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TLHLIFE

On New Year’s Eve 2019, my hus-
band wrote on the chalkboard in our
downstairs hallway, Happy New Year
2020! Somehow, those words are still
intact on the board with the exception
of the N that my clever grandson Row-
en erased sometime in the spring.

Happy “ew” Year seems accurate for
the ways in which 2020 has developed.

And yet even in an “ew” year, the
holiday we are approaching next week
is one that asks us to take inventory of
our lives and express gratitude.

While the history of the first
Thanksgiving Day is sadly far more
complicated and painful than many of
us were taught, we do know it was
born in a time of great difficulty,
amidst tension with the first people of
our nation, and after nearly half of the
pilgrims had died from a harsh winter.

Thanksgiving was declared a na-
tional holiday by Abraham Lincoln
during the Civil War in 1863, and was 

Be thankful
to connect
from afar

Candace McKibben
Guest columnist

Grandson Rowen edited the
blackboard message. TALLAHASSEE

See MCKIBBEN, Page 2C

Last summer, vocalist Brett Waters
tentatively stepped onto the stage at
Bird’s Aphrodisiac Oyster Shack with
husband and musician Clyde Ramsey
for Jim Crozier’s Lab Sessions. Ramsey
has played a part in the Tallahassee
music scene since he was young, but
Waters says she was nervous to sing
for the first time in years. 

Shortly thereafter, Waters and
Ramsey joined guitarist Neal Goree at
the Bradfordville Blues Club for anoth-
er gig. The trio started throwing
around names to play under. Waters
jokingly suggested Brett Waters & the
Pool Boys, thinking it would only be for
a single performance. One year later,
the name has stuck, and the band grew
to include Josiah Pye on bass, Tristan 

Brett Waters
stepping back on
stage with band
Amanda Sieradzki
Council on Culture & Arts

Brett Waters will perform Nov. 27.

See WATERS, Page 2C

Greater love hath no man than this: to lay

down one’s life for one’s friends…John 15:13 NIV

A
nd that is what Henrietta Lacks

did; well, all of us were not exactly

her friends, but we continue to

benefit from her immortal contri-

butions to life. h A 2017 blog (www.tebu-

bio.com) contends that HeLa cells are immor-

tal, meaning they will divide again and again

and again… This performance can be ex-

plained by the expression of an overactive te-

lomerase that rebuilds telomeres after each di-

vision, preventing cellular aging and cellular

senescence, and allowing perpetual divisions

of the cells.

Since I am just the son of a sharecropper who grew
up working on other folks’ farms, please don’t expect
me to adequately explain all of this medical jargon.
Matter of fact, during my first job as a professional
educator at Valdosta State University one of my pupils
told me to relax and not try to act as though I could
decipher all knowledge.

Whew, what a sigh of relief that was.
But where did those immortal HeLa cells come

from? They came from Henrietta Lacks. According to
Wikipedia and the Encyclopedia Britannica, she was
an African American woman whose cancer cells are
the source of the HeLa cell line, the very first immortal-
ized human cell line in the world.

It is one of the most important cell lines in all of
medical research. She was born in 1920 in Roanoke,
Virginia, and died in 1951 in Baltimore, Maryland.

Why have we not heard more about this female hero?
A 2010 CBS documentary by Jim Axelrod attempted

to make her story known. He starts by saying “some-
where in the humble fam-
ily cemetery off a country
road in the town of Clover,
Virginia, a woman who
died nearly 60 years ago
lies in an unmarked
grave. It is a shame, be-
cause the world should
know her name: Henriet-
ta Lacks. She was a poor,
African American tobacco farmer, a mother of five chil-
dren, who died of cervical cancer when she was 31.”

I sort of remember Beyoncé in one of her recordings
singing “say my name say my name.” But, I wonder
how many of us could say the name Henrietta Lacks
during Breast cancer awareness month?

Dr. Rebecca Skloot, a professor at the University of
Memphis has devoted 10 years telling Lacks’ story. It
culminated in Skloot’s best-selling book, “The Immor-
tal Life of Henrietta Lacks.” I am heading to the local
book stores to purchase a dozen copies of her text. I
urge you to do the same.

How did Lacks’ cells become so important? Well,
according to multiple sources, in 1950 Henrietta, the
great granddaughter of slaves donated her cells (un-
wittingly), while being treated for cervical cancer at
Johns Hopkins University in Baltimore, Maryland.

Without her knowing, and unrelated to her treat-
ment, doctors took some of her cells for research.

After looking well into the matter, I learned that for
the first time in history, human cells could be grown
and infinitely replicated, outside the body. Although
she died in 1951, Henrietta’s cells live on, multiplying by
billions, and are the catalyst for many cancer patients’

extended life spans.
Still today, this is nothing short of a medical miracle. 
Besides Skloot, additional research was done by Dr.

Clarence Spigner, who has written a powerful essay on
Lacks for Blackpast.org titled “Henrietta Lacks and the
Debate Over Ethics in Bio-medical Research.” His ex-
pose provides an overview of Lacks’ life and the treat-
ment of her cancer. 

The journalist Skloot’s work tells a riveting story of
the collision between race, ethics and medicine, and of
her children consumed with questions about the
mother some of them never got a chance to know.

That resonates with me, since my mother, Ruth
Lawrence Hall, passed away from breast cancer one
month after I was born…almost 63 years ago. Thanks
be to God, I had a really good stepmother, Emma Lou,
and my dad Henry to finish raising me.

How have HeLa cells benefited society?
Among other good things, according to researchers

who regularly publish within the Journal of the Amer-
ican Medical Associa-
tion, they were success-
fully used to help test the
polio vaccine so that it
could be approved for
use in people.

They went up in the
first space missions to
see what would happen
to human cells in zero

gravity. Hers were the first cells ever cloned, and even
the very first ones to be mapped. Moreover, HeLa cells
were used to create some of our basic cancer drugs,
like tamoxifen. It’s incomprehensible to calculate the
true value added to society because of Lack’s cells. 

So, the descendants of Henrietta Lacks must really be
rich, huh? Not by a long shot. You see, her widow, David
Lacks and their kids were never told about her valuable
contributions to science until about 25 years later.

Biomedical research experts, pharmaceutical gi-
ants, and many others have made billions of dollars off
this poor black tobacco farmer’s cells. Her descend-
ants continue to eke out a meager living. 

Michael Bloomberg gave almost $2 billion to John
Hopkins University. That is the largest gift of any phi-
lanthropist to an institution of higher education.

All things considered, Henrietta Lacks donated
even more. She gave cells that keep on giving… in per-
petuity. I believe it is high time her descendants be fi-
nancially compensated as recompense for her immor-
tal contributions to science, and the sustainability of
cancer patients around the globe. 

Gene Hall is Youth Minister at Providence Missionary
Baptist Church. Contact him at ghallboard@yahoo.com.

‘“The Immortal Life of Henrietta Lacks” was released
in 2010. CROWN PUBLISHING GROUP

Revisiting the immortal
life of a tobacco farmer

Gene Hall

Special to Tallahassee Democrat

Renee Elise Goldsberry plays Henrietta Lacks in an
HBO film. QUANTRELL COLBERT, HBO

Oprah Winfrey plays Deborah Lacks, daughter of
Henrietta, in the HBO movie “The Immortal Life of
Henrietta Lacks.” QUANTRELL COLBERT, HBO

A debt of
gratitude

I sort of remember Beyoncé in one of her

recordings singing “say my name say my

name.” But, I wonder how many of us

could say the name Henrietta Lacks

during Breast cancer awareness month?
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SU | DO | KU Dave Green

Enter a numeral
from 1 through 9 in
each cell of the
grid. Each row,
column and region
must contain only
one instance of
each numeral.

Yesterday’s
solution

Note: Puzzles in-
crease in difficulty
from Monday
through Sunday.

Actor Marlo Thomas is 83. Actor
Juliet Mills (“Passions,” “Nanny and
the Professor”) is 79. Actor Goldie
Hawn is 75. Actor-singer Lorna Luft
is 68. Christian singer Steven Curtis
Chapman is 58. Actor Nicollette
Sheridan is 57. Singer Bjork
(BYORK) is 55. Football player-

turned-TV host Michael Strahan (“Good Morning
America,” “Live With Kelly and Michael”) is 49. 

CELEBRITY BIRTHDAYS

Strahan

Aries (March 21-April 19). When in doubt, as-
sume the very best of the other person. When you’re
pretty sure what the other person meant, consider
that there’s always room for doubt. Then refer to
sentence one.

Taurus (April 20-May 20). Practice is the best
teacher. You’re better for it, as the thick of the task
gives you not only knowledge but also fun and rela-
tionships.

Gemini (May 21-June 21). While overconfidence
can lead to arrogant mistakes, a pinch of doubt
makes you more accurate. Make a claim, and then
consider reasons you might be wrong and take an-
other go at it.

Cancer (June 22-July 22). You’ll deal gently with
the errors of others, and this will produce even more
goodwill than if no mistake had been made. 

Leo (July 23-Aug. 22). Humor keeps seriousness
in check and vice versa. The joke that isn’t well-rea-
soned isn’t very funny, and a grave situation that
cannot bear an ounce of levity is unbearable indeed.

Virgo (Aug. 23-Sept. 22). Your efforts make a dif-
ference. One of the ways you find this out is in mea-
suring how much people missed you. You may hear
that just about nothing is the same without you.

Libra (Sept. 23-Oct. 23). Happy endings are new
beginnings, and so are sad endings. At the movies,
the best song is often saved for the credit roll.

Scorpio (Oct. 24-Nov. 21). You’re fiercely inde-
pendent. The person who questions your where-
abouts, or seeks to become overly invested in what
you’re doing will be unsuccessful.

Sagittarius (Nov. 22-Dec. 21). For you, it’s not
about winning; it’s about doing. You wouldn’t enjoy
a prize you didn’t earn, and, once you’ve done the
work, getting the prize actually matters very little.

Capricorn (Dec. 22-Jan. 19). You want to give but
are hesitant about the expectation it will set up.
Random acts of kindness are the answer. 

Aquarius (Jan. 20-Feb. 18). Show your work to
people, not because you want to impress or enroll
them, but because the experience of sharing will
teach you what you’re doing.

Pisces (Feb. 19-March 20). Your intellectual en-
ergy will be best in the midmorning. Focus on the
sort of problem that is best solved with cleverness.

ASTROLOGY

Today is Saturday, Nov. 21, the 326th day of 2020.
There are 40 days left in the year. 

On this date in: 
1920: The Irish Republican Army killed 12 British

intelligence officers and two auxiliary policemen in
the Dublin area; British forces responded by raiding
a soccer match, killing 14 civilians. 

1922: Rebecca L. Felton, a Georgia Democrat, was
sworn in as the first woman to serve in the U.S. Sen-
ate; her term, the result of an interim appointment,
ended the following day as Walter F. George, the
winner of a special election, took office.

1973: President Richard Nixon’s attorney, J. Fred
Buzhard, revealed the existence of an 18-1⁄2-minute
gap in one of the White House tape recordings relat-
ed to Watergate.

2018: President Donald Trump and Chief Justice
John Roberts publicly clashed over the independ-
ence of America’s judiciary, with Roberts rebuking
the president for denouncing a judge hearing a mi-
grant asylum challenge as an “Obama judge.”

TODAY IN HISTORY

the last Thursday of November by President Franklin
Roosevelt just before the US entered WWII in 1941. The
holiday is associated with “ew” years perhaps because
gratitude is a helpful strategy when times are bad.

Robert A. Emmons, the world’s leading scientific
expert on gratitude, writes after years of research that
“In the face of demoralization, gratitude has the power
to energize. In the face of brokenness, gratitude has
the power to heal. In the face of despair, gratitude has
the power to bring hope. In other words, gratitude can
help us cope with hard times.”

As we come to Thanksgiving in this pandemic when
the numbers of coronavirus infections are escalating,
we are challenged to find safe ways to express our
thanks.

One way we might express gratitude is by staying
home rather than gathering, as scientists warn that
even small household gatherings are an increasing
threat to the containment of the virus.

While gathering is what we most want to do, espe-
cially this Thanksgiving, we can for the sake of each
other find other ways to connect since staying apart
does not preclude connection.

While certainly not the same as being together, we
can mail cards to family members expressing our grat-
itude for who they are and what they mean to us. We
can call family and friends to checking and share an
intentional word of appreciation. We can use virtual
connections to see each others’ faces, which research
shows is a deeper experience than voice alone.

Some of the meeting platforms are free and many
families have someone within them, often younger
people, who can set up this experience. We might ask
each family member present on the screen to share a
Thanksgiving memory they hold dear or one they find
most humorous, or a dish that they will miss with
thanks to the person who usually prepares it, or a par-

ticular family story they will miss hearing.
We can come to the screen with some item that rep-

resents to us what we are most thankful for this year
when it seems everything has changed.

With microphones off, except for one voice, we can
sing a favorite Thanksgiving hymn. In my own family,
listening to and singing “Alice’s Restaurant” by Arlo
Guthrie is a Thanksgiving tradition that could easily be
shared virtually. And if it is our faith practice, we can
bless the food and fellowship, even if it is being shared
in homes far apart, expressing our connectedness in
spirit across the miles.

It is not easy to feel grateful in the turbulent times in
which we live. But gratefulness is less a feeling and
more a choice. We can cultivate a grateful heart by ac-
tively practicing gratitude. Some people keep a grat-
itude journal, finding at least three things to be grateful
for each day. It may be waking up to a new day, or hav-
ing a pet who loves you, or realizing you do not have
another Zoom meeting today as you thought.

Over time, counting three blessings a day ends up
boosting your sense of appreciation and your ability to
cope with disappointment, brokenness, and despair.
This is not meant to deny the real difficulties in life but
rather to train our hearts to see that even, and some-
times especially, in difficult times there are ordinary
experiences that bless and sustain us.

It might benefit us all to consider three things we are
grateful for this Thanksgiving. In this “ew” year, I am
grateful for the technology I rarely appreciated before,
that enables me to worship with my church, connect
with my singing circle, and keep up with family and
friends.

I am thankful for family near and far and the urgen-
cy I have felt to let them know I love them. I appreciate
being more aware of the pain of many in our nation
who suffer injustice, and the opportunities to be a
source of healing.

In this “ew” year, I pray for all a safe, meaningful,
and grateful Thanksgiving.

The Rev. Candace McKibben is an ordained minister
and pastor of Tallahassee Fellowship.

McKibben
Continued from Page 1C

Shiver on guitar and Steve Howell on drums. While the
band has garnered many local fans, the COVID-19 pan-
demic put a halt to their momentum. 

“We started playing under the name accidentally,”
laughs Waters. “Last November we played at The Junc-
tion on Monroe, and that was really memorable for me
because I couldn’t believe just three months after we
started that we would be playing there.” 

The Junction at Monroe (J@M) opened in late 2014
by Russ Pangratz, and quickly became a staple meet-
ing ground for the Tallahassee music community. After
closing for a short time during quarantine, J@M re-
opened with new safety measures including sanitiza-
tion, reduced capacity, human distancing and the
wearing of face masks in order to keep both bands and
patrons safe. 

As venues return to in-person programming, Wa-
ters says she and the band have continued to take pre-
cautions and have turned down many gigs in the past
few months. Their upcoming post-Thanksgiving show
at J@M on Friday, Nov. 27, will be the first time they
take the stage since March. 

“It felt like just as we were starting to come into our
own as a band and practice more, the pandemic hap-
pened,” says Waters. “We’ve had a few socially dis-
tanced jams but for safety, we’re still trying to distance
ourselves from friends. It’s been kind of a rollercoaster.
There have been moments where it feels good to prac-
tice and learn new material, I also miss being able to
play with my friends.” 

Waters has loved music all her life. Her aunt gave
her older brother an acoustic guitar when they were
children. When no one was home, she would pick it up
and play chords and songs on her own. She kept her
guitar and singing skills under wraps for a long time
but overcame her shyness after leaving home for col-
lege at Florida State University. 

Waters played a few solo acoustic gigs and started
going to funk and blues nights at the Warehouse on
Gaines Street. That’s where she met local musicians,
including her husband, Ramsey. They share an appre-
ciation for funk and soul from musicians like The Band
and Joe Cocker, which frequent Brett Waters & The
Pool Boys setlists. Lately, Waters has been listening to
a lot of the honky-tonk country music, as well as Eric
Clapton and Freddie King. 

“It’s important to practice singing and playing gui-
tar, and for the band to perform together, but I think
what people might not consider is how important it

really is to take time and listen to music and think
about what you like about a song,” says Waters. “I think
of a band as more of a team than an individual person,
so I really like the way these musicians like Freddie
King and his band have a team effort and how every-
thing plays together.” 

Waters’ favorite part of the rehearsal process is
hearing the band come together as one. Prior to prac-
tices, they will create a shared song list online to listen
to so that they have the styles in mind when they get
together. She’s appreciated the collective knowledge
“The Boys” have passed along, and their continual care
and encouragement. 

“Everyone in the band has much more experience
than me, but they’ve really encouraged and empow-
ered me,” says Waters. “I think that’s cool that these
super talented guys, who all deserve more than me to
be up front, have been playing under my name. I view it
as a team effort and they do as well.” 

Waters said that in spite of rescheduling their origi-
nal August date to Nov. 27 at J@M, she is hopeful that
the performance will go smoothly. She and the band
are keeping an eye on COVID numbers in Leon county,
and are encouraging people who feel comfortable at-
tending to follow all the venue’s guidelines. 

She’s looking forward to seeing the music commu-
nity in person again, as well as sharing the evening
with friends and family coming together for the holi-
day season. Even though she misses giving fans hugs
after a set, she hopes to bring a similarly warm feeling
to everyone in J@M with her vocals. 

“We encourage that if people feel comfortable to
come out, wear a mask, distance from people and be
respectful of those you see wearing a mask,” says Wa-
ters. “We hope people will leave with a smile and feel
uplifted and hopeful. I know these are trying times, so
hopefully it can be a time where we all forget for a little
bit what’s happening and just enjoy ourselves.” 

Amanda Sieradzki is the feature writer for the
Council on Culture & Arts. COCA is the capital area’s
umbrella agency for arts and culture (www.tallahas-
seearts.org).

Waters
Continued from Page 1C

If you go
What: Brett Waters & The Pool Boys 

When: 8 p.m., Friday, Nov. 27 

Where: J@M The Junction at Monroe, 2011 South
Monroe St 

Cost: $10 cover at the door 

Contact: For more information, visit
junctionatmonroe.com

Brett Waters
with husband,
musician Clyde
Ramsey.
Waters and
Ramsey joined
guitarist Neal
Goree and they
came up with
Brett Waters &
the Pool Boys
for the band
name, thinking
it would only
be for a single
performance. A
year later, the
name has
stuck, and the
band has
grown to
include Josiah
Pye on bass,
Tristan Shiver
on guitar and
Steve Howell
on drums. BRETT

WATERS


