
On Wednesday in
Parkinson Hall on the
Mississippi University for
Women campus, Jim Hill
presented a program called
“The Secret Life of Stars”.
The next evening in the
same building the hip-hop
artist Chuck D. offered a
rambling discourse on
music, politics and popular
culture.

Both events were free and
open to the public and both
were interesting in very different ways.
And, both used language and terminolo-
gy that an unhip 50-something history
major could only faintly understand.
Undeterred, I attended, dutifully took
notes and hope to share here something
of what these two men had to say.

“In order to make an apple pie from
scratch you must first create the uni-
verse.”

— Carl Sagan
Hill, director of The Rainwater

Observatory in French Camp, spoke for
50 minutes to a gathering of science stu-
dents on astronomy. Like humans, stars
have a life-cycle, prenatal, birth, youth,
middle age and death, and they are con-
stantly being born, evolving and dying.

The universe has been around about
13.75 billion years, Hill says. We live in
the Milky Way Galaxy and there are at
least 50 million more out there. That’s
galaxies, not planets.

“How do we know what we know
about the stars?” he asked. All we have
from the stars is the light and we can
tease enormous amounts of information
from different types of light.”

The astronomer proceeded to explain
how, using data gleaned from telescopes,
the mass, age, size and distance from
Earth of stars could be ascertained. His
presentation, using artist renditions of
celestial activity, was beautiful but
seemed more suited to a series of cours-
es rather than a less-than-one-hour pres-

entation.
The Rainwater

Observatory — in one of
only six dark regions in the
U.S. east of the Mississippi,
according to Hill — is about
70 miles from here. Check
out their Web site for more
information.

At first blush a rapper who
performed in a group called
Public Enemy and has had
stage names like Crunk
Bitchicana or Chuck

Dangerous is not someone you would
expect to be lecturing in a honors forum
at a small college in Mississippi. But then
maybe so.

Carlton Douglas Ridenhour, better
known as Chuck D, is a rapper, compos-
er, author and producer. Ridenhour has
been writing politically charged and
socially conscious rap music since the
late 1980s, and, as of late, has been
speaking in prisons and schools, railing
against the image and message put forth
by the culture and music that made him
famous.

Thursday evening Ridenhour deliv-
ered a rambling monologue in the man-
ner of a rapper turned stand-up comic.
Redundant at times, he went on for more
than two hours about politics, pop cul-
ture and music history. Chuck D’s over-
riding message to college students:
You’re in a great place, with great people
and a great opportunity; don’t blow it.

In our consumer society, we obsessed
with appearances while little notice is
given to character and learning, he said.

“America is transfixed on keeping
people robotic; once you’re into con-
sumption, it’s about designing your out-
side and forgetting your inside. You’re in
a university; work on designing your
inside. … hold on to your own mind;
don’t let anybody make up your mind for
you.”

Get your money’s worth, Ridenhour
admonished W students. He compared

loafing and the resulting low GPA to pay-
ing $70,000 (a hypothetical price for a
college education) for a Lambo (A
Lamborghini) and getting instead a ‘79
Buick Regal.

“How many people are spending
$70,000 and getting a hoopty GPA?
You’re not getting your money’s worth,
dog. You getting pimped out, out hus-
tled.”

Ridenhour decried the cult of celebri-
ty created by television. True and mean-
ingful role models have been replaced by
people famous simply for being on TV,
he said. 

“Unfortunately we are in a time when
television has created the drug of the
millennium and the drug of the millenni-
um is celebrity. It created celebrity for
people to follow like the Pied Piper.”

The musician acknowledged the per-
ceptions black people face in the work
place and defended the record of
President Barack Obama.

“As a black man when you get a job in
the middle of white society you have to
do that job three times as good. People
saying, ‘What’s he (Obama) done so far’?
He said he was going to president; he
didn’t say he was going to be Jesus.

“Black folks better take advantage of a
black president: Be the best you can be.
The job you gotta do is be the best
human being you can be.”

Finally, after his lecture and a lengthy
Q&A, the gregarious musician posed for
pictures with children, parents and stu-
dents, signed autographs and chatted
with anyone who wanted to talk.

During his presentation Chuck D said
he planned afterward to stop by Captain
D’s (no relation, presumably) for a fish
sandwich and a medium tea before head-
ing back to Atlanta, doing a couple of
interviews on his iPhone with radio sta-
tions on the way.

Write or phone Birney Imes at The
Commercial Dispatch, 516 Main St.,
Columbus, MS 39701, 328-2424, or e-mail
him at birney@cdispatch.com.

A big thank you goes out
to the Birmingham chapter
of Mississippi's First
Alumnae Association
(MFAeA) for setting up a
memorial scholarship to
honor the four young
Mississippi University for
Women students who lost
their lives to a fire at the
Days Inn in Hoover, Ala. in
January.

Mississippi’s First
Alumnae Association, the
organization of graduates and former
students of Mississippi University for
Women, voted Saturday, Feb 6 to estab-
lish the memorial scholarship.

Chapter president Shirley
Rutherford Spain contacted me this
week after reading my earlier blogs
about the four young women. She want-
ed me to know that their lives will never

be forgotten.
Shirley Rutherford Spain

is a 1964 graduate of
Mississippi University for
Women. The alumnae of the
W are also known as the
Long Blue Line.

I spoke to Ms. Spain
today at her home in Jasper,
Ala. She’s been in touch
with several of the girls’
families. One mother spoke
about taking the loss “one
day at a time.”

All four of the women who died were
freshmen on scholarship at MUW. They
were Jamelia Brown, 18, of Grenada,
MS; Jaslynn McGee, 19, of Corinth, MS;
Alondan "Angel" Turner, 18, and
Catherine Muse, 18, both of Cordova,
Ala.

MFAeA president Anghaarad
Teague-Dees said: “These young

women will never get to be part of the
Long Blue Line of W alums, but they
were certainly part of our W family.”

I did not know these girls, but as an
educator I imagine that any of them
could have been one of my students.
Their deaths made my heart heavy for
what might have been and for the terri-
ble void left in the lives of their families
and friends.

I hope my contribution to the memo-
rial scholarship will make a difference
in the lives of those MUW students who
will follow these four.

If you would like to make a contribu-
tion to the memorial scholarship, please
send your check to Mississippi’s First
Alumnae Association, c/o Deborah
Hodges, Treasurer, 800 Hillcrest Road,
No. 6, Mobile, AL, 36695. Snow is an
associate professor of public diplomacy at
Syracuse University. Her blog is pub-
lished on Huffington Post.
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Encouraged by dialogue spawned by
uniform debate

I am saddened to read some of the
online posts in response to the article in
the Dispatch today about the open forum
in Starkville. I appreciate the school
board and Mrs. Couey for holding it, Mr.
Buffington for moderating and everyone
for attending. The forum was to allow the
airing of opinions on the proposed uni-
form policy. I was hoping it would initiate
a two-way dialogue and help the disagree-
ment become more civil and more pro-
ductive. There are a lot of assumptions
made about the motives of the people
against the uniforms and the motives of
the school board. I can’t speak to any-
one’s motives or experiences  other than
mine so I won’t.

The overwhelming concern by most
of us against uniforms is that our MS edu-
cation budget has shrunk by about $170
million this year (this includes the $37
million our representatives voted to
restore to the budget today) Uniforms for

those who can’t afford them are going to
be a major cost to a district that has real
problems. We want to see this money put
towards those problems -drop out rates,
failing test scores, safety concerns, etc.
Without a fiscal analysis of what a uni-
form policy will cost and a firm commit-
ment from non-profits/donors to cover
the cost, we are concerned about what
this will mean to the SSD budget and
where the money for uniforms will come
from. Without clear benefits to changing
the status quo, how can we justify the
cost?

In response to a couple of comments
about not being involved, if this issue is
what it took to wake people up and get
them to realize we have big problems
then that is great. I had no idea of the
extent of our problems until this subject
came up. As I said in my last letter I was
asleep at the wheel. I have lots of reasons
why-work, kids, illness, caring for sick
relatives out-of-state, etc. but the fact is I
wasn’t paying attention beyond being
room mom or going on fieldtrips. The

school board is there to keep an eye out
and I appreciate their service to the dis-
trict. I think they want the best for our
children and our schools. However, we all
have different ideas about how to achieve
that. We have to work together on this
and this entails a two-way dialogue. My
hope is that it is respectful. Unfortunately
passions run high sometimes and well-
intentioned but sometimes misguided or
inappropriate remarks and assumptions
are made.

It seems that this is as good a time as
any to model for our kids how to disagree
respectfully.

I hope this whole ordeal strengthens
our resolve to do better for our children
as parents, educators, school board mem-
bers and as a community. By this I mean
better and more communication between
the board and the community, respectful
discourse and a full-on commitment to
work together to help our schools and
our children reach their potential. 

Jennifer K. L. Burgess 
Starkville
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The Legislature’s passage and
Gov. Barbour’s promise to sign a
bill requiring prescriptions for
cold medicines with pseu-
doephedrine should help
Mississippi dramatically reduce
the production, use and distribu-
tion of crystal methamphetamine
— a highly addictive stimulant
drug that is illegal and almost epi-
demic in our state and many oth-
ers.

Pseudoephedrine is the pri-
mary ingredient for methampheta-
mine.

The bill in effect returns
required prescription status to
pseudoephedrine drugs sold over
the counter under many brand
names.

Mississippi’s law is modeled on
an Oregon anti-meth law that’s
been in effect since July 1, 2006,
and which is credited with dramat-
ically reducing manufacture, sale
and use of crystal meth in that
Pacific Coast state. The Wall
Street Journal reported in
October that since 2006 meth-
related arrests in Oregon have
dropped 43 percent.

Mississippi law already restricts
the amount of cold pills people
may buy, but offenders get around
that by buying at multiple outlets,
a process called “smurfing.”

Almost 600 crystal-meth opera-
tions were destroyed and 981 peo-
ple arrested in Mississippi in
2009, involving crystal meth.

The bill had the strong backing
of law enforcement statewide and
from many pharmacists.

The law, once implemented, will
make ingredients for crystal meth
much harder to obtain in our state
because of the prescription
requirement.

By requiring prescriptions for
all cold medicines with pseu-
doephedrine, Oregon’s law
became a model of third-party
regulation: the state using phar-
macists (third parties) to enforce
anti-narcotic laws.

Some pharmacists are con-
cerned about an increased risk of
armed theft by meth crooks, and
we hope the state pays close atten-
tion to the frequency of those inci-
dents. Other steps might be need-
ed.

The best solution arguably is
nationwide federal adoption of the
Oregon and/or Mississippi laws
to make difficulty of availability
more uniform. A federal law
would not ban the drug, which
has been useful for decades, but it
would limit legal availability
nationwide to people deemed in
medical need.

Northeast Mississippi Daily
Journal, Tupelo
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