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Latosha Jones first started braiding natural hair at the age of 10 when she 

used to braid her older brother’s hair.

As a teenager, she observed her older cousin do hair at home. That’s when 

Latosha decided she would experiment with the tricks she learned from 

watching. She began by doing quick weaves on all her friends. 

“I did everybody’s hair in the neighborhood. It’s just something I naturally 

could do,” Latosha said. 

Now, at the age of 31, she currently works at the salon VB -- Vanessa 

Billion, that is, located in the Woodlawn neighborhood of Chicago.

The natural hair care journey is difficult to say the least, and many of 

Latosha’s clients will get their hair braided as a protective hairstyle.

Heaven Davis, a junior at Northwestern, has been braiding her own 

natural 4a type hair since the summer of 2017. Now she plans to be 100% 

natural, but like many, her road to heatless hair care has been long and at 

times inconsistent. 

Growing up, Heaven religiously got her hair relaxed from around first 

grade up until her eighth grade year. As she was raised by her mixed-race 

Natural Hair
 For many Black women, dealing with your hair isn’t just a reckoning. It’s a journey.
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 @
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conditions and continues to build the relationship 

with her hair she started almost 10 years ago.

Northwestern sophomore, Sophie Davis, went 

through a similar journey. But, unlike Heaven, 

she didn’t start wanting to straighten her hair until 

middle school, when comparing her hair type to the 

straight, blonde girls at her school was at its height. 

Once she did straighten her locks, she loved it.

“It made me feel prettier because I was adhering to Eurocentric 

norms,” Sophie said. “And, I liked how I could brush it over my 

shoulder and [it would] shake with the wind.”

Like many middle schoolers, one of the biggest topics of 

concern is whether or not Person A, B, or C will like you. For 

Sophie, going to a primarily white school, most of the boys 

she liked were white, which fueled a subconscious effort to 

straighten her hair in order to “look more like white women 

effectively.” 

through fun, on-campus bonding events.

So far, the group has done a product swap for those looking 

to exchange old products for others that may excite them, 

giveaways, and most recently, a DIY deep conditioner night 

stocked with inexpensive ingredient like eggs, bananas, 

avocados, coconut oil, and honey to educate students cheap 

alternatives for the same, if not better, results. The next 

event for Campus Curlz will be a box braids tutorial night so 

naturals can do their own protective styles without paying an 

arm and a leg.

“When I got to Northwestern, most of my friends were 

natural and [felt that] being in white spaces really made 

us feel as though we needed a certain type of hair 

texture, and I just wanted to make that bigger 

for other people who might be going through 

that especially here at a PWI, or even being in 

the United States and hair politics,” Heaven 

said. “People are always looking down on black 

hairstyles, especially different textures of hair. 

But you can’t do anything about that.”

In her personal life, Heaven has made Sundays 

her day. Every other day of the week 

feels like her energy is being devoted to 

everyone, every group, but herself, so 

Sundays have become the day that she deep 

grandmother, she strived to emulate the looser curl of 

her elder.

Straight hair became a personality trait for Heaven. 

She took pride in being the dark-skinned girl with long, 

flowing, straight hair.

“It literally was a part of my identity because it was 

something that was beautiful,” she said. “Especially 

being a dark-skinned black woman.”

Eventually, having no recollection what her organic hair 

texture was, Heaven decided to trash the relaxers and 

let her hair grown in. Her natural hair emerged soon 

enough but certainly tighter than she had expected. Torn 

between the intrigue of learning to love her hair and the 

temptation to compare her tighter curls to looser, easier 

to manage spirals, she constantly wanted what she didn’t 

have.

Heaven recalls thinking, ‘Now I love that I have curly 

hair but I want to still be something else, something 

that’s unattainable.’

Now, almost done with her third year at Northwestern, 

Heaven is currently the President of Campus Curlz NU, 

a small chapter of a much larger national organization 

aimed at teaching people how to love their curly hair 

“[Straight hair] made 

me feel prettier because 

I was adhering to 

Eurocentric norms” 

- Sophie Davis

Below: Sophia Davis. Photo via Sophia Davis.
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But by her junior year of high school, she began to 

wear her 3c curls like a crown. It too has grown into 

her identity, and she has allowed it to help define her 

self-image. When her hair is big, she is too; she’s ready 

to be a productive force of nature. And when those spirals 

are shiny, defined, and popping, she’s confident and 

prepared to own it.

Yet that doesn’t mean Sophie doesn’t enjoy an occasional 

switch-up from time to time. She likes experimenting 

with braids, and occasionally, will straighten her hair 

about twice a year, but with consequences.

Sophie said. “As a woman going through Chicago, you 

can tell when people are looking at you and it’s really 

obvious that people look at you more when you have 

straight hair rather than curly hair.”

As a mixed woman, models who look like Sophie have 

become a trend on Instagram. In other words, the women 

with more Eurocentric features have 

become the face of the Black community, 

and indicative of the “desirable” type 

of Black woman. 3C curls-- the pattern Sophie has--are also a 

looser, waiver hair pattern, that doesn’t have the same racialized 

“nappy” qualities that you would attribute to a tighter curl 

pattern.

Heaven has felt other effects of mainstream media’s beauty 

standards, and it has impacted the way she perceives herself, 

her social status, and her relationships with others.

When it comes to natural hair, the type of curl that permeates 

Instagram and YouTube tutorials generally excludes those with 

tighter, kinkier coils, leaving type 4 naturals to feel unrepresent-

ed and like their curls are not considered beautiful.

Discrimination against hair texture are one of the many 

elements of colorism, a type of social injustice that can not only 

be experiences from outside a community, but within as well.

“I’ve been really thinking about anti-Blackness in the Black 

community and how we like women who look certain ways, 

and dark-skinned women when they’re oiled up, their bodies 

are super banging, and they have ‘good hair,’” Heaven said. “I 

feel like people are glorifying dark-skinned people, but it’s like 

the darkest of skin… almost like a fetish. But the average Black 

girl in america who’s just brown-skinned, larger nose, larger 

lips—she’s not the face of beauty.”

There is only so much you can control on the road to loving 

your natural hair. While finding comfort in your own hair type 

is the first step, those on the journey will almost undoubtedly be 

faced with outside forces telling you that your hair care styles 

are unattractive or unprofessional.

“When you wear things [like braids], it’s ghetto, it’s ratchet, but 

when you have your hair out, kids are getting suspended from 

schools,” Heaven says. “It’s increasingly making you feel like 

‘my hair is a problem’ or ‘people are going to judge me for my 

hair’ and I think we’ve all done that, and I think the best way to 

combat it is to just wear your hair. Love your hair and speak out 

against it rather than conforming because I think we’ve been 

doing that for too long.”

“I’ve been really thinking 

about anti-Blackness in the 

Black community and how 

we like women who look 

certain ways” 

- Heaven Davis

Above: Heaven Davis. Photo via Heaven Davis.
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On a late Tuesday afternoon, 11 high schoolers gather on a quarter-acre patch of land nestled 

between Ogden Avenue and the Central Park Pink Line station. Before beginning the day’s work, 

they gather in a circle at the center, surrounded by what will soon be rows of greens, tomatoes, 

carrots, beets, garlic, melon, strawberries, and more. Sam Vergara, the coordinator of the North 

Lawndale Youth Farm, always has his teen workers start with an icebreaker question so they can 

check in with each other emotionally and get to know each other better. 

“Obviously, we’re all working with different types of backgrounds and everybody’s coming with a 

different mindset,” Vergara says. “[They] definitely learn a little more about empathy, being a little 

bit more mindful and conscious of where everybody else is coming from.” 

Most of the teens here come from either North Lawndale, a predominantly Black neighborhood, 

and Little Village, a predominantly Latinx neighborhood. 

“There usually tends to be a little cultural border there,” Vergara says. “So it’s great that we’re 

having youth from both different neighborhoods really coming together and hashing all that out 

and talking about differences.”  

After the opening activity, Vergara splits them into teams and they divide up the day’s tasks. On 

this particular day, they’ve all just returned to the farm after taking a week off for spring break, so 

there’s quite a bit of work to do. One group starts watering, others pick up garbage, and Vergara 

picks out a couple of people to help patch up a hole in the shed. Later, they all go around to the 

outside of the farm to trim tulips and other plants by the fence. 
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Looking around at this impressive complex—the spacious, modern-looking market, 

the green house, the neatly-plowed rows of lettuce and arugula—it’s hard to 

imagine that it was once just another vacant, run-down lot in a low-income Chicago 

neighborhood crowded with abandoned and forgotten properties. 

The North Lawndale Youth Farm is one of four locations of the Windy City Harvest 

Youth Farm, which is supported by the Chicago Botanic Garden. Collectively, 

they hire between 80 and 90 teens from low-income areas each year. At the North 

Lawndale farm, the produce goes straight to the on-site market, where it is sold for 

reasonable prices to the surrounding community. Windy City Youth Farm not only 

grows produces but runs a number of programs to help people learn about nutrition 

and the importance of community-supported agriculture. During the spring session, 

the teens at the farm work weekly after school twice per week and earn a stipend 

of around $300. They are even allowed to take some of the produce home to their 

families. 

“What better way to get your parents off your back than bringing home a paycheck 

and groceries?” says Vergara.

As for the teens, they all have their own reasons for wanting to work at the farm. 

Some, like 12th-grader and aspiring biology major Kely Enriquez, decided to apply 

simply out of curiosity and ended up surprised at how much they took to the job. 

“I really love it,” says Enriquez. “I didn’t realize I like planting. I’m really into 

the science and the ecosystem, healthy lifestyles and everything. I’ve never really 

engaged in any community that I’ve lived in, so, being here, learning about the fact 

that these people are around my community and trying to make a change, I think 

that’s really amazing.” 

It’s Enriquez’s first time working at the North Lawndale Youth Farm, but a couple of 

her peers have been at it for years. 

Tyreese Alexander, also a 12th-grader, is working on the farm for his sixth year. He’s 

incredibly passionate about his work and plans to start a full-time internship at the 

farm as soon as he graduates. 

“I like to be around different people and the different plants,” says Alexander. “I 

like to come into work with a smile on my face and come energetic, and be ready to 

work.”

Alexander actually inspired another student in his grade, Remiko Mitchell, to join 

the 

program two years ago. Since he began working, Mitchell has developed a genuine 

appreciation for planting and for teaching others how to do it as well. 

“Everybody knows what a garden is, but I’m pretty sure everybody don’t know what 

a garden is,” Mitchell says. “[I know] that every garden is different, so I just tell 

them a little bit that I know.”
Above: Chilcdren playing at the Chicago Youth Center.. 

Photo via Imani Sumbi
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Many of them have even taken the initiative to start small gardens at their own homes. You 

might even say community gardens have grown into something of a staple in the food desert 

of North Lawndale.

Less than a mile from the North Lawndale Youth Farm is the CYC-Sidney Epstein Youth 

Center, which houses a small but fruitful garden of its own. It is one of seven locations of 

Chicago Youth Centers, a non-profit organization that provides after-school enrichment to 

children in the city’s 

most underprivileged 

neighborhoods. 

Kimberly George, 54, 

has been with CYC for 

nine years and currently 

directs the gardening program, also known as the Sunshine Garden Club. According to her, 

the center is something of an oasis for children who live in the high-crime area and need 

somewhere safe to go after school. 

“We have a park right next door to us, a big beautiful park, and they can’t go in there because 

there’s too much chance of gunfire,” George says. “So I want to give them a sense of peace.” 

At first sight, the garden might not seem like much, especially compared to the Windy City 

Harvest Farm. It’s set up on a tight column of soil sandwiched between the youth center’s 

brick building and the wooden fence of a residential property. But it’s no ordinary playground. 

In fact, it’s a multiple-award-winning, nationally-recognized community garden. 

In 2016, George and six of her students travelled to the White House to accept President’s 

Environmental Youth Award, which has been presented annually by the Environmental 

Protection Agency since 1971. In the last seven years, the garden has a received a total of eight 

grants and awards, among them the Chicago Excellence in Gardening Award in 2018 and the 

Whole Kids Garden Grant in 2019. 

One of the reasons this 

garden gets so much 

recognition is that much 

of the produce is donated 

straight to people in 

need who live nearby. 

The garden also provides a vast array of educational opportunities for the children. They get to 

plan and design the garden layout, they take daily logs of the progress of their plants, and learn 

the scientific method by conducting small experiments with their plants. 

“People really underestimate kids a lot,” George says. “In the garden, they really can take 

leadership. They get to choose their plants. They have to take care of their plants so if they’re 

not taking care of them, their plants are dying. They’re not looking for an adult to do the 

work.”

The pride and care that George’s students take in running the garden is equal in every way to 

“I’ve never really engaged in any community that I’ve lived in, so, being here, learning 

about the fact that these people are around my community and trying to make a change, 

I think that’s really amazing.”

-Kely Enriquez
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that of the Windy City Harvest’s teens. And perhaps that’s no accident. George attests that 

many of her elementary-school age students have gone on to work at larger community 

garden projects, including the North Lawndale Youth Farm. 

“Especially in Chicago, the gardening community is awesome,” George says. “It’s very 

diverse. It’s all ages from little kids up to way past senior citizens. All different people, 

different ethnicities, different cultures, different abilities working together.”

The CYC children even attend community garden meetings with George, and sometimes 

they get to present the experiments they’ve done in their garden. 

“I really enjoy community meetings because everyone works together and you come back 

feeling really good. You come back with more than what you brought. And you just got a 

feeling of everybody working together. So, I think that’s one of the big benefits of urban 

gardening and gardening with kids.” 

The North Lawndale Youth Farm and the CYC Sunshine Garden Club are just two of 

dozens of urban gardens that serve food deserts and low-income communities across the 

Chicagoland area. The nutritional and educational programs they provide are invaluable to 

the people they serve. But Vergara and George both agree that the most important thing the 

children take away from these projects are the character-building experiences they gain and 

the relationships they build with one other. 

“[The garden is] a  really respected place,” George says. “The kids know we’ve gotta be 

postive in this area, no fighting in the area, we gotta resolve things, we gotta work together 

and all of that. ” 

As Vergara puts it, “I would love everybody to be farmers, but I really would rather have a 

group of individuals who really make others want to come to the farm because like ‘Oh, this 

person makes me laugh’ or ‘This person always has something funny to say.’ I want them to 

come because of each other.” 

Photo via Kimberly George.



with Beyoncé having a call and response moment with the 
crowd, supported by the majestic blaring of the trumpets, 
bringing more energy to the set.
 Continuing in her musical journey, “Lose My 
Breath” begins near the conclusion of BeyChella, and is 
supported with performances by Michelle Williams and 
Kelly Rowland. It begins as an instrumental of Destiny 
Child’s “Girl,” and we hear the iconic “Hit Me!” signaling 
the start of “Lose My Breath.” Originally accompanied 
by drums, “Lose My Breath” is one of the few songs 
on Homecoming that remains stylistically similar in its 
arrangement to its initial release in 2004. The trio’s vocal 
harmonies are all in perfect sync, and the crowd’s antici-
pation of the group’s reconvening on the Coachella stage 
are what provide a much different vibe to this recording of 
“Lose My Breath.”
 BeyChella concludes with “I Been On.” Here, the 
track starts with Beyoncé’s angelic cooing that is soon 
juxtaposed with her autotuned rapping. “I’m the number 
one chick, I don’t need no hype,” Knowles-Carter raps. “I 
Been On” serves as a fitting conclusion to Homecoming 
in which she asserts her identity as the most powerful and 
talented women in entertainment as well as paying tribute 
to her origins in Houston, Texas, where she cites her “baby 
hair with my dookie braids.” 
 Homecoming: The Live Album further cemented 
Beyoncé’s position as the Queen Bee in music. Her work 
ethic, dedication, and attention to celebrating the Black ex-
perience on a global scale with her platform is impressive 
and nothing short of excellence. Beyoncé’s Homecoming 
proves significant for a myriad of reasons. Beyoncé made 
a “home” for herself and asserted her right to exist at this 
predominantly white music festival as an unapologetic 
Black woman.

A l b u m  R e v i e w :

HΘMΣCΘMING

 Beyoncé Knowles-Carter is no stranger to our 
psyche when it comes to excellence—and her latest album, 
a compilation of her live performances at last year’s Coach-
ella, is no exception. Homecoming: The Live Album is an 
homage to many things. It is a celebration of the historic 
Homecoming tradition that many Historically Black Col-
lege and Universities (HBCUs) partake in. At an HBCU, 
homecoming is a celebration of belonging. To belong in a 
Black space where your Blackness is accepted, seen, vali-
dated, and revered. A place where Black excellence is seen 
in every nook and cranny, where the Black experience is 
central to the celebration. The album also serves as a recon-
ciling of what home actually means to Beyoncé—to always 
recognize, understand, and uplift your roots, no matter how 
humble or small.
 Homecoming begins with “Welcome,” a fiery intro-
duction of the set, with an exciting drumline accompanied 
by harmonies from a band, very reminiscent of a football 
game. A plethora of brass instruments are crooning, amidst 
the backdrop of the crowd shouting in anticipation of what 
the superstar will do next. Here in “Welcome,” she sets a 
vivacious, lively tone for the start of her set at the epony-
mous BeyChella.
 As her set continues, in “So Much Damn Swag,” 
we hear Beyoncé recalling her experiences growing up with 
Destiny’s Child and how she always dreamt of attending an 
HBCU. “My college was Destiny’s Child, my college was 
traveling around the world, and life was my teacher,” she 
orates. She laments missing out on the HBCU experience 
but is thankful for the experiences she has had. Here, we 
hear more of the artist’s intentions behind having a Black 
band, Black dancers, and a Black orchestra—because Black 
people have “So Much Damn Swag.”
 In “Flawless/Feeling Myself,” the songs “Flawless” 
and “Feeling Myself” by Nicki Minaj, are combined in a 
mash-up set alongside the sound of drummers and Beyon-
cé’s pre-recorded trills, providing an edgier sound to the 
tracks. This mix begins with “Flawless,” which is a remind-
er to be self-confident and unapologetic with anything you 
do, with Beyoncé and the audience singing, “I woke up like 
dis.” Suddenly, the song transitions to “Feeling Myself,” 

By Taylor Bolding

Photo via Spotify.
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By Lily Walker

 
I

 am not my city. I tell myself this all the time, almost every day. 

Being from New Orleans means being born out of trauma, birthed by floods and 

food stamps, raised by prayer and hope and hopelessness. Yet despite what Katrina 

did to New Orleans, the city didn’t ride solely on the thoughts and prayers of those 

who felt sympathetic; I have powerful memories that remind me of where I come 

from. I can still feel how the heat of Louisiana sat on my childhood shoulders 

during Mardi Gras. I can still smell banana trees and beignets and I can still see 

myself in a small apartment, my mother closing storm shutters over the windows. 

My twin sister is still crying because she is afraid of the thunder, and I’m still 

begging to go outside. I want to be barefoot under an oak tree, unburdened by the 

sweltering humidity. I want her to let me into the rain, hold my hands to keep me 

grounded, and let the wind slip under my brown toes until I’m gliding through the 

storm like a flag. But, my mom doesn’t let me outside. She closes the last shutters, 

and the apartment is dark.

  When the storm first hit, I didn’t care. I was five years old, and 

earlier that year my mom had moved us from New Orleans to Missouri to go to 

chiropractic school. Kansas City felt whiter than New Orleans. The food in Kansas 

City wasn’t as good as home. Kids in my kindergarten class thought it was weird 

that I liked to eat crawfish and alligator. My eclectic childhood in New Orleans 

was matched in every way with mundane, suburban life in Missouri. The year that 

I spent there felt easy and normal. So, when I overheard the adults talking about a 

new Hurricane named Katrina, I thought it was just another storm.

 I didn’t think about Katrina in the days leading up to it. I was used 

to late summer being hurricane season, so to me, the notion of a natural disaster 

felt completely natural, and not necessarily disastrous. Katrina hit New Orleans 

the same day we were supposed to leave Missouri and return home. But instead 

of boarding a plane, my sister and mom and I were in Kansas City, huddled in our 

living room. My mom was watching the news in a trance. There were silent tears 

in her eyes as she brought my sister and me in front of the screen. In that moment 

I realized that this storm was bigger than anything I’d faced before. Suddenly, 

Katrina morphed from a typical thunderstorm into a catastrophe so horrific I felt 

it inside of me. The screen showed palm trees bent horizontally. People were 

standing on the roof of their houses waiting to be rescued. The newscaster was 

swimming in the streets. It was horrific. And I felt it all swirling inside of me, 

as though the storm had originated in my stomach. The wind whipped my blood 

into a frenzy, the thunder and lightning made my veins vibrate, and the rain filled 

my chest with grief. And then the levees of New Orleans broke. The waterworks 

came, gushing from my tear ducts as fast as the water from Lake Pontratrain into 

the 17th Street Canal, asphyxiating my city in a torrent sobs that matched those of 

my mother and sister.

The damage the hurricane left on the city delayed my family’s return to New 

Orleans for another year. Our apartment building had been boarded up and marked 

with a giant X on the door. Everything we owned and had left in New Orleans 

was washed away in the flood, from our baby pictures to our minivan. My life 

divided itself into two parts: before and after the storm. After the storm, we had no 

money. My mom never got a car again. I never moved back into my old apartment 

building, so I never saw my neighbors again, or the other girls I used to play 

with from my block. I saw my favorite playground covered in stuffed animals and 

debris. The city was barren. 

 Although I remained separated from the havoc happening in my 

hometown by 800 miles, my older sister was on the front lines of relief efforts. 

She worked as a volunteer for Red Cross directly after the storm. She managed an 

empty Walmart acting as a shelter with other volunteers. Lines and lines of people 

would gather to document their stories to her so that the Red Cross would know 

how much aid to distribute and to whom. Stories of devastation were doled out to 

her like palms on the Sunday before Easter. Everyone was visibly suffering, regard-

less of race. Everyone was united in the effort to rebuild New Orleans. Everyone 

was angry at the national government for neglecting the city so brutally.

But, with time, it was obvious that New Orleans was being built from the ground 

up, not rebuilt. White volunteers began to see the city as an opportunity for 

voluntourism, because of the city’s reputation as a party haven. A lot of the culture 

that was maintained by Black people in the city was washed away with the storm. 

The city was left a blank slate when Black folks left. Its rebuilding manifested in 

gentrification and an extreme shift in demographics. On the 10 year anniversary of 

Katrina, NPR and National Geographic reported that Black population decreased 

by 11.4% between the years of 2000 and 2013, while the white population 

increased by 16.5%. The Latinx and Hispanic population have increased by almost 

a quarter since Katrina, largely due to an influx of workers attempting to satisfy 

the high demand for reconstruction jobs. Cultural staples like Jazz Fest shifted 

from a family event rich with history to something akin to a college music festival. 

Housing prices have skyrocketed, and the drawl that New Orleans residents were 

famous for speaking with has almost disappeared among residents.

         No matter how long I’ve been away from New Orleans, I find myself 

coming back to the same mantra. I am not my city. My city is pain, and grief, and 

restlessness. But I was birthed by prayer and hope and hopelessness. There is a 

love so strong inside of me for New Orleans that will never break. I find pride in 

the community that still exists and thrives despite overwhelming odds stacked 

against it. And I find comfort in knowing that Black communities have always been 

able to rebuild themselves without the help of the majority or the acceptance of 

authority. So no, I am not my city, but my city is inside of me.

The City in My belly...
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 W
hen Mark Gooden first talked about 

growing up in Reynoldsburg, Ohio while at Northwestern, 

he says people assumed he was from the country. Sure, his 

high school and home were surrounded by cornfields, but 

Reynoldsburg is actually a suburb of Columbus. So though he 

didn’t grow up on a farm, having access to nature shaped his 

childhood and helped mold him into the person he is now. 

 “It’s part of the reason why I think people don’t 

consider the environment as a problem, because they’ve never 

really lived in a natural space,” Gooden said. “If you grow up 

in a concrete jungle and never get the chance to go outside and 

really immerse yourself into the woods, into the lakes, rivers 

and streams, to go hiking, fishing, or to do anything that’s 

really outdoors, you would have no idea it’s importance or 

impact.”

 Gooden’s relationship to nature is rooted in 

memories at Coonskin Park, in Dunbar, West Virginia, where 

his grandparents and his mother’s side of the family live. Just 

10 minutes away from downtown Charleston, Coonskin Park 

contains a thousand acres of woodland, a lake, hiking and bik-

blooming at nu
how students foster relationships with 

nature while being on campus

ing trails, a golf course, an Olympic-size pool, tennis courts 

and a 3000-seat soccer stadium. Gooden says he would play 

with the ducks and go hiking, fishing and canoeing with his 

family.

 “As I got older, I realized that my connection 

with the environment is a little stronger than most people, 

because I grew up outside so much. And then I really got 

into the demographics of it and realized that minority groups 

tend to be the ones most affected by detrimental actions 

toward our environment,” Gooden said.

 Air pollution, water pollution and the 

improper disposal of waste disproportionately affect urban, 

low-income, Black and brown communities. According to 

environmental justice theory, this is the result of a capitalist 

system, in which businesses externalize negative ecological 

costs to communities with fewer economic resources to 

resist exploitation. 

Mark Gooden is majoring in environmental science and 

environmental policy and says he’s interested in urban 

planning to prevent incidents like the Flint water crisis 

from happening again. He’s also a member of the Athletics 

Sustainability Committee, a student club that aims to decrease 

the environmental footprint of the Northwestern University 

Department of Athletics and Recreation.

 Kimani Isaac, a junior majoring in learning and 

organizational change, says she’s equally passionate about 

issues of biodiversity and climate change, despite not growing 

up around much nature. Originally from New York, Isaac’s 

interactions with nature were mostly limited to the Botanical 

Gardens and patches of greenery between sidewalks. Isaac 

says her first memories of nature were indoors, not outdoors.

 “My mom and all her friends really love house-

plants. Even today, my mom has a houseplant that’s older than 

I am,” Isaac said. 

When Isaac moved to central Jersey, where it was much less 

densely-populated, her outlook on nature expanded. 

 I saw for the first time how the world of concrete 

and glass I was used to wasn’t normal, and that nature was 

something large and immense that humans had conquered with 

civilization,” Isaac said. 

Isaac says growing up, she was obsessed with National 

Geographic and wild animals. But many people, whether they 

Above: Childhood picture of junior Mark Gooden. Photo via Valerie 

Gooden.

Above: Childhood pictures of McCormick junior, Isaac  Lawanson. Photo provided by Lawanson.
Above: Childhood picture of junior Mark Gooden. Photo via Valerie 

Gooden.
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“It seems like there are very few wild 

places left, if any. But I seek them out. 

It feels like a way to create a peaceful 

moment for myself away from the noise” 

-Kimani Isaac

grew up in urban or rural areas, have never come in contact 

with the wild animals and vast landscapes Nat Geo idealisti-

cally depicts. She says she feels hungry for all the years she 

was starved from nature, without her even realizing it. 

“Connecting with nature is hard, mostly because I always feel 

like I never get to do it as fully as I want. It seems like there 

are very few wild places left, if any. But I seek them out. It 

feels like a way to create a peaceful moment for myself away 

from the noise,” Isaac said.

Though in a perfect world, all nature would be wild and 

unmarred by human development, Northwestern’s campus 

provides a finite experience with nature. Isaac Lawanson, 

who is a junior majoring in mechanical engineering, enjoys 

what greenspace Northwestern provides, although it pales in 

comparison to the relationship he had with the environment 

while growing up in Nigeria. 

 “Since I was very young, I loved climbing 

trees,” Lawanson said. “I loved being outside, running in the 

grass, and just spending a lot of my time outside. If I wasn’t 

at school or if I wasn’t sleeping, I was probably spending my 

time outside.”

 Lawanson has lived in the eastern part of 

Nigeria, which is more urban, and in its more rural western 

area as well. But when he moved to southern New Jersey, near 

Philadelphia, in 2013, he experienced freezing tem-

peratures and the snowstorms that came with them—a 

large departure from Nigeria’s tropical climate. Besides 

the weather, he found that the people in the U.S. had a 

more formal relationship to the environment and more 

social boundaries. 

 “I couldn’t just walk outside shirtless and 

stuff, unless I was like running or something. People 

would look at you like crazy. And people didn’t climb 

trees in front of their houses, the same way we did back 

home in Nigeria.”

For both Gooden and Lawanson, Northwestern’s highly 

planned landscaping can’t compare to the nature they 

grew up with. But for many Black people from urban 

areas, Northwestern’s man-made Lakefill overlooking 

vast Lake Michigan offers a deeper connection to 

nature than they had at home. 

 For example, first-year Sophia Simon 

grew up in Lansing, Michigan, the capital of the Lake 

state, but far inland and away from any major bodies of 

water. In the morning, if the weather was nice, she says 

she would sit down and just take in her surroundings 

for a couple minutes. She continues the ritual in the 

evening at Northwestern.

 “I think there’s something really calming about just 

sitting outside and listening to natural sounds. This sounds corny, but 

even if I have a lot of chaos or stress going on, I feel like nature is 

just very consistent, and it’s always stable in some way,” Simon said.

 We may not always feel a connection to nature on this 

campus, but it’s always there; it’s innate. No matter the change in 

geography, nature and its ability to ground us universally applies to 

the Black community at Northwestern.

“I just love when Black people are outside enjoying the sun; that’s a 

really beautiful thing. I think Black people are particularly connected 

with nature in the sense, especially with the sun, definitely a different 

energy comes out of us when we’re in the sun and it’s really beautiful. 

Our skin shines, we seem happier, we’re smiling,” Simon said. 

By Camille Williams

Above: Childhood picture of junior Mark Gooden. Photo via Valerie 

Gooden.

Above: Childhood picture of junior Mark Gooden. Photo via Mark 
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