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Barbara Smith


Interview by Alyssa Burrell Cowan, Stacy Werber and Allie Wittig


February 9, 2000





	Barbara lived in Mantua from 1971 to 1980.  She was a low-income resident and lives in subsidized housing.  Prior to moving to Mantua, Barbara lived in southwest Philadelphia.  She heard about a new housing program in Mantua that interested her.  She would be able to get a brand new two-bedroom home with a dishwasher for less than $100 per month.  The apartments were located at 621 N. 32nd Street.  She was very excited about this prospect because she, her husband, and daughter had outgrown their apartment.  However, family and friends told her, “Oh no, don’t go to Mantua” because it was considered a bad area.  She couldn’t pass up the housing though.  In order to move into the subsidized housing, a representative from a residential association of homeowners in Mantua came to visit her at her old appartment.


	In her new apartment complex in Mantua, Barbara saw a need for a residents associate so she started one.  The residents committee led a voter registration campaign.


	She also led Mantua Against Drugs.  This started a town watch designed to bring the community together to fight drugs.  Barbara said, “Mantua Against Drugs was started and designed to bring traditional and non-traditional players together.”  The neighborhood’s partnership with drugs has always been a problem.  George Bush visited Mantua Against Drugs as part of the Points of Light campaign.  Barbara became the spokesperson for that.  Mantua Against Drugs had a “real spirit to eradicate drugs from the street level and in your family.”  It was an incredible program that was life-changing for people in the community.  Mantua Against Drugs had regular vigils to prevent drug dealing on the streets.  Community members would chant, “You will not sell drugs here tonight.”  Barbara said that these vigils are “so powerful because they create a real threat to the powers that be.”  Sports, religious activities, dances, parties, parades, sexuality workshops and just events to break bread together were organized for the community through Mantua Against Drugs.  Barbara said that the outcomes of these programs were spectacular.  Now Mantua Against Drugs runs programs in many of the local schools.  The Mantua Model was used in other Philadelphia neighborhoods.  At one point, the Mantua Model was being used in 30 locations throughout the city.  Mantua Against Drugs got a lot of publicity in the late 1980s and early 1990s.  It was previewed on the local news as well as on 20/20 and 60 Minutes.
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Barbara said that running Mantua Against Drugs got difficult because of chasing grants and resources so much.  C.B. Kimmins is currently directing Mantua Against Drugs.  Barbara is trying to plan a Year 2000 reunion for Mantua Against Drugs.


	Barbara said that today you hear a lot more drug recovery stories in the neighborhood.  She believes that increased education has helped this.  She also thinks drugs are less popular with kids now.  She said of course there are still some hurdles.


	Barbara also used the Mantua Model in her international work with Pennsylvania Jobs with Peace Campaign.  For nine years, Barbara was the Executive Director of the Pennsylvania Jobs with Peace Campaign.  Barbara was the first African-American woman to lead a peace campaign.  Barbara visited many countries in South and Latin America as well as Africa in this position.  This organization also got city funding for a Healthy Start program.  The Healthy Start Program was located in Mantua Hall that is an 18 story public housing project.  Barbara led a major demonstration in DC as director of this peace campaign.  She just closed Jobs with Peace in 1999.  Barbara said that we could visit the Jobs with Peace office at 18th and Spring Garden where she has a lot of pictures and souvenirs from her work.


	Barbara said that Drexel and Penn had a “very invisible put powerful influence in that area.”  She said, “People think of it as Drexel and University of Pennsylvania or powerful businesses.”  She also said that this power “feels threatening, negative, white, and male driven.”  It “manifests itself when something is just built in the neighborhood” and it “never suggests you can be a part of it.”  Barbara explained that you see groups of people coming through your neighborhood.  Groups like a bunch of men in suits getting out of cars and looking around.  Barbara said that as a resident you never knew what they were doing but you just felt threatened.  She said that this “creates anxiety and anger” and “it doesn’t create trust.”  Barbara said that about 1/3 of Mantua is a stable middle-class, but “the rest of Mantua is struggling day to day with their lives.”  She said this situation also “breeds corrupt leadership.  Those who make it to the top always look for their self-interests and those who think like them.”


	Barbara said that you could also see an “invasion of students” in late summer with U-Haul trucks everywhere.  She commented that there is no drugstore or supermarket in the area and that when these things are replaced, it will be for the students, not for the community.


	Barbara is currently host of the PBS program “Community Forum”.  She was also the public relations person for the Million Women March.  Barbara would like to organize a reunion for Mantua Against Drugs to celebrate the new millennium.  She would like to have it in early spring or early summer.  Barbara wants to find a really nice venue for the event.  She wants to inspire a community of fighters.
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