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Newsletter of The Biddy Mason Charitable Foundation

From the Executive Director
Welcome to the first edition of Beacon, the official newsletter of The Biddy Mason
Charitable Foundation. On behalf of everyone involved with our organization,
I hope that you, and those who you care about, are healthy and safe.
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This foundation began in 2013 when the First African Methodist Church of Los
Angeles (FAME) and other community friends�recognized the serious lack of a
broad range of services for foster youth exiting the foster care system in Los Angeles.
The initiative began by creating and hosting events specifically designed for foster
youth and has grown to offering�scholarships�to further education. We started with
collaborative partnerships with the Los Angeles Department of Children & Family
Services and Court Appointed Special Advocates (CASA) and we are a founding
member of the 3FN Faith Foster Families Network. Over our seven years, our list
of partners has grown to include schools, colleges and other agencies that provide
support to foster youth.
These are uncertain times for us all, but especially for foster youth we serve who
may not be able to stay sheltered at home with their closest family members.
If you have been directly affected by COVID-19, then please know that our
deepest thoughts and hopes for recovery are with you and your loved ones.
The virus and restrictions on large gatherings have already had an impact on our
calendar. The annual Resource Fair, that was scheduled for April, will be rescheduled
for later this year. We hope that, with all our continued distancing and other efforts,
to celebrate Biddy’s birthday in August. Please follow us on social media on Facebook
(@TheBiddyMason), Twitter (@Biddy_Mason) and Instagram (@Biddy_Mason) or
check our website (biddymason.com) for updates. Your support has never been more
needed to ensure that some of the most vulnerable children and their families are
not forgotten in this time of crisis.
Please remember, caring is not in quarantine and we need your support. Please make your
heartfelt gift today at biddymason.com or mail to PO Box 41711, Los Angeles, CA 90041.
With my absolute best wishes to you and your family,

Honorary Advisor
Chester Howard

@THEBIDDYMASON
@BIDDY_MASON
@BIDDY_MASON
BIDDYMASON.COM

Jackie Broxton
Executive Director
OUR MISSION: The Biddy Mason Charitable Foundation provides quality services and
support to current and former foster youth through innovative programs and collaborative
initiatives with community partners.
PO Box 41711 • Los Angeles, CA 90041 • (323) 697-5378 • jbbiddymason1@biddymason.com
A founding member of Faith, Foster, Families Network

To donate online, go to biddymason.com
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Junely and son

Scholarship Profile – Junely Merwin
Even if you are immersed in the foster care world, Junely Merwin lived
in a part of its community that might not be totally familiar to you.
While navigating her own existence in the system, she overcame
obstacles from being born into a dysfunctional life of abuse, neglect,
gangs, and homelessness, and being a teen mother.
“I entered the foster care system with my one-month old child at the age
of 15,” said Merwin. “I was in constant struggle, trying to be a teenager
while also a mother. Although I had my child young, he is not my obstacle,
he is my motivation.”
After aging out, and her child beginning school himself, Merwin was
attending Cal State Fullerton and fully committed to graduating and
working towards a better life. However, she found the financial challenges
and duties of motherhood were taking their toll. Fortunately, she had
support helping her along the way.
“My advocates were sharing various opportunities for me, including funding
help, and that is how I became aware of The Biddy Mason Charitable
Foundation,” said Merwin. “I submitted an application and I was fortunate
enough to receive one of the foundation’s scholarships in 2018.”

Catching Up with
BMCF Scholarship
Recipients
2020 GRADUATES
JACI CORTEZ –
Communications, Rio Hondo CC�� �
LA PRINCESS KENNARD –
Masters Social Work, USC��
ASHLEY LIZARRAGA –
Masters, Columbia School of Social Work �
SHARI WALKER –
Masters Social Work, USC��
TAYRN WILLIAMS –
Outstanding Baccalaureate Graduate,
Business, Long Beach State
Recipients of BMCF Scholarships for
2020 will be announced in June.

Merwin used the money to offset educational and other expenses, but like
most of us have experienced, an unplanned expense came up. Fortunately
for her, BMCF was there again to extend a helping hand.
“The head gasket blew out on my car and it was making it difficult for me to
attend school and get my son where he needed to be,” said Merwin. “It was
impacting my attendance and grades and I was already struggling with money.
I was also recovering from a severe depression while juggling different
demands. I reached out to Jackie Broxton and she was able to find a generous
private donor. With that financial support, as well as help from others, I was
able to get my car fixed. It allowed me to focus on my motherly duties and
studies and I was able to graduate last year with a bachelor’s degree in human
services, focusing on mental health, administration, and community practice.”
Now, nearly five years after leaving the system, and recently working to reform
the foster care system with the Congressional Coalition Adoption Institute,
Merwin will be writing a policy report that will be shared with the United
States Congress. The goal is to shape foster care legislation that will improve
the lives of people like herself. She has also started public speaking and
writing about her experience, which you can read about at merwinjayact.com.
“I have used my experience to advocate for other teen moms in the system
because it is an invisible population to most people,” said Merwin, who was
honored by CSUF Center for Internships & Community Engagement with
its 2019 “Outstanding�Student�Leader” Award. “It has been a long journey
for both my son and I, but with the support of organizations like Biddy
Mason Charitable Foundation, I have been able to achieve a lot including
earning a degree and living a good life.” ■
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Board Spotlight – Dr. Krystal Bowen
Satchel Paige, the Baseball Hall of Fame pitcher, was fond of saying
“Don’t look back. Something might be gaining on you.”
For many who emancipated from the foster care system, looking back
at – or even talking about – a traumatic experience, can bring back painful
memories and impact their present. To make the decision to look back and
help others in the child welfare system takes a special kind of individual.
Dr. Krystal Bowen is using her own experiences as an emancipated foster
youth as both a respected mental health professional and as a member of
the Biddy Mason Charitable Foundation board. A veteran of the Department
of Mental Health for Los Angeles County, Bowen brings a unique
perspective to our foundation. Like many who become involved with
BMCF, she was inspired by a presentation about the organization’s work
and contribution towards those impacted by the child welfare system.
“The holidays can be tough for me,” said Bowen, who is a clinical
psychologist. “Jackie Broxton spoke at my church and at the conclusion
said they were looking for help serving the children at Thanksgiving.
I volunteered and there I picked her brain on what
BMCF was doing, curious if the system had changed
Continued Page 4
since I went through it.”

Dr. Krystal Bowen

Who is Biddy Mason?
Born into slavery in 1818 in Georgia, Bridget “Biddy” Mason was able to secure her
freedom after petitioning a Los Angeles court in 1856.
A mother of three daughters, Biddy became a legendary figure in early Los Angeles not
only for her astute business acumen, but for her philanthropy. She cared for the sick and
became a mentor to many in the early Los Angeles community.
As a slave, she had learned skills of a midwife and healing with herbal remedies.
These talents proved to be valuable when she began her life as a free woman, earning
her $2.50 per week as a nurse. Saving carefully, she was one of the first African American
women to own land in Los Angeles, purchasing a home on North Spring Street in 1866.
She founded a school and orphanage and her home became a refuge for many destitute settlers.
In 1872, Biddy helped establish the First AME Church (FAME), the oldest church
established by African Americans in Los Angeles. From her vision has grown a
congregation of more than 19,000 members and several dozen ministries.
As a businesswoman, she amassed a relatively large fortune, which she shared generously with charities.
When she died in 1891 her estate was valued at $300,000, or approximately $6 million in today’s dollars.
In 1989, a memorial in her honor was erected in a small park near Third and Spring that includes her own words:
“If you hold your hand closed, nothing good can come of it. The open hand is blessed, for it gives abundance, even as it receives.” ■
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Human Trafficking Concerns Increase During Pandemic
By Ashley Lizarraga

For children and youth in the foster care system, running
away from their placements is a relatively common
occurrence. When someone leaves their foster placement,
they become vulnerable to becoming homeless, engaging
in delinquent behavior, and/or being commercially
sexually exploited.
Domestic human trafficking is a growing issue, especially
for youth in the foster care system. The commercial sexual
exploitation of those in the foster care system includes the
trafficking of children, distribution of child pornography and
child tourism. And while there is not currently complete
data on the number of overall children and youth in the
foster care system that are being trafficked and commercially
sexually exploited, the numbers appear to be moving
upwards during the COVID-19 pandemic.

Ashley
Lizarraga
Along with her twin sister,
Kandace, Krystal was
removed from her home while in middle school and lived
in three different homes, including one belonging to an aunt.
Prior to her removal, she recalls vivid memories of the
physical and emotional abuse that was inflicted on her
mother as she battled addiction and openly admits dealing
with separation anxiety to this day. “The memories and
experiences do not fade away but only gets easier to recognize
and manage as they surface day-to-day” said Bowen.
Board Spotlight Continued

Once she emancipated from the system, she found herself
in a familiar situation for many foster youths.
“I did not know how to do anything,” said Bowen. “I had failed
many times before learning how to figure it out on my own.”
A social worker encouraged Krystal to enroll at Cal State
Northridge, but she dropped out before giving birth to her son
during her freshman year. Even though she was working as a
security guard, she was homeless and living in a car while her
aunt allowed her son to live with her. It all began to change
when she learned from her aunt that L.A. County was hiring.

The Los Angeles County Department of Children and
Family Services (DCFS) Office of Commercially Sexually
Exploited Children (CSEC) has released preliminary
data on 2020 and it confirms an increase in referrals
of commercially sexually exploited
Continued Page 6
children compared to the same
“That was life-altering because it provided me with
security,” said Bowen. “Then my sister applied, and we
worked together at the Registrar-Recorder office, our first
real job. We were able to save money and get an apartment
together and that was the first inkling of hope for us.
It was then I realized there must be something better for
me. I was tired of struggling, feeling the emptiness, lack
of purpose and being in bad relationships, which set me
on a journey of figuring out my life.
“Seven years later, I returned to school and earned a
bachelor’s degree at University of Phoenix in Human
Services in 2012, a master’s degree from University of
Southern California, School of Social Work in 2014,
and eventually a Doctor of Psychology (Psy.D) degree in
Clinical Psychology from California School of Psychology,
Alliant International University in 2018.
“I discovered that if you take care of yourself on the inside,
especially the emotional needs, you will have a better
chance at life. It is the inside that transcends to our
external world and wreaks havoc. I can speak from
my own experience, years of therapy
Continued Page 5
helped me to identify and manage the
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effects of
my traumatic
experiences. But think of someone who doesn’t
have the opportunity for therapy or know where
to go for help?”
Board Spotlight Continued

Bowen sees The Biddy Mason Charitable
Foundation as a refuge, a wraparound service for
assisting foster youth to get the kind of help they
may need – whether its guidance or counseling,
friend, mentor, help with writing a resume,
securing housing, or a new outfit for an interview.
“Because I have access to the system, I am aware
of the struggles of current and emancipated foster
youth,” said Bowen. “When I sit and talk with
them, I get inside the barriers that keep them from
moving on. Their experiences are complex; more
than what we can imagine with layers of trauma
that need to be unpacked but are not yet ready.
But that very issue is holding them back from the
life that they desire, and our foundation can be
that support for them.

“Porch Talk” to Launch Soon
Caring is not in quarantine. The Biddy Mason Charitable
Foundation will soon launch “Porch Talk” an interactive online
program that will offer a variety of academic, behavioral health
support and life skill support presentations.
We want to know what subjects and tutorials would be most
helpful to you.
Please go to our website at biddymason.com to complete a brief
survey that will help us design our curriculum and programs. ■

“When I was in the system there were a plethora
of resources and assistance, but it didn’t make
a difference until I met someone who I felt
genuinely cared and would listen when I reached
out. That is what our mission is about.
“And even if they are not ready to receive help and
guidance, we are ready with open arms to embrace
them with kindness and gentleness that their
souls very well need. We will be nearby to
weather the storm with them until they have
enough footing to stand on their own and write
their story the way they want it to end.” ■

Thank you to Our Partners
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BMCF Hosts 3FN
Distribution Event

The Biddy Mason Charitable Foundation and its volunteers,
as part of its role as a founding member of the Faith Foster
Families Network, hosted an 3FN event outside First AME
Church to distribute baby and personal items to agencies
that are part of the African-American Infant Maternal
Mortality Initiative. The initiative which is supported by
Los Angeles County and its departments – Department of
Public Health and Department of Health Services – address
the challenge African American women face during and
immediately following childbirth. Thank you to 3FN and its
executive director, Nancy Harris, for allowing us to be a part
of this event during the current pandemic crisis when the need
is great, and also thank you to CarePortal and its regional
manager Embér Ngur, for sending out the call and fulfilling
the need for these important items. ■

6

Summer 2020

Huntington Library
Hosts Evening
Highlighting Life of Biddy
Before a sold-out audience in Pasadena, The Huntington
Library, in partnership with Brigham Young University,
hosted another lecture in its education series – The Trials
of Biddy Mason: Slavery, Mormonism and the Making of
Black Los Angeles.
Sarah Barringer Gordon (University of Pennsylvania)
and Kevin Waite (Durham University) explored the role
of the Mormon Church and the spread of slavery across
the continent in the mid-19th century through the life
of Bridget “Biddy” Mason. Last fall, the pair, along with
Arlin Adams (University of Pennsylvania), were awarded
an $242,000 collaborative research grant by The National
Endowment for the Humanities (NEH) for their project,
“The Long Road to Freedom: Biddy Mason (1818–1891)
and the Making of Black Los Angeles.” They were selected
based on their proposal to co-author a book and create
a website detailing the story of freedwoman Biddy Mason,
who played a pivotal role in developing the First African
Methodist Church in Los Angeles.
We would like to thank The Huntington and especially
Bill�Deverell (Director, Huntington-USC Institute on
California and the West and a Professor of History at USC)
for his introduction to Sarah Gordon and Kevin Waite.
We look forward to working with them all in the future
to bring Biddy's amazing story to new audiences. ■

Rowan and Owens Outreach Committee

Thanks to the loyal volunteers of the Rowan and
Owens Outreach Committee for the steadfast support
in staffing all events.
The dedicated committee is named after Elizabeth
Flake Rowan and Robert Owens who were both
instrumental in helping Biddy Mason and the other
slaves of Robert Smith gain their freedom in 1856.
Chris Boffman
Florence Boyd
Angela Craddock
Jessica Crenshaw
Jefferson Cox
Juanita Clark

Otho Day
Marsha Hopkins
Cynthia Hudley
Carmelita Mobley
Adrienne Toussaint
Patricia Wilson

If you would like to volunteer or learn more about
this committee, please go to biddymason.com and
complete the volunteer information form.
four-month period
in 2019. There were
200 child/youth referrals made from January to April
in 2019, but so far in 2020 – a period dominated with
“stay-at-home” order – 290 referrals came into the
department, an increase of nearly 50 percent.
Human Trafficking Continued

One might assume a global pandemic and a governor
mandating staying-at-home would decrease the rate of
children being exploited. However, the inextricable link
between the increase of CSEC referrals during COVID-19,
makes those of us working as child welfare professionals
and advocates ask two questions: 1) is law enforcement
and social workers able to identify children/youth that
are being commercially exploited? and 2) are more
children/youth leaving unhealthy environments and
falling into the hands of sex traffickers? With Los Angeles
County being identified as a high area of sexual
commercial exploitation of minors by the FBI and
one of the nation’s largest child welfare systems, law
enforcement and child welfare professionals must
double their efforts to protect the vulnerable children
and youth in the foster care system.
If you suspect a foster child or youth is being abused
or neglected, or know of a family that may need
additional support or access to resources, please
contact DCFS immediately:
Toll-free within California: (800) 540-4000
Outside California: (213) 639-4500
TDD [Hearing Impaired]: (800) 272-6699
The Hotline is accessible 24 hours a day, 7 days a week. ■

Sarah Barringer Gordon and Kevin Waite present
“The Trials of Biddy Mason” at the Huntington Library.

Ashley Lizarraga is former foster youth and past recipient
of a Biddy Mason Charitable Foundation Scholarship Award.
A 2020 graduate of Columbia University’s School of Social
Work, she will pursue a PhD at the University of Washington.

