














we lost so much, we ve got to get it back.

Mary agrees with some of what she sees on
Esthers map, though she stresses that govern-
ment grants will not cover all the expenses
needed to create Esthers vision and that private
investors must step in to make this plan come
to fruition.

If there was no

tion, there would
have been no need
for Idlewild, Mary
says. But Idlewild is not just African-American
history. Idlewild is part of American history.

Another knock at the door startles all of us,
including Mary. Normally closed before Memo-
rial Day, the cultural center shows no signs of
life from outside, except for our three cars in
the parking lot.

Mary opens the door to a young, African-
American man with an infectious smile. Behind
him | can see a busload of people of varying
ages milling about. The young man introduces
himself as Kwasi Akwamu and explains that the
group has traveled from Detroit to visit Idlewild
for the weekend and, despite the Closed sign
on the front door of the cultural center, the
cars in the parking lot gave him hope that the
center might be open for the rst-time visitors.

Mary agrees to let them in and, before we
know it, Kelvin and | are assigned to set up
chairs and start the documentary again while
Mary greets the group. A twenty-something
woman assists an elderly man with a cane
through the front door and to a seat in front
of the TV. The empty room is now lled with
voices and laughter.

Kwasi is vivacious and inquisitive, moving
about the group, settling people into seats. He
tells me that when a friend  rst introduced
him to Idlewild in 2001, he was shocked that
he had never heard of it growing up. Hes
organized todays group to come up for a party
at Mortons Motel, in hope of showing them the
importance of Idlewild.

1950s-1960s

Famous entertainers,
including Sarah Vaughan,
The Four Tops and Bill
Cosby, grace the stages of
Idlewild s night clubs.

1959

25,000 people converge in Idlewild for
Fourth of July festivities the largest
crowd the retreat ever saw.

“ldlewild is noft just African-
Jim Crow or segrega- Amgrican history. Idlewild is
part of American history.”

It was a beautiful thing to see a place that
black people had created for themselves when
everything in society was basically set against
them, he says. | wanted people to learn the
history so they can play their own part in
helping bring back the beauty of Idlewild and
what it represented
to so many people
in generations past.
Kwasi invites Kelvin
and me to the party
at Mortons Motel that
night, where we can eat, drink and dance with
the Detroit visitors.

Mary is busy assisting people in the gift shop
as they purchase Idlewild trinkets. | wander in
to browse and am quickly ushered back into
the main room by Mary, who says | should be

working in case the Detroiters have questions.

Though I arrived only a few hours ago,

I have somehow been deemed an Idlewild
insider, and as | stand at the edge of the group,
suspended for a moment between the gift shop
at my back and the screening area in front of
me, | realize maybe my curiosity and apprecia-
tion are all it takes. The residents of Idlewild
arent interested in calcifying some xed mo-
ments of African-American luminaries and top-
notch musicians. They just want to recapture
that spirit of excitement and community, that
sense that anyone from any part of the nation
can travel here and feel welcome and accepted.
That entering Idlewild, no matter how brie 'y,
means belonging in Idlewild, being a part of
the towns pride and past.

Idlewild is a place thats noteworthy, that
is part of American history, Mary says. That
is why people should come back. That is why
Idlewild should matter. @M

Idlewild Historic & Cultural Center: 5583
Broadway Ave., 231-745-7541; Morton's Motel:
6389 S. Tacoma Dr., 231- 745-2611; Red Rooster
Lounge: 15655 Lake Dr., 231-745-7333;

Idlewild Music Fest: July 10-12

1964

The Civil Rights Act is passed,
outlawing segregation. Many
African-Americans abandon
Idlewild for once-forbidden
locales such as Las Vegas.

1979
Idlewild is designated as a

Register of Historic Places.

historic district on the National

of Idlewild

“Idlewild was one of the main places
where black people could go and feel
completely free...It was fun. | had
friends from all over and we swam
and rode horses.”

—Elizabeth Anne Hawkins, 81, whose
parents met in Idlewild and who still
vacations there

“Idlewild was like a family. | think
at one time it was so crowded you
couldn’t even get through the island.
There were thousands of people
around at night. The [Paradise] night-
club had a restaurant and the wait-
resses all dressed up in uniforms. It
was a real big production.”
—Carlean Gill, a former “Fiesta Doll”
dancer with the Idlewild Revue

“Black people owned and built
homes. They modified and adapted
them. It was the way they wanted
to live. The tensions of the ‘60s and
early '70s weren't something you felt
in Idlewild.”

—Sharon Moore, a D.C.-based lawyer
who vacationed in Idlewild with her
grandparents

“It was an oasis of black people com-
mitted to improving their lives and the
lives of other people. People need to
know the history and significance.”
—Gad Holland, promoter for the
Idlewild Jazz Festival

1990s

Revitalization efforts begin.
Mortons Motel reopens and
a handful of businesses are
rejuvenated.

2004

The rst annual Idlewild
Music Fest draws
attendees from around
the country.





