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Maaskelah Thomas
Interviewer/Interviewee

Interviewer: This is an interview with Dr. Maaskelah Thomas on October 10,
2014. The interview is Robert E. Weems, Jr. First of all, Dr.
Thomas, | want to thank you for taking the time to speak with me
today. | appreciate it.

Interviewee: Sure.

Interviewer: Could you start by providing an overview of your current
professional activity?

Interviewee: Okay. I am currently, | have a consulting business. | do
organizational development consulting, which basically means |
help—and I focus primarily on grass roots and community-based
organizations—and | help them to build their capacity in whatever
ways they need. Everything from training their board, helping
them with strategic planning, business planning, grant writing and
that type of thing. I also teach, I’m an adjunct for two institutions,
actually—the University of Phoenix and Colorado Technical
University. At Phoenix | teach cultural diversity. It’s actually an
ethics class. At CTU, | teach organizational psychology.

Interviewer: Okay. Now, during our preliminary conversation, you mentioned
that you were born and raised in Wichita.

Interviewee: Uh huh.

Interviewer: First, what are your memories of the black business community
that existed here during your youth?

Interviewee: That there were quite a few of them. | remember the area over, it’s
called—used to be called—Westside. It’s not really that far west,
now, but it’s McAdams [cross talk 01:37] area, where we had the
theater, we had the pharmacy, which had a soda fountain, and—

Interviewer: Was that Turner’s?

Interviewee: Uh huh, Turner’s. Turner’s Drugs, Yyes.

Interviewer: Uh huh.

Interviewee: Then grocery stores, we had a couple of grocery stores. They

weren’t black-owned, but they were primarily black-serving.
Jabara’s and Razooks, those were on 21% street. Then IGA, which
was at 13" and Grove. Then there were just a bunch of smaller
businesses, and then professional offices that were in the
community. They were all there. | mean, they were there, and we
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used them. Being a child, 1 don’t know if we used them because
we couldn’t use anybody else, but we used them. We utilized those
services in the community.

As an aside, in terms of the Dunbar Theater, | remember—I’ve
seen a copy of a magazine called 62714—

67214, yeah.

- produced in the early 70s. They made reference to the fact that |
guess that at that moment of time, the Nation of Islam had,
controlled that.

Right.
You have any memories of—

Absolutely. In fact, my father came up through the Nation of
Islam. He ultimately embraced Orthodox Islam, but he started off
as a Nation of Islam member. We used to go to temple there at
Ninth and Cleveland.

What type of business activities around—because you know,
traditionally the Nation had a variety of auxiliary businesses—

Yeah. They had, | forget where it was, but they had the Shabashah.
That’s what we called, we called it the Shabashah. They had to
come back for fish sandwiches. That was there. They sold bean
pies. In fact, a couple of our good family friends have that original
bean pie recipe, and they guard it with their lives. Good stuff!

Yeah. | can understand. I’ve had some nice bean pies in my own
path.

Yeah. Yeah, the Nation of Islam was there. | don’t know how long
it stayed there. That was throughout my teen years, actually. There
was a pretty good community of Muslims here at that time. The
shift happened when Elijah Muhammed died and his son took over
working. It was kind of a split. My father went the [inaudible
04:10] Muhammed way. Ultimately he became Orthodox Muslim
and that community down there just kinda broke up.

Okay. Again, when you look at the black business community here
of your youth, are there any besides the Dunbar Theater, the
Nation of Islam—are there any other businesses that really stick
out in your mind?
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Interviewee: Well, I know my first job out of high school was at JD’s Record
Shop, which was on 17" Street. It was the place to go to get vinyl,
| mean. We’d pump music out into 17" Street, and it was just
always happening. He had another business right down the street
from that, which was the service station that he owned. All of that
dried up, too, when they—after they did the overpass and they
kinda just shut down 17" Street because, other than very local
traffic, you didn’t get a lot of traffic going up and down 17" Street.
The 17" Street businesses just kinda dried up. There were meat
shops, corner stores, dry cleaners, [inaudible 05:19] dry cleaner’s,
a couple other dry cleaners. [Inaudible 05:24] businesses I
remember in the area. It wasn’t like a huge amount, but they were
there and that was up through my teenage years. Then things just
got—just changed. Yeah.

Interviewer: My next question, I think you made a fleeting reference to
answering it in your last response. In many cities across the
country, the building of interstate highways had a negative effect
on pre-existing Black communities. These roads oftentimes went
right through Black neighborhoods, disrupting and displacing
people and businesses. Some of my informants for this project
have asserted that the building of 1-135 had a negative impact on
Wichita’s Black community. Do you have any opinions on this
particular subject?

Interviewee: I think that it did, to a certain extent, simply because it diverted
traffic off of those main arteries that ran through our community,
so people could essentially miss a whole lot. You could just go
from one side of town to the other north and south, and not ever
have to come—not ever have to touch Northeast Wichita. That
happened, too, with the newest one. | can’t think of the name. 90?

Interviewer: 967

Interviewee: 96. Yeah, that runs east and west, in this community, anyway. That
was interesting, how that came about. | mean, it was on the city
plans anyway, but that happened when it happened because there
was a major riot on 21% Street. Have you heard about the riot?

Interviewer: Yes.

Interviewee: Yeah. Immediately after that, they moved up their plans [snapping
fingers] because they had to move people from Wichita State and
the places that they were coming into Wichita State. They had to
make it so they didn’t have to come down 21% Street, because
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white people were scared. Rightfully so. I mean, not that we were
just out in the street throwing rocks at any white person that came
by, but that riot scared white people and it impacted the university.
They decided they were gonna—we need to get this done right
away so that people aren’t feeling threatened to come to the
university. They did, and it changed 21% Street. They also did, at
the same time or around the same time, they also did some
development on 21% Street as well. Which was good, and it was
needed and it was way past time, but it—again, it diverted a lot of
that traffic from the neighborhood, from the Northeast community
to around it, so that people didn’t have to come through it.

Your background includes co-owning and managing the IQRAA
Bookstore here—

IQRAA.

IQRAA okay. Because | was wondering if that was a acronym
or—

It’s IQRAA. IQRAA is Arabic; it means read.

Okay. IQRAA. Okay. Thank you. | have a few questions to ask
you related to the IQRAA Bookstore. First, where was it located
and what were its years of operation?

It was located on the corner of 13" and Spruce. What’s there now
and what was there before actually was a auto mechanic shop. It
was a garage, basically. I think at one time it may have even been a
service station. When we got it, it was still—I mean, it had just,
most recently been an auto mechanic shop. It had, in the middle of
it, it had, I don’t know what you call it. The thing that you pull
engines out of cars?

Right, right.

Yeah. My dad, he just—he built around it. He was a carpen—my
dad was a jack of all trades, and he was phenomenal. He built a
case around it. He put a wooden case around it, covered it with
nice carpet and fabric and then we put books on top, bookshelves
on top of it, and then all around in the facility there were books.
You never, if you didn’t know it was at one time had been an auto
mechanic shop, you wouldn’t know that it was like an oasis. It was
just, it was a wonderful place. Right down 13" and Spruce.

What years did it operate?
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We opened in 19—we opened officially in 1989 and closed in
1998.

Okay.

Yeah. We started it off just—we started off at local festivals, Black
Arts festivals, Juneteenth. We just, the—our family, we just got
together and started pulling the real artisan books and put our—
pooled our little money, ordered books, made jewelry. That was
about the time that, remember the leather Africa medallions?

Right, right.

Yeah. That was about that same time, so we sold a whole bunch of
those. Bought a bunch, sold a bunch of those. We used that as seed
money to actually get into a facility. We actually started, opened,
in a duplex that a good friend of ours owned that faced 17" Street.
It was a duplex that had been made, had been opened up to one
building. We started out there and we were there for maybe six
months. Then somebody complained because we weren’t zoned for
business, so we had to move. Then we moved down to 13" and
Spruce.

What motivated you to get involved in this commercial endeavor?

It didn’t start out, and in fact it never, ever was really about
making money. It was about providing resources to the
community. Black books, because there weren’t a lot. There
weren’t a lot of avenues to get black literature and books by and
for and about black people. In my home, growing up, that was
always there. It was just—and the internet wasn’t available then,
where you can get online and order books. We wanted to make
sure that people in the community had access to this, these books
and this literature and these African artifacts and all of that.

We said, “Okay, let’s just—nobody else is gonna do it, let’s just do
it"”” and we did it. It never was a money maker, and in fact when
we finally closed it was because we had just kinda put as much
into it as we could to keep it going. We made enough to keep us
going as long as we did, but it wasn’t like we—none of us drew a
salary. We just put it all back into the bookstore. At a point, it got
to where we just couldn’t keep doing that.

Right. It sounds like one of the proverbial labors of love, at one
point just, yeah—
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Interviewee: It was. It absolutely was. It absolutely was. The interesting thing
and the wonderful thing is the different things that sprang from
that. We started a Saturday school, Sukoa school for, Sukoa
Saturday School for Young Revolutionaries, which was really
cool. We started— the Council of Elders came out of that. Several
people who were part of that, there was like an inner circle—it was
a big inner circle, but inner circle of people who just kinda grew—
especially young people who just kinda grew up in there, in the
midst of that, that went out and did, and continue to do good things
for black people.

I have brought you some pictures and stuff. This is business that
my dad had before, a few years before we had IQRAA. It was
Munchies, and it was on the corner of 13" and it was like two
blocks down, corner of 13" and Poplar. We sold beef hot dogs and
links. It was a little spot, but we did pretty good. Then we had an
incident where all of the receipts were stolen one week, and it just
kinda started to spiral down.

Interviewer: It looks like some of that sign where that bean pie—

Interviewee: Bean pie, yeah. [Laughter] Yup, bean pies. Okay. This was a
picture of the kids, some of the teens that were—my son was a, he
attended Northeast Magnet High School. He was in the arts
program. He and a young brother, Quintiss, put together a group of
teens. They painted a mural on the side of the building, which was
just—it was a great project. They got together one weekend and
laid it out and all of them got together and painted it. Just says,
“From the pyramid to the projects.” They had some of the
community leaders like Chester Lewis painted on there and a few
other people. Just a really nice project for them, and got them
engaged. They came to the bookstore and they read some books to
learn some stuff and something about the community history.
That’s what they came up with as a project.

Interviewer: About what year did they do that mural?

Interviewee: Okay My son graduated like 93—92, 93 he graduated then so it
had to be in the early 90s.

Interviewer: Okay.

Interviewee: Yeah. Yeah. This was just a picture of the inside of the bookstore.

One of our little study groups that we used to have. There was a
spot in the middle, it was a—
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This is the area where you said your father came up with
something to cover the—

Well, no, actually, it’s—I don’t know if you can see it in this
picture. It’s actually right there.

Okay.

Yeah, a wooden—yeah. It was maybe eight feet long, eight to ten
feet long. It was a big—Iike, it was like a big box.

Right, right, right.

This is just a picture, a lot of—we got a lot of visitors from the
continent who came in and brought stuff so we could sell it. This
was my father and the bookstore actually pulled together Wichita
group to go to the Million Man March. We were always about
getting the community involved and bringing them information
and resources that nobody else around here was providing. Just
wasn’t—

Right.

- there wasn’t an avenue for it. That was just a flyer from the
bookstore, some of the stuff that we sold.

Yeah, | really appreciate you providing me, besides the interviews
I’ve been doing, with some folk, they have provided me some
artifacts to go along with the interviews, so I—

Uh huh. These are just some articles about the bookstore and my
dad and different things. Again, like I said, we—the bookstore, the
idea for the Council of Elders also came out of the bookstore. We
pulled that together and made that happen, and it’s still in
existence, so institutions did come out of that little bookstore.
Yeah. This is information about the time bank. We’ll talk about
that in a minute.

Yeah. Couple more questions about IQRAA Bookstore. What are
your most positive memories of this?

It being a gathering spot. It being a gathering spot. You could be
there and you never know who would come through. There were
always very intellectual conversations that went on. People came
from all over the country. Young people, a lot of young people
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came through and you’d have to talk to some of them, because
they actually credit it with their growth and development. Because
they’d come through and they’d sit. Daddy had a heart for young
people. He spent a lot of time with them, but just being there and
being in that environment. Again, like | said, it was like an oasis
cuz it was—you walked through the door and it was like this, there
was always incense burning. It always smelled good.

Right.

There was just all of this African stuff around. Black and African
stuff around. There’s no place else like it in the community. We
attracted a lot of people. Not just black people. We had a lot of
teachers that came through and got resources for school.

Right, right.

Just a lot of different kinds of people. Being there, to interact with

them and get to—made a lot of good friends that have been friends
ever since, just from there. Just being able to share knowledge and
light with people. That was just phenomenal.

Could you explicitly name, give me your father’s name? Because
you’ve made reference to—

Jihad. Jihad Taleeb Mugtasid. In some of this stuff it’s Jihad.
Okay.
They called him Baba Jihad.

Okay. Okay. Finally, and we—you talked about it just briefly a
moment ago—what were the factors that caused the IQRAA
Bookstore to cease operations?

Again, we started it without a lot of money. We never had—it was
never well-capitalized. We just didn’t have the money and we
never sought any financing like small business loans. | can’t
exactly tell you why, but we never did. Then ultimately, it—we
just ran out. We just ran out of money. Just ran out of money to
continue doing it. People didn’t—even though we sold books,
books have a very small profit margin. People bought books; they
didn’t buy a whole lot of books. Actually, we sold a whole lot of
other stuff, so clothes and—clothing and art and artifacts and
carvings, all kinds of other stuff. We sold a lot of that kind of stuff,
didn’t sell a whole lot of books.
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About maybe three years into our project, it was interesting—there
was Barnes and Nobles and Borders, and before we opened the
bookstore—I’m a, | read a lot, and so I—Borders was my spot.
You have to go through Borders, to find Black books, you’d have
to just kind of go through different sections and find them mixed in
with everything else. About three years into our project, all of a
sudden Borders had a black book section. It was a huge black book
section. | had never had that many black books. I think that a lot of
people, as opposed to coming to IQRAA, would go there.

Right.

Barnes and Nobles did the same thing. All of a sudden they were
selling black books. That added some competition to the mix. We
just, again, we just ran out of money. We just ran outta, ran outta
gas.

That’s a very interesting point, because in looking at a lot of the
grass roots, African American businesses, especially in an early
period, during the late 60s and 70s, where for instance, if you
wanted a dashiki, you had to go to a black-owned store in order to
get one, but once the corporate sector decided—

Everybody started buying—

- well, yeah, there’s some money—

Even JC Penny will sell them.

Right, exactly. Exactly.

Yeah.

In 2011, you published a book entitled Umoja Money and
Gawakazi Beyond Buy Black: a system for building community and
social capital.

Right.

Can you describe how this project evolved and its current status?
Well, I shoulda thought more about that. | don’t even remember
where | got the initial idea, but | was always interested in ways that

we could share our resources better and that we could—in fact, |
remain very much interested in finding ways for us to do better at
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collaborating with our resources. Our talents, our gifts, our
whatever. | cannot tell you where | got the initial idea, initial
knowledge about those kinds of systems. Because | didn’t make
that up. | mean it’s—there are time banks and alternative money
systems going on all over the country and all over the world, in
fact. We just don’t have one. We just don’t know a lot about those
and how to use those. My thought was that we need to familiarize
ourselves with this alternative system of—alternative economic
system.

Because we don’t—the community, a lot of us in the community,
don’t have a lot of money, but we have a lot of talents and gifts and
other things that we can give. In addition, especially with the
economic decline, sometimes it’s not money that we need to have.
We need to have the ability to get our needs met whether we have
money or not. We always have something that we can share and
that we can give in return. It’s really about getting people to more
intentionally share our resources among ourselves. Not just in our
community, cuz | mean, really, there are—we’re really trying to
promote the whole idea of this alternative economy beyond just the
black community, because there are people who want to share with
us, who want to share some of what we have.

It’s broader than just the black community, but I would like for the
black community to understand it and embrace it more than we
have. Because | think that we can—it’s an opportunity for us to
move the needle, move forward a little bit. If we can spend—if we
don’t have to spend money on some of the basic kinds of things,
like who’s gonna cut my grass or who’s gonna babysit my children
so | can go find a job or whatever—if we don’t have to spend
money on those things, then we have money to spend on other
things and we can progress.

Right.
I brought some stuff about that, too.
All right.

Okay. What we ended up doing was we started a time bank. Time
banking basically says that—it started through the Council of
Elders. Time basically says that everybody’s time is worth the
same. An hour of time is an hour of time. If I decide that | wanna
come type up some paper for you and | spend four hours doing
that, then I’ve earned four hours in time dollars that I can spend
wherever | wanna spend them with anybody else in the network. If
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I wanna spend those four hours of time dollars to get myself a
wedding dress made, then I can spend it that way. In that way, we
keep it moving throughout the community and keep people
exchanging with each other.

Again, the Council of Elders decided to take it up as a project.
What we developed was our Circle of Sharing. That’s kind of the
brochure there. In fact, we have a share fest coming up next
weekend. If you can, you might wanna come and check it out and
see what we’re doing. Again, like I said, the Council of Elders also
came, was something that came outta the bookstore. This just says
what time banking is and how it works. It’s just a little packet of
information. This all came as a result of that book, Umoja Money.

How would you compare time banking with sort of just basic
barter system?

It’s pretty much the same, except that in a barter system basically
you have to have something | want and | have to have something
you want. It’s a one-on-one exchange. With time banking and time
dollars, again, you may have something | want and I can pay you
for the—I can do that for you or you can do that for me. You earn
time dollars, but you don’t have to spend them with me. You can
spend them wherever else you need. Yeah. It’s a little different. It
IS a barter system, it’s just a little different.

To move back into the realm of traditional business enterprise, as
someone who was born and raised here in Wichita, has the
business climate for African American entrepreneurship improved
or worsened in recent years?

I would say it has worsened. | would say that with the caveat that |
don’t have a lot of knowledge about all of the black businesses that
are operating here, because every black business does not
necessarily have to be operating in a way that is servicing black
customers. | mean, it could be anything. There are some that are, |
would hope that there are some that are successfully meeting the
needs of the larger community as well, would not be classified
necessarily as a black business in the larger community but it’s a
black-owned business. For instance, the McAfees, who have been
here for quite some time. There are some that have come up
recently, like the—I think about the McAfees, | think about the
sandwich shop right next to it, T.O.P.S. Have you had one?

Yes, yeah.
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Interviewee: They’re good.
Interviewer: Yeah.
Interviewee: Most of them that are in the community are kind of mom and pop

shop kinda businesses that struggle just to—struggle to maintain.
Interviewer: Right, right.

Interviewee: Lot of smoke shops and corner stores. No major businesses that |
personally know of that—

Interviewer: Compared to the business community of your youth, one could see
a decline?

Interviewee: A decline, yes.

Interviewer: Okay.

Interviewee: Yes.

Interviewer: Finally, at some point in time this interview along with others will

be available to scholars and others interested in the history of
Black business in Wichita. What do you think they definitely need
to know about this aspect of local African American history that
we haven’t already discussed?

Interviewee: That any business that develops—any business that develops
period, but particularly for us, has to actually meet the needs that
the community has and has to meet it in a way that’s sensitive to
community history, community culture and that isn’t trying to—I
will say, isn’t trying to make a lot of money off of the people,
but—but is really, is interested in service and exchange. | have a
service that you need or goods that you need, and 1 just want a fair
exchange. It’s not trying to exploit the community. Primarily that.

Interviewer: Okay. Anything else?

Interviewee: No, can’t think of anything else.

Interviewer: All right, Dr. Thomas. | really appreciate your time today.
Interviewee: Sure. Thank you for—

[End of Audio]
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