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Charlie Burrell: Breaking the Color Barrier in 
Classical Music by Charlie Burrell and Mitch 
Handelsman

Charlie Burrell is Purnell Steen?s 
cousin and Diane Reeves? uncle. He is 
a giant in both the classical and jazz 
music worlds. In 1949 he became the 
f irst black musician to play under 
contract in the Denver Symphony 
Orchestra. In 1959 he moved to San 
Francisco to become the f irst person 
of color in that city?s orchestra. He 
played for conductors including 
Arthur Fiedler and Pierre Monteux. 

He has worked on stage with jazz greats including Bill ie 
Holiday, Charlie Parker, and Lionel Hampton. 

?I think Charlie?s story is relevant for all kinds of 
people, because it?s a story of triumph. It?s a story of 
someone who made a way out of no way. Not only that: 
When he made the way he opened it for others to come 
through? he found personal peace, 
mental peace. He is a man of great 
integrity, he is a giver, he loves life. 
There is a very youthful spirit that is 
always ready at whatever time to come 
out and play. That?s at his core? (a quote 
from his niece, Diane Reeves.) 

When Charlie was in the 7th grade he began playing 
the bass in the school band. He heard the phenomenal 
sound of the San Francisco Symphony on his crystal set 
radio and told his Mom he?d like to perform with them. 
She wisely replied, ?Well  Son, you can do anything you 
want to do. Just be honest to your cause and do it every 
day of your life. Let nothing get in your way.? And, he 
eventually realized that dream. 

Charlie says he was extremely fortunate growing up in 
Detroit because he was exposed to the best schooling 
and because there was a balance between Whites and 
Blacks. He and his six siblings learned about prejudice 
between white ethnic and  various religious cultures: 
Poles, Czechs, Italians, Turks, French,Greeks, Armenians, 
Irish, and Catholics, and Jews. He was well prepared for a 
lot of social integration. But, he was not taught the 
history of Black, Brown, and Native people. 

He studied music and created beautiful sounds. When 
he was 12, his mother bought him a red wagon to carry 

around his bass ?f iddle?, and he was able to take music 
lessons for which he paid 25 cents each. 

Charlie?s  story is told  with the ?voices? of eight 
dif ferent people (including St. Thomas? own Purnell 
Steen) discussing details of l ife that surrounded Charlie: 
the music, the people, the trials and tribulations, the joys 
and sorrows, the racism and the triumphs. 

Burrel l 's is a story of  music, l i fe and t riumph

A Mighty Long Way by Carlotta 
Walls LaNier 

Carolotta Walls La Nier is a hero in our 
midst? almost; she has lived in the 
Denver area since the 1960?s, and she 
spent many years at Park Hill United 
Methodist Church. She was one of the 
nine ?sacrif icial lambs? who began their 
high school years in the war zone known 
as Litt le Rock Central High School in 1957. 

A quote from the introduction by President Bill 
Clinton is a compelling invitation for you  to 
read this book: 

?This wonderful book is Carlotta?s story. She 
reminds us that the Civil Rights Movement was led, in no 
small measure, by people she calls ?unlikely candidates.? 
This book shares how the Litt le Rock Nine, in a simple quest 
for a good education, opened new horizons for themselves 
and for future generations, but only after they paid a very 
high price. And it is the personal testament of Carlotta Walls 
La Nier who, of them all, spent the most days at Central, 
enduring day after day of being kicked, pushed, spit upon, 
and verbally abused. 

A Mighty Long Way will make you ashamed and proud, 
angry and hopeful, heartsick and happy. Carlotta tells it as it 
was, a story we all need to know.? 

In honoring the Litt le Rock Nine, in 1987, on the golden 
anniversary of their real l ife drama, President Clinton said, 
?These nine people didn?t just have an opinion?, They didn?t 
just say, ?Wouldn?t it be nice if  someone did something to 
change things.? These nine people and their families stepped 
up and said, ?Here am I, Lord, send me.? 

This book is in the Emery Library waiting for you to pick it 
up. It is t imely as our church family is saying, ?Here we are, 
Lord, send us?. We are, with God?s help, continuing the 
mighty long journey towards racial justice. 

Book reviews by 

Diane Pr it chard

A heroine in our  m idst : 
Car lot t a Walls LaNier  
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City of Thorns: Nine Lives in the World?s 
Largest Refugee Camp  by Ben Rawlence

By Elsie Haley and Peg Oldham on behal f  of  the Refugee 
New Neighbors Commit tee  

Dadaab is a city l ike no other. It has been populated, 
until recently, by almost 500,000 people. Like other 
cit ies, it has its own form of self-government, its own 
economy, even cinemas and sports teams. But Dadaab is 
a refugee camp located in the Kenyan desert. Its cit izens 
subsist on rations, incentive jobs, an underground 
economy, and luck. Homes and community buildings are 
made of mud, plastic, and the thorn bushes from which 
City of Thorns derives its t it le; but the tit le refers to more 
than literal thorns. 

To call the situation at Dadaab, the largest of many 
refugee camps in the world, untenable is a definite 
understatement. The book is written by Ben Rawlence, a 
former researcher in the Horn of Africa for Human Rights 
Watch, so he has a clear point of view. While he includes 
the ?big picture?, his interest is in the impact of world 
polit ics, human mendacity, and the realit ies of this camp 
on human lives. 

Because it is dif f icult to relate to 500,000 people of 
dif ferent cultures and religions, his major focus is on the 
lives of nine individuals and their families over a 
three-year period. Some of the families f irst came to 
Dadaab when the camp opened in 1991, and by 2015, 
three generations stil l l ived in Dadaab. Although they 
dream of resettlement in such places as the United 
States, Canada, or Australia, many know no other life 
than their l ife in the camp. This leads to a malady known 
in Dadaab as ?buufis?? a longing for resettlement 
outside of the camp. ?It is a kind of depression rooted in 
an inextinguishable hope for a life elsewhere that 
simultaneously casts the present into shadow.? 

The story of Kheyro is a good il lustration of ?buufis?. 
She arrived in Dadaab as an infant in 1992, carried on the 
back of her mother, Rukia, who had walked for ten days 
from Somalia to reach the camp. To support her family, 
Rukia scavenges f irewood from the desert. 

Part of the money from Rukia?s work goes toward what 
Kheyro needs for her education. It is clear that her 
mother sees an educated daughter as a guarantee that 

she will be provided for 
in her old age. And 
Kheyro knows that 
education is her only 
possible way out of the 
camp where she has 
grown up, especially 
since the number of 
countries will ing to take 
in refugees has 
dwindled, and continues 
to do so. But the rise of 
al-Shaabab?s inf luence 
in Somalia and in 
Dadaab hampers 
educational efforts? aid 
workers, including teachers, are targeted and so are 
trucks carrying the exams that students need to pass for 
admission to higher education outside of the 
camps? and even outside of the country. 

Kheyro?s dream is to go to college in Canada, a country 
she can barely imagine, but she is not accepted. She 
makes the best of it by teaching in the camp and also 
working as a rape counsellor at the Danish Refugee 
Council. At the end of Rawlence?s account of Dadaab, 
Kheyro has used some of her savings to buy a 
second-hand laptop, which she uses to browse webpages 
of universit ies outside of Kenya. Her plans for education 
are on hold, however: ?I would love to study. The 
dilemma is, who will look after my mum?? 

Rawlence?s f inal research trip to Dadaab in May 2015 is 
the subject of his epilogue. He has spent several days 
with some of the residents, to share what he has done 
with their stories. He invites them for a meal in the best 
restaurant in Dadaab town, which is outside the camp. He 
meets Kheyro by herself . She arrives in a gold dress with 
a full niqab veil covering her face because ?people talk.? 
She won?t eat; Rawlence notes, ?Demure women only eat 
in private.? And after she reads her story, she only says, 
?It is all right.? This is the last we hear of Kheyro. 

Although the Kenyan government has announced the 
closure of this camp, similar conditions exist for 
60,000,000 mill ion people displaced from their homes. 
City of Thorns puts a human face on the problem, which 
makes it important reading. 

Book put s a hum an face on a global issue


