The FriYAY Podcast Series
Transcript for Episode 17: Behind The Scenes Look Of NPS Twenty & Odd Story
 with Mathew John
(Introduction Music)
 It’s Fri-Yay, Fri-Yay, Fri-Yay, FriYAY! (woo!)
(Fast guitar-picking music)
Narrator:
Welcome to the FriYAY Podcast Series from PPFL. Each week we interview interesting experts in a variety of disciplines from underwater basket-weaving to animal husbandry. This week we're talking to Mathew John, Director of the short film “Twenty & Odd.” Sally Mayberry conducted the interview.
---
Sally Mayberry, byline:
Let me start by asking you where you get your inspiration to create?
Mathew John:
I get my inspiration to create from life. And I've always had a special interest in how people relate to the world around them. And I've always been interested in the world and things that happen interested in nature, other people's actions, what's going on in my head. So I just use life as my inspiration. When someone wants a video done I actually take a few days and wander around and try to come up with ideas for videos. And sometimes that works and sometimes it just comes to me just by observing.
And I think observing is the greatest thing that we have when it comes to creativity. Whether you observe yourself or observe other people or observe nature there's so many things that you can observe. And then there's an awareness that comes from it and through that awareness is how I create videos.
Sally:
Speaking of observing, what inspired you to make “Twenty & Odd”?
Mathew:
So in 2011 when I was an intern for the National Capital Region, I was given an assignment to film the excavation of the L’Hermitage Slave Village at Monocacy National Battlefield which is in Frederick, Maryland. And I was asked to capture the HBCU, Historically Black Colleges and University, interns as they performed archaeological digs under the leadership of Joy Beasley. These HBCU interns were sifting through the dirt finding remnants of slaves that used to live at the slave village. I believe at the time it was the second largest slave village discovered on the eastern seaboard. And I just remember this feeling of such profound sadness come over me as I watched the memories of 90 or more enslaved African-Americans being relegated just to buried remnants.
And that history kind of weighed on me. And so I was listening to this song and I went back to the office and I found a poetry piece and paired that with an audio piece and that's how I got the inspiration. “Twenty & Odd” odd was inspired by African-American people and will always be about the beauty of the African-American experience.
Sally:
Is there a part of this project or story that stands out for you or is special and if so why?
Mathew:
I think it was seeing the empowerment of the six women who wrote the film. These were actually friends of mine. We used to eat lunch together. I always say this: we weren't a team that was put together, we were a team that came together.
I knew that in order to make this film I would need experts in African-American history and the culture so I went to each one of them and asked them if they would be a part of it individually. They all said yes and just to see them from start to finish coming to their own and get inspired and just finding the power within themselves to tell the stories is probably my favorite part.
I got to see it all at Fort Monroe. Fort Monroe was actually our last shot and it's the women coming out of the water. The six women coming out of the water. They wanted to take some time at the end of it and they all circled around and did like a little speech to each other in the water by themselves. And it got very emotional for them and just to see that was probably the best part of the entire project for me.
Sally:
As you were working on this project what were some of the obstacles you encountered and how did you decide to overcome them?
Mathew:
The ladies came up with a slogan pretty much for our entire project. It was “strategic, intentional, and Black.” We had a budget and we knew that we weren't going to be able to film at all the African-American sites and locations that we wanted to film. We asked the Chief Historian, Dr. Turkiya Lowe and Porsha, who works for her, to help us come up with the locations that we could film. And so they picked I believe about 100 locations that we could select from. So we knew we had to be strategic about this. We had to work within the budget, so we decided to pick Atlanta as our center. And then we flew into Atlanta and then we rented a car and we drove all around to like Birmingham, New Orleans, and filmed within four days. That was one of the biggest obstacles.
The second thing was also some of the locations we wanted to film. At a partner site and we worked with them for months trying to film there and at the last minute we were told that we could not film there. It was deterring but I took a few days and I realized that we could actually film that scene at Monocacy National Battlefield, that it would work at the battlefield. We decided to film it Monocacy and it was maybe the universe or some divine spirit the video was inspired at Monocacy National Battlefield and that was the very last place that we filmed and was our last scene of the filming.
Sally:
What do you hope those who watch this short film will discover or learn from it?
Mathew:
You're not going to be able to see it maybe through the film. You're only going to be able to see it if you read the resource guide and just hear the back stories. But I think that the thing that people should get out of this more than anything is that the people that live the story are the ones that should tell the story.
You know in the beginning of this process like I even sat in a room with these six amazing women and I was coming up with ideas for shots and I think I may have said things that I wouldn't say were offensive but that just didn't really fit with the theme of what we were going for. And I had to be open and I had to work with a team that was honest. They were very honest with me and saying that you know some of these things probably wouldn't work and it may have been traumatic for them so I decided to take a back seat and I just let them take creative control as far as the shots. And I know it works because if you look at the comments it really, really resonates within the community. Which is what we really wanted and I think that if I had done the film as I saw it, I don't think it would be the same. I'm so glad that we gave these six women the creative control to tell their own story using their cultural significance and their life. Yeah so that's what I would get out of everything. The people that live the story should be the ones that tell the story and that's what I want people to get out of this film.
---
Narrator:
To learn more about the FriYAY Series visit the Common Learning Portal. 


