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AT 81, KWAME LILLARD IS

Lillard leaves mark on 
New York City history

An exhibition that has been ongoing for eight years at the Museum of the City of 
New York, the city’s premier museum showcasing its history, is called “Activist New 
York.” The exhibit features ordinary New Yorkers – from the 17th Century to the 
present – who have exercised their power to shape the city’s and the nation’s future. 
Among those selected for the exhibit: Kwame Leo Lillard. 

Lillard is part of a video montage of activists. The various speakers are seen 
speaking truth to power on such topics such as labor, gangs and, in Lillard’s case, 
fair housing. 

“We wanted to show how the history of grassroots activism, organizing and pro-
test are part of the making of the city,” said Sarah Siedman, Puffi n Foundation cura-
tor of social activism at the museum. 

Within months following his involvement in the 1961 Freedom Rides in Nashville, 
Lillard moved to New York City where he lived out the decade of 1960s. There, he 
became a recognized advocate for the rights of residents in public housing in Brook-
lyn. At the time, he was also completing a master’s degree in Industrial Engineering 
at City College, in Harlem.

“Slumlords were scapegoating residents, evicting them from their apartment 
houses, and then starting fi res to get insurance money to rebuild the buildings,” he 
said. “There were rent strikes all over the city.” Community leaders were pushing to 
gain input in how public housing funds from HUD were spent locally.  

In 1965, a 26-year-old Leo Lillard, as he was known then, was asked to speak at 
a community meeting, where he was captured on video. That video was archived in 
New York City’s Municipal Archives, according to Siedman, one of the curators who 
found it and gave it new life in the “Activist New York” exhibit. 

In the video, Lillard is wearing a daishiki, the fi rst one he ever owned, a gift from 
his fi rst wife, Joyce. At the time, he was beginning to embrace the Black Liberation 
Movement, which was growing out of a renewed force in Pan-Africanist cultural 
thinking, the sentiment that peoples of African descent have common interests that 
deserve notice, even celebration.

Over the more than 40 years since he has returned to live in Nashville, the daishiki 
has become something of a signature for Lillard. Wearing the colorful garments from 
West Africa “symbolizes home,” he said, adding that he has found them to be versa-
tile for everyday wear. “You can dress them up or down.” 

“Lots of people have given him daishikis as gifts,” said Evelyn, Lillard’s wife 
of 53 years. An emphatically family-oriented couple, they have lived most of those 
years in Nashville, having raised their daughter Nyleve, along with Kwame’s two 
elder children, Leo III and Jessica, plus two adopted children, daughter Mia and son 
Chiffonda.  

By Natalie R. Bell

NASHVILLE, TN — This is a 
remarkable, unsettling moment in 
history. We are facing two pandem-
ics, that of coronavirus, which has 
impacted Black communities, dispro-
portionately; and that of anger about 
systemic racism, the kind that keeps 
driving police shootings of unarmed 
black people. 

In this uncertain time, Kwame Leo 
Lillard is not jumping into fast cars 
to rescue stranded Freedom Riders. 
What he does is mentor some of the 
young people who are carrying the 
torch forward for racial equality.

He has an urgent message for his 
mentees, some of whom have hinted 
to him, they might leave the country if 
major criminal justice reform doesn’t 
come soon enough: Stay anchored 
where you are. Make education your 
primary tool in creating the change 
you want to see. 

Lillard, himself, was prepared to 
leave the U.S. at one time. But he 
stayed, and remained true to his call-
ing of improving, and enriching lives 
through activism and public service. 
While he did not become an expatri-
ate, he did spend some years away 
from Nashville, and that experience 
had an enormous impact on his life . 

In the following profi le, Mr. Lil-
lard, Chief Executive Offi cer of the 
African American Cultural Alliance - 
principal organizer of Nashville’s Af-
rican Street Festival - refl ects on those 
years he spent away.

Recollections of a 
Purposeful Journey

In the fi re of his middle years, Leo 
Edward Lillard, Jr. chose to take the 
name “Kwame.” He did not change 
his birth name, but added “Kwame,” 
Ghanaian for a male born on Satur-
day, as a new way to identify himself. 

The year was 1976, and Kwame 
Leo Lillard had just returned to his 
hometown of Nashville after some 
15 years away. He was not convinced 

that he would stay. He had left at the 
age of 22 and was now 37. 

Taking an African name was not 
out of character for him. He had been 
raised by a father who had come to 
Nashville from northeast Texas, call-
ing himself a follower of Marcus 
Garvey, the charismatic leader who 
organized the fi rst important black na-
tionalist movement in America. In the 
years following World War I, Garvey 
infl uenced hundreds of thousands of 
people of African descent, in America 
and abroad, to be proud of their iden-
tity.

Lillard grew up in South Nashville, 
on Hawkins Street, one block off 12th 
Avenue, South, near New Hope Mis-
sionary Baptist Church. 

“Whenever I am recognized for 
anything, I always give credit to the 
people who lived on our block who 
helped raise me,” he said, in an inter-
view for this article. 

His father, Leo E. Lillard, Sr., kept 
his son busy all the time, working on 
several tasks. He would always say, 
“Seek out the challenge. Don’t wait 
for it,” said Lillard, of his father’s urg-
ing. Instinctively, he learned to think 
fast on his feet. “When something had 
to be done, I’d think, how can I get it 
done? Then, do it, without question.” 

After graduating from Pearl High 
School in 1957, he went on to what 
was then known as Tennessee Agri-
cultural and Industrial State College, 
where he majored in Mechanical En-
gineering. The professors challenged 
him to discipline his mind, to use sci-
ence to solve problems, he said.   

Yet, when he heard of Vanderbilt 
University divinity student James 
Lawson, and his Mahatma Gandhi-
inspired workshops in non-violent 
resistance, Lillard didn’t hesitate to 
get involved. Here was something 
he could use to fi x the humiliation he 
and other Blacks felt, trying to real-
ize some sense of dignity in the era of 
racial segregation.   

Lawson’s workshops required a 
kind of spiritual commitment. Lillard 
and other participants had to defi ne 

for themselves, “Who are you, 
as a human being, and what is 
your purpose.” His own an-
swers to those questions struck 
a chord within so perfectly, he 

Lillard is seen speaking about fair housing in 1965, in a video montage of selected activists, 
in the ongoing “Activist New York” exhibit, at the Museum of the City of New York.

Ready to Speak Volumes

Lillard with friends from the Nashville Civil Rights Veterans Association, back row l-r; Ernest “Rip” Patton, King Hollands, the late Matthew Walker Jr., Terry Henderson, Kwame Lillard, 
Frederick Leonard; front row l-r; Etta Simpson Ray, Frankie Henry, Mary Jean Smith, the late Alan Cason, Elizabeth McClain, and Norma Simpson. Courtesy photos

Continued on next page

Above photo: Evelyn and Kwame Leo Lillard, married for 53 years.

Above photo: Local barber Eddie 
Frierson was among supporters of 

Lillard’s campaign to establish a 
monument, honoring black Civil War 

soldiers, in Nashville’s National 
Cemetery on Gallatin Rd. in Madison.
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has remained tuned to the frequency 
ever since. 

It was in those workshops, in 1960, 
when Lillard decided that his purpose in 
life is to improve the quality of humanity 
for as many as people as he could. Conse-
quently, it was a no-brainer for him to call 
out the injustice of racial segregation in 
downtown Nashville. When you walked 
the streets, going shopping, he recalled, 
“There was an alley between 5th and 6th 
Avenues.” That’s where you had to go, 
when you needed to go to the bathroom,” 
he said. “Can you imagine a mother try-
ing to shield her girl child, while she 
squatted?” 

When the Freedom Rides got under-
way in 1961, Lillard had already gradu-
ated from Tennessee A & I, and was pre-
paring for the next stage in his life. But he 
was still motivated to expose more of the 
wrongs in society. 

“A sit-in veteran and devoted Lawson 
disciple, the irrepressible twenty-two-
year-old jumped at the chance to play 
an important role in the Freedom Ride,” 
Raymond Arsenault writes in his defini-
tive history, Freedom Riders.

Had it not been for Lillard, then who 
would’ve have had the will to find a car, 
and do it fast, to rescue seven Freedom 
Riders stranded in Ardmore, Alabama?  
The car had to be large enough to accom-
modate the whole group, plus their lug-
gage. Lillard not only found a suitable car 
(the mother of a Peabody College student, 
who was in the movement, loaned him her 
station wagon), he managed to maneuver 
his way through winding, back roads – 
before the Interstate system - to get to 
Ardmore, and safely return his friends 
to Birmingham, so they could restart the 
stalled Freedom Rides. 

Recognition and honor for Lillard’s 

lightening-rod, personal sacrifice would 
not come until many years later. 

At the time, he and others in what was 
then known as the movement for nonvio-
lence were considered troublemakers by 
the establishment. Besides having been 
arrested, spat upon, and beaten -- they 
were the subject of police surveillance, 
notwithstanding the likes of the FBI. 
Fourteen student protesters at Tennessee 
A & I were famously kicked out of school.

Therefore, in the weeks following the 
Freedom Rides, Lillard figured he had 
nothing to lose by getting out of town 
and going away as far as he could imag-
ine. Besides, it was the early 1960s and 
many Blacks were still leaving the South 
in search of better jobs up North.

But Lillard decided to leave because, 
“I wanted to go somewhere where I didn’t 
know anybody.”

His plan was to leave the country, and 

lend his support, as a volunteer, to The 
Society of Friends, also known as the 
Quakers, in their work in rural, southern 
India. He had studied and practiced Gan-
dhi’s philosophy of nonviolent resistance, 
so he figured, why not? He’d like to find 
out more about the man and what it was 
like where he lived.

Son of Nashville Freedom
 Movement Faces the World
There were Quakers who lived in 

Nashville, in the early 1960s, some of 
whom had taken part in the movement for 
nonviolent resistance. When they began 
recruiting volunteers to join them in their 
work improving the lives of the darker-
skinned caste of people of southern India, 
Kwame recognized it as a problem he 
could help solve.  

Continued on next page

Tribute Held for Lillard

Lillard greeted friends and family members with a 
temperature tester at tribute.

Friends and family celebrate Kwame Lillard’s amazing journey with cake and light refreshments. 
Photos by Joyce Perkins

On Saturday, Sept. 19, 2020 organizers gathered for a tribute to founder, Kwame Leo Lillard, from the safe and controlled 
environment of Manna from Heaven Dinner House, 3510  West Hamilton Rd. Lillard’s children and grandchildren joined 
other family mem ers and friends in ringing gi s of gra tude to the Ci il ights eteran and long me ac ist  honoring 
his journey.

Preparations for Lillard’s tribute at Manna from Heaven. Blue and white tablecloths and 
decorations for “Go Big Blue.” Shown are Lillard’s son, Leo III, and grandson Leo IV.

 Friends and family arrive at tribute, like Joseph Love, right, and get their temperature taken by 
Lillard.

Brenda Carr being tested by Lillard, upon arriving at his tribute.
Nashville Freedom Rider Etta Simpson Ray and State Sen. Brenda Gilmore arrive at Lillard 

tribute at Manna from Heaven Dinner House.

Davidson County Trustee Erica Gilmore, right, arriving at Lillard tribute.
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The trip abroad began with a flight 
from Nashville to San Francisco, CA, 
where he would participate in orienta-
tion. From San Francisco, he would take 
another flight to go on to India. 

But when he arrived at the airport in 
San Francisco, and got in line to board, 
the FBI confiscated his passport; pre-
sumably, on the ground that he had been 
arrested for protesting the laws of segre-
gation in Nashville. His Quaker sponsor 
then arranged for him to be transported 
to their headquarters in Philadelphia, 
PA, where Lillard would then grapple 
with the question: What next?  

“I didn’t want to go back to Nash-
ville, “ he said, recounting his thoughts. 
However, back home, during the move-
ment, he had met people from all over 
the country who had come to support the 
cause. He’d made friends with a mem-
bers of the Congress of Racial Equality 
CORE), an interracial civil rights orga-

nization based in New York. They had 
exchanged phone numbers, and they in-
vited him to look them up, whenever he 
was in their city. Those are the people 
he decided to call, when faced with his 
dilemma in Philadelphia. 

Within days, he was on his way to 

New York. At age 22, with a college de-
gree in Engineering, he felt ready for the 
challenge. “I knew I could get a job,” 
he said.      

1961 Launch: New York Days
Lillard’s friends at CORE made good 

on their promise to help him find a room 
and start finding work in New York City. 
He landed in an apartment house in the 
area of lower Manhattan known as Little 
Italy. Walking distance to the west was 
Greenwich Village, and to the east, the 
lower East Side.    

Historically, a hub for Italian im-
migrants, Little Italy was undergoing a 
cultural shift in the early 1960s. New-
ly-arrived Italians were moving out to 
far-flung boroughs of the city, while au-
thentic writers, musicians and painters 
from the West Village – that bohemian 
enclave of the 1940s and 1950s - were 
moving in, scoring cheaper housing 
rents. The latter group began referring 
to the area as the “East Village,” (as a 
counterpoint to the West Village).  

“I was just like a little kid. I had 
no idea what a subway was, or any of 
the black intellectuals,” said Lillard, 
of the city he was encountering for the 

first time. “What is this intellectual…
these international concepts? For a little 
southern Baptist boy, it was like a for-
eign language.” 

At 22, Lillard had taken some inter-
est in jazz, having seen the Modern Jazz 
Quartet perform at A & I, back in Nash-
ville. Their music had a kind of stately 
grace, some bebop, even classical in-
fluences. Now, suddenly in New York 
he was being exposed to many diverse 
styles and cultures. As he put it, “I was 
beginning to realize a global intellect.” 

Over four nights, in early Novem-
ber of 1961, at the Village Vanguard in 
nearby Greenwich Village, saxophon-
ist John Coltrane, with his uintet, was 
changing the way jazz was played. He 
recorded ten visionary titles over the 
course of the evenings. Some people did 
not like, or understand, the new sound. 
Others said it was an expression of mod-
ern soul. 

“I got to learn so much about other 
cultures,” Lillard recalled of his time 
there.  

Found: First Job
By winter, he had found a job as an 

engineer trainee at the New York City 
Housing Authority. It was a foot in 

the door at the nation’s leading public 
housing agency, helping to build af-
fordable housing for working-class, 
low-to-moderate income residents. The 
city’s affordable housing policies are, 
and always have been, among the most 
progressive of any other city, because 
they welcomed the involvement of non-
profits, labor groups and as well as tax-
incentivized developers to make things 
happen. 

But even in New York, Lillard soon 
discovered, he hadn’t escaped racism. 
True to what he’d been told at Tennessee 
A & I, “You had to be twice as good as 
any white man.” To apply for the job of 
engineer trainee, he had to pass a test. 

“I thought about it, and said, what 
kind of a test would I fear, had I not tak-
en (already) at A & I?” There had been 
few written tests back in the Engineer-
ing Dept., at his alma mater. When it 
came time to demonstrate what you had 
learned, said Lillard, “You had to go to 
the board,” and write out on the chalk 
board to explain your answers to the in-
structor. “You couldn’t fake that.”

He showed up for the New York 

Continued on next page

Mayor John Cooper gets his temperature checked by Lillard, upon arriv-
ing to speak and present gifts at tribute. Lillard’s grandson, Marcus.

Meagan Newsom, festival team member, brings in the cake.

Alice and Benno Rolli , right, arrive to Lillard’s tribute.  Johniene Thomas 

 Jeneene Black hosted the tribute to Kwame. Musa in 
background drumming softly and Leo Lillard IV 

gets read to read poem. 

 Mayor John Cooper, left, brings Lillard a proclamation declaring “Kwame Lillard Day,” along with a key to the city.

Rossi Turner performs African dance at the tribute.Margaret Beach reads a poem she wrote especially for Lillard.

With African drumming in the background, Lillard’s grandson, 
Leo IV, reads a poem about his grandfather, whom the 
grandchildren a!ectionately call “Leo Lancelot Lillard.”
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City Housing Authority test, completed 
it, and turned in the paper. The proctor, 
a white man, asked Lillard, how much 
he’d paid someone to show him the test?  

Lillard couldn’t believe what he was 
hearing. “What are you talking about?” 
he asked. The proctor responded along 
the lines of, “Black folks don’t score like 
what you scored.” 

Lillard volunteered to take the test 
again. “Nobody had ever made over 92,” 
he said.  “I made 96 the first time, and 
98 the next time. He (the proctor) was 
so embarrassed, he gave me a job on the 
spot, so I wouldn’t report him.”

Lillard’s new job was inspecting 
high-rise apartment towers. “Anything 
mechanical in the buildings, you had 
to verify the completion of the work, in 
each stage, verify the payments, and the 
accuracy of the construction.”

Seeking Higher Education, 
Finding Black Liberation

While still based in his Little Italy 
apartment, the newly hired engineer 
trainee began to get accustomed to rid-
ing the subway, traveling into and out of 
the city’s five boroughs to get to his vari-
ous jobsites. He acquired a habit of read-
ing on the subway, and became a fan of 
Langston Hughes’ Simple, a collection 
of tales about the sort of Everyman for 
black Americans, who experienced life 
situations in the same ways that they did.  

It wasn’t long before he would find 
his way to Harlem. The storied Afri-
can American community was just a 
ten-minute subway ride from where he 
lived, in Upper Manhattan. 

Working for the Housing Authority, 
he was meeting people from all over the 
city, and someone told him he could earn 
a master’s degree for free at the publicly 
funded City University of New York, 
or CUNY. He wasted no time applying, 
and he got in at one of the colleges that 
comprise CUNY – the one called City 
College, located in Harlem. He set his 
eyes on a master’s degree in Industrial 
Engineering. He began to travel uptown 
regularly, and was beginning to feel 
more at home. 

This was the 1960s, one of the most 
densely creative periods in New York 
City’s history. In lower Manhattan, 
where Lillard lived, he was moving into 
and out of the countercultural atmo-
sphere of the West Village and burgeon-
ing East Village. 

“Because I had been a pretty deter-
mined, disciplined kid…I decided to 
loosen up,” he said. He had found work 
and a place to live, so by 1962, “I bought 
a motorcycle, and became something of 
a wild child.” Some of the parties he 
showed up to on Friday night, did not 
end until Monday morning. He mingled 
with the likes of poet, activist and schol-
ar LeRoi Jones, later known as Amiri 
Baraka. 

Jones and Lillard were contempo-
raries of Beat poets Allen Ginsburg, Jack 
Kerouac, and Bob Dylan. They were part 
of a generation known as the “Beats,” 
those effortlessly cool cats and kits who 
had come up from the late 1950s, deter-
mined to form a culture of their own, de-
liberately counter to the norm. 

Lillard didn’t expect to stay in New 
York more than two or three years, so he 
was looking to experience as much as he 
could while he was there, to the extent 
that he travelled upstate a few times with 
friends to go skiing.

1962-1965: 
Unforgettable Encounters, 

MALCOLM X
The early-to-mid 1960s was also the 

dawn of a Black Liberation movement. 
Ideals of Black nation building were 
sweeping the nation’s urban centers. 
Based on his father’s teachings about 
Marcus Garvey, and his own Civil Rights 
experiences, Lillard was primed to take 
notice, and began to study the “principles 
of international Blackness.”

When he would go uptown, he be-
gan to make regular stops at Harlem’s 
“Speakers’ Corner,” Lenox Avenue at 
135th Street, where the Muslim minister 
and human rights activist, Malcolm X, 
was drawing crowds. In those days, the 
views of Black people – most of whom 
identified as Negroes - were not repre-
sented in the mainstream. When you are 
invisible, you need an outlet. So, they 
would go to the Speakers’ Corners, like 
the one where Malcolm preached, to find 
out what was going on.

“I never will forget what he said about 
the word ‘Negro,’” said Lillard.   

Known for his immaculate cleanliness 
and strict discipline, Malcolm X would 
often discuss the origin of the word ‘Ne-
gro’ in his sermons. In a 1983 public 
television interview, his former photog-
rapher Robert Haggins) described how 

the minister would break it down:  
“Most English words are derived 

from Latin or Greek. In Greek, the ‘g’ in 
Negro becomes ‘c,’ such as Necropolis, 
Necrosis, Necro – all these terms relate 
to something dead, something without 
life. Malcolm looked at me and said, 
‘Don’t they call you ‘spooks’ – ‘You 
Negroes are spooks – a walking dead 
man.’”  

Lillard first encountered Malcolm  
in 1962. 

“I didn’t have a clue who he was…but 
he made me examine my thoughts, my 
basic tenets and beliefs. It was very un-
comfortable.” The two became friends. 
Malcolm became a fierce and eloquent 
advocate of Black Nationalism, and Lil-
lard came to think of him as a mentor. 

When people would crowd around to 
hear Malcolm speak, said Lillard, “No-
body moved.”  The very questions he 
had pondered back home in Nashville, 
in those trainings with James Lawson, 
came up again, as he listened and talked 
with Malcolm. “’Who are you? Who’s 
making you think and decide to say the 
things you’re saying?’”

Malcolm publicly criticized the 
mainstream Civil Rights Movement for 
its emphasis on nonviolence and racial 
integration. He remarkably called the 
1963 March on Washington “the farce 
on Washington,” and said he did not 
know why so many black people were 
excited about a demonstration “run by 
whites in front of a statue of a president 
who has been dead for a hundred years 
and who didn’t like us when he was 
alive.” (Wikipedia)

Said Lillard: “As a result, I did not 
go to the March on Washington because 
at that point I was questioning myself 
and asking why? Why would I go and 
beg my oppressor?” 

Two years later, Malcolm X was as-
sassinated, February 21, 1965. He had 
recently left the Nation of Islam and 
was in Harlem to launch a new secular 
group that would allow him to engage in 
mainstream civil rights activism. In the 
years since his death, the federal gov-
ernment’s involvement in the assassi-
nation has been exposed in declassified 
documents made public.

The killing of Malcolm had a life-
changing impact on Lillard. He wrestled 
with the stark realization that, “What 
you believe can be so powerful, it can 
make someone want to kill you.” Death 
by assassination had also ended the life 
of his earlier role model, Mahatma Gan-
dhi, in the wake of his support of the lib-
eration of India from Britain. Now, the 
life of his friend and mentor Malcolm, 
an uncompromising activist for Black 
empowerment, Black independence, 
had been taken away.

Lillard attended the funeral, and af-
terward made a concerted effort to study 
and understand the concept of imperial-
ism, something Malcolm had talked 
about. Malcolm had influenced a trans-
formation in Lillard from civil rights to 
global rights, an advance in thinking he 
described as, “A big skip.”

1965-1972: For My People
By 1965, Lillard had earned his mas-

ter’s degree in Industrial Engineering. 
He had left his job at the New York City 
Housing Authority, however the people 
he had come to know there were still 
prominent in his network of friends. His 
interests were changing now, and so was 
the city. He was beginning to hear and fol-
low the beat of a different drummer. 

New York City government began 
shifting to permit local communities to 
help supervise their own federal fund-
ing for public housing. The move under-
scored the city’s history and tradition in 
“activist government,” and that appealed 
to Lillard. He took an interest in a com-
munity development group in Brooklyn, 
whose stakeholders respected the prin-
ciples of the Black Liberation Movement. 

“I met some beautiful people there, 
who further confirmed where I belonged,” 
he said. One of the key individuals was a 
lady named Leslie Freeman. 

She was a no-nonsense, hardline com-
munity leader, and mother, who had or-
ganized Christians and Jews United for 
Social Action, a “radical community de-
velopment group,” he said. 

“She had put together this amazing 
amalgam of Black liberation-oriented 
people that included Muslims, defrocked 
Catholic priests, as well as Jews.” 

Ms. Freeman invited Lillard to a meet-
ing where her group would be electing of-
ficers. They were expecting a huge grant 
from HUD to develop an entire commu-
nity, said Lillard. At one point during the 
discussion, he stepped up and began to 
speak from his education and experience 
in engineering. That’s when Ms. Freeman 
called his bluff: “’Who the fuck died and 
made you God?’” 

Every time he recalls that moment, his 
face lights up with laughter. It was her 
way of testing his ability to work with 
people on any level, he said, no matter 
what he knew about manufacturing prod-
ucts, delivering services, or building a 
housing development.     

“She was a hard-hitting, older lady 
who knew how to build consensus,” he 
said. “She taught me that. She taught me 
so much.” 

Ms. Freeman convinced Lillard that 
her group needed his vision and skills, 
to stay and help them. 

“I decided that I wanted to use my 
scientific mind for the liberation of our 
people,” he said. So, he moved to Brook-
lyn, and later became chairperson of the 
community development group.

“It was like a Boot Camp for life. By 
the time we got through, we had built 
6,000 units of housing, including swim-
ming pools, and a daycare center.”   

They named the daycare in honor 
of Ms. Leslie Freeman. Out front, they 
hung the red-black-and-green Black lib-
eration flag.  

Lillard put his whole heart into build-
ing the housing development, and felt 
spiritually connected to the mission of 
the radical Christians and Jews United 
for Social Action, the same way he had 
felt about the Movement for Nonvio-
lence back in Nashville. 

Into the late 1960s, he was feeling 
that he had abandoned the Civil Rights 

Movement, so he thought he’d bloom 
where he had been planted. 

“And that’s how I ended up going 
back to get another degree in urban plan-
ning,” he said. 

In 1970, Lillard enrolled in Hunter 
College, a top-ranked school in the City 
University of New York, to pursue a sec-
ond master’s degree.

“That was a test tube for everything 
I had learned as a radical,” he said. He 
started something that became a perma-
nent practice at Hunter College, a re-
quirement to include photographs for all 
students in the master’s thesis program 
for Urban Planning. 

Lillard’s thesis focused on the envi-
ronment in public housing, how it im-
pacts the lives of residents. Instead of 
writing it, as he was required, he chose 
to take wide ranging photographs of two 
different families living in public hous-
ing. He submitted a photographic docu-
mentary as his thesis, and earned a grade 
of excellent on the project.

If he was a political radical before, 
said Lillard, now he was a radical engi-
neer of the built environment too. 

1976: Returning Home
When Lillard returned to Nashville 

in 1976, not only had he grown into 
middle age, he had built a family too, 
which included three children; Leo III 
and Jessica, borne of his first marriage 
to Joyce, and Nyleve, borne of his mar-
riage to Evelyn.

At first, he didn’t quite feel like he 
was home. However, his longtime pas-
tor and family friend, late Rev. Kelly 
Miller Smith, Sr., convinced him to stay. 
Lillard’s parents were aging and they 
needed the help of their only son. His 
father was not well.

He quickly found work in the City 
of Nashville’s Planning Department, 
where he was hired to help develop an 
environmental impact study to support 
construction of Interstate-40.  This work 
naturally led to more civic interests and 
involvement, to the extent that local citi-
zens elected him to represent them on 
the City Council.

By the early 1980s, the self-described 
political and environmental radical be-
gan to settle into mid-life, back in his 
hometown. He found like-minded peo-
ple who shared his ideals. Together they 
started the African American Cultural 
Alliance (AACA), ushering in a new era 
of cultural awareness in Nashville, with 
its African Street Festival. The Festival 
has been held every year since 1982. 

Lillard remains steadfast in his lead-
ership of the AACA, and currently 
serves as its CEO. Through the orga-
nization’s 38 years of existence, he has 
broadened and deepened its purpose by 
promoting awareness of the particular 
Black history of Nashville. He led AA-
CA’s campaign to build a monument to 
Black Civil War Soldiers, which stands 
at Nashville’s National Military Cem-
etery. Moreover, he is a sought-after 
leader of educational tours, for visi-
tors and students, highlighting African 
American and Civil Rights landmarks 
in Nashville.

O!cial portrait of Kwame Leo Lillard by local artist Joseph Love. Courtesy photo


