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Rid-All Green Partnership is the dream of these three closely knit childhood friends, who grew 
up together in Cleveland’s Lee-Miles neighborhood, also known as “The Forgotten Triangle”.  
They have reclaimed three acres of abandoned land and transformed it into a flourishing urban 
farm, a unique learning center and a thriving enterprise that provides healthy, local food to 
area companies, institutions and to the community. They train others in urban farming and 
environmental stewardship; they are a Regional Training Center of Growing Power, the 
Milwaukee-based founded by Will Allen, the Godfather of Urban Farming.   

 
HIGHEST ASPIRATION, BIGGEST DREAMS FOR RID-ALL 

 
Keymah: Let me take a step back and set a context for this. The local food market is one of the 

most underserved sectors in society. What communities are able to grow on a local level barely 
makes a dent in the foods that come into local cities. Our biggest aspiration is to see as many 
people create as many local farms as possible. People in low income communities are suffering; 

their heath is bad, their access to healthy food is very limited to nonexistent. The more of these 
projects that exist throughout the country and the more access people have to fresh, healthy 

foods, the more they can dramatically improve their quality of life. We see this as a movement; 
a renaissance. We are teaching people how to plant, grow and maintain healthy gardens in the 
smallest amount of space, with the healthy soil and clean water.  
 
Damien: We want to feed knowledge of food, health and wellness to people in communities 
within urban cites around the country; we want to replicate the Rid-All model. We have already 
replicated our model in Columbus, Ohio at St. Stevens Community House, one of the oldest 

settlement houses in the country. They care for over 90,000 residents in the low income area of 
the city. We trained 12 of their employees and helped them build a site. Today, they have a fish 
farm, a compose facility, a greenhouse and they even have a teepee for the tranquility. We are 
on pace to replicate 2 – 3 major projects per year.  
 
Randy: We think that Rid-All it is a blueprint for urban America. Every urban city is dealing with 
vacant land, high unemployment, community disinvestment, a waning sense of pride and 
disconnectedness. We believe that our farm is a great example of how you can repurpose 
vacant land, bring communities back together, create jobs and make more productive, 
inclusive, safer communities all over urban America. Our ultimate outcome is to share this 
model across America because we know it works and every urban city needs it.  
 
I see a big movement. There would be a healthy buzz around the city. People would be excited 

about growing their own gardens and buying fresh produce from not only our site, but similar 
sites across the city, and the country. People would be a lot more health conscious and there 

would be a lot less health disparity. We will see health problems like high blood pressure, and 
obesity dramatically decrease. Kids will talk about what it feels like to put their hands in the 

soil. They would understand that vegetables do not come from the grocery store, they come 
from real gardens. People will feel a sense of accomplishment because people are working. 
Different events would be planned around gardens. Media, schools and entire communities 

would come together. 



 3 

CORE VALUES: 
 
Randy: Our core values that are at the foundation of this movement: Empowerment, because it 
is all about giving people the power to take back their lives and neighborhoods; Community, 
this is not about us at Rid-All or a business or a garden - it is about bringing people together. 
Love, we love each other, we love the community, we know that these communities don’t have 
enough love. Love brings nurturing. 

 
DEFINING MOMENTS 

 
Keymah: We all grew up together; we had a shared experience in our childhood. We joined 

each other’s families and friends, we were one. Cleveland historically was a steel town so our 
families came out of that environment. We came from blue-collar, middle-class working 
families, from the Southeast side of Cleveland. At a young age we learned real strong work 

ethics. One of our first businesses was shoveling snow and cutting grass together. We learned 
those skills from Dave and his grandparents. They taught us the value of earning money and 

developing resources at a young age. Marc came later but he is equally essential to our 
organization. We had good role models coming up and we have become each other’s role 
model too. We all have defined a unique lane and a unique space within our organization. 
Everyone on the team is a master at what they do. 
 
We are doing our life’s purpose. When you are doing your life’s purpose – everything starts to 
fit and flows; it’s all in harmony; your home situation fits into the farm. When you get in-

purpose, everything flows, that’s how you know you’ve hit your stride.”  
 
After graduation, Randy and I went to Kent State together, that’s where we met Marc. Towards 
the latter part of our experience at Kent we had, I guess what you would call a spiritual 
awakening. We became more curious about our history, our Black culture. Kent state is 
historically known for having a very strong Pan-African Department. So a lot of people who 
came through Kent State became culturally conscious.  
 
So we started exploring the bible and there were no Africans, no Blacks in the bible, so that 
took us on a journey in search of our spirituality to discover who we were, and how we 
connected to this bigger picture called life. Marc graduated and moved to Washington DC and 
then moved to Israel. I stayed in the states and worked for corporate America for about five 
years and then I decided to leave corporate and go out on my own. I started a vegetarian 

restaurant here in Cleveland in the mid-nineties called Soul Vegetarian and expanded into an 
international chain with restaurants in Atlanta, Chicago, Washington DC, Ghana, West Africa 

and Israel. All the while, I stayed in contact with these guys.  
 

Then about seven years ago I became more green-conscious. We were doing some green 
projects in Israel and I was traveling back and forth to Israel to visit with Marc. We became 
passionate about the earth because it all fit into our spiritual paradigm – certainly if you love 

people and love God, you love nature and being healthy. So I went back to school to learn 
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about being green. I wanted to “get it” from an educational perspective so I went back to 
college and earned a post graduate certificate in environmental studies. That is when we 
started talking about creating Rid-All Green Partnership. We went to Milwaukee and met with 
Will Allen, farmer, founder and CEO of Growing Power Inc. He is recognized as a preeminent 
practitioner of urban agriculture in America and throughout the world. We cannot have a 
legitimate conversation about the defining moments in the development of Rid -All without 
talking about Will Allen. We modeled Rid-All after what we learned from him.  

 
Damien: My story starts when I was 6 or 7 years old. My older cousin Dave, (Dr.Greenhand) 

would come over and educate us on recycling and the environment. He would tell us: don’t step 
on the plants, don’t liter… He was very conscious even back then. When we were kids Keymah, 

Randy and I were very close. We would make money shoveling snow together; this helped to 
develop my work ethic. We also participated in skating and dancing talent shows. Skating was a 
part of our lives.  

 
I was the youngest, so when they went off to college I missed Keymah and Randy so much. We 

would be at my house or Randy’s house almost every night. I would go to visit them at Kent 
State and that’s when I met Marc. So while they were away, I was out on the streets trying to 
figure it out, getting into all kinds of things I shouldn’t have; I was trying to figure life out. I was 
doing different kinds of jobs and it was not working. I learned early on that I di d not want to 
work for anyone, so I decided to get my mind together to create my own business. In 1994, I 
got a job with Orkin as an exterminator. They had a contract with public housing and they had 
to hire some minorities to fulfill their contract. I started out as an exterminator and that was a 

nightmare. I had dreams for about a month about roaches all over me, because the public 
housing was terrible, the units were out of control in 1995. 
 
As I got to know the people in the housing complexes I started feeling more compassion and 
more conscious about their needs. I started trying to figure out ways to help. That’s when I 
started my own exterminating company. I wanted to create a black corporation that could help 
the community. I ended up leveraging the Rid-All name as the umbrella organization to launch 
Rid-All Green Partnership: Redeem - to free from what distresses or harms; Integrity – 
adherence to moral and ethical principles; soundness of moral character; honest, 
Determination – the act of coming to a decision or of fixing or settling a purpose - For All 
Mankind 
 
While doing all of this, I came back in contact with my older cousin Dave who had left 

Cleveland. I really missed him. He uses to spend time with us; he taught us karate, he took us to 
see Muhammad Ali. When our uncle died, Dave told me he was leaving Cleveland because he 

needed a job. I was devastated, so I asked him how I can help. So I offered him a job and he 
came to work at Rid-All. I remember from my childhood his passion was nature and gardening; 

what we now call sustainability. I decided to build him a green house. I was always conscious of 
valuing nature but I really did not know how it was all going to come together, especially since I 
was an exterminator dealing in pest control using harmful chemicals.  
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After Dave came to work at Rid-All we would sit at his house, what we called the Think Tank, 
discussing how we were going to move the business to the next level. Then one day Dave and I 
met a young lady named Evelyn Burnett and she told us about getting into the green space. 
Then and there, I decided to start a green exterminating company – and we made it happen.  
That just goes to show what you can do when you put your mind to it. I just chose to do 
something different by becoming a green exterminating company. I started sharing natural 
solutions, for example 100% peppermint oil will get rid of mice. Hot sauce will get rid of 

roaches. We used natural, organic solutions rather than using harmful chemicals.  
  

What I really discovered about the green space boils down to food – “Who feeds is who leads’. 
When Dave and Keymah came back to the table we realized it was about sustainable food. So 

Evelyn introduced us to Will Allen and together we made Rid-All Green Partnership happen. We 
went to Milwaukee on the coldest day I can ever remember. He took us into a greenhouse and 
it was 70 degrees. We learned that you can heat a greenhouse without electricity through a 

process called “Hotmix” – mixing beer hops, coffee grinds and wood chips together creating 
natural heat through that process. Then when he took us into the fish farm and showed us the 

fish, I was sold. Once Will Allen figured out that we were committed he let us enroll in his 
training program – that was 2010. We had to travel to Milwaukee one weekend each month for 
five months. I remember at one of the classes we were asked to draw our vision and Dave drew 
the Rid-All Partnership campus we have today.  
 
We started planning how we would acquire land and get the project moving. Since I had a 
business I put up the initial money and we started moving forward. When we approached 

graduation Will Allen asked me “Would you be interested in becoming one of my ROTC’s?” I 
told him, “I don’t want to join the military” (there was an Army base right next to his center). 
Will laughed and said “No, I mean a Regional Outreach Training Center for the country … you 
guys are doing so well so I would like you to represent our ROTC’s across the country.” That’s 
how it all got started. We are still very close with Will Allen and his organization Growing 
Power; we collaborate on different projects like “Shoot Hoops Not Guns”. 
  
I really did all of this because I really missed my family – Keymah, Randy, Dave and Marc. Rid-all 
was really a trick to get them back home – to me. My whole mission, my passion is fed through 
my family being around them and seeing them every day. These guys are my family. 
 
Randy: 
I grew up in a single parent household; my mother raised three of us. I saw how hard she 

worked to take care of us; I did not see her much because she always worked two jobs. I think 
that was when I had my first “Ah ha” moment that I was going to have to take some personal 

responsibility. A lot of people in my neighborhood were doing the wrong things but I had clear 
direction from my mother about she wanted me to do and the kind of young man she wanted 

me to be. She was also forced to leave me to my own devices quite a bit. She was working so 
hard to raise me and my siblings so I decided I needed to take on some responsibilities. I started 
working at age 12. I worked summers and saved all of my money. I bought all my school clothes 

and that gave my mother one less thing to worry about. I think that carried over to my adult 
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work life. I often tell the story that I worked the last 25 years without calling in sick and  I think 
it’s because I never saw my mom call in sick. There were days she didn’t feel well , but she 
modeled that you just get up and do what you have to do.  
 
Another really big defining moment for me was my first job out of college. I worked for an 
agency that helped disabled and disadvantaged populations, primarily with job training and job 
placement assistance. These were people who had dropped out of high school, dislocated 

workers, welfare moms, people released from prison and people who were disabled. It was 
there that I realized that I had a real gift for writing. I started and winning all of these grant 

proposals. As a young twenty-something, I remember thinking, “Wow, I’m a really powerful 
guy. I can dream up an idea for a program, put pen to paper and people would give me large 

amounts of money to go make the program happen”. At one point I had four federal grants, a 
budget of 1.4 million dollars, 15 people working for me and it was all because I would dream up 
ideas of better ways we could help this population. It blossomed; it was amazing to see the 

impact I could make as such a young guy. I remember thinking to myself; there aren’t many 
African American men in the social services that really care enough to make less money, to try 

to make a difference in other people’s lives. I was proud to see so many people’s lives change. 
People would bring their families down to meet me and say “This is the man that helped me put 
my family back together by helping me get a job”. I thought wow, this is serious stuff. 
 
So I feel today that everyone can do something to make a difference, and this is a gift I have 
been given and I need to use it wisely and try to help people when and where I can.  
 

My journey to Rid-All started with my think tank “PolicyBridge.” I led the work to establish this 
research report titled “Rebuilding Blocks”. It was focused on getting to the truth about the 
disinvestment in urban neighborhoods, which the media was blaming on the foreclosure crises. 
I knew that was not true, disinvestment in urban communities had been happening for 
decades; the foreclosure crisis was just the tipping point that helped the bottom fall out. I felt 
someone needed to tell this story so I started researching and writing. At the end of that report 
we had recommendations and one of them was to amass and repurpose vacant land so that 
once forgotten, disinvested neighborhoods could start to see a rebirth in their communities and 
reinvestment through urban farms and gardens. This would create jobs, improve health and 
improve the overall quality of life in these neighborhoods. Damien and Keymah read the report 
and said – “That’s it, this is the blueprint, this is what we need to do”. They were already into 
healthy foods. Keymah was already a vegan with vegetarian restaurants and had already laid 
down the path to healthy eating. We knew this was something that could really benefit people 

and that we were living in a food desert. Damien said he could get the permits and star building 
greenhouses right away.  

 
This is how God really works. I often find myself in the middle of being a connector of some 

sort. The city of Cleveland had their first sustainability summit 2009. In 2019 it will be the 50 th 
anniversary of when our river, the Cuyahoga River caught on fire. By the way, that actually led 
to the creation of the US Environmental Protection Agency. There was a young African 

American woman named Evelyn Burnett who was organizing and coordinating the summit and 
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she was having problems finding minorities to register for the summit. So I promised to help 
her. Around that same time there were two guys that had an urban hip-hop radio show called 
“Green in the Ghetto”, they would do a 10-minute segment on going green in a real hip, comical 
way. They would say, “You know we are all sustainable, our grandmothers would take old tires 
and plant flowers in them". So they came to me and asked me to help them be taken more 
seriously by the radio station. Their real goal was to find a corporate sponsor to ba ck their 
sustainability segment. I approached Damien and he agreed to sponsor their segment for a 

month. I then suggested they invite Evelyn to come on their radio show and talk about the 
sustainability summit. Evelyn came to me looking for help, these hip hop radio guys came to me 

looking for help and I introduced them. I then took Evelyn and the two hip hop guys to meet 
Damien because we were all in this green space, and in that meeting Evelyn said “if you guys 

are serious about urban farming you need to hook up with Will Allen, the Godfather of Urban 
Farming. So we all went to Milwaukee to meet with Will Allen. 
 

Another defining moment, and part of the flow, was the evolution of our comic book series is 
titled Brink City “Green in the Ghetto”, that tagline comes from the two hip-hop radio show 

guys. The artist, Martinez E-B Garcia was an employee of Damien’s and one day he came to 
Damien and told him he was leaving because he wanted to pursue his life’s dream as an artist. 
He went back to school and attended Cleveland’s Institute of Art and today he is completing his 
Master’s degree in Chicago. We all got together and decided to collaborate on the comic book 
series. Brink City – meaning a city on the brink of disaster. The characters in the comic book 
would be real everyday people in the community that looked like us. And it was created in a hip 
way rather than judgmental “you better eat your fruits and vegetables” approach. The artist 

made all of us characters in the book. Keymah is Veggie Man, I’m INFO – always trying to 
connect everyone and Dave is Dr. Greenhand.  
 
We had another great opportunity that happened. I was a former board member of the Sisters 
of Charity Health Systems Foundation, a group of nuns that came to Cleveland 150 years ago. 
They started schools and a couple of hospitals.  They sold some of their hospitals and used the 
proceeds to fund conversion projects where you could convert old businesses for charitable 
purposes. They started giving money from their endowment for that purpose. I had served on 
the board for nine years and I was chairman of the board for my last two years. Sister Judith 
Ann, was the lead administrator for their network of facilities. She was a very powerful woman 
and the neighborhood where our farm is located was where their first hospital was located, so 
they had a soft spot in their heart for that community. They were launching programs on 
healthy eating, nutrition and exercise so Sister Judith Ann sat me down and asked “Randy how 

can I help?” I said to her, “You run a hospital that serves fruits and vegetables 365 days a year. 
If you will commit to buying 5% of them from Rid-All, it would be a game changer. We would 

immediately have serious clientele.” So she set up a meeting with Sodexo, the corporate 
business that supplied their fruits and vegetables, we brought in Will Allen and they committed 

to source from Rid-All. We were not big enough to provide all they needed so we set up our 
first co-op where we buy vegetables from other local farmers. So many farmers could benefit; it 
would be a win/win/win for everyone. So we did that coming out of the gate, we were still 

figuring out how this all would work. We received our equivalent to a PHD in food handling, 
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refrigeration, packaging, pricing, and staffing; all the components of that business. That 
catapulted us forward, as we were just getting started. It was very successful. It kind of took off 
from there, everyone found their lane and it blossomed. It has been fun, and funny, to watch. 
 
We have this culturally relevant urban farm that ties composting, urban farming and 
aquaponics together. We are the only level 2 composting operation in the city and the only fish 
farming company. It is amazing how everything flows when you are on your path. 

 
 

Marc: I feel blessed being here, as a fashion designer, my whole segue into greening has to do 
with health and beauty from the inside out. I come from the pretense that we are an outer 

reflection of our inner condition. What goes on inside of an individual usually radiates on the 
outside of them and that is a testimony to their confidence – you can tell how a person is 
feeling from their aura, their vibe when you come upon them. No matter what is in style, or 

fashion, the human body will always be the most fashionable the most beautiful, the most 
reflective of God’s creation. So I thought that was an excellent niche for me within the context 

of fashion. I spent most of my life developing ways to assist and enhance the human body and 
the human spirit, “I bless you then I dress you”. I have a degree in fashion design from Kent 
State. I was the first African American to graduate from that program. I was always into fashion. 
When I was a little kid, 12 or 13 years old, I used to alter my clothes, styling them how I wanted 
them to look. My parents were educators, administrators on the school board. My father was 
the department chairman for Industrial arts. My mother was a professor of business 
administration. I lost my mom when I was eleven and that created a big void in my life, the void 

of the nurturer. I think that is why I was always searching for that beauty. That’s what mom 
represents, you know that hug, meals, Christmas; that’s why I cherish beauty. That’s why I 
believe we can always find that beauty in nature and find a way to mimic what God has given us 
– texture, pattern, colors; there is beauty in nature. 
 
I have been doing this work since I was 16 years old. I lived abroad for 21 years, mainly in Israel 
and parts of West Africa. When I was a child my father told me we were from Israel. I didn’t 
know what he meant by that, or how it was all connected so I went to search for the truth. As a 
young man soon out of college I was blessed to have acquired many clients; Wynton Marsalis,  
Oprah Winfrey, Spike Lee; I was designing for a lot of entertainers. So I was able to maintain my 
life as a freelance designer and entrepreneur. I was 22, 23 years old at the time and I had 
achieved what many called success, however I wanted something more. I wanted to search for 
my truth. So I went on this journey to understand my real self.  I had no actual connections or 

information; it was an enormous leap of faith. From there things started coming together. Once 
you go anywhere, if you are open you meet people – I’m just like that; I grab a rope and I just 

swing. So I became a humanitarian in search of how we can restore our humanity. I was 
involved in organizations that dug wells in Ghana. I had place in Accra where the American 

Embassy is located. I fell really in love with helping people.  
 
I married and had eight children that I raised in Israel. I met my wife in Israel, but she is from 

Cleveland; that’s why I believe in providence. I went all the way to Israel to meet a girl from 
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Cleveland. We lived in Dimona which is part of Cameroon, five minutes from where the Dead 
Sea scrolls were discovered. These guys brought me back to Cleveland. We never broke contact, 
especially Keymah and I; not a month went by over the last twenty-something years that we did 
not talk with one another. All of our life endeavors were interwoven. Rid-All Green Partnership 
is naturally a reflection of a project I was doing in Israel, and vice versa. This is how we live and 
breathe. If you are going to try to live in a way that’s sustainable, your life must be a testimony 
of that. The older you get the more you try to tweak, hone and refine that process. We inspire 

each other; I get inspired by these guys every day in many, many ways. It kind of goes without 
saying we have an organic relationship. No one dictates roles or what needs to happen, the 

spirit dictates our actions. 
 

 
Dave, Dr. Greenhand: I have been in-purpose since I was five years old; I already knew what I 
was supposed to do. My true passion came from my grandmother. She taught me that “all 

great conversations are around a meal.” She grew her own food and there were a lot of us born 
around the same time. She had 50 grandchildren and she took care of her mother at the same 

time, so she needed to give us something to do. You were either going to pick some seeds, do 
some watering or do some weeding; working in her garden kept us in line. I would watch her as 
she would talk to the plants; she was so protective of them. I remember thinking, what is it 
about them that she loves them so much? Then I began to understand why she loved them so 
much; she was producing food and beauty, people were happy because her yard was so 
beautiful. When we were in elementary school we always won the biggest ribbons from the 4-H 
Club. I learned from my grandmother that the secret to beautiful, healthy plants and vegetables 

is the soil and clean water; soil is alive. The definition of healthy soil is that it is viable, it has 
nutrients and plants are able to live in grow in it. There is a whole ecosystem within that living 
soil. In dirt you only have mud, dust particles and a little bit of soil; it is inert – it is not alive. 
 
So as a teenager I was focused on landscaping and one day my father told me “The lawn looks 
great, but I know you want to eat, so you need to come help me in the back yard.” That’s when 
I got into growing vegetables and I loved it. When I was 16, in 1975 they closed the Horticulture 
program in my high school. I was devastated! I said to myself “Oh my God, what am I going to 
do?” That was my career path they were taking away. I decided to go to Ohio State but I got 
into a little bit of trouble, so I ended up going into the military to get the GI Bill. I went overseas 
and learned about farming in Japan and Brazil. My mother got sick while I was on tour in 
Washington DC. I came home and I decided it was time for me to take care of her. I had left 
when I was 16 and returned when I was 32; it was time and I had learned a lot. Then when she 

recovered I decided to go back to DC where I could work in my field and that’s when Damien 
offered me a job at his exterminating company. We would go into apartments and see what 

they were eating; it was noodles and stuff, but no fruits or vegetables. It saddened me so much; 
there was a sense of hopelessness there. People thought this how they were supposed to live.  

 
Both of my parents died from diabetes and that could have been prevented – it was directly 
related to food. That really pushed me to further pursue this mission. We lost a lot of family 

members and friends from preventable diseases due to diet.  
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THE GREATEST OBSTACLE 
The Group: Negative energy. When people bring negative energy we overcome it by showing 
them love. Positive always overcomes negative. This is a soft place to land. Most people that 
come here feel the living spirit here and we want to keep it that way. Anyone can build a Hoop 
house, a greenhouse, but the living spirit has been developing here for over 50 years.  
 

GREATEST LESSONS LEARNED: A Powerful Group Discussion on “Momentum”  
Never burn bridges; if you truly try to help everyone along your life’s path there will be sweet 

returns; people will be just as eager to help you.  
 

Adversity is never a thing we should run from. Adversity really is preparing you for 
opportunities down the road that you just don’t see when you are going through it. Adversity is 
coming; it’s all about how you handle it. 

 
We all keep the mission and the vision going no matter what. We all want the world to be a 

better place, we all want our families to be better, our neighbors – everybody we love and 
everything connected to us we love. So when you find a group of brothers that share this vision 
you can’t help but resonate, become one with that. Part of the problem with many humans is 
that we are so busy trying to find ways to segment and divide, as opposed to unite. So much 
energy is spent on separating.  
 
We were young when we started together and everyone went off and did their own thing. Then 

our spirit and our purpose naturally pulled us back together. The secret sauce is our 
relationship, our love. We just used the Disney World of agriculture to wake up the other 
people. If you are around here, you will feel it. That’s what we mean by; the natural affect. I’ve 
watched people just cry. Whatever you need to get, we allow you to get it here, but love is the 
key – if you have love in your heart you will move forward. 
 
Keymah: I will leave you with a thought, it is important not only for this project but for anything 
important. It is one thing to start something but is another thing to keep it going. One of the 
key ingredients to sustaining momentum is innovation. Continuing to create and push the 
envelope.  Keep asking “What’s Possible?”  
 
We stay innovative and we keep dreaming of what is possible to create an urban space; for 
example, who builds a teepee in the inner city? We keep reintroducing energy. How do you 

sustain that momentum, you have to keep infusing that energy; the secret is innovation. Having 
a group of people around you that pushes you is critical, that is why this social innovation we  

have created is so important. African American children that come here on field trips are full of 
pride. They have never been on a field trip to a place owned by African American men. They see 

our passion, our compassion and our love. Rid-All is the canvas that keeps our imagination alive. 
It allows us to continuously innovate. It has allowed us to paint a new reality for our people to 
show them what is possible 
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LESSONS I LEANED 
Spending time with these men, hearing their stories and writing this chapter was an emotional 
experience for me; it was personal. I was moved to tears and filled with pride at the same time. 
I feel compelled to let these courageous visionary Black men have the last word. I want those 
words to be about their Anti-Gun Violence initiative.  
 
DAMIEN: Part of our whole approach when we developed the Rid-All model was to include a 

component on arts and entertainment. In the inner city, particularly in public schools, when 
budgets are short arts and entertainment are the programs that get cut first. It left children 

without a lot of means for expression, especially in terms of art which has really been a 
mainstay in the African American community. Even with the advent of the video games and 

some of the other cultural shifts that have taken place, it has caused kids to lose touch with 
their creative side and embrace more of a virtual reality. So we wanted arts and entertainment 
to be a component of Rid-All along with a robust community engagement and community 

involvement component. So about three years ago one of our partners, Fred Ward, founder of 
the Khnemu Foundation community center, committed to the development of education and 

economics on the eastside of Cleveland.  
 
To step back, we started the comic book series so we could tell our story and reach a younger 
audience and make it something they could connect with, and at the same time talk about 
sustainability and send home an environmental message through comic books. So we were on 
issue 4 or 5 when the gun buyback initiative took on full steam. It was something we always had 
in our mind but it kind of all came together when Fred saw a young child playing with a toy gun 

near his community center and he told the boy he would exchange his toy gun for the comic 
book, so Fred was one of the catalysts. 
 
That gave form to this idea, so started talking about doing an official toy buyback event but we 
were still talking about it then the Tamir Rice situation happened where an unarmed 12-year-
old boy was killed by the police, for carrying what turned out to be a toy gun here in Cleveland. 
After that, we decided it was time to launch the program. 
 
We gathered up some serious community partners and in December, 2014 we launched the 
first official toy gun buyback program and we collected about 100 toy guns. We held two toy 
gun buy backs in collaboration with the Cleveland Police Foundation, Inner visions a local 
nonprofit, The Gloria Pointer Foundation (a foundation set up in honor of a young Black 
teenage girl that was kidnapped and murdered), Dave’s Super Market (that donated the gift 

cards), the Policy Bridge, and the Boys and Girls Club. We wanted to offer solutions, not just 
protest or organize. We wanted to put our energy into doing something that matters  

 
This culminated with our Anti-Gun Violence Art Competition with a prize for the top three 

winners. We collected over 125 toy guns from community residents and in exchange we gave 
the children our Brink City Comic Books and we gave the parents a $25-dollar gift card to a local 
super market for bringing their children.  
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We decided to turn the toy guns into artwork by inviting local artist to express their creativity 
using the toy guns we collected. Normally when there is a real gun buy back they melt them 
down, we decided to transform them – turning what was considered instruments of violence 
into instruments of peace and creativity.   
 
Michele Hunt - What I learned from the Rid-All cofounders: 
 

These men are on a heartfelt mission.  They epitomize the power of shared vision and values 
and the role that powerful, positive relationships play in transforming dreams into reality.  I 

experienced a place full of love, peace, and possibility.  Everything and everyone was in 
harmony, rooted in these courageous mens’ vision of healthy urban communities.  There was 

something else that I experienced that is rare and somewhat unfamiliar in public places; I feel a 
sense of spirit at play.  These men are consciously guided by a sacred energy that manifests 
itself in every aspect of the Rid-All campus.  If you want to feel love go visit this precious place 

and meet these amazing men. 
 

Rid-All co-founders - Final Note:  Thanks….pleasure sharing our story…You can get a copy of 
Michele Hunt’s book DreamMaker at www.routledge.com or www.ammazon.com. Get your 
copy today and read more about our work and many other fascinating people making dreams 
come true and changing lives. 
 
Please use the direct link below for your friends and colleagues to purchase this book, and 
any other print title published by T & F, with a 20% discount. Please have them apply 
discount/promo codeAVP20 just prior to checkout.  Thank you. 
 

https://www.routledge.com/9781783535682  
 
 

 
Donations to Rid-All can be made at: www.ridall.org.  Rid-All is a 501c3 non-profit organization.  

Thank you. 
 
 
 

http://www.routledge.com/
http://www.ammazon.com/
https://www.routledge.com/9781783535682
http://www.ridall.org/

