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Ishmael Reed: What’s going on in Hawai`i? Tell me about gentrification.  
Kathryn Takara: Okay. Well, I’d say first that the population and the tourists are kind of shifting; 
more international buyers, which affects everything from Japanese, Canadian, European, and 
Chinese space and they are spending more money. Locals and our youth have to leave home and 
the islands for jobs, wages, and affordability. 
Ishmael Reed: The Chinese? 
Kathryn Takara: Yes, even in our tiny town, in our little hamlet. I think several homes have gone 
to Chinese nationals. Perhaps tourism feeds the housing market. 
Ishmael Reed: Is anybody occupying them?  
Kathryn Takara: Yes, Chinese rent them. 
Ishmael Reed: Yes, because what they do up in Seattle is they buy condominiums and houses 
and they don’t occupy them. The prices of real estate do appreciate. 
Kathryn Takara: Oh, well that’s just what I wrote about it my book is how these high and empty 
apartments, condos, and complexes are in select cities in China – mostly for wealthy government 
business owners. 
Ishmael Reed: So they become vestibules.  
Kathryn Takara: Yes. Investments. Yes. But then there’s that kind of larger significant aspect 
and then there’s the Hawaiian sovereignty movement, which is very powerful and growing all 
the time.  
Ishmael Reed: Do they want the monarchy or what? 
Kathryn Takara: Well, some want the monarchy, some want the military out, some want to 
separate, some want political status recognition, some want the cultural rights like traditional 
water rights and access to cultural sites. 
Ishmael Reed: The American military? 
Kathryn Takara: Yes, the American military, and then there’s always a struggle on Kaho`olawe, 
and water and land issues and access. 
Ishmael Reed: Where’s that located? 
Kathryn Takara: It’s an island, a small island off of Maui. It used to be a sacred island and the 
military I guess in the Second World War or Korea or any war, they used it for bombing practice. 
So now the Hawaiians are trying to bring it back to its natural native environment. But in 
addition to that, in many of the valleys, there still are some undischarged ordinances. So the 
Hawaiians themselves are divided, like we blacks used to be divided, in terms of what 
sovereignty means. There are some places where Hawaiians have claimed the land where some 
families have old recorded records of settlement and heritage. And actually the state has given 
maybe one or two concessions. There’s the Hawaiians’ Homes Land situation where people 
sometimes wait until they’re almost dying just to get a lot. And then there’s a tremendous 
homeless problem, although we’re just a series of small islands. 
Ishmael Reed: There’s a homeless problem where? 
Kathryn Takara: In Hawai`i, and Honolulu, on all the islands, and it’s mainly Hawaiians and 
locals who are homeless. 
Ishmael Reed: Hawaiians.  
Kathryn Takara: But not only. I mean we have lots of people that come to the islands because it’s 
supposed to be an easy life, and they’re happy to camp out over there. But, yes, so the 
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government, assisted by the police, forcibly move people from under bridges, off sidewalks, and 
out of parks. 
Ishmael Reed: How are the minorities treated? 
Kathryn Takara: Maybe some would say more humane than other places. But the police move 
them, especially from around the medical school and the other newly developed areas in town.  
 
There’s lots of building and moving going on, and there’s the coming rail. I would mainly say 
that the people, they’re mainly, you don’t call them yuppies anymore, but up and coming techies, 
high end investors, tearing down the old buildings and communities to be replaced with high 
rises. 
Ishmael Reed: We call them gentrifiers here. 
Kathryn Takara: Yes, gentrifiers. There we go. In downtown.  
Ishmael Reed: In downtown Honolulu? 
Kathryn Takara: They’re getting close to the waterfront. It’s like these thundering high end 
buildings. 
Ishmael Reed: Are these tech people? 
Kathryn Takara: Probably some, yes, and some are just rich businessmen and women. 
Ishmael Reed: Are they outsiders or where? 
Kathryn Takara: I would say both. There was this whole Kaka`ako area that used to be locally 
owned. A big shift, now several blocks are primarily Japanese-owned and I think it’s shifting to 
the Chinese. I’m not totally up on that. But I know that housing is a huge issue and many, many 
islanders are moving to the mainland, or living with many family members in one small 
dwelling. 
Ishmael Reed: But I thought it was a democratic regime, you know. I thought that they were 
accommodating homelessness and all that. 
Kathryn Takara: Well, they have a lot of services. Maybe you don’t have all that on the 
mainland. There are health benefits, there are people going out and setting up clinics near the 
homeless, but a lot of people aren’t interested in self-care, you know. I won’t say a lot. I won’t 
say a lot, but some people…there are quite a few mentally deficient crazy patients and veterans. 
Ishmael Reed: Out on the streets. 
Kathryn Takara: Yes, out on the streets. Many, many, because they emptied the hospitals.  
Ishmael Reed: Yes. Well whose idea was that?  
Kathryn Takara: Oh, that was way back. It must have been a republican. 
Ishmael Reed: I know Reagan did it here. 
Kathryn Takara: Yes, I remember. I was here during that time. But I don’t know who was 
governor at that time. 
Ishmael Reed: So what is the situation for Black people? 
Kathryn Takara: Well, we’re growing in numbers. We are growing. Our numbers are between 
35,000 and 40,000, maybe more. 
Ishmael Reed: Where are they coming from? 
Kathryn Takara: Well, a lot of people leaving the military are retiring there. Maybe higher end. 
Maybe officers or maybe not. We are represented disproportionately along with Hawaiians in the 
prisons. I remember quite a number of the athletes that I taught at the University of Hawai`i, they 
couldn’t really get a good job or a job because they lacked local community contacts from high 
school and earlier. Much success and position in the islands is due to friends and connections. 
Many of them had come from poor neighborhoods on the mainland and so they end up in jail as 
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well as the normal pimps and things like that, but we have a larger than should be…we are about 
4% of the population these days, and we probably are, don’t take this figure literally, but I would 
say about 20% in the prisons. So it’s a definite disadvantage. I think colorism plays a large part 
of the islands. 
Ishmael Reed: It’s still happening? 
Kathryn Takara: Yes.  
Ishmael Reed: How do the Native Hawaiians and Blacks get along? Because they’re pretty 
brown. 
Kathryn Takara: I think that there’s a natural affinity but I also think that a lot of stereotypes 
prevail, especially if they are mixed race kids, Hawaiian and Black, too often the black father has 
gone home after military service. The local/Hawaiian wife has tried to go to the United States 
continent and then has chosen to go return home to Hawai`i, her culture and people. 
Ishmael Reed: Hawaiian women? 
Kathryn Takara: Yes, Hawaiian women. I would say that many of the Hawaiian women don’t 
know, or don’t know how to share our history or our culture – for example hair care or anything 
with the black/Hawaiian children that they have, and so it is not uncommon for children to be 
raised without understanding, or being taught/mentored about their family background. 
Ishmael Reed: The kids are pretty neurotic? 
Kathryn Takara: Well, more are going to college, that’s one good thing. But I also see more 
Black businessmen, not a lot, but more than before. I see Black city and county workers, not a 
lot, but maybe a policeman here or there, two or three, and for infrastructure companies like 
electric and water. 
 
Ishmael Reed: What about the university?  
Kathryn Takara: The university has remained in a sad state. I have been there only once or twice 
since I retired early because they did not renew my contract. So I think that… 
Ishmael Reed: You have published more than most professors.  
Kathryn Takara: Well, it depends. They don’t count poetry, they don’t count anything non-
refereed. 
Ishmael Reed: They don’t count publication? 
Kathryn Takara: They count publication, but not a poetry publication, and I argue my point that I 
taught history, politics, and culture – I taught many things in my poetry, including philosophical 
paradigms. Now, of course, everyone is teaching this cross-disciplinary, inter disciplinary 
approach that I used to do from the beginning of my University of Hawai`i at Manoa career.  
But anyway, so back to the Black Hawaiians, who are mainly living on the Leeward side – like 
Waianae, and Lualualei and places way out there in Makaha and Maili. 
Ishmael Reed: Don’t they have like a little community there? 
Kathryn Takara: Because of the mothering, I think that it’s a pretty mixed community out there 
and then as you say, there are many Hawaiians as you suggested who are as dark as we African 
Americans are, or maybe even darker. In terms of giving our children a self-respect and a dignity 
to themselves, and a sense of their history and a positive identity, I think that is often lacking. 
Ishmael Reed: Hawaiians. Among the Hawaiians? 
Kathryn Takara: Black Hawaiians. 
Ishmael Reed: Oh, Black Hawaiians.  
Kathryn Takara: The Black Hawaiian mixture. The kids, and so the local kids will go up to many 
and say, “Hey, bro, you got some smoke?” I mean, just these non-productive stereotypes that a 
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young person shouldn’t have to feel. There is the expectation by others that young people, 
especially African-Hawaiians, will conform to the stereotypes. 
Ishmael Reed: They get that from television. 
Kathryn Takara: Yes. So all that vanguard style and music following African American 
musicians are appreciated when African American entertainers come through. We have a Blue 
Note club from New York in Honolulu now, so… 
Ishmael Reed: Oh, yes? A Blue Note? 
Kathryn Takara: Yes. So all the top talent comes through on their way to Asia – Japan, 
Philippines, China, etc. 
Ishmael Reed: Does Taj Mahal go through there? 
Kathryn Takara: I don’t know. I haven’t seen him for years. I kind of think maybe, still has a 
house in Kauai I think it was.  
But other issues on the islands with Black people…so on the town (leeward) side we have a 
couple of churches that are predominately Black and they even do hula, so they have kind of 
assimilated and are long time residents, so that’s one place you’ll find Black people. Martin 
Luther King time, Black History month time, we have the African American film festival, which 
has been quite successful for the past two to three years. 
Ishmael Reed: When’s the next one? 
Kathryn Takara: They’re always in February and they’re held at the Honolulu Museum. 
Ishmael Reed: I ought to get my movie down there. 
Kathryn Takara: Yes. Try. I’ll put you in touch with the people who do the selections.  
 
Ishmael Reed: So when is the first time you went to China? 
Kathryn Takara: 1995.  
Ishmael Reed: So who arranged that?  
Kathryn Takara: I went with the East-West Center and it’s a curious little story. I was teaching 
Ethnic Studies/Black Studies. There was a woman, Dr. Elizabeth Buck, Director of Asian 
Studies Development Program (ASDP), who saw the value of including underrepresented 
minorities in colleges and universities in order to educate and encourage infusion of Asian 
Studies into the curriculum. She told me there was an Asian American Development Program 
that she had envisioned and her idea was to have these kinds of exchanges, but she noted that 
there were no exchanges that included or targeted Blacks, African Americans, Native Americans, 
or Hispanics. The participants were all basically White males. That was who represented 
America. And the Pacific was Japan, Indonesia, whatever, but not so much the Pacific Islanders. 
So she saw this lack of representation and inclusion. She hired me to research mostly minority 
serving universities, to contact and inform them of ASDP, and encourage administrators and 
faculty to apply to the East-West Center. I was appointed as an East-West Fellow for a year or 
two to research HBCUs and other types of colleges, and establish programs there with whoever 
handles faculty exchanges and to bring them on board. So she wanted me…she hired me to do 
this, but when I saw what was happening and I met the Black scholars that would come through 
administrators, I said, “Oh, this is interesting,” and Dr. Buck, who’s a White woman from 
Alabama, who is still my dear friend, encouraged me to apply and I was accepted! Dr. Elizabeth 
Buck is recently retired and she’s moving to Northern California, but that’s not the point. I went 
on my first trip to China because it was a Fulbright funded event with about … we must have 
been seven or eight Black people. We were a solid group out of twenty maybe, you know, and 
we were sizeable. We stayed in the Foreigners Guest House at the University of Peking. We 
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were always a little bit leery about the government and security and especially in 1995 in China. 
You wonder, “What’s in the light bulb up there?” so you go outside and have your conversations 
and my interest… 
Ishmael Reed: Oh, you mean, they were spying?  
Kathryn Takara: Well let’s say in the early days after China opened up to the West there was 
always a watchful eye, even in buildings. Now we have a watchful eye over here in the USA and 
the West. But in the early days, that was just appalling to us self-righteous Americans, so we 
would go outside for any significant discussions, critiques, analyses.  
 
My interest was to meet the African students who were at the University of Peking, fondly 
known as Beida. 
Ishmael Reed: And how were they being treated? 
Kathryn Takara: Well, see, that was why my interest was in their experiences in China. As you 
said, back then there was this huge scandal about Chinese women dating African men, you 
know, you heard of that. 
Ishmael Reed: Who was in power then? 
Kathryn Takara: Don’t ask me the name –   
Ishmael Reed: What year was that? 
Kathryn Takara: 1995. 
Ishmael Reed: Mao Zedong had died. 
Kathryn Takara: Yes. He had passed on in 1976, followed by Hua Guofeng and Deng Xiaoping. 
But what was interesting to me, not only were there the African students, who were all graduate 
students in international relations, finance, or preparation for leadership, but no matter what 
public building you went in, there were always pictures of African leaders on the wall with 
mainly Chinese leaders. Big pictures. 
Ishmael Reed: Yes, I saw that. They even had Robert Williams up there, Montgomery 
Leadership Conference, or whatever that is. 
Kathryn Takara: No, I didn’t know that. 
Ishmael Reed: Yes, we were there. 
Kathryn Takara: So anyway, so I couldn’t find much Blackness that first time. But they treated 
me very well. 
Ishmael Reed: Getting back to the African students.  
Kathryn Takara: Yes? 
Ishmael Reed: Were they segregated from the rest of the population?  
Kathryn Takara: They were at the university just like we were. They lived in same buildings with 
other international students. 
Ishmael Reed: Okay. So what happened with the dating issue, was that resolved?  
Kathryn Takara: It must have been.  
Ishmael Reed: My understanding was that they were attacked. 
Kathryn Takara: Yes, maybe way back then, because I was very interested in that question back 
then, but now it’s mellowed out and there are many African businessmen especially independent 
or joint venture south of Beijing and you now have some Black professionals in urban areas, 
often employees for American and other corporations and offices in China. 
 
Ishmael Reed: So what was your first impression? Was this a culture shock for you? I mean 
going over there from Hawai`i or… 
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Kathryn Takara: Well, I didn’t know the language, number one. I did not speak the language, so 
that was a separating factor. But my very first time there in Qingdao, our interpreter Xue Rong 
Feng on the bus introduced me to a closet poet who was high up in the Shandong educational 
department and so we got to talking though Xue, and then Xue ended up coming to East-West 
Center in Honolulu for a year. She told me whenever I wanted to come to China she would hook 
me up with teaching and she was in an influential governmental position with University 
connections. 
Ishmael Reed: What was her name? 
Kathryn Takara: Xue Rong Feng, she’s in my book Shadow Dancing and pictures of her as well. 
Ishmael Reed: Okay, so you were friends since the ‘90s. 
Kathryn Takara: Yes, she just died two years ago, and I wrote a long poem and elegy for her in 
Shadow Dancing. She introduced me to several high ranking University professors and deans. 
Ishmael Reed: This was in Beijing? 
Kathryn Takara: No. Qingdao, legendary Shandong Province 
Ishmael Reed: Oh, okay. 
Kathryn Takara: My connections, now friends, are why I always go there when I travel to China 
(8 times now).  
Ishmael Reed: Where’s that located? 
Kathryn Takara: It’s out on the Northeast coast, north of Shanghai. It used to be ten hours to 
travel to travel by boat, but with the fast trains it’s probably five hours. It’s on the ocean. It’s a 
port city. It makes a lot of refrigerators and those kind of electronic things and cars. But anyway, 
I love that city because it was between the mountains and the sea, reminding me of home in 
Hawai`i.  
Ishmael Reed: You had students? 
Kathryn Takara: The first time I was there I was just on a Fulbright with the East-West Center 
and we traveled in Northeast to Southeast China. 
Ishmael Reed: And you were writing. 
Kathryn Takara: And I was writing, observing, experiencing the newness. So when I went back 
the second time in 1997 –   
Ishmael Reed: How many times have you been there? 
Kathryn Takara: Eight, counting this past year, 2017. 
Ishmael Reed: All the same city or different places? 
Kathryn Takara: Always Qingdao and Beijing, and neighboring towns and villages. 
Ishmael Reed: Beijing.  
Kathryn Takara: I have University and community friends, I didn’t have to pay for food and 
lodging, only my transportation. My good friend, Gu Xiulin, in Beijing also taught at a the 
Beijing University. She used to study and live in Hawai`i so between my friends and university 
connections, I always had lectures I could give. The pay was nominal, 200 to 600 yuan, but the 
experience was rich! 
 
Ishmael Reed: Did you bring any Chinese people over to Hawai`i?  
Kathryn Takara: Not exactly, but I’m thinking of bringing Peter, the poet. Peter Dong Feng. The 
East West Center was very successful in bringing Chinese scholars to Hawai`i. in addition, we 
have a Center for Chinese Studies and a Confucius Institute for Chinese Studies.  
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The politics of color continues to improve, be interesting, and still be problematic. For example, 
my Blackness was a curiosity in the beginning and even up until this last time I went I hardly 
saw any Black tourists. I saw a few Black students. Maybe six to eight Black students, a few 
more, African students. 
Ishmael Reed: This was recently? 
Kathryn Takara: Yes, this was in 2017. But, remember, when I go there I don’t stay where 
tourists stay, I stay out in a community, in the deep, where there are only Chinese nationals. 
So… 
Ishmael Reed: How do they accept you? They know you now? 
Kathryn Takara: They know me. Yes, and they like my work and are starting to translate it more. 
See, that was a thing, and I talked about it in my introduction to Shadow Dancing, how initially I 
thought they loved me because I was Black. But I think that it was about the black struggle that 
they still admired and lifted up.  
Ishmael Reed: That’s what we hear when we go over there. 
Kathryn Takara: Yes, yes, it was our whole movement, a people’s movement that dignified me in 
a way that…so that I could teach Black history, women literature, minority literature. 
Ishmael Reed: Over there? 
Kathryn Takara: Yes. I mean just a few lectures. I’m not talking a whole semester. I could 
lecture on minority women writers, I could speak on Black history, different periods, so I had a 
lot of leeway to talk about contemporary issues of race, color, and economics as well as culture. 
And then, I could read my poetry to young writers and students of American literature, trends, 
and issues. 
Ishmael Reed: How many books have you gotten out of this?  
Kathryn Takara: Two books, but China poems have been scattered overall in other books which 
include detailed clossaries. 
Ishmael Reed: That’s a lot of work. That’s a lot of work in this book. 
Kathryn Takara: Thank you.  
 
Ishmael Reed: Are you going to stay in Hawai`i or what?  
Kathryn Takara: I think I will unless I become too ill and my children choose to bring me to 
California, or if they don’t want to live in Hawai`i. I would prefer to be in Hawai`i because it’s 
very peaceful. My home is surrounded by copious plants, nestled between the mountains and the 
ocean. I like that, you know, a Tuskegee girl, a country girl. 
Ishmael Reed: Yes, but it seems like there’s some growing problems… 
Kathryn Takara: Oh, there are always a lot of problems. I’m working with this project called 
“Key Project” which is basically rural Hawaiian community project and they face the same 
mediocre education, poor schools, lack of training for high end jobs, and especially housing 
issues. A common problem is when Hawaiian Homestead owners die, then the land must be 
divided amongst the heirs, lives become shattered, and families often end up moving to small, 
sometimes public, housing, renting, or unfortunately homeless. 
Ishmael Reed: So are you getting something like the very rich and the very poor on the islands? 
Kathryn Takara: Yes, we’re starting to get more of that. 
Ishmael Reed: And the middle class is disappearing? 
Kathryn Takara: Very much so, and it’s a phenomenon. It’s everywhere, and our Hawai`i 
government is starting to shift. It is supposed to be very democratic, largely democratic, but there 
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are growing numbers of Trump supporters in Hawai`i. I mean, I wouldn’t say there’s 30%, but I 
would say people seem to be coming out more when it comes to republican politics and policy. 
Ishmael Reed: Yes, this is the last stand of the White resistance, trying to make it a White 
country, but it’s not going to happen. 
Kathryn Takara: No, it’s not going to happen. There’s still an awful lot of interracial marriage in 
Hawai`i, and that trend seems to have spread to certain areas in the USA. 
Ishmael Reed: So they bring that racism on out now. Trump people, NRA people, PAC money, 
etc.  
Kathryn Takara: Yes, Hawaii is home to the retired, they just bring out conservative ideas of 
white privilige. 
Ishmael Reed: They don’t find a hallway anymore. That’s a euphemism.  
Kathryn Takara: But they don’t have the same level of racist colorism and violence that’s 
happening over on the mainland. On my Facebook feed, I read about blacks and minorities. It 
seems that too often, people are being arbitrarily beaten (often by the police), being insulted, 
facing stereotypes and/or discrimination, and even being lynched in these times. 
Ishmael Reed: Oh no, this racial profiling here is being heightened. I told my wife Carla that I 
got racially profiled in the cemetery. I love to tell that joke. That’s a joke. That’s absurdity. This 
is a landmark cemetery here (from the 19th century) called Mountain View. It just got written up 
in The Times. You know Mountain View Cemetery? It’s become a tourist attraction up in the 
hills (above Oakland and Berkeley). A lot of famous stiffs are there. Confederate soldiers came 
out here and it’s a very famous cemetery, so in The New York Times in the travel section they 
wrote it up. So my family did our errands, you know, we were taking a little rest there. Someone 
called the cops on us for doing nothing, sitting. What did they expect me to do, steal in the 
cemetery? You know what I mean? 
Kathryn Takara: I do. 
Ishmael Reed: Harassment’s really gotten heightened up.  
Kathryn Takara: I know. Black While Doing Anything. Selling real estate, going to a pool, 
delivering mail, walking in a white neighborhood. Anything.  
Ishmael Reed: Jerry Brown left that for us. Jerry Brown. He announced that he was going to 
break Black Power. He came over here to our house when he was acting as a populous. He had a 
show called “We the People.” Populism, too, and as soon…I did his inaugural poem that day and 
the Chronicle said it was the highlight of the day. Jerry Brown was hanging out with the Black 
Panthers and all this old kind of stuff and as soon as he got into the office he changed. 
Kathryn Takara: Turned. 
Ishmael Reed: Brought the military in here, broke Black business…Black businesses were put 
out…protests…closing down their business. 
Kathryn Takara: Well now it’s the corporations that are putting people out of business. 
Ishmael Reed: He said he was going to bring 10,000 techies in here and that’s what he did. 
Kathryn Takara: That’s all down in Emeryville and all of that. 
Ishmael Reed: There are people living in tents down here under the freeway. 
Kathryn Takara: I know. I saw them. I saw them. 
Ishmael Reed: That’s your neo-liberalism for you. 
Kathryn Takara: In Hawai`i the governor and politicians are talking about the inability to keep 
up with the need for low income housing and they can’t keep up with it, you know. They talk 
about job training, but then you have the leaders like Betsy DeVos, or whatever her name is, and 
people like that are just… 
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Ishmael Reed: Quacks. They just put them in charge of consumer…some guy who was the 
attorney for payday loans. Consumer Protection Agency. Payday loans. These payday loans, 
poor people pay 40%... 
Kathryn Takara: I know. 
Ishmael Reed: 300% interest. 
Kathryn Takara: Yes, I know. 
Ishmael Reed: Like slavery, you know. 
 
Kathryn Takara: Just, since I was here, I’ve had a couple of people that were close to me who 
passed on. One was Senator Daniel Akaka, the Hawaiian who understood power and minority 
issues. He passed in 2018, so I wrote a long, biographical and historical tribute to him, though 
it’s not been published yet. I actually got help from his daughter, Millannie, with some of the 
details, for example, he never wore shoes until he was fifteen years old and he walked miles to 
school and back. Anyway… 
 
Ishmael Reed: What about Frank Marshall Davis? That book, your book.  
Kathryn Takara: Yes, it’s just trickling along. Sales. 
Ishmael Reed: Yes, because he was controversial when Obama was running. 
Kathryn Takara: Yes, he was. 
Ishmael Reed: I mean you introduced me to him. 
Kathryn Takara: Yes. 
Ishmael Reed: And I had photos taken, which I sent to my archives.  
Kathryn Takara: Oh, good, good. 
Ishmael Reed: When did he die? 
Kathryn Takara: 1987 I think 
Ishmael Reed: (To Tennessee Reed) Kathryn wrote a biography on Frank Marshall Davis who 
came up in the Obama…remember they tried to say… 
Kathryn Takara: They even made a video. 
Ishmael Reed: Yes. Tried to smear him as a communist. 
Kathryn Takara: Yes, not only that, but they said he was Obama’s real father. There was a video 
of that and it was just… 
Ishmael Reed: Dinesh D’Souza made it. 
Kathryn Takara: Oh, I don’t know, but it was… 
Ishmael Reed: Davis is in the American Canon. They got this, you know, the official canon. He’s 
in there. 
Kathryn Takara: I know. Yes, well, that’s how I met the woman who introduced me to him. I 
was teaching F.M. Davis in my Black Studies class at the University of Hawai`i out of my 
anthology on Black literature, and she says, “That’s Daddy. He lives down in Waikiki. Do you 
want to meet him? I’ve been telling him about your class since it began.” So that’s how I met 
F.M. Davis. We became friends and I completed my PhD on him, his life, politics, struggles as a 
black journalist, poet, labor activist.  
 
Ishmael Reed: So you gotta be proud of your daughter Karla Brundage. We published her book. 
She’s a good writer. 
Kathryn Takara: She’s also a very hard worker. 
Ishmael Reed: Going over to Ghana and all that, organizing that trip and everything.  
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Kathryn Takara: She founded and organized WOWA. West Oakland/West Africa, as her poetry 
thesis project in 2016-17. 
Ishmael Reed: Then you got Natasha with all of those great kids and everything. 
Kathryn Takara: Natasha’s doing pretty good.  
Ishmael Reed: So you don’t think you’re going to leave Hawai`i?  
Kathryn Takara: Only to visit. 
Ishmael Reed: How does your husband Harvey feel about it? 
Kathryn Takara: Oh, I know he wouldn’t want to leave, but he might if our daughter Natasha 
insisted later in life. 
Ishmael Reed: He would leave?  
Kathryn Takara: He might. He might. He’s retired so he’s doing pretty good, he’s finding his 
balance, you know, when you retire, it’s just… different. 
 
Ishmael Reed: So, let’s go back a step. How was it growing up in Tuskegee? 
Kathryn Takara: Well, it was wonderful and it was horrible. It was largely a well-educated Black 
community that was very nurturing and aspiring and hopeful. There were lots of role models, 
mentoring, and history kind of just floating all around. And then there were the sharecroppers, 
poor and uneducated, out by Notasulga, Chehaw, Macon County, and all around. 
Ishmael Reed: Right Black sharecroppers. 
Kathryn Takara: Yes. Tuskegee was in Macon County so we were like, we were a 70, 80% Black 
county. I mean, it was a Black belt for sure, in the deep south. However, there was this cushion 
effect at the college full of rich history and future. There was the movie, museum, theater group, 
parties and there was the… 
Ishmael Reed: Were you…you lived on the campus? 
Kathryn Takara: No.  
Ishmael Reed: Where’d you live? 
Kathryn Takara: No. We lived two miles out. Away from the campus. Because my dad had his 
own private veterinary practice and he was also teaching at the university or the college or the 
institute…it was called Tuskegee Institute in those days. 
Ishmael Reed: He knew George Washington Carver. 
Kathryn Takara: Dad worked with George Washington Carver on peanut oil therapy and they 
wanted to try it for on President F.D. Roosevelt, who was coming to Tuskegee. Was he the one 
that was paralyzed? 
Ishmael Reed: Yes, yes.  
Kathryn Takara: And they worked side by side. My dad learned a lot from working with Dr. 
Carver trying to develop this liniment that was going to hopefully work for Roosevelt’s (and 
others’) paralysis…so when he came down to Tuskegee, according to my mother’s and others’ 
reports, Mrs. Eleanor Roosevelt was very open to communication and doing things for the 
Blacks in the south – for example, she flew with a Black pilot to show the Blacks’ competency 
and reliability. She was open to breaking many conventional customs, but the president remained 
aloof. 
Ishmael Reed: Tuskegee Airmen. By her actions and willingness, she gave her support to the 
Tuskegee Airmen. Tuskegee Airmen were skilled. They weren’t cowards. She contradicted the 
ongoing paradigm that blacks were inferior. They, they, the idea…the racists in the war 
department said that Black people were cowards even though they were the first ones to reach 
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the Rhine. The Tuskegee Airmen were the first ones to reach the Rhine to Hitler. So Eleanor 
Roosevelt went down there and flew with one of them.  
Kathryn Takara: And I think part of it had to do with the Black colleges, education, and the 
mostly-white people who were the trustees on the Black college boards. I think she might have 
been one of those people that was also on the Board of Directors, you know, and they kind of 
determined  what the Black presidents were going to do and all of that. 
 
Ishmael Reed: Your parents were teaching on campus at that time? 
Kathryn Takara: Yes. 
Ishmael Reed: So what did they say about her visit?  
Kathryn Takara: I can’t remember that Mrs. Roosevelt was there. It was maybe ’43. I was just 
being born, but I know they said that she was there and she went up, and then my godfather was 
a Tuskegee Airman named Benjamin O. Davis, and he was the second Black General. 
Ishmael Reed: Oh, that’s your godfather? 
Kathryn Takara: Yes.  
Ishmael Reed: Benjamin Davis is your godfather? 
Kathryn Takara: Yes. B.O. Davis. 
Ishmael Reed: General. 
Kathryn Takara: Yes. He was the second black general. B.O.’s father was the first and B.O., my 
godfather, was the second. B.O. was the leader of the first group of Tuskegee Airmen. 
Ishmael Reed: Wow. 
Kathryn Takara: They used to come and buzz our house. 
Ishmael Reed: You never told me that. 
Kathryn Takara: Oh, yes, he’s my godfather. I still have pictures old pictures… 
Ishmael Reed: I’m sitting here with Troy Duster. I’ve known him for years  
Kathryn Takara: He teaches at U.C. Berkeley, right? 
Ishmael Reed: Ida B. Wells’ grandson.  
Kathryn Takara: Oh, oh, I didn’t know that. 
Ishmael Reed: I didn’t know that until last year or so. 
Kathryn Takara: Oh my gosh. See? 
Ishmael Reed: He’s very modest about it. That’s something…Benjamin Davis…this is historic. 
When I used to be a kid delivering Black newspapers he’d be in there all the time. He said that 
the White man would have to follow his orders. 
Kathryn Takara: And the thing that he said about me in his book, in his autobiography, was 
perceptive. We corresponded through the years with the help of his wife, Aggie, who was my 
godmother. She was a great letter writer. He would say, “My goddaughter K had assumed much 
of the understanding and attitudes of a citizen of the world. She was a remarkable person – a 
scholar, teacher, poet, and lover of beauty in all its myriad forms... She was married to an 
aspiring artist.”  
Ishmael Reed: Married to an artist? You? 
Kathryn Takara: Yes, Harvey Takara. And Ben just…he read me, you know. He read me, right? 
	


