm, Simms was retained by the 
sailors, and in light of their circumstances, 
he provided his services pro bono.

Shipley, of the ITF, drove to Philly from 
her home in Norfolk, Virginia, on January 
29 and bought seven queen-size comforters 
at Ross Dress for Less, a bunch of hand 
warmers, and then picked up three large 
pizzas (one of them with anchovies, at the 
request of Captain Shevchenko). It was 21 
degrees on deck and snowing hard. In the 
crew’s cabins, the temperature was 32. The 
following day, Helene Pierson, executive 
director of the Seamen’s Church Institute of 
Philadelphia and South Jersey, bought a 
shopping cart’s worth of space heaters for 
the cabins, mess hall, and galley. Pierson 
then spent three days scouring the city for 
the proper voltage converters, so the heat-
ers could be plugged into the ship’s grid. “It 
was a complicated situation that became 
more and more complicated [as war 
loomed],” says Simms.

Once the Russian invasion began, the re-
maining crew members on the 348-foot 
roll-on/roll-off off vessel (designed to carry 
wheeled cargo) were stuck. And they 
couldn’t leave the ship in Philadelphia until 
red tape regarding a range of immigration 

issues was resolved. Technically, the men 
are not refugees, thus President Biden’s re-
cent executive order to let into the U.S. 
100,000 Ukrainians displaced by war does 
not cover them. But through the work of 
Shipley; Iryna Mazur, honorary consul of 
Ukraine in Philadelphia; the Coast Guard, 
the Customs Border Patrol, and the offices 
of Pennsylvania senator Bob Casey Jr. and 
Virginia senator Mark Warner, the crew’s 
situation has been ameliorated. Now given 
“temporary protective status,” the men will 
not have to wait in a detention center to be 
processed, as those seeking asylum in other 
situations must do. Instead, if all goes as 
planned, by late April they will be intro-
duced to the Ukrainian community of Phila-
delphia, where, Pierson says, Ukrainian 
Eastern Orthodox and Ukrainian Catholic 
parishes are eager to welcome them.

Some, like Captain Shevchenko, a 
60-year-old third-generation sailor, would 
like to stay in the United States. “I can do 
whatever I like. I’m divorced and my daugh-
ter is grown,” says Shevchenko of his 
38-year-old daughter, Valeria, a general sur-
geon in Odesa who, he explains without get-
ting into specifics, is helping the Ukrainian 
war effort. Others may choose to go home.

On April 11, Shipley received a text from 
a young mariner who worked in the Ocean 
Force engine room under the previous 
owner. “I changed careers and joined the 
Army,” he wrote, adding that Ukrainian 
forces are in need of basics such as bullet-
proof vests, helmets, and ammunition. “I’m 
now defending my country in Eastern 
Ukraine.” For the time being, he reported, 
his family was safe. 

You may not be interested in war, but war is in-
terested in you  

—Attributed to Leon Trotsky

As of the Voice’s print deadline, the ship 
remained dockside at Pier No. 88, await-
ing permission to be towed to the Bahamas 
for further repairs, foremost among them 

War Stories: Seafarers

The Ocean Force’s chief engineer, Volodymyr Shykhov: “We’re always on board, never leave—you 
go a little crazy.” 

Despite the powerful engines, there was nowhere for the Ocean Force to go. 

Rafael A
lvarez

Rafael A
lvarez

the patched hole in the hull. Onboard with 
Shevchenko and Kushmila were third officer 
Vitaliy Boyko, bosun Sergiy Kuzhbarenko, 
chief engineer Volodymyr Shykhov, second 
engineer, Vadym Koval, and a 19-year-old 
maritime cadet turned reluctant cook 
named Andrii Tiupa, who was thrust into the 
job when the last cook signed off last fall. 

Ocean Force owner Saleh has been with the 
crew since the war started. Trading as Alexan-
der Navigation, Saleh says he bought the Ger-
man-built vessel from Primeshipping for 
$500,000 at a virtual auction just hours before 
the war began, reflagging the ship from regis-
tration in Belize to the Marshall Islands. He es-
timates that it will take another $250,000 of 
repairs in the Bahamas to make it seaworthy. 
With his British passport, Saleh has been able 
to go into Philadelphia for a haircut and a few 
pints of a favorite beverage, Guinness Stout, 
and, with Pierson driving, make food runs to 
keep the ship’s larder stocked.

Most of the crew members are from the 
18th-century port of Odesa—the “Pearl of 
the Black Sea”—or nearby villages. Bosun 
Kuzhbarenko, 53, is from Mariupol, a port 
city demolished by the Russians where, ac-
cording to President Zelenskyy, “tens of 
thousands are dead.” After Russia failed to 
capture the capital city, Kyiv, it turned its 
forces upon the eastern coastline. At press 
time, Russia was demanding Mariupol’s 
surrender, with both soldiers and civilians 

under brutal attack.
Kuzhbarenko, a blond, bearded man with 

a ponytail, hadn’t heard from his family for 
weeks. Cell communication was down, the 
Red Cross had termed the situation there 
“apocalyptic,” and he’d received no email or 
any other communications. While speaking 
with me, Kuzhbarenko’s eyes filled with 
tears and he turned away, shaking his head 
“No” when asked to talk about the situation.  
(Afterward, Kuzhbarenko  heard from his 
sister and learned that she and his wife had 
been evacuated from Mariupol.)

And so the men work—their confine-
ment “both comforting but excruciating,” 
says attorney Simms—their labors a chance, 
perhaps, to think of something besides the 
horror in their homeland. The engineers 
make rounds and the mates do the same on 
deck, in view of a once-grand and long-

moored and rusting ocean liner, the S.S. 
United States, whose maiden voyage was in 
1952, when Soviet Ukraine was known as 
the breadbasket of Europe. Captain 
Shevchenko keeps the crew loose with hu-
mor and goodwill; he and engineer Shykhov 
are close friends, having sailed together for 
decades. As leaders of the ship, they have 
earned high marks for maintaining morale 
during the months of no pay and inade-
quate amounts of water and provisions on a 
broken, unheated vessel.

In the galley, young Andrii calls his 
mother—a postal worker named Natalia—
back in the Odesa suburb of Kuchurgan, on 
the border of Moldova, for recipes. His fa-
ther is a truck driver, and at the time we 
speak, not directly involved with the mili-
tary. “I don’t like cooking, I’m a sailor,” An-
drii says, cutting carrots and potatoes for 
stew, the remains of breakfast (a few cold 
eggs, a sliver of ham) in a skillet on the 
stove. Confined to the ship since last Sep-
tember— “No shore pass,” he says, “just 
this ship”—Andrii was scheduled to sit for 
his Ukrainian deck officer’s exam around 
the time the war started, instead trading his 
marlinspike for a spatula. Now—no award-
ing of a third-mate’s license; no soccer 
(he’d wanted to see a Philadelphia Union 
professional game); no fishing, for which 
he brought his rod from home, though he 
does fry store-bought mackerel as the 
ship’s one-man steward department. And 
most tortuous of all, no girlfriend at his 
side. Back home, 16-year-old Karina trades 
calls and texts with Andrii. He plans to 
marry her when she turns 18, and then, 
dream of dreams, start a family in America. 

We communicate with hand gestures, 
Andrii’s bare-bones English, and Google 
Translate, passing his smartphone back and 
forth as he cues up English to Russian and 
vice versa. During one of our exchanges—
about the Russian word for “mailman,” 

—I joke about whether his 
girlfriend ever scrolls through his phone. 
“She knows my password,” he says, dead 
serious. “I have no secrets.”

I was a teenage sailor once upon a time, 
when Gerald Ford was president, back when 
communicating with friends and lovers (and 
Mom) back home was done by handwritten 
letter and pay phones on the docks. I signed 
on to the fabled Puerto Rican container ship 
Mayaguez as an ordinary seaman in June 
1976, just a week out of high school. The 
year before, soon after the fall of Saigon, the 
ship had been seized by the Khmer Rouge of 
Cambodia. U.S. Marines recaptured the ship 
a few days later in a four-day battle—consid-
ered the last of the Vietnam War—where at 
least 17 U.S. servicemen perished. I knew 
none of this when I climbed the gangway at 
Dundalk Marine Terminal, in Baltimore, 
with a duffel bag crammed with books, a 
cassette player, and tapes of Roxy Music, 
Frank Zappa, and The Who (Quadrophenia). 
Unlike young Andrii, I had plenty of secrets, 
and I kept them in the pages of a thick jour-
nal I made out of photocopied pictures—
Robin Tower, Johnny Winter, Ziggy 
Stardust—from Creem magazine.

Years later, ashamed of things that once 
excited me, I dumped my Summer of ’76 

journal, my thoughts and dreams scribbled 
on the backs of those xeroxed photos, in the 
trash and watched a garbage truck haul it 
down the alley. All these years later, those 
secrets don’t mean much, but I sure wish I 
had all of the forgotten notes taken while 
sailing between Baltimore, Puerto Rico, 
New Orleans, and back again—like saying 
goodbye to my Italian grandmother on her 
deathbed, and the first time I saw the stone 
walls of Castillo San Felipe del Morro while 
pulling into San Juan harbor.

Though my father was a lifetime chief 
engineer, both on deep-sea vessels and tug-
boats, I knew as much about seafaring as 
Andrii knows about cooking. The Greek of-
ficers called me “Junior,” as Ocean Force 
chief engineer Shykhov refers to Andrii as 
the ship’s “son.” (Only, the Ukrainians say it 
with affection.) I went for adventure—what 
kids who wanted to be writers did before 
the advent of the MFA industry—and to 
make money for college. Same ship the next 
summer, though this time I sailed as a wiper 
in the engine room, like my Pop did in 1951, 
when he began his career on a Bethlehem 
Steel ore run from Baltimore to Chile and 
back. There’s nothing quite like the scent of 
a diesel-perfumed engine room on a ship, a 
potent cocktail of cold steel, grease, petro-
leum products, and seawater. And nothing, 
science has shown, spurs memory as vividly 
as smell. Because of the famous madeleine 
scene in the novel In Search of Lost Time, the 
moment in which the cookie is dipped into 
hot tea and floods the narrator with emo-
tion, the connection between smell and 
memory is known as “the Proust effect,” in 
honor of the author. So when Chief Shykhov 
walked me through the engine room of the 
Ocean Force, I was moved when that mix of 
smells hit me. And transported—at first 
taken back to the summer of reading Dick-
ens on the Mayaguez stern and then, more 
powerfully, back to childhood, when I rode 
tugboats with my father, who spent most of 
his career keeping the Baltimore tug Amer-
ica in running order. 

My father passed away last August, at 87, 

and—wise enough to know that his first-
born barely knew a wrench from a screw-
driver—never wanted me to follow him 
down to the piers. But he was more than 
generous with a sea story, and I’ve been 
writing them down since my first byline 
about a Baltimore longshoremen’s strike in 
1977, the year I quit seafaring to work at the 
Baltimore Sun.

 Shykhov, 60, is a large, bald-headed 
man given to ready smiles and jokes, a 
big-hearted fellow who, in another life, 
might have had a slapstick career in vaude-
ville. As we squeeze through a passageway, 
I notice he is wearing bedroom slippers with 
his overalls. It wasn’t his shift, but he was 
eager to help me tell the crew’s story. “We’re 
always on board, never leave—you go a little 
crazy,” he tells me. “The captain is optimis-
tic, and that helps.”  

Saleh has signed a contract with Dann 
Ocean Towing, out of Florida, for the ser-
vices of the 4,600-horsepower tugboat 
Comet, an American-flagged vessel docked 
in Red Hook, Brooklyn. Once the Ocean 
Force is made fast to the tug for a “dead tow” 
to the Bahamas, the crew will come ashore, 
pass through the security gate, and return to 
society. If all goes according to schedule, 
they will soon spend time—if not with their 
own families back in Ukraine—with fami-
lies in Philly with ties to their homeland.

Saleh plans to hire a crew in the Bahamas 
to take the vessel to a shipyard in Turkey, or 
perhaps Lebanon. Once there, the cars on-
board will be unloaded for sale. Like every-
thing else in the shipping business, 
particularly as it concerns the Ocean Force, 
there’s a very good chance that nothing will 
go as planned. 

A former staff writer for the HBO drama 
The Wire, Alvarez is the author of a dozen 
books, both fiction and nonfiction, about 
Baltimore. Don’t Count Me Out, his book 
about the unlikely redemption of a violent 
Baltimore junkie, will be released in Sep-
tember by Cornell University Press.

Rafael A
lvarez

Hoping for a new life in America: Maritime cadet Andrii Tiupa became the Ocean Force’s reluctant 
cook. 

“I was on my way 
home from the 
ship about one 
o’clock in the 
morning when I 
got a call from a 
sailor’s wife back 
in Ukraine.... The 
war had started. 
They weren’t going 
anywhere.”   



M
ay 20

22 
The V

illage Voice 

15

A LONG WAY HOME FOR 
UKRAINIAN SAILORS
Stranded in Philly, they watch the war at home from afar

By Rafael Alvarez

T
he Ukrainian crew was celebrating 
with cheesesteak sandwiches on board 
the cargo ship Ocean Force in late Feb-
ruary. After more than a year on an-
chor in Delaware Bay and dockside in 

Philadelphia, repairs had been made, and 
the seven remaining crew members—the 
minimum required to maintain the cargo 
vessel while in port—had received long-
overdue back pay. A new owner had taken 
over. They were going home.

And then Russian bombs began falling 
on their homeland and  Russian infantry 
poured across the border. It was Wednesday 
evening, February 23, in Philadelphia, al-
ready Thursday in Ukraine.

“I was on my way home from the ship 
about one o’clock in the morning when I got 
a call from a sailor’s wife back in Ukraine. I 
couldn’t understand what she was saying, 
but she was very upset,” says Barbara Ship-
ley in a phone interview with the Voice. Ship-
ley is an inspector with the International 
Transport Workers’ Federation (ITF), a 
global trade union that has been assisting 
the crew for months. “The war had started. 
They weren’t going anywhere.”    

Nowhere is exactly where the Ocean 
Force and its shipment of used cars—origi-
nally intended for Haiti, where the ship-
ment ran into legal problems—has gone 

since docking more than 14 months ago. 
Long before Russian president Vladimir 

Putin set out to conquer Ukraine—a cam-
paign that President Biden has said includes 
genocide—the 39-year-old ship was beset by 
troubles. The problems have included a bro-
ken boiler, rendering the ship without heat; 
a backed-up sewage tank; a busted stern 
ramp, which is used to unload vehicles in 
transport; and a rupture in the hull, which, 
though modest and patched, was not re-
paired well enough to satisfy inspectors. 
“Big ship, big headache,” says Alexander 
Saleh, 67, the vessel’s new owner, inter-
viewed on the ship’s bridge in early April.

Unlike the crew, Saleh, a Turkish-born 
Greek residing in Cardiff who lived in Britain 
for some time, speaks English very well. The 
sailors, though Ukrainian, speak to each 
other in Russian.  (Assistance from those 
with better English provided the transla-
tions.) “In school I learned Ukrainian and 
Russian,” says first officer Viktor Kushmila, 
whose home is in Vinnytsia, a city of ap-
proximately 370,000 about 280 miles south 
of Kyiv. “Most Ukranians in Odesa speak 
Russian. It’s our history.” Kushmila, 56, is 
the father of a seaman. “He’s on a ship 
somewhere,” he says, between making 
rounds on deck.

The issue that first brought the Ocean 

Force to the attention of authorities was sev-
eral months of back wages owed the crew by 
the previous owner, Primeshipping, which 
has offices in Odesa. Primeshipping had told 
the Ocean Force’s captain, Gennadiy 
Shevchenko, that the lack of heat wasn’t a big 
deal, that it was cold in Ukraine too. “They 
said we could survive as well as the previous 
crew,” remembers Shevchenko.

By the time a blizzard hit the East Coast, 
this past January, “They were sitting on a 
freezing ship, unpaid,” J. Stephen Simms 
tells the Voice. Simms, a Baltimore-based 
maritime attorney, has played two roles in 
the saga. At first, he represented CAC, the 
chartering company that engaged Prime-
shipping for the ill-fated Haiti trip. When 
Primeshipping breached that contract, 
Simms says, CAC declared bankruptcy. After 
the snowstorm, Simms was retained by the 
sailors, and in light of their circumstances, 
he provided his services pro bono.

Shipley, of the ITF, drove to Philly from 
her home in Norfolk, Virginia, on January 
29 and bought seven queen-size comforters 
at Ross Dress for Less, a bunch of hand 
warmers, and then picked up three large 
pizzas (one of them with anchovies, at the 
request of Captain Shevchenko). It was 21 
degrees on deck and snowing hard. In the 
crew’s cabins, the temperature was 32. The 
following day, Helene Pierson, executive 
director of the Seamen’s Church Institute of 
Philadelphia and South Jersey, bought a 
shopping cart’s worth of space heaters for 
the cabins, mess hall, and galley. Pierson 
then spent three days scouring the city for 
the proper voltage converters, so the heat-
ers could be plugged into the ship’s grid. “It 
was a complicated situation that became 
more and more complicated [as war 
loomed],” says Simms.

Once the Russian invasion began, the re-
maining crew members on the 348-foot 
roll-on/roll-off off vessel (designed to carry 
wheeled cargo) were stuck. And they 
couldn’t leave the ship in Philadelphia until 
red tape regarding a range of immigration 

issues was resolved. Technically, the men 
are not refugees, thus President Biden’s re-
cent executive order to let into the U.S. 
100,000 Ukrainians displaced by war does 
not cover them. But through the work of 
Shipley; Iryna Mazur, honorary consul of 
Ukraine in Philadelphia; the Coast Guard, 
the Customs Border Patrol, and the offices 
of Pennsylvania senator Bob Casey Jr. and 
Virginia senator Mark Warner, the crew’s 
situation has been ameliorated. Now given 
“temporary protective status,” the men will 
not have to wait in a detention center to be 
processed, as those seeking asylum in other 
situations must do. Instead, if all goes as 
planned, by late April they will be intro-
duced to the Ukrainian community of Phila-
delphia, where, Pierson says, Ukrainian 
Eastern Orthodox and Ukrainian Catholic 
parishes are eager to welcome them.

Some, like Captain Shevchenko, a 
60-year-old third-generation sailor, would 
like to stay in the United States. “I can do 
whatever I like. I’m divorced and my daugh-
ter is grown,” says Shevchenko of his 
38-year-old daughter, Valeria, a general sur-
geon in Odesa who, he explains without get-
ting into specifics, is helping the Ukrainian 
war effort. Others may choose to go home.

On April 11, Shipley received a text from 
a young mariner who worked in the Ocean 
Force engine room under the previous 
owner. “I changed careers and joined the 
Army,” he wrote, adding that Ukrainian 
forces are in need of basics such as bullet-
proof vests, helmets, and ammunition. “I’m 
now defending my country in Eastern 
Ukraine.” For the time being, he reported, 
his family was safe. 

You may not be interested in war, but war is in-
terested in you  

—Attributed to Leon Trotsky

As of the Voice’s print deadline, the ship 
remained dockside at Pier No. 88, await-
ing permission to be towed to the Bahamas 
for further repairs, foremost among them 

War Stories: Seafarers

The Ocean Force’s chief engineer, Volodymyr Shykhov: “We’re always on board, never leave—you 
go a little crazy.” 

Despite the powerful engines, there was nowhere for the Ocean Force to go. 

Rafael A
lvarez
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lvarez

the patched hole in the hull. Onboard with 
Shevchenko and Kushmila were third officer 
Vitaliy Boyko, bosun Sergiy Kuzhbarenko, 
chief engineer Volodymyr Shykhov, second 
engineer, Vadym Koval, and a 19-year-old 
maritime cadet turned reluctant cook 
named Andrii Tiupa, who was thrust into the 
job when the last cook signed off last fall. 

Ocean Force owner Saleh has been with the 
crew since the war started. Trading as Alexan-
der Navigation, Saleh says he bought the Ger-
man-built vessel from Primeshipping for 
$500,000 at a virtual auction just hours before 
the war began, reflagging the ship from regis-
tration in Belize to the Marshall Islands. He es-
timates that it will take another $250,000 of 
repairs in the Bahamas to make it seaworthy. 
With his British passport, Saleh has been able 
to go into Philadelphia for a haircut and a few 
pints of a favorite beverage, Guinness Stout, 
and, with Pierson driving, make food runs to 
keep the ship’s larder stocked.

Most of the crew members are from the 
18th-century port of Odesa—the “Pearl of 
the Black Sea”—or nearby villages. Bosun 
Kuzhbarenko, 53, is from Mariupol, a port 
city demolished by the Russians where, ac-
cording to President Zelenskyy, “tens of 
thousands are dead.” After Russia failed to 
capture the capital city, Kyiv, it turned its 
forces upon the eastern coastline. At press 
time, Russia was demanding Mariupol’s 
surrender, with both soldiers and civilians 

under brutal attack.
Kuzhbarenko, a blond, bearded man with 

a ponytail, hadn’t heard from his family for 
weeks. Cell communication was down, the 
Red Cross had termed the situation there 
“apocalyptic,” and he’d received no email or 
any other communications. While speaking 
with me, Kuzhbarenko’s eyes filled with 
tears and he turned away, shaking his head 
“No” when asked to talk about the situation.  
(Afterward, Kuzhbarenko  heard from his 
sister and learned that she and his wife had 
been evacuated from Mariupol.)

And so the men work—their confine-
ment “both comforting but excruciating,” 
says attorney Simms—their labors a chance, 
perhaps, to think of something besides the 
horror in their homeland. The engineers 
make rounds and the mates do the same on 
deck, in view of a once-grand and long-

moored and rusting ocean liner, the S.S. 
United States, whose maiden voyage was in 
1952, when Soviet Ukraine was known as 
the breadbasket of Europe. Captain 
Shevchenko keeps the crew loose with hu-
mor and goodwill; he and engineer Shykhov 
are close friends, having sailed together for 
decades. As leaders of the ship, they have 
earned high marks for maintaining morale 
during the months of no pay and inade-
quate amounts of water and provisions on a 
broken, unheated vessel.

In the galley, young Andrii calls his 
mother—a postal worker named Natalia—
back in the Odesa suburb of Kuchurgan, on 
the border of Moldova, for recipes. His fa-
ther is a truck driver, and at the time we 
speak, not directly involved with the mili-
tary. “I don’t like cooking, I’m a sailor,” An-
drii says, cutting carrots and potatoes for 
stew, the remains of breakfast (a few cold 
eggs, a sliver of ham) in a skillet on the 
stove. Confined to the ship since last Sep-
tember— “No shore pass,” he says, “just 
this ship”—Andrii was scheduled to sit for 
his Ukrainian deck officer’s exam around 
the time the war started, instead trading his 
marlinspike for a spatula. Now—no award-
ing of a third-mate’s license; no soccer 
(he’d wanted to see a Philadelphia Union 
professional game); no fishing, for which 
he brought his rod from home, though he 
does fry store-bought mackerel as the 
ship’s one-man steward department. And 
most tortuous of all, no girlfriend at his 
side. Back home, 16-year-old Karina trades 
calls and texts with Andrii. He plans to 
marry her when she turns 18, and then, 
dream of dreams, start a family in America. 

We communicate with hand gestures, 
Andrii’s bare-bones English, and Google 
Translate, passing his smartphone back and 
forth as he cues up English to Russian and 
vice versa. During one of our exchanges—
about the Russian word for “mailman,” 

—I joke about whether his 
girlfriend ever scrolls through his phone. 
“She knows my password,” he says, dead 
serious. “I have no secrets.”

I was a teenage sailor once upon a time, 
when Gerald Ford was president, back when 
communicating with friends and lovers (and 
Mom) back home was done by handwritten 
letter and pay phones on the docks. I signed 
on to the fabled Puerto Rican container ship 
Mayaguez as an ordinary seaman in June 
1976, just a week out of high school. The 
year before, soon after the fall of Saigon, the 
ship had been seized by the Khmer Rouge of 
Cambodia. U.S. Marines recaptured the ship 
a few days later in a four-day battle—consid-
ered the last of the Vietnam War—where at 
least 17 U.S. servicemen perished. I knew 
none of this when I climbed the gangway at 
Dundalk Marine Terminal, in Baltimore, 
with a duffel bag crammed with books, a 
cassette player, and tapes of Roxy Music, 
Frank Zappa, and The Who (Quadrophenia). 
Unlike young Andrii, I had plenty of secrets, 
and I kept them in the pages of a thick jour-
nal I made out of photocopied pictures—
Robin Tower, Johnny Winter, Ziggy 
Stardust—from Creem magazine.

Years later, ashamed of things that once 
excited me, I dumped my Summer of ’76 

journal, my thoughts and dreams scribbled 
on the backs of those xeroxed photos, in the 
trash and watched a garbage truck haul it 
down the alley. All these years later, those 
secrets don’t mean much, but I sure wish I 
had all of the forgotten notes taken while 
sailing between Baltimore, Puerto Rico, 
New Orleans, and back again—like saying 
goodbye to my Italian grandmother on her 
deathbed, and the first time I saw the stone 
walls of Castillo San Felipe del Morro while 
pulling into San Juan harbor.

Though my father was a lifetime chief 
engineer, both on deep-sea vessels and tug-
boats, I knew as much about seafaring as 
Andrii knows about cooking. The Greek of-
ficers called me “Junior,” as Ocean Force 
chief engineer Shykhov refers to Andrii as 
the ship’s “son.” (Only, the Ukrainians say it 
with affection.) I went for adventure—what 
kids who wanted to be writers did before 
the advent of the MFA industry—and to 
make money for college. Same ship the next 
summer, though this time I sailed as a wiper 
in the engine room, like my Pop did in 1951, 
when he began his career on a Bethlehem 
Steel ore run from Baltimore to Chile and 
back. There’s nothing quite like the scent of 
a diesel-perfumed engine room on a ship, a 
potent cocktail of cold steel, grease, petro-
leum products, and seawater. And nothing, 
science has shown, spurs memory as vividly 
as smell. Because of the famous madeleine 
scene in the novel In Search of Lost Time, the 
moment in which the cookie is dipped into 
hot tea and floods the narrator with emo-
tion, the connection between smell and 
memory is known as “the Proust effect,” in 
honor of the author. So when Chief Shykhov 
walked me through the engine room of the 
Ocean Force, I was moved when that mix of 
smells hit me. And transported—at first 
taken back to the summer of reading Dick-
ens on the Mayaguez stern and then, more 
powerfully, back to childhood, when I rode 
tugboats with my father, who spent most of 
his career keeping the Baltimore tug Amer-
ica in running order. 

My father passed away last August, at 87, 

and—wise enough to know that his first-
born barely knew a wrench from a screw-
driver—never wanted me to follow him 
down to the piers. But he was more than 
generous with a sea story, and I’ve been 
writing them down since my first byline 
about a Baltimore longshoremen’s strike in 
1977, the year I quit seafaring to work at the 
Baltimore Sun.

 Shykhov, 60, is a large, bald-headed 
man given to ready smiles and jokes, a 
big-hearted fellow who, in another life, 
might have had a slapstick career in vaude-
ville. As we squeeze through a passageway, 
I notice he is wearing bedroom slippers with 
his overalls. It wasn’t his shift, but he was 
eager to help me tell the crew’s story. “We’re 
always on board, never leave—you go a little 
crazy,” he tells me. “The captain is optimis-
tic, and that helps.”  

Saleh has signed a contract with Dann 
Ocean Towing, out of Florida, for the ser-
vices of the 4,600-horsepower tugboat 
Comet, an American-flagged vessel docked 
in Red Hook, Brooklyn. Once the Ocean 
Force is made fast to the tug for a “dead tow” 
to the Bahamas, the crew will come ashore, 
pass through the security gate, and return to 
society. If all goes according to schedule, 
they will soon spend time—if not with their 
own families back in Ukraine—with fami-
lies in Philly with ties to their homeland.

Saleh plans to hire a crew in the Bahamas 
to take the vessel to a shipyard in Turkey, or 
perhaps Lebanon. Once there, the cars on-
board will be unloaded for sale. Like every-
thing else in the shipping business, 
particularly as it concerns the Ocean Force, 
there’s a very good chance that nothing will 
go as planned. 

A former staff writer for the HBO drama 
The Wire, Alvarez is the author of a dozen 
books, both fiction and nonfiction, about 
Baltimore. Don’t Count Me Out, his book 
about the unlikely redemption of a violent 
Baltimore junkie, will be released in Sep-
tember by Cornell University Press.
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Hoping for a new life in America: Maritime cadet Andrii Tiupa became the Ocean Force’s reluctant 
cook. 

“I was on my way 
home from the 
ship about one 
o’clock in the 
morning when I 
got a call from a 
sailor’s wife back 
in Ukraine.... The 
war had started. 
They weren’t going 
anywhere.”   
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WAR 101: SCHOOL DAYS
IN UKRAINE
Zooming toward a degree in between air raid warnings

By Anna Conkling

W
hen Russia invaded Ukraine in Feb-
ruary, colleges all over the country 
suspended classes, uncertain when 
they would be able to resume. As ar-
tillery and air raids destroyed build-

ings and disrupted civilian lives, the most 
immediate response was for Ukrainian stu-
dents and college staff to get to safety. Work-
ing toward a degree was set aside, as Russia 
attacked Ukraine on multiple fronts. Now, 
two months after the war began, some stu-
dents are returning to classes remotely, mut-
ing themselves as air raid warnings go off 
and sheltering from possible bombing in 
bunkers belowground.

“On February 23, we either laughed or 
rolled our eyes at the information of a war,” 
Maria, an art history major at Taras 
Shevchenko National University of Kyiv, 
tells the Voice through Telegram. (We are 
using only the students’ first names.) “We 
said, ‘You have to be crazy to attack a neigh-
boring country and start bombing it at 
night. It turned out that crazy people really 
live outside our eastern border.”

What once had seemed an impossible 
scenario became real life in Ukraine, and 
Maria had to flee Kyiv to protect herself 
from the attacks. She has since relocated to 
Lviv, the Ukrainian city closest to the Polish 
border and a transit hub for millions of the 
war’s refugees. In the days that followed 
Russia’s invasion, Maria’s classes stopped, 
and there was an understanding through-
out her university that no classes could be 
held for the foreseeable future. “Education 
is the last thing you think about when 
bombs fly into your homes,” she says.

But recently, Maria’s classes have re-
sumed—remotely, since most students and 
teachers have been displaced, finding ref-
uge wherever they can. One of Maria’s pro-
fessors, a man over the 18-to-60-year age 
range for men who must stay and fight in 
Ukraine’s army, has fled to California. Now 
the professor teaches classes over Zoom 
from a different continent with a 10-hour 
time difference, and reflects on his own ex-
periences at the beginning of the war. “It 
was very strange at first to hear from him 
how he lived under occupation for three 
weeks, and then listen [to him speak] of 
Pablo Picasso, Henri Rousseau, and Henri 
Matisse. Great dissonance,” she says. 

Maria and her classmates try to discuss 
the topics they would have studied before 
the war, such as Greco-Roman, Medieval, 
and Classical art. However, too often that 
doesn’t work out. The reality of Russia’s 

bloodshed and the mass killings of civilians 
is constantly around them—the students 
can only stay focused for a few moments 
before they return to wondering what will 
happen to Ukraine, now and after the war. 
“At a lecture on forbidden music in the So-
viet Union, we did not talk about music at 
all, but reflected more on the past and fu-
ture of Ukraine,” Maria relates. The class 
discussions usually center on music banned 
under Stalin’s rule, such as reggae and 
church music. “Of course church music was 
banned, because the very existence of 
churches was forbidden,” she adds. 

Maria describes her Zoom classes as 
“warm,” because the teachers and students 
haven’t seen each other since the war be-
gan, and they check in on each other and 
ask if anyone needs help before they begin 
their discussions. One topic is the safety of 
priceless art in Ukraine’s museums. When 
the Ivankiv Historical and Local History 
Museum, two hours outside of Kyiv, was set 
on fire during an attack by Russian forces, 
an unconfirmed number of paintings by be-
loved Ukrainian folk artist Maria Pry-
machenko, known in her lifetime as having 
been praised by Picasso, were reportedly 
destroyed. In other parts of Ukraine, muse-
ums are sheltering artworks in basement 
vaults and piling sandbags around impor-
tant statues and monuments to protect 
them from shelling. While the total damage 
to and loss of Ukraine’s art is so far un-
known, Maria says there are stories of hope 
that show the strength of the people. After 
Russian forces left the Ivankiv museum, an 
as-yet-unnamed local risked his life to res-
cue the surviving paintings and bring them 
to a safe location. A representative from the 
Maria Prymachenko Family Foundation re-
ported that they had been in touch with the 
man, but had lost contact as the fighting 
continues.

While some classes discuss the impact 
the war will have on the country’s precious 
art, others are talking about the environ-
mental toll of the invasion. On the other 
side of Ukraine, just outside of Odesa, 
Anna, 24, is working toward her Ph.D. in cli-
matology at Odesa State Environmental 
University. Anna spoke to the Voice through 
WhatsApp, saying that at the beginning of 
the war, even remote schooling was not pos-
sible, as many of her fellow students no lon-
ger had a stable WiFi connection, or they 
were in places where they constantly had to 
seek shelter. She says classes were canceled 
for weeks as students moved to safer areas, 

but now she has Zoom lecture classes every 
Wednesday and spends the rest of her 
school time working on her projects inde-
pendently. Often she has to get to shelter, 
where she is sometimes lucky enough to 
have Internet access—she can continue her 
work while trying to save her life. Anna 
hopes to graduate in 2024 and wants to work 
toward changing Ukraine’s climate policy, 
which has become all the more challenging 
with Russia’s destruction of Ukraine’s natu-
ral world. “From the first days, shooting and 
bombing of industrial and energy facilities 
were recorded, forests were set on fire, oil 
depots were blown up, and the Black and 
Azov Seas were polluted,” she says. “Fires 
have even occurred in the Chernobyl zone. 
And the actions of the occupiers at the Cher-
nobyl nuclear power plant could have led to 
a nuclear catastrophe. Rare animals in re-
serves are also affected by the bombings, 

and animals die of starvation or cold in shel-
ters.” According to the Center for Environ-
mental Initiatives Ecoaction, a Ukrainian 
environmental advocacy group, Russia has 
committed numerous environmental 
crimes, and “hostilities in Ukraine can have 
particularly catastrophic consequences for 
the environment.”

Anna tells the Voice that local environ-
mental organizations are already develop-
ing post-war recovery plans to help improve 
Ukraine’s environment. The initiatives 
would focus on moving the country toward 
decentralized renewable energy, sustain-
able waste management, and monitoring of 
air and water pollution. She hopes to be a 
part of the group that builds an independent 
and sustainable energy system in Ukraine. 
“It is important for me not just to do the sci-
ence and become a climatologist, I want to 
influence Ukraine’s climate policy in prac-
tice,” she explains.

While some students have been able to 
return to virtual classes, young men are re-

quired to serve in Ukraine’s military and 
defend the country where needed. A 
21-year-old student-soldier named Arthur 
is serving as a battlefield medic, for which 
he was trained by the military, and also as a 
field cook and scribe for Ukraine’s military. 
As a scribe, Arthur prepares documents 
having to do with military bureaucracy; he 
adds that there are aspects of his work as a 
scribe that are classified. 

Last fall, Arthur began working toward 
his master’s degree in sociology at the Na-
tional University of Kyiv-Mohyla Academy, 
though he says he felt unsatisfied with his 
studies, and didn’t feel challenged. In Janu-
ary, after months of hearing that Russia 
might invade his homeland, Arthur pre-
pared to join Ukraine’s military. His primary 
responsibility now is to treat wounded sol-
diers, gather medical supplies, and cook 
three times a day for his base. He tells the 
Voice through Telegram, “Every night I see 
Russian jets firing missiles. They light up 
the horizon like it’s morning already. This 
feeds people’s anger even more. It’s hard to 
just sit and wait when you see how they are
destroying the city you’re supposed
to protect.”

So far, Russian soldiers have not discov-
ered the location of Arthur’s base—they 
haven’t yet been attacked. However, in past 
locations, he and his partner, who is also a 
young man in his 20s, were targeted by Rus-
sian artillery forces. “We were reinforcing a 
garrison in our region and our mission was 
to guard the flanks so that they don’t strike 
the garrison in the back,” he recalls. “At first 
I was paralyzed—this power, which was di-
rected at us, was so overwhelming and so 
terrifying that I just didn’t know what to do. 
But I knew what I had to do, which was to re-
main in my position so that our flanks are 
covered. My partner said that if I’m scared, I 
can leave it and go to a safer place. I stayed. I 
knew I did the right thing.”

Arthur says that even after the war is 
over, he doesn’t have plans to return to his 
studies. At a time when young people 
throughout Ukraine are bearing witness to 
violent war atrocities committed by Russia, 
Arthur says that he feels stronger toward his 
family and friends, and toward Ukraine. 
“There are people on the frontline who do 
much more than me and who risk much 
more than I do. People in Mariupol, or in 
small villages occupied by Russian forces, 

War Stories: Students

“Education is 
the last thing you 
think about when 
bombs fl y into your 
homes.”

During air raid warnings, 
Maria follows o� icial 
advice: Go to a room 
with no windows. Here, 
she waits for the all clear 
in a corridor. 

Inset: A Ukraine 
climate map on Anna’s 
computer.  
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are facing hunger, bullets, and missiles, 
while I can be waiting for orders doing noth-
ing for days.

“The only thing heroic in me are my in-
tentions,” Arthur says. “All I can hope for is 
that my intentions will lead to decisions and 
actions that will help defend my country 
and reduce the suffering of our people as 
much as possible.” He isn’t sure what he 
wants to do when the war ends. “I’m not 
sure if I will get back to my job. Maybe I’ll try 
finding people lost during the war. I feel like 
I could do it, and that it will be very much 
needed.”

HOW TO HELP

Razom for Ukraine: “Razom” means 
“together” in Ukrainian. The nonprofit 
has worked tirelessly to unite Ukrainian 
activists across the U.S. and has orga-
nized protests throughout New York 
City. Currently, it is working on an emer-
gency response, shipping the most ur-
gently needed humanitarian aid: 
tactical medicine and supplies such as 
tourniquets, bandages, combat gauzes, 
and sterile pads; hospital supplies and 
equipment; and communications 
equipment. See the website for more 
detailed information on how to donate 
and volunteer, and also find a link to 
StopPutin.net, which provides a sched-
ule of where protests are taking place in 
cities all over the world, a list of humani-
tarian organizations, how to contact 
representatives, and how to organize 
and post “Stop Putin” events. 
(razomforukraine.org)

Ukrainian Helpers: The Ukrainian Help-
ers website is a one-stop shop for peo-
ple to volunteer and donate to support 
Ukraine. The site directs people to vari-
ous organizations and provides a list of 
“most needed” items and supplies to 
donate to the Ukrainian army and hu-
manitarian groups. Ukrainian Helpers 

also has a map of warehouses all over 
the world where packages can be 
dropped off that will then be sent di-
rectly to Ukraine. 
(ukraine-helpers.com)

The UN World Food Programme (WFP): 
The WFP has launched an emergency 
operation to provide food assistance for 
people fleeing the war. Donations can 
be made directly through the website. 
(wfp.org)

The Kyiv Independent: An independent 
English-language newspaper, the Kyiv 
Independent has been producing high-
quality, accurate accounts of Russia’s 
invasion of Ukraine nonstop since the 
war began. Some of the newspaper’s re-
porters are working directly in combat 
zones, reporting on air raids, ground at-
tacks, and evacuations. GoFundMe and 
Patreon platforms are set up on the 
website. (kyivindependent.com)

Call Your Representatives: Ukraine’s 
president, Volodymyr Zelenskyy, has 
pleaded with governments to send 
Ukraine weapons and to aid in its de-
fense in any way possible. Calling local 
representatives can help push that to 
the top of politicians’ agendas. 

Support Local Ukrainian Businesses: In 
NYC, patronizing restaurants such as 
Veselka, Ukrainian East Village Restau-
rant, and Streetcha, in Manhattan; 
Golden Leo and Rondel, in Brooklyn; 
and Varenyk House, in Queens, is one 
way to give to Ukrainian Americans in 
the city. Donating to the Ukrainian Mu-
seum is also a way to keep the heritage 
of Ukraine alive in New York. 

Anna Conkling is a freelance journalist in 
New York City whose writing focuses on 
environmental issues and, currently, the 
war in Ukraine. Her work has been pub-
lished in the Village Voice, Gothamist, and 
Rolling Stone.

Student-soldier 
Arthur: “Every 
night I see 
Russian jets 
�iring missiles. 
They light up 
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WAR 101: SCHOOL DAYS
IN UKRAINE
Zooming toward a degree in between air raid warnings

By Anna Conkling

W
hen Russia invaded Ukraine in Feb-
ruary, colleges all over the country 
suspended classes, uncertain when 
they would be able to resume. As ar-
tillery and air raids destroyed build-

ings and disrupted civilian lives, the most 
immediate response was for Ukrainian stu-
dents and college staff to get to safety. Work-
ing toward a degree was set aside, as Russia 
attacked Ukraine on multiple fronts. Now, 
two months after the war began, some stu-
dents are returning to classes remotely, mut-
ing themselves as air raid warnings go off 
and sheltering from possible bombing in 
bunkers belowground.

“On February 23, we either laughed or 
rolled our eyes at the information of a war,” 
Maria, an art history major at Taras 
Shevchenko National University of Kyiv, 
tells the Voice through Telegram. (We are 
using only the students’ first names.) “We 
said, ‘You have to be crazy to attack a neigh-
boring country and start bombing it at 
night. It turned out that crazy people really 
live outside our eastern border.”

What once had seemed an impossible 
scenario became real life in Ukraine, and 
Maria had to flee Kyiv to protect herself 
from the attacks. She has since relocated to 
Lviv, the Ukrainian city closest to the Polish 
border and a transit hub for millions of the 
war’s refugees. In the days that followed 
Russia’s invasion, Maria’s classes stopped, 
and there was an understanding through-
out her university that no classes could be 
held for the foreseeable future. “Education 
is the last thing you think about when 
bombs fly into your homes,” she says.

But recently, Maria’s classes have re-
sumed—remotely, since most students and 
teachers have been displaced, finding ref-
uge wherever they can. One of Maria’s pro-
fessors, a man over the 18-to-60-year age 
range for men who must stay and fight in 
Ukraine’s army, has fled to California. Now 
the professor teaches classes over Zoom 
from a different continent with a 10-hour 
time difference, and reflects on his own ex-
periences at the beginning of the war. “It 
was very strange at first to hear from him 
how he lived under occupation for three 
weeks, and then listen [to him speak] of 
Pablo Picasso, Henri Rousseau, and Henri 
Matisse. Great dissonance,” she says. 

Maria and her classmates try to discuss 
the topics they would have studied before 
the war, such as Greco-Roman, Medieval, 
and Classical art. However, too often that 
doesn’t work out. The reality of Russia’s 

bloodshed and the mass killings of civilians 
is constantly around them—the students 
can only stay focused for a few moments 
before they return to wondering what will 
happen to Ukraine, now and after the war. 
“At a lecture on forbidden music in the So-
viet Union, we did not talk about music at 
all, but reflected more on the past and fu-
ture of Ukraine,” Maria relates. The class 
discussions usually center on music banned 
under Stalin’s rule, such as reggae and 
church music. “Of course church music was 
banned, because the very existence of 
churches was forbidden,” she adds. 

Maria describes her Zoom classes as 
“warm,” because the teachers and students 
haven’t seen each other since the war be-
gan, and they check in on each other and 
ask if anyone needs help before they begin 
their discussions. One topic is the safety of 
priceless art in Ukraine’s museums. When 
the Ivankiv Historical and Local History 
Museum, two hours outside of Kyiv, was set 
on fire during an attack by Russian forces, 
an unconfirmed number of paintings by be-
loved Ukrainian folk artist Maria Pry-
machenko, known in her lifetime as having 
been praised by Picasso, were reportedly 
destroyed. In other parts of Ukraine, muse-
ums are sheltering artworks in basement 
vaults and piling sandbags around impor-
tant statues and monuments to protect 
them from shelling. While the total damage 
to and loss of Ukraine’s art is so far un-
known, Maria says there are stories of hope 
that show the strength of the people. After 
Russian forces left the Ivankiv museum, an 
as-yet-unnamed local risked his life to res-
cue the surviving paintings and bring them 
to a safe location. A representative from the 
Maria Prymachenko Family Foundation re-
ported that they had been in touch with the 
man, but had lost contact as the fighting 
continues.

While some classes discuss the impact 
the war will have on the country’s precious 
art, others are talking about the environ-
mental toll of the invasion. On the other 
side of Ukraine, just outside of Odesa, 
Anna, 24, is working toward her Ph.D. in cli-
matology at Odesa State Environmental 
University. Anna spoke to the Voice through 
WhatsApp, saying that at the beginning of 
the war, even remote schooling was not pos-
sible, as many of her fellow students no lon-
ger had a stable WiFi connection, or they 
were in places where they constantly had to 
seek shelter. She says classes were canceled 
for weeks as students moved to safer areas, 

but now she has Zoom lecture classes every 
Wednesday and spends the rest of her 
school time working on her projects inde-
pendently. Often she has to get to shelter, 
where she is sometimes lucky enough to 
have Internet access—she can continue her 
work while trying to save her life. Anna 
hopes to graduate in 2024 and wants to work 
toward changing Ukraine’s climate policy, 
which has become all the more challenging 
with Russia’s destruction of Ukraine’s natu-
ral world. “From the first days, shooting and 
bombing of industrial and energy facilities 
were recorded, forests were set on fire, oil 
depots were blown up, and the Black and 
Azov Seas were polluted,” she says. “Fires 
have even occurred in the Chernobyl zone. 
And the actions of the occupiers at the Cher-
nobyl nuclear power plant could have led to 
a nuclear catastrophe. Rare animals in re-
serves are also affected by the bombings, 

and animals die of starvation or cold in shel-
ters.” According to the Center for Environ-
mental Initiatives Ecoaction, a Ukrainian 
environmental advocacy group, Russia has 
committed numerous environmental 
crimes, and “hostilities in Ukraine can have 
particularly catastrophic consequences for 
the environment.”

Anna tells the Voice that local environ-
mental organizations are already develop-
ing post-war recovery plans to help improve 
Ukraine’s environment. The initiatives 
would focus on moving the country toward 
decentralized renewable energy, sustain-
able waste management, and monitoring of 
air and water pollution. She hopes to be a 
part of the group that builds an independent 
and sustainable energy system in Ukraine. 
“It is important for me not just to do the sci-
ence and become a climatologist, I want to 
influence Ukraine’s climate policy in prac-
tice,” she explains.

While some students have been able to 
return to virtual classes, young men are re-

quired to serve in Ukraine’s military and 
defend the country where needed. A 
21-year-old student-soldier named Arthur 
is serving as a battlefield medic, for which 
he was trained by the military, and also as a 
field cook and scribe for Ukraine’s military. 
As a scribe, Arthur prepares documents 
having to do with military bureaucracy; he 
adds that there are aspects of his work as a 
scribe that are classified. 

Last fall, Arthur began working toward 
his master’s degree in sociology at the Na-
tional University of Kyiv-Mohyla Academy, 
though he says he felt unsatisfied with his 
studies, and didn’t feel challenged. In Janu-
ary, after months of hearing that Russia 
might invade his homeland, Arthur pre-
pared to join Ukraine’s military. His primary 
responsibility now is to treat wounded sol-
diers, gather medical supplies, and cook 
three times a day for his base. He tells the 
Voice through Telegram, “Every night I see 
Russian jets firing missiles. They light up 
the horizon like it’s morning already. This 
feeds people’s anger even more. It’s hard to 
just sit and wait when you see how they are
destroying the city you’re supposed
to protect.”

So far, Russian soldiers have not discov-
ered the location of Arthur’s base—they 
haven’t yet been attacked. However, in past 
locations, he and his partner, who is also a 
young man in his 20s, were targeted by Rus-
sian artillery forces. “We were reinforcing a 
garrison in our region and our mission was 
to guard the flanks so that they don’t strike 
the garrison in the back,” he recalls. “At first 
I was paralyzed—this power, which was di-
rected at us, was so overwhelming and so 
terrifying that I just didn’t know what to do. 
But I knew what I had to do, which was to re-
main in my position so that our flanks are 
covered. My partner said that if I’m scared, I 
can leave it and go to a safer place. I stayed. I 
knew I did the right thing.”

Arthur says that even after the war is 
over, he doesn’t have plans to return to his 
studies. At a time when young people 
throughout Ukraine are bearing witness to 
violent war atrocities committed by Russia, 
Arthur says that he feels stronger toward his 
family and friends, and toward Ukraine. 
“There are people on the frontline who do 
much more than me and who risk much 
more than I do. People in Mariupol, or in 
small villages occupied by Russian forces, 
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are facing hunger, bullets, and missiles, 
while I can be waiting for orders doing noth-
ing for days.

“The only thing heroic in me are my in-
tentions,” Arthur says. “All I can hope for is 
that my intentions will lead to decisions and 
actions that will help defend my country 
and reduce the suffering of our people as 
much as possible.” He isn’t sure what he 
wants to do when the war ends. “I’m not 
sure if I will get back to my job. Maybe I’ll try 
finding people lost during the war. I feel like 
I could do it, and that it will be very much 
needed.”

HOW TO HELP

Razom for Ukraine: “Razom” means 
“together” in Ukrainian. The nonprofit 
has worked tirelessly to unite Ukrainian 
activists across the U.S. and has orga-
nized protests throughout New York 
City. Currently, it is working on an emer-
gency response, shipping the most ur-
gently needed humanitarian aid: 
tactical medicine and supplies such as 
tourniquets, bandages, combat gauzes, 
and sterile pads; hospital supplies and 
equipment; and communications 
equipment. See the website for more 
detailed information on how to donate 
and volunteer, and also find a link to 
StopPutin.net, which provides a sched-
ule of where protests are taking place in 
cities all over the world, a list of humani-
tarian organizations, how to contact 
representatives, and how to organize 
and post “Stop Putin” events. 
(razomforukraine.org)

Ukrainian Helpers: The Ukrainian Help-
ers website is a one-stop shop for peo-
ple to volunteer and donate to support 
Ukraine. The site directs people to vari-
ous organizations and provides a list of 
“most needed” items and supplies to 
donate to the Ukrainian army and hu-
manitarian groups. Ukrainian Helpers 

also has a map of warehouses all over 
the world where packages can be 
dropped off that will then be sent di-
rectly to Ukraine. 
(ukraine-helpers.com)

The UN World Food Programme (WFP): 
The WFP has launched an emergency 
operation to provide food assistance for 
people fleeing the war. Donations can 
be made directly through the website. 
(wfp.org)

The Kyiv Independent: An independent 
English-language newspaper, the Kyiv 
Independent has been producing high-
quality, accurate accounts of Russia’s 
invasion of Ukraine nonstop since the 
war began. Some of the newspaper’s re-
porters are working directly in combat 
zones, reporting on air raids, ground at-
tacks, and evacuations. GoFundMe and 
Patreon platforms are set up on the 
website. (kyivindependent.com)

Call Your Representatives: Ukraine’s 
president, Volodymyr Zelenskyy, has 
pleaded with governments to send 
Ukraine weapons and to aid in its de-
fense in any way possible. Calling local 
representatives can help push that to 
the top of politicians’ agendas. 

Support Local Ukrainian Businesses: In 
NYC, patronizing restaurants such as 
Veselka, Ukrainian East Village Restau-
rant, and Streetcha, in Manhattan; 
Golden Leo and Rondel, in Brooklyn; 
and Varenyk House, in Queens, is one 
way to give to Ukrainian Americans in 
the city. Donating to the Ukrainian Mu-
seum is also a way to keep the heritage 
of Ukraine alive in New York. 

Anna Conkling is a freelance journalist in 
New York City whose writing focuses on 
environmental issues and, currently, the 
war in Ukraine. Her work has been pub-
lished in the Village Voice, Gothamist, and 
Rolling Stone.
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NATURE ON FIRE IN UKRAINE
As Earth Day 2022 arrives, a Ukrainian professor reports on how Russia 
is destroying Ukraine’s environment and killing its animals
By Oleg Rubel

T
he full-scale Russian invasion of 
Ukraine has claimed tens of thousands 
of lives and caused serious damage to 
Ukraine’s economy, infrastructure, 
natural heritage, and environment. 

War-related pollution is having a negative 
transboundary environmental impact on 
other countries in the region. Some risks 
threaten the environment on a continental 
and global scale.

So, along with the great humanitarian 
disaster created by actions aimed at the de-
struction of the Ukrainian people as a na-
tion, the Russian military is causing 
irreparable damage to the environment of 
Ukraine and to the entire continent.

Days of ecological war
On 11 April 2022, participants in a meeting of 
the United Nations Economic Commission 
for Europe’s “Convention on Long-Range 
Transboundary Air Pollution” condemned 
Russia’s barbaric actions in the war against 
Ukraine, accompanied by humanitarian ca-
tastrophe, nature’s mass destruction, and 
pollution of the environment. Iryna Stav-
chuk, Ukraine’s deputy minister of environ-
mental protection, wrote on her Facebook 
page after the meeting that Russia’s invasion 
has undermined all foundations of interna-
tional law and deliberately created environ-
mental hazards. She included that the 
meeting had begun with a moment of silence 
for all those killed in the military invasion of 
Ukraine.

In its official briefing on 14 April on the 
environmental damage caused by the Rus-
sian attacks, the Ministry of Ecology and 
Natural Resources of Ukraine stated that 
since the beginning of the invasion, the Rus-
sian military has fired more than 1,500 mis-
siles into Ukraine, and more than 5,000 units 
of Russian military equipment of various 
types have been destroyed. The total weight 
of all destroyed Russian equipment as of 8 
April is approximately 85,000 tons—which 
includes 75,000 tons of carbon steel and 
stainless steel, along with 2,500 tons of alu-
minum, 1,000 tons of copper, and more than 
360 tons of titanium and magnesium, as well 
as 10 kg of platinum, 18 kg of gold, and 1.2 
tons of silver. Recycling of military scrap 
metal is a complex and time-consuming pro-
cess requiring state control. At a briefing on 
11 April, Oleh Bondar, head of the Pyrotech-
nic Work and Humanitarian Demining De-
partment at the State Emergency Service of 
Ukraine, said that about 300,000 square ki-
lometers (approximately 50%) of Ukraine’s 
territory needed humanitarian demining 
due to a large amount of ammunition and ex-
plosives left by the occupiers. Because of 
large-scale mining by Russian troops, vast 

areas of arable land in Ukraine cannot now 
be used for agriculture. Even in Odesa, all 
the beaches are mined by Ukrainian defend-
ers with anti-tank mines, cutting the sea-
shore off from the townspeople.

Attacks on the atmosphere
On 9 April, the Russians hit a storage tank 
containing four tons of non-concentrated 
nitric acid, near the town of Rubizhne, in 
the Luhansk region. The attack caused an 
explosion releasing significant amounts of 
nitric acid into the air; the poisonous cloud 
was carried away by the wind toward the 
positions of Russian troops near the villages 
of Kudryashivka and Varvarivka. Fortu-

nately, there are no reports of civilian casu-
alties. Also on 9 April, Russian troops 
shelled the town of Lysychansk, in the Lu-
hansk region. The attack caused a fire at a 
gas station—it was impossible to put out the 
fire due to constant shelling. On 11 April, 
Russian troops used a poisonous substance 
of unknown origin dropped from an enemy 
unmanned aerial vehicle (UAV) against the 
Ukrainian military and civilians in the city 
of Mariupol. The victims have developed 
respiratory failure and neurological prob-
lems. Ukraine’s military leadership is cur-
rently verifying information about the use 
of chemical weapons by the Russian occupi-
ers in Mariupol.

Land and freshwater under
chemical threat

The Russian military has caused signifi-

cant damage to water supplies, sewerage, 
and communications systems, directly 
threatening freshwater supplies and pol-
luting rivers that are sources of water for 
industry, utilities, and individual house-
holds. This means that sewage systems in 
many parts of Ukraine have stopped work-
ing and water is flowing into water bodies 
without treatment. 

Due to Russian aggression, wastewater 
treatment has been disrupted in Severodo-
netsk, Lysychansk, Rubizne, Popasna, and 
part of Zaporizhya, causing pollution of 
water resources by untreated wastewater. 
As a result of the destruction of the dam of 
the Oskol Water Reservoir and the flood 
caused by it, the Seversky Donets River is 
being polluted.

Russian troops use incendiary munitions 
with white phosphorus, banned by the Ge-
neva Conventions for use in civilian areas. In 
particular, on 9 April, the cities of Mariupol, 
Avdiivka, Maryinka, Vuhledar, Slovyansk, 
Pokrovsk, Toretsk, Solodke, Novomykhaili-
vka, Troitske, Stepove, and Katerynivka were 
bombed with white phosphorus munitions. 
Such attacks pose a threat of large-scale fires 
and chemical contamination of the soil, in 
addition to civilian deaths.

National parks under attack
Currently, dozens of Ukrainian nature re-
serves and national parks have suffered sig-
nificant damage as a result of Russian 
aggression. The destruction of wetlands on 
the coasts of the Azov and Black Seas and in 
the lower reaches of the Danube and Dnipro 
Rivers cause deep concern. 

The war has caused great damage to for-
estries in Ukraine. Many park buildings and 
vehicles have been damaged and destroyed, 
and the infrastructure and forests have 
been mined by the Russians. Parts of the 
forests in the Kharkiv, Luhansk, Donetsk, 
and Kherson oblasts are currently under the 
control of the occupiers.

In the first days of the war, hordes of Rus-
sian troops tried to go around the city of 
Nikolaev. They rushed north to Voznesensk, 
to the South Ukrainian Nuclear Power Plant. 

But they were stopped and driven back in 
the southeast, to the territory of the Kherson 
region. Active combat clashes took place on 
the territory of the Elanetsky nature reserve. 
The reserve is designed to preserve and re-
store the natural steppes—flat grasslands—
on the Right Bank of Ukraine, which is the 
territory west of the main Ukrainian river, 
the Dnipro. The reserve was created to pro-
tect the largest area of the virgin steppe on 
the northwestern Black Sea Coast. As a re-
sult of hostilities, tank caterpillar treads de-
stroyed unique vegetation and valuable 
virgin land cover, which will not be restored 
for decades. The lands are littered with rust-
ing Russian equipment and remnants of am-
munition. Part of the steppe has been 
burned out.

In the delta of the Dnipro, which was 

captured by Russian troops, the Black Sea 
Biosphere Reserve is located. Oleg 
Derkach, chairman of the Regional Ecologi-
cal Network, told me about the fate of na-
ture reserves on the Black Sea Coast: “The 
historically significant territory is the Kin-
burn Spit, where the Dnipro River meets the 
Black Sea. This is a narrow strip of land in 
the Black Sea connected to the mainland in 
the Kherson region. It is a very unique natu-
ral system. From the first occupation, the 
Spit was captured by Russian troops, who 
approached from Kherson. The Spit is di-
vided between the Mykolaiv and Kherson 
regions. With a remote strike, the Russians 
moved deep into the Spit. However, a fire 
broke out in the floodplains and the ancient 
forest, which is more than 1,000 years old.”

Fire in floodplains is a big factor of con-
cern for birds and animals. On the Kinburn 

War Stories: Scientists “Today Ukraine is 
on fi re and burning 
from east to west, 
from south to 
north.”

The Russian 
onslaught has laid 
waste to Ukraine’s  

virgin steppe.
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NATURE ON FIRE IN UKRAINE
As Earth Day 2022 arrives, a Ukrainian professor reports on how Russia 
is destroying Ukraine’s environment and killing its animals
By Oleg Rubel

T
he full-scale Russian invasion of 
Ukraine has claimed tens of thousands 
of lives and caused serious damage to 
Ukraine’s economy, infrastructure, 
natural heritage, and environment. 

War-related pollution is having a negative 
transboundary environmental impact on 
other countries in the region. Some risks 
threaten the environment on a continental 
and global scale.

So, along with the great humanitarian 
disaster created by actions aimed at the de-
struction of the Ukrainian people as a na-
tion, the Russian military is causing 
irreparable damage to the environment of 
Ukraine and to the entire continent.

Days of ecological war
On 11 April 2022, participants in a meeting of 
the United Nations Economic Commission 
for Europe’s “Convention on Long-Range 
Transboundary Air Pollution” condemned 
Russia’s barbaric actions in the war against 
Ukraine, accompanied by humanitarian ca-
tastrophe, nature’s mass destruction, and 
pollution of the environment. Iryna Stav-
chuk, Ukraine’s deputy minister of environ-
mental protection, wrote on her Facebook 
page after the meeting that Russia’s invasion 
has undermined all foundations of interna-
tional law and deliberately created environ-
mental hazards. She included that the 
meeting had begun with a moment of silence 
for all those killed in the military invasion of 
Ukraine.

In its official briefing on 14 April on the 
environmental damage caused by the Rus-
sian attacks, the Ministry of Ecology and 
Natural Resources of Ukraine stated that 
since the beginning of the invasion, the Rus-
sian military has fired more than 1,500 mis-
siles into Ukraine, and more than 5,000 units 
of Russian military equipment of various 
types have been destroyed. The total weight 
of all destroyed Russian equipment as of 8 
April is approximately 85,000 tons—which 
includes 75,000 tons of carbon steel and 
stainless steel, along with 2,500 tons of alu-
minum, 1,000 tons of copper, and more than 
360 tons of titanium and magnesium, as well 
as 10 kg of platinum, 18 kg of gold, and 1.2 
tons of silver. Recycling of military scrap 
metal is a complex and time-consuming pro-
cess requiring state control. At a briefing on 
11 April, Oleh Bondar, head of the Pyrotech-
nic Work and Humanitarian Demining De-
partment at the State Emergency Service of 
Ukraine, said that about 300,000 square ki-
lometers (approximately 50%) of Ukraine’s 
territory needed humanitarian demining 
due to a large amount of ammunition and ex-
plosives left by the occupiers. Because of 
large-scale mining by Russian troops, vast 

areas of arable land in Ukraine cannot now 
be used for agriculture. Even in Odesa, all 
the beaches are mined by Ukrainian defend-
ers with anti-tank mines, cutting the sea-
shore off from the townspeople.

Attacks on the atmosphere
On 9 April, the Russians hit a storage tank 
containing four tons of non-concentrated 
nitric acid, near the town of Rubizhne, in 
the Luhansk region. The attack caused an 
explosion releasing significant amounts of 
nitric acid into the air; the poisonous cloud 
was carried away by the wind toward the 
positions of Russian troops near the villages 
of Kudryashivka and Varvarivka. Fortu-

nately, there are no reports of civilian casu-
alties. Also on 9 April, Russian troops 
shelled the town of Lysychansk, in the Lu-
hansk region. The attack caused a fire at a 
gas station—it was impossible to put out the 
fire due to constant shelling. On 11 April, 
Russian troops used a poisonous substance 
of unknown origin dropped from an enemy 
unmanned aerial vehicle (UAV) against the 
Ukrainian military and civilians in the city 
of Mariupol. The victims have developed 
respiratory failure and neurological prob-
lems. Ukraine’s military leadership is cur-
rently verifying information about the use 
of chemical weapons by the Russian occupi-
ers in Mariupol.

Land and freshwater under
chemical threat

The Russian military has caused signifi-

cant damage to water supplies, sewerage, 
and communications systems, directly 
threatening freshwater supplies and pol-
luting rivers that are sources of water for 
industry, utilities, and individual house-
holds. This means that sewage systems in 
many parts of Ukraine have stopped work-
ing and water is flowing into water bodies 
without treatment. 

Due to Russian aggression, wastewater 
treatment has been disrupted in Severodo-
netsk, Lysychansk, Rubizne, Popasna, and 
part of Zaporizhya, causing pollution of 
water resources by untreated wastewater. 
As a result of the destruction of the dam of 
the Oskol Water Reservoir and the flood 
caused by it, the Seversky Donets River is 
being polluted.

Russian troops use incendiary munitions 
with white phosphorus, banned by the Ge-
neva Conventions for use in civilian areas. In 
particular, on 9 April, the cities of Mariupol, 
Avdiivka, Maryinka, Vuhledar, Slovyansk, 
Pokrovsk, Toretsk, Solodke, Novomykhaili-
vka, Troitske, Stepove, and Katerynivka were 
bombed with white phosphorus munitions. 
Such attacks pose a threat of large-scale fires 
and chemical contamination of the soil, in 
addition to civilian deaths.

National parks under attack
Currently, dozens of Ukrainian nature re-
serves and national parks have suffered sig-
nificant damage as a result of Russian 
aggression. The destruction of wetlands on 
the coasts of the Azov and Black Seas and in 
the lower reaches of the Danube and Dnipro 
Rivers cause deep concern. 

The war has caused great damage to for-
estries in Ukraine. Many park buildings and 
vehicles have been damaged and destroyed, 
and the infrastructure and forests have 
been mined by the Russians. Parts of the 
forests in the Kharkiv, Luhansk, Donetsk, 
and Kherson oblasts are currently under the 
control of the occupiers.

In the first days of the war, hordes of Rus-
sian troops tried to go around the city of 
Nikolaev. They rushed north to Voznesensk, 
to the South Ukrainian Nuclear Power Plant. 

But they were stopped and driven back in 
the southeast, to the territory of the Kherson 
region. Active combat clashes took place on 
the territory of the Elanetsky nature reserve. 
The reserve is designed to preserve and re-
store the natural steppes—flat grasslands—
on the Right Bank of Ukraine, which is the 
territory west of the main Ukrainian river, 
the Dnipro. The reserve was created to pro-
tect the largest area of the virgin steppe on 
the northwestern Black Sea Coast. As a re-
sult of hostilities, tank caterpillar treads de-
stroyed unique vegetation and valuable 
virgin land cover, which will not be restored 
for decades. The lands are littered with rust-
ing Russian equipment and remnants of am-
munition. Part of the steppe has been 
burned out.

In the delta of the Dnipro, which was 

captured by Russian troops, the Black Sea 
Biosphere Reserve is located. Oleg 
Derkach, chairman of the Regional Ecologi-
cal Network, told me about the fate of na-
ture reserves on the Black Sea Coast: “The 
historically significant territory is the Kin-
burn Spit, where the Dnipro River meets the 
Black Sea. This is a narrow strip of land in 
the Black Sea connected to the mainland in 
the Kherson region. It is a very unique natu-
ral system. From the first occupation, the 
Spit was captured by Russian troops, who 
approached from Kherson. The Spit is di-
vided between the Mykolaiv and Kherson 
regions. With a remote strike, the Russians 
moved deep into the Spit. However, a fire 
broke out in the floodplains and the ancient 
forest, which is more than 1,000 years old.”

Fire in floodplains is a big factor of con-
cern for birds and animals. On the Kinburn 

War Stories: Scientists “Today Ukraine is 
on fi re and burning 
from east to west, 
from south to 
north.”

The Russian 
onslaught has laid 
waste to Ukraine’s  

virgin steppe.
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Spit, there is the National Nature Park Belo-
berezhye Svyatoslav. All of these territories 
must be protected from impact, but now 
there is no access for control over them. 
Unique natural complexes, such as the larg-
est desert in Europe, the Oleshky Sands, are 
subjected to massive fires and destruction 
by military equipment.

Blasts from the sea
Currently, sea traffic from all Ukrainian 
ports in the Black Sea has been suspended. 
Dozens of commercial vessels are blocked in 
ports because of the threat of attacks by the 
Russian navy or the detonation of sea mines. 
The Turkish newspaper Hurriyet, citing 
Turkish defense minister Hulusi Akar, re-
ports that 400 dangerous mines might be 
floating in the Black Sea. The minister has 
said that since the end of March, Turkish un-
derwater security groups have deactivated 
three mines, all of them made in Russia.

On the night of 8 April, Russians at-
tacked the icebreaker Captain Bilousov in 
the port of Mariupol. At the time of the 
shelling, there was a civilian crew on board; 
one person was killed and several others 
were injured. On 11 April, Russian occupi-
ers hit the SMARTA cargo ship and cap-
tured the crew and the captain’s wife in the 
port of Mariupol.

Ivan Rusev, deputy director of the Tuz-
lovsky Lagoons National Nature Park, in 
the Odesa region, told me, “Our enemy is 
the Moscow junta, the Russian fascist re-
gime, which went to war against the peace-
ful Ukrainian people and the State of 
Ukraine. Today Ukraine is on fire and 
burning from east to west, from south to 

north. And so, in the morning, somewhere 
near the coast, in the water and above the 
water in the Black Sea, there was an incred-
ibly powerful enemy aggression. But 
around me in the National Nature Park Tu-
zla Estuaries, on the contrary, there was an 
incredible polyphony of birds and a slight, 
gentle noise of the waves of the estuary. On 
April 9, I go on a mission to the shallows of 
the estuary, through the reeds. Somewhere 
at 9.30, instantly, as if from the ground, 
there was an incredibly powerful explosion 
and immediately the earth and water 
trembled. A second later, a sound wave fol-
lowed. It came from the Snake Island, in 
the Black Sea. A minute passed—again an 
incredible explosion in the sea and a loud 
rumble. The next is three more explosions. 
There were five of them, in total. And as a 
natural reaction to such a terrible factor, 
the wildlife has subsided. And instantly, to 
my right, a red heron flew, different spe-
cies of ducks, and many waders. Probably 
you, friends, are familiar with great white 
and gray herons. And it is known that the 
white-tailed eagle, a majestic, noble, and 
proud bird, causes real admiration, a 
bright and powerful symbol of the spiritual 
beginning, strength, and power of the 
spirit, victory. This bird was revered by ab-
solutely all peoples and at all times. So, 
powerful explosions frighten birds, and in 
some cases can cause an unusual reaction 
and destruction of nests and death of these 
majestic birds, as happened near our Na-
tional Park.”

Saving endangered zoo animals  
Hundreds of thousands of wild animals 
have been killed by explosions and mines in 
the fields invaded by Russians. In the cities 
of Ukraine, thousands of animals in zoos 
and parks have come under fire as well. 

The Yasnogorodka Family Ecopark, lo-
cated near the village of Makariv, in the Kyiv 
region, has been destroyed. The buildings 
burned down. Many animals died, though 
some remain alive. The owners of the Eco-
park are asking for help: “Currently we do 
not have enough of our own funds, almost 
the entire park has turned to ashes.” In the 

village of Gostomel, also in the Kyiv region, 
the occupiers destroyed the Alexandria sta-
ble, along with the horses. Most of the 32 an-
imals were burned alive.

On 13 April, a pair of white lions came to 
Odesa from the Feldman Ecopark, in the 
city of Kharkiv, which has been under shell-
ing since early in the war. Because of this, 
the enclosures were destroyed and the ani-
mals would have to be euthanized if a new 
home could not be found for them. I spoke 
directly to the hero of the day, Odesa zoo di-
rector Igor Belyakov, who personally took 
the animals out of the shelling in a special 
vehicle. “The most difficult was the road,” 
said Belyakov. “There are many check-
points on the road. And each time, we were 
asked where we were going. Few believed 
that in the thick of the war, [we were trying] 
to save wild animals from the zoo destroyed 
by Russian shelling. We had phoned the di-
rector of Feldman Ecopark, Vitaly Om-
elchenko, and offered to take the lions that 
he was going to euthanize. The fact is that 
the enclosures were destroyed on the first 
day of the war, on February 24, and the ani-
mals were in a cramped unsuitable room for 
almost a month and a half. During this time, 
they were given sedatives. It took about two 
days to get to Kharkiv.”

Feldman Ecopark is an environmental 
project of the Oleksandr Feldman Interna-
tional Environmental Foundation. From 
2011 to 2017, the number of animals in the 
Ecopark increased from 200 to 2,000. The 
species diversity of animals kept in the Feld-
man Ecopark has expanded to 300 species, 
a significant number of which are rare and 
endangered, listed on the International Red 
List of Endangered Species. And now this 
unique zoo has been destroyed, like many 
zoos that have found themselves in the zone 
of occupation. 

A little more than a week earlier, People’s 
Deputy Oleksandr Feldman, owner of Feld-
man Ecopark, had addressed Kharkiv resi-
dents: “The Ecopark is no more. Today, 
before the end of the day, a decision will be 
made on the euthanasia of tigers and lions, 
as their enclosures were broken after shell-
ing by the Russians.” Some of the animals, 

such as the endangered red wolves, ran 
away. According to Feldman, three employ-
ees have so far died during the war, two 
from shelling, and a driver died during the 
evacuation of animals.

But the long and dangerous journey of 
Belyakov and the Odesa zoo staff was 
crowned with success. “We drove back 
faster,” said Belyakov: “What are you car-
rying?—Lions!” Upon arrival in Odesa, the 
animals were very stressed. But two days of 
rehabilitation and the use of drugs aimed at 
healing wounds passed, and the animals 
began to adapt to the new environment. 
“We apply the method of ‘enrichment of 
the environment,’ something that affects 
animals favorably,” Belyakov explained.

Tigers from the besieged Feldman Eco-
park ended up in the Kyiv zoo. The leopards 
went to the city of Dnipro. This is how 
Ukrainians, at great risk to their lives, and 
sometimes at the cost of their lives, save 
wild animals.

The government of Ukraine records the oc-
cupiers’ crimes against the environment and 
will use every opportunity to bring the aggressor 
country to justice. The Russian Federation 
breaches its obligations under international 
treaties, including the UN Charter. Russia’s in-
vasion of Ukraine undermines all foundations 
of the international legal order. Russia’s full re-
sponsibility for the crimes committed will come 
only if Ukraine wins the war, helped by an inter-
national alliance led by the United States. Ev-
ery Ukrainian thanks the fraternal American 
people in their hearts. Ahead—our common 
victory and the restoration of beautiful nature. 
— Odesa, 15.04.2022 

From the first days of Russia’s attacks on 
Ukraine, Oleg Rubel, professor in the De-
partment of Public Administration and En-
vironmental Management of the Odesa 
State Environmental University, has re-
mained in Odesa and monitored the nega-
tive impact Russian troops are having on 
nature in the south of Ukraine and the 
Black Sea. Rubel’s latest report was sent to 
the Voice while he was taking shelter from 
an air raid.

G
leb Egorov

Vlad Balinsky

Vlad Balinsky

Hero of the day: Igor Belyakov, left, talks with the author after a harrowing road trip to rescue a pair of white lions under Russian attack. The animals are safe, for now. Below: Remains of a Russian missile.
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UN-CHAINED, JERRY 
CANTRELL LIGHTENS UP 
WITH BRIGHTEN
The Alice in Chains guitarist-singer releases his first solo album in 20 years

By Katherine Turman

T
he compelling darkness that infuses 
many of Jerry Cantrell’s songs seems 
nearly inevitable. There’s the idea that 
the often dreary weather of his Seattle 
hometown breeds musical gloom. And 

over the years he’s lost many friends to drug 
and mental health miseries, including Alice 
in Chains singer Layne Staley and the band’s 
former bassist Mike Starr. To say nothing of 
peers Chris Cornell, Kurt Cobain, Mark 
Lanegan, and more.

That the guitarist-singer’s hypnotic riffs 
and often emotionally heavy lyrics—as both a 
solo artist and in AIC—can be harrowing is no 
surprise. Cantrell-penned songs since 1989’s 
“We Die Young,” including the hits “Man in 
the Box,” “Rooster,” “Them Bones,” and the 
solo tune “Cut You In,” are sinuously heavy 
even when acoustic-based.

Brighten, Cantrell’s third solo album, came 
out on October 29, 2021, and while it’s not a 
sea change for the artist, there are, as the title 
indicates, rays of light. In conversation with 
the Voice, Cantrell’s demeanor remains 
somewhat reticent and guarded, preferring 
to leave in-depth conversations about lyrical 
intent on the table.  

The LP begins with “Atone,” then moves 
into title track “Brighten,” whose lyrics “Only 
reap what you sow” could be a warning to an-
other or a reminder to self. “Music can be in-
terpreted; it should be interpretable to 
anybody,” Cantrell says. “It could mean mul-
tiple things. Am I saying that to myself? I’m 
saying that to you, the world, maybe all three 
things at once, and that’s probably right.” 
Cantrell had completed basic tracks for 
Brighten when Covid locked down the world. 
“We were in a good place, and then every-
thing shut down. So it was nice to have some-
thing to focus on during all of that. The bones, 
the structure of the record—the concrete was 
poured and the studs in the frame were up,” 
he analogizes. 

The unexpected time allowed him to 
“adapt the record to the circumstances.” The 
end result included having at least three mu-
sicians on Brighten who probably wouldn’t 
have been on the LP during the fast pace of 
pre-Covid life—including old pal Duff McKa-
gan, the one-time Seattle punk who joined 
Guns N’ Roses. “Like, ‘Hey, you’re not work-
ing? Because I’m not. I’d love to have you on 
this thing if you want to,’” Cantrell says. Also 
on Brighten are Paul McCartney drummer 

Abe Laboriel Jr. and composer-musician Ty-
ler Bates, who is also in Cantrell’s live band. 

The songs on Brighten invoke a wash of 
feelings and emotions rather than telling 
specific stories. Cantrell believes, “[An al-
bum] should show shades of where the artist 
is, or what kind of inspiration is influencing 
you, or what you’re feeling that you want to 
translate.” He momentarily struggles with 
his words. “It’s not like some big master plan 
or whatever. It’s just emotion and feeling 
and in the moment. I think that the album 
definitely captures a feel, and that’s why I ti-
tled it Brighten—there’s some more light, but 
there’s clouds, too.”

That said, he notes, “There’s elements of 
what’s on Brighten on any record I’ve done. 
They’re just time capsules of a period. And a 

life surrounded by other lives that you’re 
making this record with, this music with.” 

Brighten offers an aural snapshot musi-
cally reminiscent of the dreamy shamble 
of Stones ballads like “Waiting on a 
Friend” or “Torn and Frayed” (especially 
Cantrell’s song “Dismembered,” with its 
lyrical “sewn-up” Frankenstein imagery), 
while “Nobody Breaks You” has a chorus 
that’s musically heartbreaking, with poi-
gnant piano work. The album closer is a 
cover of Elton John’s 1971 song “Goodbye.” 
This makes for a quandary when it comes 
to the live show. “It’s a quality problem try-
ing to make a set list that covers all eras. 
There’s Spring steen or Pearl Jam and 
three-, four-hour concerts. I don’t have 
that stamina to do that,” says the 56-year-
old frontman. “You’re gonna get about an 

hour and a half, an hour 45 out of me be-
fore I gotta pull the ripcord.”  

Onstage in front of a packed Irving Plaza 
a week later, Cantrell is joined by a six-piece 
band that includes pedal steel player Mi-
chael Ronzon and keyboard player Jason 
Achilles, the additional members creating 
lush instrumentation that adds layers and 
contrast to the mesmerizing, heavy-riff mu-
sicality. As with Alice in Chains, the songs 
are written for a minimum of two voices, 
which can be interchangeable. Joining 
Cantrell on the Brighten LP and tour—at a 
mic stand to Cantrell’s right—is vocalist Greg 
Puciato, ex-frontman of metalcore band The 
Dillinger Escape Plan. His punk energy and 
powerful, supple voice were Cantrell’s per-

fect counterpoint and complement.   
Cantrell and Co. shone on nine Alice in 

Chains songs in a 19-song set, and, unsurpris-
ingly, the AIC tunes of all eras fit in seam-
lessly next to Cantrell’s solo work, both old 
and from Brighten. Starting with AIC gem 
“Them Bones” and including “Man in the 
Box” and “Rooster” (which he introduced as 
“a song about a chicken”), the solo work high-
lights included the stripped-down but almost 
headbanging staccato of 1998’s “Cut You In” 
and a pair of stellar songs from his latest, the 
title track, along with “Atone.” The last two 
take their place among the best of Cantrell’s 
compositions. 

Cantrell is a guitar hero, not in the mold of 
his own late friends and peers Eddie Van Ha-
len or Pantera’s Dimebag Darrell, but pos-
sessed of a signature sound and style that’s 
instantly recognizable, often with slight 
Southern rock/country hints. His slide guitar 
work added a country twang to the captivat-
ing acoustic intensity of  “Black Hearts and 
Evil Done,” when Cantrell was joined by tour 
opener Lola Colette, who sings on Brighten 
and is band member Tyler Bates’s daughter. 

It was actually Cantrell’s solo work that al-
lowed Alice in Chains to regroup following 
Layne Staley’s death, in 2002. Comes With 
the Fall singer William DuVall met Cantrell in 
2000, and Cantrell invited DuVall’s band to 
open on his solo “Degradation Trip” tour. In 
fact, CWTF did nightly double-duty as 
Cantrell’s touring band. “I didn’t think, like, 
‘I’m gonna plot to put the band back together 
years down the road, and this is the guy.’ I 
mean, he’s a talented guy, and we worked 
well together,” Cantrell recalls about the be-
ginning of his musical relationship with Du-
Vall. “He did a great job. When we started 
talking about it, we’d had that experience. So 
I thought we’d invite him down and see how 
he felt about it, and see how we felt about it.” 
Feelings all around were more than positive, 
and DuVall joined Alice in Chains in 2006. To 
date, they’ve done three albums and numer-
ous tours.  

Back to our phone call: Cantrell is a few 
days from the launch of his first solo tour in 20 
years. One of his cats meows in the back-
ground as Cantrell does a day of press inter-
views. Sure, Brighten’s songs may be (slightly) 
different from his work in Alice in Chains, but 
the process remains the same. “It’s like Tom 
Brady,” he explains. “He plays football. He 
played football on the Patriots for many years. 
Now he’s going to do a season with the Tampa 
Bay Buccaneers. The difference is I’m still an 
owner of the team and can go back to the 
team.” 

So Cantrell can retire for two weeks and 
then decide to “unretire”?

He chuckles. “There’s no retiring. I’m a 
lifer. So far making the record has been really 
cool. And really fun. And now I’m taking the 
trip with all these fucking nuts who decided 
to take a trip with this particular nut.”

Katherine Turman has written for Enter-
tainment Weekly, Spin, Billboard, and 
other publications, is the author of Louder 
Than Hell: The Definitive Oral History of 
Metal, and produces the classic rock radio 
program Nights With Alice Cooper. She 
lives in Brooklyn.

Ri� s

On his new solo album, Brighten, Alice in Chains frontman Jerry Cantrell (onstage at Irving Plaza) 
has found some points of light. 
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THE VISIBILITY ARTIST: 
TAVARES STRACHAN
From making art objects to creating experiences, the Bahamian
artist brings forward what has been forgotten, and unlearns what
has been mistaught
By Christian Viveros-Fauné

T
he meanings, if not the ownership, of 
public artworks belong to their audi-
ences. Nowhere in New York’s five bor-
oughs is this clearer than in how a 
sculpture has changed the meaning of 

the awkward, pie-slice-shaped half-acre of 
cement hard by the massive sports arena 
that is Brooklyn’s Barclays Center. Plunked 
down at the busy intersection of Flatbush 
and Atlantic Avenues, the venue’s concrete 
plaza—an architectural afterthought with 
regard to the complex’s original design—
was utterly transformed during the pan-
demic. When indoor events were canceled 
in 2020, the space resembled a refugee cen-
ter: Free Covid-19 testing sites alternated 
with clothing drives and bustling food pan-
tries for those in need.

Then, in late May, after the murder of 
George Floyd, the site morphed again—first 
into a hub of protest and then, briefly, into 
an arena for hand-to-hand fighting between 
demonstrators and police. As tempers 
cooled and the smoke cleared, an unlikely 
truce was declared: The austere plaza in 
front of Barclays Center became, by dint of 
an unspoken consensus, Brooklyn’s unoffi-
cial town square. 

Twenty-three months later, the transfor-
mation of Barclays Center Plaza appears 
complete. The site’s new status has, at the 
very least, been aptly and gorgeously me-
morialized. That is thanks to Belong/Brook-
lyn, a pair of huge neon signs installed atop 
the entrance to the borough’s busiest transit 
hub. Above the MTA graphics and under-
ground network of trains, the two tractor-
trailer-size signs hold forth, one reading 
simply “You Belong Here” in brilliant white 
light—an inspiring 45-by-15-foot declaration 
of basic human rights. The second, in hot 
pink, thrums in the elusive first-person plu-
ral: “We Belong Here.” 

The work of Bahamian-born New York 
artist Tavares Strachan, this double-bar-
reled sculpture affirmatively voices an un-
usual kind of civic renewal that has little to 
do with the usual tectonic forces that shape 
and bedevil New York City: the thumb-on-
the-scale strivings of real estate titans, emi-
nent domain lawyers, tractable politicians, 
gentrifying starchitects, and ambitious cap-
tains of industry of the sort who own sports 
franchises, like, say, the Brooklyn Nets, 
which Forbes estimates is worth $3.2 billion. 
The opposite of top-down development—
which has troubled Barclays Center since it 

was first foisted onto the area’s downtown 
as the Atlantic Yards Project in 2008 and is 
now home court for the Nets—Strachan’s 
public sculpture channels a charge that is at 
once more powerful but more elusive: the 
groundswell resolve of a community. 

“It’s an affirmation, a call to action,” 
Strachan said about the complex message 
animating his sculpture, on a crisp October 
day during its unveiling. Dressed in a navy-
blue jumpsuit of his own design, he stood on 
an outdoor dais, beneath a large banner pro-
moting Joseph C. and Clara Wu Tsai’s Social 
Justice Fund—a $50 million Brooklyn 
BIPOC loan scheme that these owners of 
the NBA’s Nets and the WNBA’s New York 
Liberty had launched just months earlier.  
“‘You belong here’ is a starting point,” he 
told the mixed crowd beneath the building’s 
distinctive oculus. “Who decides if we be-
long? Is it in the power of the individual or 
the group? I am trying to work this out as a 
member of this community myself.” 

The most visible artwork Strachan has 
produced to date in New York, Belong/
Brooklyn (2021) constitutes a crucial intro-
duction to his art for local audiences—a 
scaled-up précis for a major artist whose 
outsize ambition is already well known to 
crowds in cultural capitals such as London, 
Los Angeles, and Venice. Strachan is a real-
life artist-explorer whose often jarring dis-
coveries take place remotely but also in 
plain sight. Among other adventures, he has 
embarked on four separate Arctic expedi-
tions (he is the first Bahamian to visit the 
North Pole), trained as a Russian cosmo-
naut at a military facility in Moscow, and 
partnered with Elon Musk’s SpaceX to pro-
pel a golden bust of Robert Henry Lawrence 
Jr., NASA’s first Black astronaut, into orbit 
on a Falcon 9 Rocket (the Chicago-born 
rocketman trainee died in a supersonic jet 
crash in 1967). 

Inspired by, among other artist-inven-
tors, Renaissance polymath Leonardo da 
Vinci, Strachan dreams big and delivers with 
astounding frequency. Like the Victorian-
era artist-botanist Anna Atkins, the first per-
son to publish a book illustrated with 
photographic images—delicate cyanotype 
photograms of algae and seaweed—Stra-
chan also celebrates the important minutiae 
that bedevil the details of aesthetic ambi-
tion. He has been known to take on the roles 
of painter, draughtsman, engineer, scientist, 

theorist, sculptor, and architect, sometimes 
on the same project. At the heart of his ex-
panding oeuvre: a line uttered by yet another 
artist progenitor, Marcel Duchamp—
“Artmaking is making the invisible, visible.” 

Self-generating, self-possessed, and su-
premely thoughtful in person, Strachan has 
long relied on what he has called a “lean and 
mean crew of handpicked co-conspirators” 
to muster complex projects like these and 
others that would make veteran Smithson-
ian registrars blush. Take his recent Encyclo-
pedia of Invisibility, a deeply researched, 
elegantly written 2,500-page sculpture-as-
an-alternative-Encylopedia-Brittanica 
containing over 15,000 entries on the delib-
erately forgotten and overlooked (it in-
cludes listings on translucent squid found 
only in the deepest realms of the Antarctic 
Ocean and on Matthew Henson, the still-
under-recognized Black U.S. explorer who 
lays claim, along with the white adventurer 
Robert Peary, to having “discovered” the 
North Pole). That Strachan has kept this and 
other ventures on track until recently with-
out the support of a top-tier gallery makes 
his latest exploits all the more impressive. 

Among Strachan’s newest schemes are 
projects that would fill the calendars of sev-
eral Hollywood production teams. They in-
clude the launch of a 50,000-square-foot 
art complex in his hometown of Nassau, 
which he has commissioned David Adjaye 
to design; solo museum exhibitions at 
LACMA, in Los Angeles, and the Hayward 
Gallery, in London; a long-awaited New 
York show at Marian Goodman Gallery 
(opening May 6); and two concurrent full-
dress exhibitions across the Atlantic at 
Goodman’s Paris digs. 

Though I won’t spoil the more theatri-
cal details attendant to Strachan’s New 
York show, I can confidently relay the fol-
lowing: Few upcoming art events in the city 
will be as buzzed about … or difficult to ac-
cess. As much a series of time-based hap-
penings as a conventional show of discrete 
artworks arrayed on the gallery’s walls and 

floor, Strachan’s show is structured as a 
Wagnerian gesamtkunstwerk: a single, large-
scale, enveloping art experience that is part 
installation, part performance event. Like 
much great art, Strachan’s exhibition gener-
ates its own precedents. Where the artist 
and company have crafted their own rules, 
others will follow and codify. 

An exhibition antecedent motivating 
Strachan today is his similarly structured 
and galvanizing September 2020 show at 
Marian Goodman Gallery in London. Aptly 
titled In Plain Sight, and held at the height of 
the Covid pandemic, the show consisted of 
various rooms of the artist’s thematically 
linked two- and three-dimensional art-
works in canvas, plaster, neon, wood, per-
spex, and other materials. Organized 
around the personal and public histories of 
Black personages as varied as Nina Simone, 
Haile Selassie, and Henrietta Lacks (a true 
“immortal,” Lacks’s cells were illegally har-
vested by a white oncologist at Johns Hop-
kins Hospital in 1951 and live on today as 
model HeLa cells in scores of scientific ad-
vances), the display combined strange ob-
jects with even stranger stagecraft. 

As viewers moved through the galleries, 
embedded performers piped up unan-
nounced, by turns startling and mesmeriz-
ing audiences left unprepared by 
quarantine routines. Though familiar to 
theater audiences of popular productions 
like the immersive Macbeth-based Sleep No 
More, participative performances remain 
rare in galleries, lending an extra layer of 
surprise to these scant events. Responses 
varied, as they must. Not having been there, 
I want to imagine the experience as both 
collaborative and hallucinatory—like being 
accosted by talking statues of your favorite 
presidents at a wax museum.

According to Marian Goodman’s direc-
tor, Phillip Kaiser, Strachan’s exhibition 
“took place during a time in which the pan-
demic and social distancing made human 
contact very dear.” One visitor, the English 
memoirist Emmett de Monterey, reacting 
to both the exhibition’s timing and its anti-

In the Galleries

For those coming or going at Barclay’s Center: Strachan’s Belong/Brooklyn (2021).
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UN-CHAINED, JERRY 
CANTRELL LIGHTENS UP 
WITH BRIGHTEN
The Alice in Chains guitarist-singer releases his first solo album in 20 years

By Katherine Turman

T
he compelling darkness that infuses 
many of Jerry Cantrell’s songs seems 
nearly inevitable. There’s the idea that 
the often dreary weather of his Seattle 
hometown breeds musical gloom. And 

over the years he’s lost many friends to drug 
and mental health miseries, including Alice 
in Chains singer Layne Staley and the band’s 
former bassist Mike Starr. To say nothing of 
peers Chris Cornell, Kurt Cobain, Mark 
Lanegan, and more.

That the guitarist-singer’s hypnotic riffs 
and often emotionally heavy lyrics—as both a 
solo artist and in AIC—can be harrowing is no 
surprise. Cantrell-penned songs since 1989’s 
“We Die Young,” including the hits “Man in 
the Box,” “Rooster,” “Them Bones,” and the 
solo tune “Cut You In,” are sinuously heavy 
even when acoustic-based.

Brighten, Cantrell’s third solo album, came 
out on October 29, 2021, and while it’s not a 
sea change for the artist, there are, as the title 
indicates, rays of light. In conversation with 
the Voice, Cantrell’s demeanor remains 
somewhat reticent and guarded, preferring 
to leave in-depth conversations about lyrical 
intent on the table.  

The LP begins with “Atone,” then moves 
into title track “Brighten,” whose lyrics “Only 
reap what you sow” could be a warning to an-
other or a reminder to self. “Music can be in-
terpreted; it should be interpretable to 
anybody,” Cantrell says. “It could mean mul-
tiple things. Am I saying that to myself? I’m 
saying that to you, the world, maybe all three 
things at once, and that’s probably right.” 
Cantrell had completed basic tracks for 
Brighten when Covid locked down the world. 
“We were in a good place, and then every-
thing shut down. So it was nice to have some-
thing to focus on during all of that. The bones, 
the structure of the record—the concrete was 
poured and the studs in the frame were up,” 
he analogizes. 

The unexpected time allowed him to 
“adapt the record to the circumstances.” The 
end result included having at least three mu-
sicians on Brighten who probably wouldn’t 
have been on the LP during the fast pace of 
pre-Covid life—including old pal Duff McKa-
gan, the one-time Seattle punk who joined 
Guns N’ Roses. “Like, ‘Hey, you’re not work-
ing? Because I’m not. I’d love to have you on 
this thing if you want to,’” Cantrell says. Also 
on Brighten are Paul McCartney drummer 

Abe Laboriel Jr. and composer-musician Ty-
ler Bates, who is also in Cantrell’s live band. 

The songs on Brighten invoke a wash of 
feelings and emotions rather than telling 
specific stories. Cantrell believes, “[An al-
bum] should show shades of where the artist 
is, or what kind of inspiration is influencing 
you, or what you’re feeling that you want to 
translate.” He momentarily struggles with 
his words. “It’s not like some big master plan 
or whatever. It’s just emotion and feeling 
and in the moment. I think that the album 
definitely captures a feel, and that’s why I ti-
tled it Brighten—there’s some more light, but 
there’s clouds, too.”

That said, he notes, “There’s elements of 
what’s on Brighten on any record I’ve done. 
They’re just time capsules of a period. And a 

life surrounded by other lives that you’re 
making this record with, this music with.” 

Brighten offers an aural snapshot musi-
cally reminiscent of the dreamy shamble 
of Stones ballads like “Waiting on a 
Friend” or “Torn and Frayed” (especially 
Cantrell’s song “Dismembered,” with its 
lyrical “sewn-up” Frankenstein imagery), 
while “Nobody Breaks You” has a chorus 
that’s musically heartbreaking, with poi-
gnant piano work. The album closer is a 
cover of Elton John’s 1971 song “Goodbye.” 
This makes for a quandary when it comes 
to the live show. “It’s a quality problem try-
ing to make a set list that covers all eras. 
There’s Spring steen or Pearl Jam and 
three-, four-hour concerts. I don’t have 
that stamina to do that,” says the 56-year-
old frontman. “You’re gonna get about an 

hour and a half, an hour 45 out of me be-
fore I gotta pull the ripcord.”  

Onstage in front of a packed Irving Plaza 
a week later, Cantrell is joined by a six-piece 
band that includes pedal steel player Mi-
chael Ronzon and keyboard player Jason 
Achilles, the additional members creating 
lush instrumentation that adds layers and 
contrast to the mesmerizing, heavy-riff mu-
sicality. As with Alice in Chains, the songs 
are written for a minimum of two voices, 
which can be interchangeable. Joining 
Cantrell on the Brighten LP and tour—at a 
mic stand to Cantrell’s right—is vocalist Greg 
Puciato, ex-frontman of metalcore band The 
Dillinger Escape Plan. His punk energy and 
powerful, supple voice were Cantrell’s per-

fect counterpoint and complement.   
Cantrell and Co. shone on nine Alice in 

Chains songs in a 19-song set, and, unsurpris-
ingly, the AIC tunes of all eras fit in seam-
lessly next to Cantrell’s solo work, both old 
and from Brighten. Starting with AIC gem 
“Them Bones” and including “Man in the 
Box” and “Rooster” (which he introduced as 
“a song about a chicken”), the solo work high-
lights included the stripped-down but almost 
headbanging staccato of 1998’s “Cut You In” 
and a pair of stellar songs from his latest, the 
title track, along with “Atone.” The last two 
take their place among the best of Cantrell’s 
compositions. 

Cantrell is a guitar hero, not in the mold of 
his own late friends and peers Eddie Van Ha-
len or Pantera’s Dimebag Darrell, but pos-
sessed of a signature sound and style that’s 
instantly recognizable, often with slight 
Southern rock/country hints. His slide guitar 
work added a country twang to the captivat-
ing acoustic intensity of  “Black Hearts and 
Evil Done,” when Cantrell was joined by tour 
opener Lola Colette, who sings on Brighten 
and is band member Tyler Bates’s daughter. 

It was actually Cantrell’s solo work that al-
lowed Alice in Chains to regroup following 
Layne Staley’s death, in 2002. Comes With 
the Fall singer William DuVall met Cantrell in 
2000, and Cantrell invited DuVall’s band to 
open on his solo “Degradation Trip” tour. In 
fact, CWTF did nightly double-duty as 
Cantrell’s touring band. “I didn’t think, like, 
‘I’m gonna plot to put the band back together 
years down the road, and this is the guy.’ I 
mean, he’s a talented guy, and we worked 
well together,” Cantrell recalls about the be-
ginning of his musical relationship with Du-
Vall. “He did a great job. When we started 
talking about it, we’d had that experience. So 
I thought we’d invite him down and see how 
he felt about it, and see how we felt about it.” 
Feelings all around were more than positive, 
and DuVall joined Alice in Chains in 2006. To 
date, they’ve done three albums and numer-
ous tours.  

Back to our phone call: Cantrell is a few 
days from the launch of his first solo tour in 20 
years. One of his cats meows in the back-
ground as Cantrell does a day of press inter-
views. Sure, Brighten’s songs may be (slightly) 
different from his work in Alice in Chains, but 
the process remains the same. “It’s like Tom 
Brady,” he explains. “He plays football. He 
played football on the Patriots for many years. 
Now he’s going to do a season with the Tampa 
Bay Buccaneers. The difference is I’m still an 
owner of the team and can go back to the 
team.” 

So Cantrell can retire for two weeks and 
then decide to “unretire”?

He chuckles. “There’s no retiring. I’m a 
lifer. So far making the record has been really 
cool. And really fun. And now I’m taking the 
trip with all these fucking nuts who decided 
to take a trip with this particular nut.”

Katherine Turman has written for Enter-
tainment Weekly, Spin, Billboard, and 
other publications, is the author of Louder 
Than Hell: The Definitive Oral History of 
Metal, and produces the classic rock radio 
program Nights With Alice Cooper. She 
lives in Brooklyn.

Ri� s

On his new solo album, Brighten, Alice in Chains frontman Jerry Cantrell (onstage at Irving Plaza) 
has found some points of light. 
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THE VISIBILITY ARTIST: 
TAVARES STRACHAN
From making art objects to creating experiences, the Bahamian
artist brings forward what has been forgotten, and unlearns what
has been mistaught
By Christian Viveros-Fauné

T
he meanings, if not the ownership, of 
public artworks belong to their audi-
ences. Nowhere in New York’s five bor-
oughs is this clearer than in how a 
sculpture has changed the meaning of 

the awkward, pie-slice-shaped half-acre of 
cement hard by the massive sports arena 
that is Brooklyn’s Barclays Center. Plunked 
down at the busy intersection of Flatbush 
and Atlantic Avenues, the venue’s concrete 
plaza—an architectural afterthought with 
regard to the complex’s original design—
was utterly transformed during the pan-
demic. When indoor events were canceled 
in 2020, the space resembled a refugee cen-
ter: Free Covid-19 testing sites alternated 
with clothing drives and bustling food pan-
tries for those in need.

Then, in late May, after the murder of 
George Floyd, the site morphed again—first 
into a hub of protest and then, briefly, into 
an arena for hand-to-hand fighting between 
demonstrators and police. As tempers 
cooled and the smoke cleared, an unlikely 
truce was declared: The austere plaza in 
front of Barclays Center became, by dint of 
an unspoken consensus, Brooklyn’s unoffi-
cial town square. 

Twenty-three months later, the transfor-
mation of Barclays Center Plaza appears 
complete. The site’s new status has, at the 
very least, been aptly and gorgeously me-
morialized. That is thanks to Belong/Brook-
lyn, a pair of huge neon signs installed atop 
the entrance to the borough’s busiest transit 
hub. Above the MTA graphics and under-
ground network of trains, the two tractor-
trailer-size signs hold forth, one reading 
simply “You Belong Here” in brilliant white 
light—an inspiring 45-by-15-foot declaration 
of basic human rights. The second, in hot 
pink, thrums in the elusive first-person plu-
ral: “We Belong Here.” 

The work of Bahamian-born New York 
artist Tavares Strachan, this double-bar-
reled sculpture affirmatively voices an un-
usual kind of civic renewal that has little to 
do with the usual tectonic forces that shape 
and bedevil New York City: the thumb-on-
the-scale strivings of real estate titans, emi-
nent domain lawyers, tractable politicians, 
gentrifying starchitects, and ambitious cap-
tains of industry of the sort who own sports 
franchises, like, say, the Brooklyn Nets, 
which Forbes estimates is worth $3.2 billion. 
The opposite of top-down development—
which has troubled Barclays Center since it 

was first foisted onto the area’s downtown 
as the Atlantic Yards Project in 2008 and is 
now home court for the Nets—Strachan’s 
public sculpture channels a charge that is at 
once more powerful but more elusive: the 
groundswell resolve of a community. 

“It’s an affirmation, a call to action,” 
Strachan said about the complex message 
animating his sculpture, on a crisp October 
day during its unveiling. Dressed in a navy-
blue jumpsuit of his own design, he stood on 
an outdoor dais, beneath a large banner pro-
moting Joseph C. and Clara Wu Tsai’s Social 
Justice Fund—a $50 million Brooklyn 
BIPOC loan scheme that these owners of 
the NBA’s Nets and the WNBA’s New York 
Liberty had launched just months earlier.  
“‘You belong here’ is a starting point,” he 
told the mixed crowd beneath the building’s 
distinctive oculus. “Who decides if we be-
long? Is it in the power of the individual or 
the group? I am trying to work this out as a 
member of this community myself.” 

The most visible artwork Strachan has 
produced to date in New York, Belong/
Brooklyn (2021) constitutes a crucial intro-
duction to his art for local audiences—a 
scaled-up précis for a major artist whose 
outsize ambition is already well known to 
crowds in cultural capitals such as London, 
Los Angeles, and Venice. Strachan is a real-
life artist-explorer whose often jarring dis-
coveries take place remotely but also in 
plain sight. Among other adventures, he has 
embarked on four separate Arctic expedi-
tions (he is the first Bahamian to visit the 
North Pole), trained as a Russian cosmo-
naut at a military facility in Moscow, and 
partnered with Elon Musk’s SpaceX to pro-
pel a golden bust of Robert Henry Lawrence 
Jr., NASA’s first Black astronaut, into orbit 
on a Falcon 9 Rocket (the Chicago-born 
rocketman trainee died in a supersonic jet 
crash in 1967). 

Inspired by, among other artist-inven-
tors, Renaissance polymath Leonardo da 
Vinci, Strachan dreams big and delivers with 
astounding frequency. Like the Victorian-
era artist-botanist Anna Atkins, the first per-
son to publish a book illustrated with 
photographic images—delicate cyanotype 
photograms of algae and seaweed—Stra-
chan also celebrates the important minutiae 
that bedevil the details of aesthetic ambi-
tion. He has been known to take on the roles 
of painter, draughtsman, engineer, scientist, 

theorist, sculptor, and architect, sometimes 
on the same project. At the heart of his ex-
panding oeuvre: a line uttered by yet another 
artist progenitor, Marcel Duchamp—
“Artmaking is making the invisible, visible.” 

Self-generating, self-possessed, and su-
premely thoughtful in person, Strachan has 
long relied on what he has called a “lean and 
mean crew of handpicked co-conspirators” 
to muster complex projects like these and 
others that would make veteran Smithson-
ian registrars blush. Take his recent Encyclo-
pedia of Invisibility, a deeply researched, 
elegantly written 2,500-page sculpture-as-
an-alternative-Encylopedia-Brittanica 
containing over 15,000 entries on the delib-
erately forgotten and overlooked (it in-
cludes listings on translucent squid found 
only in the deepest realms of the Antarctic 
Ocean and on Matthew Henson, the still-
under-recognized Black U.S. explorer who 
lays claim, along with the white adventurer 
Robert Peary, to having “discovered” the 
North Pole). That Strachan has kept this and 
other ventures on track until recently with-
out the support of a top-tier gallery makes 
his latest exploits all the more impressive. 

Among Strachan’s newest schemes are 
projects that would fill the calendars of sev-
eral Hollywood production teams. They in-
clude the launch of a 50,000-square-foot 
art complex in his hometown of Nassau, 
which he has commissioned David Adjaye 
to design; solo museum exhibitions at 
LACMA, in Los Angeles, and the Hayward 
Gallery, in London; a long-awaited New 
York show at Marian Goodman Gallery 
(opening May 6); and two concurrent full-
dress exhibitions across the Atlantic at 
Goodman’s Paris digs. 

Though I won’t spoil the more theatri-
cal details attendant to Strachan’s New 
York show, I can confidently relay the fol-
lowing: Few upcoming art events in the city 
will be as buzzed about … or difficult to ac-
cess. As much a series of time-based hap-
penings as a conventional show of discrete 
artworks arrayed on the gallery’s walls and 

floor, Strachan’s show is structured as a 
Wagnerian gesamtkunstwerk: a single, large-
scale, enveloping art experience that is part 
installation, part performance event. Like 
much great art, Strachan’s exhibition gener-
ates its own precedents. Where the artist 
and company have crafted their own rules, 
others will follow and codify. 

An exhibition antecedent motivating 
Strachan today is his similarly structured 
and galvanizing September 2020 show at 
Marian Goodman Gallery in London. Aptly 
titled In Plain Sight, and held at the height of 
the Covid pandemic, the show consisted of 
various rooms of the artist’s thematically 
linked two- and three-dimensional art-
works in canvas, plaster, neon, wood, per-
spex, and other materials. Organized 
around the personal and public histories of 
Black personages as varied as Nina Simone, 
Haile Selassie, and Henrietta Lacks (a true 
“immortal,” Lacks’s cells were illegally har-
vested by a white oncologist at Johns Hop-
kins Hospital in 1951 and live on today as 
model HeLa cells in scores of scientific ad-
vances), the display combined strange ob-
jects with even stranger stagecraft. 

As viewers moved through the galleries, 
embedded performers piped up unan-
nounced, by turns startling and mesmeriz-
ing audiences left unprepared by 
quarantine routines. Though familiar to 
theater audiences of popular productions 
like the immersive Macbeth-based Sleep No 
More, participative performances remain 
rare in galleries, lending an extra layer of 
surprise to these scant events. Responses 
varied, as they must. Not having been there, 
I want to imagine the experience as both 
collaborative and hallucinatory—like being 
accosted by talking statues of your favorite 
presidents at a wax museum.

According to Marian Goodman’s direc-
tor, Phillip Kaiser, Strachan’s exhibition 
“took place during a time in which the pan-
demic and social distancing made human 
contact very dear.” One visitor, the English 
memoirist Emmett de Monterey, reacting 
to both the exhibition’s timing and its anti-

In the Galleries

For those coming or going at Barclay’s Center: Strachan’s Belong/Brooklyn (2021).
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22 racist themes, described it as having oc-
curred during a period in which “[people] 
hadn’t had access to visual culture, we’d all 
been separated, we’d all been in a state of 
intense fear for our lives; then there was 
George Floyd’s murder by American law en-
forcement—that made the exhibition in-
credibly visceral.” 

One result of that heightened tension, 
Kaiser says, was that “a lot of people cried 
or were totally moved” by the experience. 
That emotional outpouring may have ac-
counted for the show’s unexpected popu-
larity. To wit, In Plain Sight garnered an 
unusual five-star review from critic Adrian 
Searle, in the Guardian. In his piece, the 
dean of British art criticism successfully 
sidestepped “spoilers” while promising 
powerful “surprises and astonishments,” 
“moments of uplift, jokes and song,” “dis-
combobulating thrills,” and at least one trip 
“down a rabbit hole.” Describing the expe-
rience as alternately “baffling, complex, 
not to say deeply complicated,” Searle 
sketched out the show’s basic logistics for 
readers (perhaps so other writers, like my-
self, don’t have to): “Visitors only have an 
hour to see it: entry is restricted to on-the-
hour slots, for more reasons than just Co-
vid. There is no way that this is time 
enough. There are paintings—or some-
thing like paintings—and there are sculp-
tures. There are things unseen and things 
that are difficult to look at. There is a great 
deal of reading to do, and if you really want 
to get to the bottom of all the name-checks 
and references that keep cropping up, it 
would be good to have your mobile to 
hand—except visitors have their phones 
confiscated at the entrance. It is almost a 
surprise that they let anyone in at all.”

“The show is a culmination of research 
I’ve been doing over the past 10 years 
that has to do with invisibility.” That’s 
Tavares Strachan—artist of the unseen. He 
is decidedly present, sitting alongside his 
longtime studio manager, Mariko Tanaka, 
inside the narrow balcony of a mezzanine 
overlooking his bustling midtown studio. A 
densely bearded, perennially fit, 40-some-
thing creator in jeans and a dark cotton 
hoodie, Strachan sips Evian water while fin-
gering the edge of a glass table just feet 
away from overflowing racks of B.A.S.E.C. 
gear—bomber jackets, hoodies, tees, and 
jumpsuits his mother Ella helps design and 
sew together back home. B.A.S.E.C. stands 
for Bahamas Air and Sea Exploration Cen-
ter. Conceived in 2008 as the artist’s “an-
swer to NASA for the Bahamas,” his 
local-ingenuity-meets-aeronautics project 
for the island’s youth was designed in part to 
grow his hometown’s scarce access to sci-
ence training through laboratory experi-
ments, beachside rocket launches (the 
projectiles are powered by sugarcane), and 
a program of visiting scientists. 

“The jackets are reversible,” Strachan 
says, indicating them with a hand gesture. 
“The idea is that people will wear one thing 
in many ways, as opposed to many things in 
one way.” His mother, he explains, con-
vinced him that the best way to get the at-
tention of young people was “through fly 
gear.” A quick look through the racks reveals 

drip glazed with honey, no vinegar. Addi-
tionally, the apparel, which retails for be-
tween $650 and $2,000, comes 
emblazoned with patches featuring por-
traits of Strachan’s forgotten sheroes and 
heroes, with all proceeds going to educa-
tional programs in The Bahamas.

“There’s a lot going on,” Strachan says, 
spreading his arms wide before dimming 
the lights to run a video of his 2020 London 
show. About his upcoming New York en-
gagement, he says, he is feeling inspired. He 
has titled the exhibition The Awakening. 
“There’s been two years of production that 
no one’s seen,” he reveals, sounding like an 
Apple engineer on the verge of an NDA 
breach. “That work,” he says, smiling 
broadly, “will drop this year and the next, 
which is exciting.” In keeping with Kaiser’s 
description of Strachan as an artist who 
“thinks in bigger iterations,” he and Tanaka 

explain that the May show is part of a tril-
ogy; it is to be followed by thematically re-
lated exhibitions in Paris that Strachan has 
provisionally called In Broad Daylight and In 
Total Darkness. (The exhibitions are “still 
changing,” Kaiser informs me a few days af-
ter our meeting, “so I’m a little hesitant to 
talk about them too much.”)

Displayed on an extra-large flat-screen, 
the video footage includes installation 
views of In Plain Sight, as well as exit inter-
views with performers and members of the 
public. One viewer suggests that Covid re-
strictions constituted “an important part of 
the experience”; a second cites the “sense 
of great anticipation” accompanying the 
gallery’s “huge queues”; a third describes 
the installations as replete with “hidden his-
tories.” A fourth interview subject, the Black 
composer, vocalist, and performer Liz Gre, 
assays the rookie dramaturge: “If you know 
Tavares, if you have just a little bit of infor-
mation about the type of work he’s done, 
you know that there is no other place for 
him to go other than up, literally, and far.” 
(In London, Gre embodied “HeLa,” a char-
acter “based on the idea of Henrietta 
Lacks.”) When the lights return, Strachan 
informs me that everything—the shows in 
New York, Paris, and London; the Encyclo-
pedia of Invisibility; the Bahamas museum, 
which he has called Oku after the Igbo word 
for “light”; the Barclays Center sculpture, 
and more—is “interconnected.” “They’re 
all of a piece,” he says with unwavering 
composure. As I consider an XL idea that 
appears to expand by the minute, he smiles 
and exclaims: “The London show was 
booked solid!” 

“I’d like to believe that what happened 
did so exclusively because the show was 

great,” he continues. “But there was also 
Adrian Searle’s review. He was very 
clever—he wrote it in a way that didn’t give 
anything important away.” While I ponder 
this none-too-subtle suggestion that I man-
age similar circumspection in these pages, 
Strachan moves our conversation toward a 
crucial recent artwork: the wide-ranging 
compendium of alternate knowledge that 
serves as a skeleton key for so many of his 
exhibitions today. “In Plain Sight was cen-
tered around The Encyclopedia of Invisibil-
ity,” he explains, “which is an eight-year 
research project that has to do with people, 
places, and things that have been left out of 
history. I thought it would be fitting to use 
the Encyclopedia as a kind of groundwork 
for thinking about other ways in which to 
include these missing entries. Once I con-
sidered the idea of the Encyclopedia as an 
exhibition, the different rooms became an 
alternate way of thinking about those miss-
ing people and things.”

A lushly illustrated and pitch-perfect “in-
verse of the Encyclopedia Britannica” that 
functions as both imposing sculpture and 
rectified history, Strachan’s Encyclopedia 
reaches back into the artist’s own past—to 
the sunny days and starry nights spent pour-
ing over volumes of the Britannica as a child 
in his parents’ modest Nassau home. It also, 
evidently, serves the artist and others as an 
evolving process of knowledge formation 
amended by inclusiveness, curiosity, and 
humor. I am unsurprised to hear, after my 
visit, that the American Museum of Natural 
History has contacted the artist about at 
least one Encyclopedia entry.

“When you grow up Black in the Carib-
bean,” Strachan explains, “one of the 
things that happens is that history is 
passed on to you as a post-Columbian 
idea—as in, your history began with Co-
lumbus. The series ‘Distant Relatives’ [a 
set of plaster busts of figures such as Lacks 
and Henson that the artist has hidden be-
hind African tribal masks] was a way to 
think about this history prior to the arrival 
of Columbus. It’s not Columbus-centric, 
but instead has to do with the diaspora and 
the relationship Black folks in the West 
have to Africa. It’s a way to have a conver-
sation between these cultural icons, people 
who have done significant things in cul-
ture, and specific [African] tribes—connec-
tions that are rarely ever made.”

“But how does the Encyclopedia, updated 
and expanded since 2018, specifically in-
form the New York show?” I ask. One unex-
pected way, Strachan answers, is through 
the “gumbo-type” sampling of Reggae. He 
admits that he has only recently discovered 
the influence of music on his own psyche: 
“The Awakening is about my coming online 
with a lot of ideas that came to me through 
music. I’m talking about Lee Scratch Perry 
and King Tubby—those guys and others. 
Reggae was never prioritized as scholar-
ship, because most urban music is not. But 
the fact is that most of what I know about 
most of the people that I want to know about 
is through music. Take Marcus Garvey, for 
instance….” Visibly animated, Strachan 
swivels back and forth in his chair. He ap-
pears to have mentally dialed back to early 
adolescence—the years he spent living with 
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his policeman father, seamstress mother, 
and five brothers in Nassau. In the 1980s, 
the Caribbean capital was a colorful place to 
come of age, but also a preferred route for 
drug smuggling into the U.S. 

“I lived in the hood, with drug dealers 
across the street. They’re bustin’ out this 
Reggae music. So I’m like: who’s this guy 
Marcus Garvey, who’s Haile Selassie? I 
wasn’t learning about them at school! It 
dawned on me recently that I would never 
have learned about Garvey and the others 
without the music. I started researching 
Garvey at the Getty [Strachan was a Scholar 
in Residence at the Getty Research Institute 
in 2019–20], and the studio took a deep dive 
on him about eight months ago. One of the 
most impressive things about Garvey was 
his organization, the Universal Negro Im-
provement Association, which had six mil-
lion members! There’s his beef with W.E.B. 
Du Bois [the two giants of pan-Africanism 
despised each other; Garvey focused on 
emancipating everyday Blacks, Du Bois on 
the “Talented Tenth”], and then there’s the 
Black Star Line, which we purchased 12 
months ago….”

Before I stammer-ask after the century-
old steamship line that Garvey, once the 
most feared Black man in 1920s America, 
chartered with a view to repatriating the de-
scendants of Africans back to the continent, 
Strachan laughs and informs me that the 
studio has acquired the company outright. 
(Though the controversial “Back-to-Africa” 
movement also had white racist supporters, 
Garvey’s pro-Black militancy placed him at 
the top of J. Edgar Hoover’s enemies list; he 
was eventually indicted on trumped-up 
charges of mail fraud in 1922, served a five-
year prison term, and was deported to Ja-
maica in 1927.) 

“We own the Black Star Line,” Strachan 
says mischievously. “We brought it back to 
life with the idea of realizing Garvey’s 
dream, because none of his ships ever made 
it to Africa. All the boats were defunct—one 
is in Lima, Peru, another in Hudson [New 
York]. We’re currently refurbishing a new 
line of ships, all of them built in East Africa. 
Our first ship, the Miss Sophia, is in Kenya. 
We’re sailing it across the Atlantic next year. 
We’re not really talking about The Awaken-
ing now, but at least you know how much I 
care about Garvey….” 

According to Strachan, Garvey will be a 
major force in The Awakening, alongside 
other Black dramatis personae. These will 
include forgotten figures such as Lucius 
Septimius Severus, the first African Em-
peror of Rome (“There were four other Afri-
can Emperors of Rome,” the artist says, 
“Septimius Severus, Clodius Albinus, Mar-
cus Macrinus, and Aemilianus”); an as-yet-
unnamed African American trial lawyer; 
and a character Strachan calls “the Spook by 
the door.” He cagily describes the latter as 
both “a random Black dude” and the exhibi-
tion’s “ostensible protagonist, who activates 
the entire experience.” (The Spook Who Sat 

by the Door is a singular work of American 
literary and film fiction; it features a token 
Black CIA agent, Dan Freeman, who be-
comes a Black liberation leader. Written by 
Sam Greenlee and published in 1969, the 
novel was made into a 1973 feature film by 
Ivan Dixon, of Hogan’s Heroes fame, and 

subsequently pulled from theaters by its 
producer, United Artists.)

When I ask how he manages to keep all 
the threads together, Strachan holds out a 
hand to indicate steady nerves, but also, I 
believe, an expanded attitude toward par-
ticipative exhibition-making that counts 
among its precursors major art happenings 
such as Marina Abramović’s The Artist Is 
Present (2010) and David Hammons’s Con-
certo in Black and Blue (2002)—one that 
strays far from the modernist-minimalist 
dogma of buttoned-down, polite, white-
cube presentations and unemotional anti-
narrative fare. “The whole point of these 
shows,” he says, “is to deconstruct hierar-

chy: hierarchy in viewing, hierarchy in 
learning, the hierarchies of audiences—of 
art, architecture, of how people think about 
painting versus sculpture and performance. 
In Africa and the Caribbean, there is no hi-
erarchy—when you’re at an event, they are 
all important gestures.”

 
Clara Wu Tsai is not an easy interview 
ask. She is a prominent businesswoman, an 
investor, a philanthropist, an operator of Bar-
clays Center (which is owned and leased by 
the State of New York), and the cofounder of 
the Joe and Clara Tsai Foundation, which 
commissioned Strachan’s massive neon 
work, Belong/Brooklyn. Tsai is also the very 
active half of the Social Justice Fund, a $50 
million pledge to improve the post-pandemic 
fortunes of Brooklyn’s BIPOC communities, 
an effort she describes as “a hyper-local, 
place-based approach to economic mobil-
ity.” (To date, she says, the fund has dis-
bursed two-thirds of its loans “to Black 
female business owners,” turning “precon-
ceived notions of what a good business risk is 
on their head.”)

Instead of asking what possessed her to 
stand on contemporary art’s third rail—pub-
lic art—I enquire about commissioning chal-
lenging artworks at a time when ordinary 
meanings, like facts, are often bitterly con-
tested. “I met Tavares years ago,” she begins 
tentatively, “and was initially fascinated by 
the idea that he was working at this intersec-
tion of art and science. At some point, I 
thought that we would commission him to 
do something relating to invisible heroes in 
Brooklyn—there are so many. When he pre-
sented his ideas for the signs, I liked them. 
But it wasn’t until after the murder of George 
Floyd that I knew his sculpture was meant to 
be here. We wanted to honor the fact that 
Barclays has become the unofficial town 

square. When people drive by and see Tava-
res’s sculpture today—I’ve heard this from 
people who were very active in the pro-
tests—it honors their efforts and those of 
others. Which is exactly what I hoped it 
would do.”

When I ask how Belong/Brooklyn might 
have changed the plaza, I am reminded 
again that, in art, unlike jurisprudence, pos-
session is far from nine-tenths of the law—
where meaning is concerned. “There’s great 
magnetism in the sculpture and what it 
stands for,” Tsai answers, after taking a 
pause. “At this point, I’m personally rethink-
ing what Barclays stands for, what it means. I 
think it’s a place where you see professional 
basketball and professional entertainers, 
but it’s also a space that can be turned into 
something else, by and for the area’s resi-
dents.” (Named “Champion of Justice” by 
John Jay College in 2021, Wu Tsai has gar-
nered support from prominent Black figures 
such as Van Jones, of the REFORM Alliance; 
Darren Walker, of the Ford Foundation; and 
Black Lives Matter activist DeRay Mckes-
son. According to Mckesson, Wu Tsai is un-
like other philanthropists in that “[She is] 
focused on solutions.”)

“My project has always been about 
�inding ways to unlearn,” Strachan says, 
as we move through the studio’s main pro-
duction floor. It contains a number of works 
in various stages of completion—large 
photo-based paintings collaged with text 
and newsprint elements, plaster sculptures, 
neon signs, a copy of the Encyclopedia that is 
the size of a cinder block—many of them in-
tended for his upcoming exhibition. “It’s 
about offloading bad habits picked up as leg-
acies of miseducation, colonialism, shit I 
learned from being an artist, from hanging 
around a bourgeois crowd. With this exhibi-
tion, I want people to feel like they under-
stand all of the pieces even when they can’t 
intellectually put them together. I want them 
to understand emotion: to understand when 
a Black performer asks an audience member 
why they are afraid of them in the middle of 
a gallery. I want them to have to confront 
that person and their beautiful singing voice 
while they are being confronted.” 

Because I have admired Strachan’s two- 
and three-dimensional work for years, I 
wonder aloud about the epiphany that 
pushed him from making objects to time-
based experiences. What happened?

“A lot of people don’t want to acknowl-
edge that George Floyd’s death changed the 
world. It changed the way people who 
thought they were woke think, and it 
brought a lot of people online who weren’t 
online at all. Everyone changed after that. I 
know filmmakers who hire differently now, 
construction workers who think differently 
about what they do and whom it benefits. 
People are simply thinking about things in 
deeper ways now. As an artist, I want to meet 
that level of more profound thinking and 
awareness. Not tomorrow, but today. Does 
that make sense?” 

Christian Viveros-Fauné has covered art 
and its intersections with politics for the 
Village Voice and other publications for 
more than 25 years.

“So I’m like: who’s 
this guy Marcus 
Garvey, who’s 
Haile Selassie? I 
wasn’t learning 
about them at 
school! It dawned 
on me recently 
that I would never 
have learned about 
Garvey and the 
others without the 
music.”

Mask exposing the face: 2020’s Distant 
Relatives (Mary J. Seacole). 
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23racist themes, described it as having oc-
curred during a period in which “[people] 
hadn’t had access to visual culture, we’d all 
been separated, we’d all been in a state of 
intense fear for our lives; then there was 
George Floyd’s murder by American law en-
forcement—that made the exhibition in-
credibly visceral.” 

One result of that heightened tension, 
Kaiser says, was that “a lot of people cried 
or were totally moved” by the experience. 
That emotional outpouring may have ac-
counted for the show’s unexpected popu-
larity. To wit, In Plain Sight garnered an 
unusual five-star review from critic Adrian 
Searle, in the Guardian. In his piece, the 
dean of British art criticism successfully 
sidestepped “spoilers” while promising 
powerful “surprises and astonishments,” 
“moments of uplift, jokes and song,” “dis-
combobulating thrills,” and at least one trip 
“down a rabbit hole.” Describing the expe-
rience as alternately “baffling, complex, 
not to say deeply complicated,” Searle 
sketched out the show’s basic logistics for 
readers (perhaps so other writers, like my-
self, don’t have to): “Visitors only have an 
hour to see it: entry is restricted to on-the-
hour slots, for more reasons than just Co-
vid. There is no way that this is time 
enough. There are paintings—or some-
thing like paintings—and there are sculp-
tures. There are things unseen and things 
that are difficult to look at. There is a great 
deal of reading to do, and if you really want 
to get to the bottom of all the name-checks 
and references that keep cropping up, it 
would be good to have your mobile to 
hand—except visitors have their phones 
confiscated at the entrance. It is almost a 
surprise that they let anyone in at all.”

“The show is a culmination of research 
I’ve been doing over the past 10 years 
that has to do with invisibility.” That’s 
Tavares Strachan—artist of the unseen. He 
is decidedly present, sitting alongside his 
longtime studio manager, Mariko Tanaka, 
inside the narrow balcony of a mezzanine 
overlooking his bustling midtown studio. A 
densely bearded, perennially fit, 40-some-
thing creator in jeans and a dark cotton 
hoodie, Strachan sips Evian water while fin-
gering the edge of a glass table just feet 
away from overflowing racks of B.A.S.E.C. 
gear—bomber jackets, hoodies, tees, and 
jumpsuits his mother Ella helps design and 
sew together back home. B.A.S.E.C. stands 
for Bahamas Air and Sea Exploration Cen-
ter. Conceived in 2008 as the artist’s “an-
swer to NASA for the Bahamas,” his 
local-ingenuity-meets-aeronautics project 
for the island’s youth was designed in part to 
grow his hometown’s scarce access to sci-
ence training through laboratory experi-
ments, beachside rocket launches (the 
projectiles are powered by sugarcane), and 
a program of visiting scientists. 

“The jackets are reversible,” Strachan 
says, indicating them with a hand gesture. 
“The idea is that people will wear one thing 
in many ways, as opposed to many things in 
one way.” His mother, he explains, con-
vinced him that the best way to get the at-
tention of young people was “through fly 
gear.” A quick look through the racks reveals 

drip glazed with honey, no vinegar. Addi-
tionally, the apparel, which retails for be-
tween $650 and $2,000, comes 
emblazoned with patches featuring por-
traits of Strachan’s forgotten sheroes and 
heroes, with all proceeds going to educa-
tional programs in The Bahamas.

“There’s a lot going on,” Strachan says, 
spreading his arms wide before dimming 
the lights to run a video of his 2020 London 
show. About his upcoming New York en-
gagement, he says, he is feeling inspired. He 
has titled the exhibition The Awakening. 
“There’s been two years of production that 
no one’s seen,” he reveals, sounding like an 
Apple engineer on the verge of an NDA 
breach. “That work,” he says, smiling 
broadly, “will drop this year and the next, 
which is exciting.” In keeping with Kaiser’s 
description of Strachan as an artist who 
“thinks in bigger iterations,” he and Tanaka 

explain that the May show is part of a tril-
ogy; it is to be followed by thematically re-
lated exhibitions in Paris that Strachan has 
provisionally called In Broad Daylight and In 
Total Darkness. (The exhibitions are “still 
changing,” Kaiser informs me a few days af-
ter our meeting, “so I’m a little hesitant to 
talk about them too much.”)

Displayed on an extra-large flat-screen, 
the video footage includes installation 
views of In Plain Sight, as well as exit inter-
views with performers and members of the 
public. One viewer suggests that Covid re-
strictions constituted “an important part of 
the experience”; a second cites the “sense 
of great anticipation” accompanying the 
gallery’s “huge queues”; a third describes 
the installations as replete with “hidden his-
tories.” A fourth interview subject, the Black 
composer, vocalist, and performer Liz Gre, 
assays the rookie dramaturge: “If you know 
Tavares, if you have just a little bit of infor-
mation about the type of work he’s done, 
you know that there is no other place for 
him to go other than up, literally, and far.” 
(In London, Gre embodied “HeLa,” a char-
acter “based on the idea of Henrietta 
Lacks.”) When the lights return, Strachan 
informs me that everything—the shows in 
New York, Paris, and London; the Encyclo-
pedia of Invisibility; the Bahamas museum, 
which he has called Oku after the Igbo word 
for “light”; the Barclays Center sculpture, 
and more—is “interconnected.” “They’re 
all of a piece,” he says with unwavering 
composure. As I consider an XL idea that 
appears to expand by the minute, he smiles 
and exclaims: “The London show was 
booked solid!” 

“I’d like to believe that what happened 
did so exclusively because the show was 

great,” he continues. “But there was also 
Adrian Searle’s review. He was very 
clever—he wrote it in a way that didn’t give 
anything important away.” While I ponder 
this none-too-subtle suggestion that I man-
age similar circumspection in these pages, 
Strachan moves our conversation toward a 
crucial recent artwork: the wide-ranging 
compendium of alternate knowledge that 
serves as a skeleton key for so many of his 
exhibitions today. “In Plain Sight was cen-
tered around The Encyclopedia of Invisibil-
ity,” he explains, “which is an eight-year 
research project that has to do with people, 
places, and things that have been left out of 
history. I thought it would be fitting to use 
the Encyclopedia as a kind of groundwork 
for thinking about other ways in which to 
include these missing entries. Once I con-
sidered the idea of the Encyclopedia as an 
exhibition, the different rooms became an 
alternate way of thinking about those miss-
ing people and things.”

A lushly illustrated and pitch-perfect “in-
verse of the Encyclopedia Britannica” that 
functions as both imposing sculpture and 
rectified history, Strachan’s Encyclopedia 
reaches back into the artist’s own past—to 
the sunny days and starry nights spent pour-
ing over volumes of the Britannica as a child 
in his parents’ modest Nassau home. It also, 
evidently, serves the artist and others as an 
evolving process of knowledge formation 
amended by inclusiveness, curiosity, and 
humor. I am unsurprised to hear, after my 
visit, that the American Museum of Natural 
History has contacted the artist about at 
least one Encyclopedia entry.

“When you grow up Black in the Carib-
bean,” Strachan explains, “one of the 
things that happens is that history is 
passed on to you as a post-Columbian 
idea—as in, your history began with Co-
lumbus. The series ‘Distant Relatives’ [a 
set of plaster busts of figures such as Lacks 
and Henson that the artist has hidden be-
hind African tribal masks] was a way to 
think about this history prior to the arrival 
of Columbus. It’s not Columbus-centric, 
but instead has to do with the diaspora and 
the relationship Black folks in the West 
have to Africa. It’s a way to have a conver-
sation between these cultural icons, people 
who have done significant things in cul-
ture, and specific [African] tribes—connec-
tions that are rarely ever made.”

“But how does the Encyclopedia, updated 
and expanded since 2018, specifically in-
form the New York show?” I ask. One unex-
pected way, Strachan answers, is through 
the “gumbo-type” sampling of Reggae. He 
admits that he has only recently discovered 
the influence of music on his own psyche: 
“The Awakening is about my coming online 
with a lot of ideas that came to me through 
music. I’m talking about Lee Scratch Perry 
and King Tubby—those guys and others. 
Reggae was never prioritized as scholar-
ship, because most urban music is not. But 
the fact is that most of what I know about 
most of the people that I want to know about 
is through music. Take Marcus Garvey, for 
instance….” Visibly animated, Strachan 
swivels back and forth in his chair. He ap-
pears to have mentally dialed back to early 
adolescence—the years he spent living with 
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his policeman father, seamstress mother, 
and five brothers in Nassau. In the 1980s, 
the Caribbean capital was a colorful place to 
come of age, but also a preferred route for 
drug smuggling into the U.S. 

“I lived in the hood, with drug dealers 
across the street. They’re bustin’ out this 
Reggae music. So I’m like: who’s this guy 
Marcus Garvey, who’s Haile Selassie? I 
wasn’t learning about them at school! It 
dawned on me recently that I would never 
have learned about Garvey and the others 
without the music. I started researching 
Garvey at the Getty [Strachan was a Scholar 
in Residence at the Getty Research Institute 
in 2019–20], and the studio took a deep dive 
on him about eight months ago. One of the 
most impressive things about Garvey was 
his organization, the Universal Negro Im-
provement Association, which had six mil-
lion members! There’s his beef with W.E.B. 
Du Bois [the two giants of pan-Africanism 
despised each other; Garvey focused on 
emancipating everyday Blacks, Du Bois on 
the “Talented Tenth”], and then there’s the 
Black Star Line, which we purchased 12 
months ago….”

Before I stammer-ask after the century-
old steamship line that Garvey, once the 
most feared Black man in 1920s America, 
chartered with a view to repatriating the de-
scendants of Africans back to the continent, 
Strachan laughs and informs me that the 
studio has acquired the company outright. 
(Though the controversial “Back-to-Africa” 
movement also had white racist supporters, 
Garvey’s pro-Black militancy placed him at 
the top of J. Edgar Hoover’s enemies list; he 
was eventually indicted on trumped-up 
charges of mail fraud in 1922, served a five-
year prison term, and was deported to Ja-
maica in 1927.) 

“We own the Black Star Line,” Strachan 
says mischievously. “We brought it back to 
life with the idea of realizing Garvey’s 
dream, because none of his ships ever made 
it to Africa. All the boats were defunct—one 
is in Lima, Peru, another in Hudson [New 
York]. We’re currently refurbishing a new 
line of ships, all of them built in East Africa. 
Our first ship, the Miss Sophia, is in Kenya. 
We’re sailing it across the Atlantic next year. 
We’re not really talking about The Awaken-
ing now, but at least you know how much I 
care about Garvey….” 

According to Strachan, Garvey will be a 
major force in The Awakening, alongside 
other Black dramatis personae. These will 
include forgotten figures such as Lucius 
Septimius Severus, the first African Em-
peror of Rome (“There were four other Afri-
can Emperors of Rome,” the artist says, 
“Septimius Severus, Clodius Albinus, Mar-
cus Macrinus, and Aemilianus”); an as-yet-
unnamed African American trial lawyer; 
and a character Strachan calls “the Spook by 
the door.” He cagily describes the latter as 
both “a random Black dude” and the exhibi-
tion’s “ostensible protagonist, who activates 
the entire experience.” (The Spook Who Sat 

by the Door is a singular work of American 
literary and film fiction; it features a token 
Black CIA agent, Dan Freeman, who be-
comes a Black liberation leader. Written by 
Sam Greenlee and published in 1969, the 
novel was made into a 1973 feature film by 
Ivan Dixon, of Hogan’s Heroes fame, and 

subsequently pulled from theaters by its 
producer, United Artists.)

When I ask how he manages to keep all 
the threads together, Strachan holds out a 
hand to indicate steady nerves, but also, I 
believe, an expanded attitude toward par-
ticipative exhibition-making that counts 
among its precursors major art happenings 
such as Marina Abramović’s The Artist Is 
Present (2010) and David Hammons’s Con-
certo in Black and Blue (2002)—one that 
strays far from the modernist-minimalist 
dogma of buttoned-down, polite, white-
cube presentations and unemotional anti-
narrative fare. “The whole point of these 
shows,” he says, “is to deconstruct hierar-

chy: hierarchy in viewing, hierarchy in 
learning, the hierarchies of audiences—of 
art, architecture, of how people think about 
painting versus sculpture and performance. 
In Africa and the Caribbean, there is no hi-
erarchy—when you’re at an event, they are 
all important gestures.”

 
Clara Wu Tsai is not an easy interview 
ask. She is a prominent businesswoman, an 
investor, a philanthropist, an operator of Bar-
clays Center (which is owned and leased by 
the State of New York), and the cofounder of 
the Joe and Clara Tsai Foundation, which 
commissioned Strachan’s massive neon 
work, Belong/Brooklyn. Tsai is also the very 
active half of the Social Justice Fund, a $50 
million pledge to improve the post-pandemic 
fortunes of Brooklyn’s BIPOC communities, 
an effort she describes as “a hyper-local, 
place-based approach to economic mobil-
ity.” (To date, she says, the fund has dis-
bursed two-thirds of its loans “to Black 
female business owners,” turning “precon-
ceived notions of what a good business risk is 
on their head.”)

Instead of asking what possessed her to 
stand on contemporary art’s third rail—pub-
lic art—I enquire about commissioning chal-
lenging artworks at a time when ordinary 
meanings, like facts, are often bitterly con-
tested. “I met Tavares years ago,” she begins 
tentatively, “and was initially fascinated by 
the idea that he was working at this intersec-
tion of art and science. At some point, I 
thought that we would commission him to 
do something relating to invisible heroes in 
Brooklyn—there are so many. When he pre-
sented his ideas for the signs, I liked them. 
But it wasn’t until after the murder of George 
Floyd that I knew his sculpture was meant to 
be here. We wanted to honor the fact that 
Barclays has become the unofficial town 

square. When people drive by and see Tava-
res’s sculpture today—I’ve heard this from 
people who were very active in the pro-
tests—it honors their efforts and those of 
others. Which is exactly what I hoped it 
would do.”

When I ask how Belong/Brooklyn might 
have changed the plaza, I am reminded 
again that, in art, unlike jurisprudence, pos-
session is far from nine-tenths of the law—
where meaning is concerned. “There’s great 
magnetism in the sculpture and what it 
stands for,” Tsai answers, after taking a 
pause. “At this point, I’m personally rethink-
ing what Barclays stands for, what it means. I 
think it’s a place where you see professional 
basketball and professional entertainers, 
but it’s also a space that can be turned into 
something else, by and for the area’s resi-
dents.” (Named “Champion of Justice” by 
John Jay College in 2021, Wu Tsai has gar-
nered support from prominent Black figures 
such as Van Jones, of the REFORM Alliance; 
Darren Walker, of the Ford Foundation; and 
Black Lives Matter activist DeRay Mckes-
son. According to Mckesson, Wu Tsai is un-
like other philanthropists in that “[She is] 
focused on solutions.”)

“My project has always been about 
�inding ways to unlearn,” Strachan says, 
as we move through the studio’s main pro-
duction floor. It contains a number of works 
in various stages of completion—large 
photo-based paintings collaged with text 
and newsprint elements, plaster sculptures, 
neon signs, a copy of the Encyclopedia that is 
the size of a cinder block—many of them in-
tended for his upcoming exhibition. “It’s 
about offloading bad habits picked up as leg-
acies of miseducation, colonialism, shit I 
learned from being an artist, from hanging 
around a bourgeois crowd. With this exhibi-
tion, I want people to feel like they under-
stand all of the pieces even when they can’t 
intellectually put them together. I want them 
to understand emotion: to understand when 
a Black performer asks an audience member 
why they are afraid of them in the middle of 
a gallery. I want them to have to confront 
that person and their beautiful singing voice 
while they are being confronted.” 

Because I have admired Strachan’s two- 
and three-dimensional work for years, I 
wonder aloud about the epiphany that 
pushed him from making objects to time-
based experiences. What happened?

“A lot of people don’t want to acknowl-
edge that George Floyd’s death changed the 
world. It changed the way people who 
thought they were woke think, and it 
brought a lot of people online who weren’t 
online at all. Everyone changed after that. I 
know filmmakers who hire differently now, 
construction workers who think differently 
about what they do and whom it benefits. 
People are simply thinking about things in 
deeper ways now. As an artist, I want to meet 
that level of more profound thinking and 
awareness. Not tomorrow, but today. Does 
that make sense?” 

Christian Viveros-Fauné has covered art 
and its intersections with politics for the 
Village Voice and other publications for 
more than 25 years.

“So I’m like: who’s 
this guy Marcus 
Garvey, who’s 
Haile Selassie? I 
wasn’t learning 
about them at 
school! It dawned 
on me recently 
that I would never 
have learned about 
Garvey and the 
others without the 
music.”

Mask exposing the face: 2020’s Distant 
Relatives (Mary J. Seacole). 

The artist in his own fashion: Tavares Strachan. 

Tavares Strachan: The Awakening
Marian Goodman Gallery

24 West 57th Street
mariangoodman.com

May 6–June 11
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PORTRAIT OF A
FEMALE FIGHTER
Amanda Serrano is breaking new ground at Madison Square Garden, 
and it didn’t happen overnight
By Thomas Gerbasi

A
manda Serrano bought a car. 
Call it a down payment on a new life 
that begins on April 30 at Madison 
Square Garden, when the Brooklynite 
joins Katie Taylor as the first women to 

headline a boxing match in a venue long re-
ferred to as “The Mecca” of the sweet sci-
ence. The pair, who are scheduled to fight 
10 two-minute rounds for Taylor’s undis-
puted lightweight (135 pounds) title, will 
each secure a seven-figure payday for their 
efforts, another first for the ladies. “It was 
like a sigh of relief and the weight was off 
my shoulders,” Serrano, 33, tells the Voice 
about signing the historic contract. “Finally, 
it paid off. I honestly didn’t believe that I 
was gonna see it.”

Wait a second. Elite professional athletes 
garnering seven-figure paydays for compet-
ing in iconic New York venues—what’s the 
big deal? Isn’t this commonplace? Didn’t the 
Yankees’ Aaron Judge recently turn down a 
$213.5 million contract extension? Wasn’t 
$130 million the price tag to secure Mets 
pitcher Max Scherzer?

 But this is women’s boxing, a sport in 
which Serrano, then a world champion in 
five weight classes, earned $17,500 for a 
January 2017 victory over Yazmin Rivas that 
was televised on Showtime. For compari-
son’s sake, on the male side of the ring, 
Floyd Mayweather Jr., also a five-division 
world champion, picked up a guaranteed 
$100 million payday for his win over Conor 
McGregor seven months later.

 Serrano has added two more divisional 
titles since the Rivas bout, giving her cham-
pionship belts in every weight class from 115 
to 140 pounds, a feat that landed her in the 
Guinness Book of World Records for the 
most boxing world championships won in 
different weight divisions by a female. But 
the money didn’t follow the accolades—and 
it long hasn’t for the ladies of boxing, who 
have been trying to gain equal footing with 
their male counterparts since Barbara But-
trick won the first women’s boxing title, in 
1957. In the years following that seminal vic-
tory, the sport was largely underground, 
with fights sporadically showing up once a 
State Athletic Commission would allow it. 
And even when women did get to fight in 
sanctioned events, there was nothing close 
to parity when the checks were written out. 
There have been a few outliers who did well 
for themselves: Christy Martin was featured 
on Mike Tyson un-
dercards presented 

on pay-per-view by Don King, and on the 
cover of Sports Illustrated (the only female 
boxer to get the cover); Playboy model Mia 
St. John had the same undercard spotlight 
on high-profile matches promoted by Bob 
Arum; and Laila Ali reportedly made a 
purse of $600,000 for a single fight, a prod-
uct not only of her place as one of the best 
female fighters in the world but also her 
bloodline as the daughter of Muhammad 
Ali. But as far as those trying to build a sport 
on a grassroots level, they were greeted with 
apathy or outright disgust, with promoters 
either begrudgingly burying the fighters in 
opening bouts in front of empty rooms or 
paying them the bare minimum to risk their 
health in the ring.

 Heather Hardy, from Gerritsen Beach, 
Brooklyn, a former Serrano opponent, re-
members the early days of a pro career that 
began in 2012. “Nobody really knew that 
we were around fighting,” she tells the 
Voice in an interview. “You had women like 
Alicia Ashley and Jackie Nava, Melissa Her-
nandez and Belinda Laracuente. Those 
were girls who were fighting under the ra-
dar, putting on epic fights and epic shows 
that we only heard about from the coaches 
that were there.”

 But those women were pounding it out 
everywhere from Mexico City to Venezuela 
and in small club shows in the U.S. Hardy 
was fighting in her hometown, and New 
York’s  hardcore fight crowd simply loved 
watching her action-packed, take-one-
punch-to-give-two-back style in the ring. 
Subsequently, “The Heat” could sell tickets. 
Literally. “Hand to consumer,” says Hardy 
of her method of getting fans to show up to 
her fights at venues around the area. “Not, 
go to my website link. Hand to consumer, 
running to the venue, getting a handful, 
leaving a check, selling them, getting a 
handful, leaving a check, selling them.”

 Hardy estimates that her biggest ticket 
haul was $35,000 for a 2017 fight at Bar-
clays Center, one in which her purse paled 
in comparison to that of some of the male 
fighters on the card, even though she was 
making a defense of her WBC interna-
tional featherweight title and bringing in 
more than her share of fans. “I made 
$7,500 for that fight [for the purse] and it 
was a WBC defense,” she says. “I also got a 
percentage of ticket sales, don’t get me 
wrong, but [selling tickets] was the incen-

tive. Not only that they’d 
have me back, but it 

would add to my purse.”
 As Hardy was turning pro, Bushwick’s 

Serrano was coming off the first (and only) 
loss of her pro career, a unanimous decision 
defeat at the hands of Frida Wallberg, in 
Sweden, that left her with a 14-1-1 record. It 
was a career that began, like those of all her 
peers at that time, quietly.

 
A native of Carolina, Puerto Rico, who 
moved to Brooklyn with her family 
when she was eight months old, Serrano 
was a self-described “active girl” growing up, 
but she wasn’t someone with any designs on 
becoming a boxer until long after her older 
sister, Cindy, began visiting a local gym 
owned by her boyfriend and future husband, 
Jordan Maldonado, to lose weight. The 
12-year-old Amanda followed. “Cindy 
started boxing after my niece was born, and 
then I became the babysitter in the gym.”

By 2003, Cindy Serrano’s weight-loss 
journey had turned into a boxing career, 
and she turned pro at the age of 21 with a 
four-round decision win over Kathy Rodri-
guez. Fourteen-year-old Amanda was still 
three years away from deciding to partici-
pate in the sport, and when she did, she was 
met with resistance from Cindy, Maldo-
nado, and her mother. Serrano’s father was 
the lone supporter at first, but eventually all 
came aboard. A natural in the sport, 
Amanda won the New York Golden Gloves 

in 2008, and less than a year later she made 
her professional debut, though it was an un-
expected one, and a fight without much fan-
fare, at least for the 20-year-old.

 “I was definitely the opponent,” Serrano 
says, knowing that she was brought in for 
her debut not to win but to be the B-side to 
the hometown favorite. “Someone called us 
from Gleason’s Gym and said, ‘There’s this 
fight with this girl, Jackie Trivilino, would 
you take it?’ I said, ‘Sure, why not?’ I won the 
Golden Gloves in 2008, and I was like, what 
am I gonna do? I’m not gonna do the Golden 
Gloves another hundred times. So I said, 
let’s just do it and make a little bit of 
money.” Serrano traveled upstate to the 
Washington Avenue Armory, in Albany, for 
the fight, and returned to Brooklyn with a 
majority decision win and a career path, one 
that was not paved with gold. “Amanda was 
fighting world title fights for $2,000. If 
that’s not for the love of the sport, then what 
is?” asks Maldonado, trainer and manager 
of both Serrano sisters.

 But the world title fights were two years 
in the future. In the meantime, Amanda had 
to come up the hard way, fighting for little 
money against opponents with deceiving 
records, like Ela Nunez. “We hated her,” 
Maldonado says of Nunez, who entered 
their first fight in 2009 with a 9-5 slate. “She 
wouldn’t stop coming. We hit her with ev-
erything and the kitchen sink and that, to 
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me, was the hardest fight Amanda had.” 
Nunez held Serrano to a four-round draw in 
2009. They would fight three more times, 
Serrano winning all three. “We fought Ela 
Nunez four times because we had to prove 
to ourselves that we owned her, that we 
were better than her,” Maldonado explains. 
It’s the trial by fire that makes boxers into 
fighters. Some never make that transition, 
and it’s evident the first time they encoun-
ter an opponent who isn’t content with just 
picking up a paycheck. Serrano faced those 
challenges and won, and those on the local 
fight scene noticed it.

 “I knew she was good,” Gary Stark Jr., a 
former junior featherweight contender and 
son of Serrano’s co-trainer for the upcoming 

Taylor fight, Gary Stark Sr., tells the Voice. “I 
knew she was going to be something.” Stark 
Jr., who sparred with both sisters, knew, and 
those in the business knew, but the major 
promoters and networks, the ones with the 
deep pockets and the pull to make a good 
fighter a star, didn’t care. In their eyes, wom-
en’s boxing didn’t sell and the talent pool 
was too shallow. For a long time, the latter 
was true; as for the former, major promoters 
and networks did occasionally have women 
on their shows and airwaves, and fight fans 
responded positively, though women were 
never a consistent part of the programming. 
There was even a bout scheduled in 2005 
between future hall-of-famers Christy Mar-
tin and Lucia Rijker, dubbed “Million Dollar 
Lady.” It was a spin on the hit film Million 
Dollar Baby, and in the real fight, the winner 
would receive a million dollars. That contest  
never happened, due to a Rijker injury, and 
was never rescheduled—and seven-figure 
paydays for the ladies weren’t seriously dis-
cussed for another 15 years.

Soon enough, Serrano realized that win-
ning fights and titles and building a local fan-
base weren’t going to buy her a mansion.“At 
first, it was all fun and games,” she says. “I 
wasn’t in the sport to become a world cham-
pion. I just did it for the fun. I knew the strug-
gles that my sister went through, being put 
on shows and the money she wasn’t getting, 
so I knew it was hard work and that’s why 
Jordan really didn’t want me to fight, be-
cause he was going through it with Cindy. 
Once I became a multiple-division world 
champion and I was still getting paid shit, 
you start to notice: Wow, the men are making 
this and I’m making this and then you realize 
that there’s a big gap.”

 That gap still hasn’t closed, but in 2012, 
the scene began to shift in women’s combat 
sports. A 2008 Olympic bronze medalist in 
judo for the United States, Ronda Rousey, 
had taken the world of mixed martial arts 
by storm, and, late in 2012, she was the first 
woman signed to compete in the UFC, the 
sport’s premier promotion. Meanwhile, at 
the London Olympics, women were al-
lowed to box for the first time. One of the 
gold medal winners was Ireland’s Katie 

Taylor. Another was the United States’ Cla-
ressa Shields. Shields went on to win an-
other gold in 2016, turn pro, and become a 
multi-division world champion. Taylor 
missed out on a medal in the 2016 Games, 
but in the midst of women earning a living 
on a level playing field in mixed martial 
arts, she believed the same could—and 
should—happen in women’s boxing, with 
her and her Olympic peers leading the way. 
So she texted Europe’s top promoter, Eddie 
Hearn, of Matchroom Boxing, and told him 
what she believed could be done.

 “What was quite unique about that situ-
ation was she was kind of selling the idea to 
me,” Hearn tells the Voice. “Normally, I’ll sit 
down with a fighter and put out a blueprint 
and give them the big sell. But she told me 
what she felt was possible and she believed 
that this day would come. Now, if you would 
have told me back then that one day Katie 
Taylor would be headlining a sold-out Mad-
ison Square Garden, I would have said that’s 
adventurous, even by my standards.”

 Hearn rolled the dice with Taylor, and as 
she began to collect unprecedented media 
attention and crowds to her fights, the ball 
started rolling and gathering speed, not 
only for Taylor but for her peers. Soon, 

Hearn was all in, detractors be damned. “I 
just started becoming a believer in it,” he 
says. “And I’m stubborn, as well. When peo-
ple kept telling me it can’t be done or that 
this isn’t actually going anywhere, I started 
to just dig my heels in and say, no, it can.”

American promoters began to follow suit 
… slowly. So slowly that Serrano began won-
dering whether she was going to continue in 
the sport. “Yeah, every other day,” chuckles 
Serrano, who, along with Hardy, went to the 
other side of the combat sports street to 
fight in mixed martial arts bouts, where she 
compiled a 2-0-1 record. “Women had more 
recognition over there and they were get-
ting paid what they deserved. So I switched 
over to MMA to see if I could do something 
there and make noise there. And I did. But I 
love boxing, so when I made noise over 
there, [former promoter Lou] DiBella saw 
something and he was like, we need this girl 
back in boxing, and that’s when I was get-
ting better paydays.”

 Along with the better paydays came 
more notoriety and more media attention. 
Who was this knockout artist from Brook-
lyn who never had a cell phone or a boy-
friend, a multi-division titleholder who 
earned her first Guinness World Record 

with Cindy for being the first sisters to be-
come world boxing champions? She was 
just a kid from Bushwick who was married 
to the game and who still laughs over the in-
terest in her not having a boyfriend or a cell 
phone, especially the cell phone. “I think 
they’re more fascinated with the no cell 
phone,” Serrano says. “Nowadays, every-
body’s stuck on their phones, everybody’s 
looking down, they’re never looking up, 
and it’s a headache. It’s a hassle having to 
answer back to so many people. And there 
are no distractions. I have my family that 
keeps me on my Ps and Qs, that makes me 
happy, and that’s all I need.”

 As for her rapidly changing neighbor-
hood, Serrano plans on it always being 
home, even though she expects to buy prop-
erty in Puerto Rico and Florida after April 
30. “That’s always been my home,” she 
says. “It was my grandparents’ home, then 
my dad bought it from my grandparents, so 
that’s definitely one of my final destina-
tions. Bushwick is my home for life. I’m still 
a little girl at heart. I’m a mama’s girl and a 
daddy’s girl, so they’re really gonna have to 
throw my ass out.” It’s a rare loyalty, but 
Bushwick has given it back to Serrano. 
There was the mural of Amanda and Cindy 

“Boxing is the 
theater of the 
unexpected.”   

Jordan Maldonado keeps a close eye on Serrano as she spars with Jayson Velez at the Green Fitness Studio, in Brooklyn. 
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PORTRAIT OF A
FEMALE FIGHTER
Amanda Serrano is breaking new ground at Madison Square Garden, 
and it didn’t happen overnight
By Thomas Gerbasi

A
manda Serrano bought a car. 
Call it a down payment on a new life 
that begins on April 30 at Madison 
Square Garden, when the Brooklynite 
joins Katie Taylor as the first women to 

headline a boxing match in a venue long re-
ferred to as “The Mecca” of the sweet sci-
ence. The pair, who are scheduled to fight 
10 two-minute rounds for Taylor’s undis-
puted lightweight (135 pounds) title, will 
each secure a seven-figure payday for their 
efforts, another first for the ladies. “It was 
like a sigh of relief and the weight was off 
my shoulders,” Serrano, 33, tells the Voice 
about signing the historic contract. “Finally, 
it paid off. I honestly didn’t believe that I 
was gonna see it.”

Wait a second. Elite professional athletes 
garnering seven-figure paydays for compet-
ing in iconic New York venues—what’s the 
big deal? Isn’t this commonplace? Didn’t the 
Yankees’ Aaron Judge recently turn down a 
$213.5 million contract extension? Wasn’t 
$130 million the price tag to secure Mets 
pitcher Max Scherzer?

 But this is women’s boxing, a sport in 
which Serrano, then a world champion in 
five weight classes, earned $17,500 for a 
January 2017 victory over Yazmin Rivas that 
was televised on Showtime. For compari-
son’s sake, on the male side of the ring, 
Floyd Mayweather Jr., also a five-division 
world champion, picked up a guaranteed 
$100 million payday for his win over Conor 
McGregor seven months later.

 Serrano has added two more divisional 
titles since the Rivas bout, giving her cham-
pionship belts in every weight class from 115 
to 140 pounds, a feat that landed her in the 
Guinness Book of World Records for the 
most boxing world championships won in 
different weight divisions by a female. But 
the money didn’t follow the accolades—and 
it long hasn’t for the ladies of boxing, who 
have been trying to gain equal footing with 
their male counterparts since Barbara But-
trick won the first women’s boxing title, in 
1957. In the years following that seminal vic-
tory, the sport was largely underground, 
with fights sporadically showing up once a 
State Athletic Commission would allow it. 
And even when women did get to fight in 
sanctioned events, there was nothing close 
to parity when the checks were written out. 
There have been a few outliers who did well 
for themselves: Christy Martin was featured 
on Mike Tyson un-
dercards presented 

on pay-per-view by Don King, and on the 
cover of Sports Illustrated (the only female 
boxer to get the cover); Playboy model Mia 
St. John had the same undercard spotlight 
on high-profile matches promoted by Bob 
Arum; and Laila Ali reportedly made a 
purse of $600,000 for a single fight, a prod-
uct not only of her place as one of the best 
female fighters in the world but also her 
bloodline as the daughter of Muhammad 
Ali. But as far as those trying to build a sport 
on a grassroots level, they were greeted with 
apathy or outright disgust, with promoters 
either begrudgingly burying the fighters in 
opening bouts in front of empty rooms or 
paying them the bare minimum to risk their 
health in the ring.

 Heather Hardy, from Gerritsen Beach, 
Brooklyn, a former Serrano opponent, re-
members the early days of a pro career that 
began in 2012. “Nobody really knew that 
we were around fighting,” she tells the 
Voice in an interview. “You had women like 
Alicia Ashley and Jackie Nava, Melissa Her-
nandez and Belinda Laracuente. Those 
were girls who were fighting under the ra-
dar, putting on epic fights and epic shows 
that we only heard about from the coaches 
that were there.”

 But those women were pounding it out 
everywhere from Mexico City to Venezuela 
and in small club shows in the U.S. Hardy 
was fighting in her hometown, and New 
York’s  hardcore fight crowd simply loved 
watching her action-packed, take-one-
punch-to-give-two-back style in the ring. 
Subsequently, “The Heat” could sell tickets. 
Literally. “Hand to consumer,” says Hardy 
of her method of getting fans to show up to 
her fights at venues around the area. “Not, 
go to my website link. Hand to consumer, 
running to the venue, getting a handful, 
leaving a check, selling them, getting a 
handful, leaving a check, selling them.”

 Hardy estimates that her biggest ticket 
haul was $35,000 for a 2017 fight at Bar-
clays Center, one in which her purse paled 
in comparison to that of some of the male 
fighters on the card, even though she was 
making a defense of her WBC interna-
tional featherweight title and bringing in 
more than her share of fans. “I made 
$7,500 for that fight [for the purse] and it 
was a WBC defense,” she says. “I also got a 
percentage of ticket sales, don’t get me 
wrong, but [selling tickets] was the incen-

tive. Not only that they’d 
have me back, but it 

would add to my purse.”
 As Hardy was turning pro, Bushwick’s 

Serrano was coming off the first (and only) 
loss of her pro career, a unanimous decision 
defeat at the hands of Frida Wallberg, in 
Sweden, that left her with a 14-1-1 record. It 
was a career that began, like those of all her 
peers at that time, quietly.

 
A native of Carolina, Puerto Rico, who 
moved to Brooklyn with her family 
when she was eight months old, Serrano 
was a self-described “active girl” growing up, 
but she wasn’t someone with any designs on 
becoming a boxer until long after her older 
sister, Cindy, began visiting a local gym 
owned by her boyfriend and future husband, 
Jordan Maldonado, to lose weight. The 
12-year-old Amanda followed. “Cindy 
started boxing after my niece was born, and 
then I became the babysitter in the gym.”

By 2003, Cindy Serrano’s weight-loss 
journey had turned into a boxing career, 
and she turned pro at the age of 21 with a 
four-round decision win over Kathy Rodri-
guez. Fourteen-year-old Amanda was still 
three years away from deciding to partici-
pate in the sport, and when she did, she was 
met with resistance from Cindy, Maldo-
nado, and her mother. Serrano’s father was 
the lone supporter at first, but eventually all 
came aboard. A natural in the sport, 
Amanda won the New York Golden Gloves 

in 2008, and less than a year later she made 
her professional debut, though it was an un-
expected one, and a fight without much fan-
fare, at least for the 20-year-old.

 “I was definitely the opponent,” Serrano 
says, knowing that she was brought in for 
her debut not to win but to be the B-side to 
the hometown favorite. “Someone called us 
from Gleason’s Gym and said, ‘There’s this 
fight with this girl, Jackie Trivilino, would 
you take it?’ I said, ‘Sure, why not?’ I won the 
Golden Gloves in 2008, and I was like, what 
am I gonna do? I’m not gonna do the Golden 
Gloves another hundred times. So I said, 
let’s just do it and make a little bit of 
money.” Serrano traveled upstate to the 
Washington Avenue Armory, in Albany, for 
the fight, and returned to Brooklyn with a 
majority decision win and a career path, one 
that was not paved with gold. “Amanda was 
fighting world title fights for $2,000. If 
that’s not for the love of the sport, then what 
is?” asks Maldonado, trainer and manager 
of both Serrano sisters.

 But the world title fights were two years 
in the future. In the meantime, Amanda had 
to come up the hard way, fighting for little 
money against opponents with deceiving 
records, like Ela Nunez. “We hated her,” 
Maldonado says of Nunez, who entered 
their first fight in 2009 with a 9-5 slate. “She 
wouldn’t stop coming. We hit her with ev-
erything and the kitchen sink and that, to 
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me, was the hardest fight Amanda had.” 
Nunez held Serrano to a four-round draw in 
2009. They would fight three more times, 
Serrano winning all three. “We fought Ela 
Nunez four times because we had to prove 
to ourselves that we owned her, that we 
were better than her,” Maldonado explains. 
It’s the trial by fire that makes boxers into 
fighters. Some never make that transition, 
and it’s evident the first time they encoun-
ter an opponent who isn’t content with just 
picking up a paycheck. Serrano faced those 
challenges and won, and those on the local 
fight scene noticed it.

 “I knew she was good,” Gary Stark Jr., a 
former junior featherweight contender and 
son of Serrano’s co-trainer for the upcoming 

Taylor fight, Gary Stark Sr., tells the Voice. “I 
knew she was going to be something.” Stark 
Jr., who sparred with both sisters, knew, and 
those in the business knew, but the major 
promoters and networks, the ones with the 
deep pockets and the pull to make a good 
fighter a star, didn’t care. In their eyes, wom-
en’s boxing didn’t sell and the talent pool 
was too shallow. For a long time, the latter 
was true; as for the former, major promoters 
and networks did occasionally have women 
on their shows and airwaves, and fight fans 
responded positively, though women were 
never a consistent part of the programming. 
There was even a bout scheduled in 2005 
between future hall-of-famers Christy Mar-
tin and Lucia Rijker, dubbed “Million Dollar 
Lady.” It was a spin on the hit film Million 
Dollar Baby, and in the real fight, the winner 
would receive a million dollars. That contest  
never happened, due to a Rijker injury, and 
was never rescheduled—and seven-figure 
paydays for the ladies weren’t seriously dis-
cussed for another 15 years.

Soon enough, Serrano realized that win-
ning fights and titles and building a local fan-
base weren’t going to buy her a mansion.“At 
first, it was all fun and games,” she says. “I 
wasn’t in the sport to become a world cham-
pion. I just did it for the fun. I knew the strug-
gles that my sister went through, being put 
on shows and the money she wasn’t getting, 
so I knew it was hard work and that’s why 
Jordan really didn’t want me to fight, be-
cause he was going through it with Cindy. 
Once I became a multiple-division world 
champion and I was still getting paid shit, 
you start to notice: Wow, the men are making 
this and I’m making this and then you realize 
that there’s a big gap.”

 That gap still hasn’t closed, but in 2012, 
the scene began to shift in women’s combat 
sports. A 2008 Olympic bronze medalist in 
judo for the United States, Ronda Rousey, 
had taken the world of mixed martial arts 
by storm, and, late in 2012, she was the first 
woman signed to compete in the UFC, the 
sport’s premier promotion. Meanwhile, at 
the London Olympics, women were al-
lowed to box for the first time. One of the 
gold medal winners was Ireland’s Katie 

Taylor. Another was the United States’ Cla-
ressa Shields. Shields went on to win an-
other gold in 2016, turn pro, and become a 
multi-division world champion. Taylor 
missed out on a medal in the 2016 Games, 
but in the midst of women earning a living 
on a level playing field in mixed martial 
arts, she believed the same could—and 
should—happen in women’s boxing, with 
her and her Olympic peers leading the way. 
So she texted Europe’s top promoter, Eddie 
Hearn, of Matchroom Boxing, and told him 
what she believed could be done.

 “What was quite unique about that situ-
ation was she was kind of selling the idea to 
me,” Hearn tells the Voice. “Normally, I’ll sit 
down with a fighter and put out a blueprint 
and give them the big sell. But she told me 
what she felt was possible and she believed 
that this day would come. Now, if you would 
have told me back then that one day Katie 
Taylor would be headlining a sold-out Mad-
ison Square Garden, I would have said that’s 
adventurous, even by my standards.”

 Hearn rolled the dice with Taylor, and as 
she began to collect unprecedented media 
attention and crowds to her fights, the ball 
started rolling and gathering speed, not 
only for Taylor but for her peers. Soon, 

Hearn was all in, detractors be damned. “I 
just started becoming a believer in it,” he 
says. “And I’m stubborn, as well. When peo-
ple kept telling me it can’t be done or that 
this isn’t actually going anywhere, I started 
to just dig my heels in and say, no, it can.”

American promoters began to follow suit 
… slowly. So slowly that Serrano began won-
dering whether she was going to continue in 
the sport. “Yeah, every other day,” chuckles 
Serrano, who, along with Hardy, went to the 
other side of the combat sports street to 
fight in mixed martial arts bouts, where she 
compiled a 2-0-1 record. “Women had more 
recognition over there and they were get-
ting paid what they deserved. So I switched 
over to MMA to see if I could do something 
there and make noise there. And I did. But I 
love boxing, so when I made noise over 
there, [former promoter Lou] DiBella saw 
something and he was like, we need this girl 
back in boxing, and that’s when I was get-
ting better paydays.”

 Along with the better paydays came 
more notoriety and more media attention. 
Who was this knockout artist from Brook-
lyn who never had a cell phone or a boy-
friend, a multi-division titleholder who 
earned her first Guinness World Record 

with Cindy for being the first sisters to be-
come world boxing champions? She was 
just a kid from Bushwick who was married 
to the game and who still laughs over the in-
terest in her not having a boyfriend or a cell 
phone, especially the cell phone. “I think 
they’re more fascinated with the no cell 
phone,” Serrano says. “Nowadays, every-
body’s stuck on their phones, everybody’s 
looking down, they’re never looking up, 
and it’s a headache. It’s a hassle having to 
answer back to so many people. And there 
are no distractions. I have my family that 
keeps me on my Ps and Qs, that makes me 
happy, and that’s all I need.”

 As for her rapidly changing neighbor-
hood, Serrano plans on it always being 
home, even though she expects to buy prop-
erty in Puerto Rico and Florida after April 
30. “That’s always been my home,” she 
says. “It was my grandparents’ home, then 
my dad bought it from my grandparents, so 
that’s definitely one of my final destina-
tions. Bushwick is my home for life. I’m still 
a little girl at heart. I’m a mama’s girl and a 
daddy’s girl, so they’re really gonna have to 
throw my ass out.” It’s a rare loyalty, but 
Bushwick has given it back to Serrano. 
There was the mural of Amanda and Cindy 

“Boxing is the 
theater of the 
unexpected.”   

Jordan Maldonado keeps a close eye on Serrano as she spars with Jayson Velez at the Green Fitness Studio, in Brooklyn. 
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painted on a wall on Knickerbocker Avenue 
in 2017; Tony’s Pizzeria, where the pizza is 
always free for the champ; and the remain-
ing neighbors who still know her name. 
“Bushwick is changing now,” Serrano ad-
mits. “Through all this gentrification, we 
have new neighbors, but the people who 
stuck around, they’re so proud of us. 
They’ve seen me since I was a little girl rid-
ing my bike up and down the block, playing 
outside with my rollerblades, and I was al-
ways an active girl, so they know exactly 
who I am and they always supported me.”

Yet it also took a young lady from 
County Wicklow, Ireland, to get boxing 
to support Serrano. Katie Taylor, who de-
feated Cindy Serrano by decision in 2018 in 
what was the elder Serrano’s final pro bout, 
was dominating the 135-pound weight class, 
winning titles at a breakneck pace, and 
while she was on a collision course with 
Amanda to determine the best female boxer 
in the world, in boxing, getting such a match 
together isn’t as cut and dried as the two 
best football teams meeting in the Super 
Bowl each year. On the men’s side of the 
sport, it’s even worse, because often the 
best doesn’t want to fight the best. At least 
with Serrano and Taylor, the desire from 
both sides to get the deal done was there. 
Reaching that finish line was another story, 
and with Maldonado tenaciously refusing 
to let his sister-in-law fight for anything less 
than what she was worth, negotiations of-
ten got testy, both behind closed doors and 
in the media. “One thing I wasn’t gonna al-
low was having my family taken advantage 
of,” says Maldonado. Eventually, a May 
2020 bout in Manchester, England, was an-
nounced. Then the Covid-19 pandemic 
scrapped the bout and put all of boxing on 
hold. It was tentatively rescheduled for the 
summer, but when Serrano’s purse was go-
ing to be reduced because there would be 
no fans allowed to attend due to pandemic 
restrictions, the fight was off once more.

 Enter Jake Paul.
 The social media influencer and bud-

ding pro boxer began making waves in the 
sport in 2020 with wins over fellow YouTu-
bers, ex-NBA players, and mixed martial 
artists, and surprisingly—or maybe not so 
surprisingly, considering his high-profile 
and controversial partying ethos—he 
amassed a larger platform than anyone in 
boxing could have imagined. And in his 
Showtime event last August, he wanted a 
female fight on the card.

 “One of his priorities was to bring atten-
tion to women’s boxing,” says Nakisa Bidar-
ian, cofounder of Paul’s company Most 
Valuable Promotions. “And Amanda Ser-
rano was a name that was brought up by 
Stephen Espinoza from Showtime, and we 
jumped on it. She joined our card and made 
a record payday for herself at that point on 
that card.” For her 10-round win over Yami-
leth Mercado, Serrano made a reported 
$400,000. A month later, she signed a pro-
motional deal with MVP. In January, the Ka-
tie Taylor–Amanda Serrano SuperFight was 
officially announced.

 “He played a big role in getting me the 
pay, that’s for sure,” says Serrano of Paul. 
“We were capped at one amount, which was 
great, but once he decided to come on board 
and promote as well, the price skyrocketed 
for both of us, and it’s great. He’s definitely 
a great guy, he wants equal pay for all of us, 
so I’m happy to be part of their team. 
They’re working hard to get me sponsors 
and getting me paid once I retire from box-
ing.” Bidarian points out that Serrano will 
make more in sponsorship for this fight 
than she has made in purse and sponsorship 
from any fight she ever had before appear-
ing on Paul’s card in 2021. So that’s a victory 
in and of itself. All that’s left is winning the 
biggest fight of her career on April 30. And 
to many boxing insiders and pundits, taking 
Serrano to win is a safe bet. But the one who 
will have the gloves on at the end of the 
month isn’t listening to any pre-fight hype.

 “I definitely don’t pay attention to that,” 
claims Serrano. “And I don’t read into that 

stuff because everything changes once we 
go in that ring. I believe this is a 50-50 fight 
and whoever wants it more is gonna win 
that night. Katie is a strong champion—
she’s undefeated and undisputed for a rea-
son—so I’m not looking past her.” 
Maldonado echoes those sentiments. “Up-
sets happen when people think they’re 
gonna win,” he says. “Nobody believed that 
Buster Douglas was gonna knock Mike Ty-
son out and he knocked him out. So 
Amanda is still grounded. Do not believe for 
a second that Katie Taylor lost when she 
signed the contract. I believe Amanda has 
the tools to beat her, but boxing is the the-
ater of the unexpected.”

 Apparently, the stars are finally aligning 
for the 33-year-old with seven divisional 
world titles and a 42-1-1 (30 knockouts) re-
cord. Does that mean this is the start of 
something for Serrano and women’s box-
ing, or just a one-and-done? “I think it’s 
upon Katie and Amanda to put on a spectac-
ular show, and that will only continue this 
evolution of interest in the sport as it relates 
to women,” predicts Bidarian.

 Hearn, who is co-promoting the bout 
with MVP, believes the demand will be 
there—in time. “I don’t think you’re gonna 
see this every few months, but I do think 
that the norm has kept on changing,” he 
says. “Will two females filling up Madison 
Square Garden become the norm? We’ve 
got a long way to go. But certainly, the bar is 
continuously being raised in terms of the 
norm, and we’ve come a long, long way.”

Serrano laughs. “No pressure.” 
 

Thomas Gerbasi is currently senior editor 
for BoxingScene.com, Women’s Boxing 
columnist for The Ring magazine, a con-
tributor to Boxing News (UK) magazine, 
and soon to be inducted into the Interna-
tional Women’s Boxing Hall of Fame’s 
Class of 2022 in the non-participant wing. 
An award-winning member of the Boxing 
Writers Association of America, Gerbasi is 
also the author of five books. His amateur 
boxing record was 0-1.

She was just a kid 
from Bushwick 
who was married 
to the game and 
who still chuckles 
over the interest 
in her not having a 
boyfriend or a cell 
phone, especially 
the cell phone.
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Mirror mirror: Who’s the toughest of them all? Serrano checks out her form.
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always free for the champ; and the remain-
ing neighbors who still know her name. 
“Bushwick is changing now,” Serrano ad-
mits. “Through all this gentrification, we 
have new neighbors, but the people who 
stuck around, they’re so proud of us. 
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ways an active girl, so they know exactly 
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County Wicklow, Ireland, to get boxing 
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best doesn’t want to fight the best. At least 
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than what she was worth, negotiations of-
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amassed a larger platform than anyone in 
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ian, cofounder of Paul’s company Most 
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rano was a name that was brought up by 
Stephen Espinoza from Showtime, and we 
jumped on it. She joined our card and made 
a record payday for herself at that point on 
that card.” For her 10-round win over Yami-
leth Mercado, Serrano made a reported 
$400,000. A month later, she signed a pro-
motional deal with MVP. In January, the Ka-
tie Taylor–Amanda Serrano SuperFight was 
officially announced.

 “He played a big role in getting me the 
pay, that’s for sure,” says Serrano of Paul. 
“We were capped at one amount, which was 
great, but once he decided to come on board 
and promote as well, the price skyrocketed 
for both of us, and it’s great. He’s definitely 
a great guy, he wants equal pay for all of us, 
so I’m happy to be part of their team. 
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that night. Katie is a strong champion—
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gonna win,” he says. “Nobody believed that 
Buster Douglas was gonna knock Mike Ty-
son out and he knocked him out. So 
Amanda is still grounded. Do not believe for 
a second that Katie Taylor lost when she 
signed the contract. I believe Amanda has 
the tools to beat her, but boxing is the the-
ater of the unexpected.”

 Apparently, the stars are finally aligning 
for the 33-year-old with seven divisional 
world titles and a 42-1-1 (30 knockouts) re-
cord. Does that mean this is the start of 
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ing, or just a one-and-done? “I think it’s 
upon Katie and Amanda to put on a spectac-
ular show, and that will only continue this 
evolution of interest in the sport as it relates 
to women,” predicts Bidarian.

 Hearn, who is co-promoting the bout 
with MVP, believes the demand will be 
there—in time. “I don’t think you’re gonna 
see this every few months, but I do think 
that the norm has kept on changing,” he 
says. “Will two females filling up Madison 
Square Garden become the norm? We’ve 
got a long way to go. But certainly, the bar is 
continuously being raised in terms of the 
norm, and we’ve come a long, long way.”
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