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Sometimes, a journey is measured not in miles logged but in mileposts from a history book - 1787, 1863, 1964. 

"Let Freedom Ring," a recent celebration at Old Dominion University, highlighted such important dates and events as the adoption of the U.S. Constitution, the anniversary of the Emancipation Proclamation and Martin Luther King Jr. being awarded the Nobel Prize for peace. But the journey toward freedom also can be long and painful, especially for people on whose backs much of the nation's success was built. 

"As slaves, our families were split up, sold, got new names. We lost our way," said Eric Sheppard author of ``Ancestor's Call'' and keynote speaker. "Churches became our family units. But now, we need to become families again." 

Sheppard, descendant of famous freed slave Moses Grandy from Camden, N.C., challenged African-Americans to research archived records and ask older family members about their genealogy. 

"Family is the key. I know my Grandy family for only two years, but there is power in bringing family together," Sheppard said. 

His words resonated with a father, Shafeeq Ameen of Chesapeake, and his two daughters, Khadijah, 11 and Maryam, 10. 

"I think (hearing Sheppard's talk) will spearhead us to locate family members. My grandfather just died at 101 and I was lucky that he passed down information to me," Ameen said. His daughter, Khadijah, couldn't wait to get home to tell her mom about what she learned about the Emancipation Proclamation and about Martin Luther King. 

Before Sheppard's talk, audience members were treated to a retelling of the freedom struggle. Two cafeterias at the university's Webb Center had been transformed into an interactive museum with members of the ODU forensics team leading groups through a darkened diorama illuminated only by large red posters of America's greatest documents, letters and speeches. 

As attendees walked through, other forensics members, gave passionate readings from the words of African-American leaders, the likes Sojourner Truth, Rosa Parks and Malcolm X. Two large projection screens showed a videotape of America during the heyday of Jim Crow laws and other racist policies. 

Eleven members from various college groups and community organizations, among them the NAACP ODU chapter and the Urban League, read Lincoln's famous Emancipation Proclamation, which includes a little-known exemption for the "(County) of Norfolk, including the cities of Norfolk and Portsmouth. . . ," since Norfolk already had been claimed by the Union months earlier. 

After the presentation, Sheppard's son, Malcolm, 7, stood before the Martin Luther King Jr. display in the diorama section, reading King's words upon accepting the Nobel Prize for peace. 

Malcolm said, "I'm proud of my daddy. He's taught me lots of things, like it's important to help family." 

Someday, it will fall Malcolm Sheppard to continue the family story.. 
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Students Dora Gyasi, left, Adjoa Ataah and Lawrence Troutman listen
to Demetrius Pagan as he depicts Martin Luther King Jr. during Old
Dominion University's "Let Freedom Ring'' celebration, at the school
on Jan. 22. 
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Timothy Jeter reads "Letter from Mecca,'' in his role as Malcolm X. 
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