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Local Soprano Turns Producer/Actress

- Bibbs produces documentary on civil
rights activist, Mary Ellen Pleasant

“We stand on the shoulders
of those who come before us.
Those who come before us
make us what we are”, says
Susheel Bibbs, recalling the
old Yoruba (Nigerian) proverb.
It is because Bibbs beljeves it
is true, that she has spent the
last several years researching
an African American woman,
Mary Ellen Pleasant. Bibbs, a
classical singer from the Bay
Area, by profession, started this
project *“ when Jacqui Hairston
asked me to perform the role of
Pleasant in an opera”.

Bibbs told Hairston she
wanted to learn more about
Pleasant first. Now, many years
later, “infinitely richer for the
experience, | am completing a
documentary on San Francis-
co’s African-American activ-
ist-pioneer, Mary Ellen Pleas-
ant”. Bibbs wrote, produced
and performs in the film and
Ruby Dee narrates. It has been
selected for three screenings at
film festivals: New York, Los
Angeles, and Berkeley, CA.
It is projected for distribution
this fall to Public Television
stations.

Bibbs has a background in
television including producing
“for Public Radio (NPR) and
Public Television (PBS). She
holds a masters in Vedic phi-
losophy and culture anda Ph.D.
in Communications giving her
the technical and research tech-
niques for this project

“I dislike seeing inspiring
work lost or omitted from his-
tory, especially if it relates to
my people”, says Bibbs. I
havedevelopedaview of Pleas-
ant (and her mentor Marie La-
Veau), her work, motives, and
actions-that differs from what
has been told. I want to free
her contributions from the fic-
tion that has enshrouded them,
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because hers is a life that can
inspire others.”

Bibbs elaborates, “despite
her courageous deeds, by the
late 1880s Pleasant and every-
thing about her had become en-
shrouded in myth and obscured
by legend due to reports by her
enemies insthe press and the
legends that grew up around

her life. It remained that way -

throughout the 20th century.
Only recently have researchers
been able to sort fiction from
fact. Historians were too con-
founded to include her in most
of their books, describing her
as anenigma.”

Bibbs continues “So I had to
sort fact from fiction surround-
ing her life. I found letters and
T-2¢-o¢

Susheel Bibbs

memoirs by Pleasant and after
checking them out I have pre-
sented them in the most perva-

sive venue: television. Pleas-
ant was daring and contributed
greatly to the lives of 19th cen-
tury African Americans and
their freedom. Her great court
case of 1867 helped change
modern civil-rights law. She
deserves to be a part of our his-
tory!”

Bibbs received help from
The California Council for
the Humanities, which spon-
.sored many of her enactments
of Pleasant and gave her funds
for the script. She received a
grant from the National Park
Service under their Net work
to Freedom Program, and the
African American Museum
and Library at Oakland gave
her a large sum to produce the
TV show.
i~ Bibbs has spent the last 6
years on this project and proud-
ly announces the local screen-
ing in Berkeley on October 7,
3:35pm at the Califoria The-
atre, corner of Kittredge and
Shattuck in Shattuck Square.
Tickets can be obtained at
berkeleyvideofilmfest.org or
the short version of the film is
available to educators through
www.mepleasant.com.
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i’h Ann ual Berkeley Video And Film Festival Awards

Best Film: “Meet Mary Ellen Pleasant”

The Rosa Parks of the 19th Century and
Mother of California Civil Rights History

Mary Ellen Pleasant
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By Barbara Fluhrer

This year The Berkeley Vid-
eo and Film Festival (BVFF )
gave a BEST OF FESTIVAL
PEACE REEL MEDALLION
AWARD for Best Documenta-
ries to “Meet Mary Pleasant”

" played and produced by Sush-

eel Bibbs. .

Bibb’s 4?‘ r;l}r?ute previevf
of the film tells the story of the
Mother of the Civil Rights in
California, showing the impact
of her work in a unique docu-
mentary. Her Underground
Railroad story started with
her enslavement in the South.
After being involved in slave

" Susheel Bibbs

rescues in Ohio, Pleasant came
to California in the 1850s. Her
life here was impacted by the
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California Supreme Court de-
cision regarding denied access
to a North Beach trolley in San
Francisco. Attorney David Op-
penheimer of San Francisco
said, “To my mind, Mary Pleas-
ant was the Rosa Parks of the
19th century.

Bibbs portrays Pleasant;
Ruby Dee narrates. One leaves
the experience realizing how
many African American he-
roes’ stories lay dormant in the
dust. Bibbs commitment, and
she says, “tenacity”, must be
commended for tife extensive
research and documentation, |

Continued on page 10
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The train fnuseiim venue seems particu-
larly aj propnate to “Pleasant,” given its

ory
she says; am1dst alotof dlsto Hon of who
(Pleasant) really was.” 2

 stations. “In telling thes
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