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From singing for free to raise money for the
cause, to uplifting activists with her phe-
nomenal voice and upbeat anthems, Aretha

Franklin was indelibly linked to the US civil rights
movement. Her signature song, “Respect”-
recorded as a feminist anthem-became a rallying
cry as African Americans rose up nationwide in
the 1960s to fight peacefully for racial equality.
Jesse Jackson, the veteran civil rights activist
who was part of Martin Luther King Jr’s inner
circle, hailed Franklin as “a source of joy” who
“used the platform for issues other than just
singing,” in an interview with AFP. 

Jackson, who said he first met the singer
when they were teenagers, told AFP by tele-
phone from Chicago that “it was very difficult to
say goodbye” when he visited and prayed with
the music legend shortly before her death on
Thursday at age 76. “Some singers, they com-
promise their racial and gender dignity to make

hit records,” Jackson said-but not Franklin. Her
music was “always upbeat, lifting people higher
and higher,” he noted.

‘She stood tall’ 
Franklin was born in the segregated American

South in Memphis, Tennessee on March 25, 1942,
before moving with her family to Detroit. Her
father, C.L. Franklin, was a prominent Baptist
preacher and civil rights activist, who in June
1963 helped King organize the Walk to Freedom
through downtown Detroit, only two months
before King’s historic March on Washington and
“I Have a Dream” speech. King was a good friend
of her father, occasionally visiting Detroit to
spend time in their home or at her father’s New
Bethel Baptist Church, Franklin told NPR in 1999.

And Jackson recalled one time when Franklin
personally stepped up to help King-with her
voice. “One occasion, when we were having

trouble raising money because of Dr King’s anti-
war stance, she sang for free, raising money for
the cause,” he told AFP. “One night in Houston,
Texas, she went on stage and they put tear gas
in the fan and she kept singing-she stood tall,” he
remembered. When King was assassinated in
1968, Franklin sang at his funeral.  Forty years
later, she sang at the inauguration of Barack
Obama, America’s first African-American presi-
dent. “In her voice, we could feel our history, all
of it and in every shade-our power and our pain,
our darkness and our light, our quest for
redemption and our hard-won respect,” Obama
said this week.

‘She embodied what we were fighting for’ 
The NAACP, the country’s largest civil rights

organization, presented Franklin with an award
in 2008 for her role in advancing awareness of
racial and social issues.  “No one can discuss the

civil rights movement nor music without paying
respect to the Queen of Soul,” said NAACP
Chairman Leon Russell. She gave generously
both in terms of finances and advice to US civil
rights activists, and led hometown tributes to
Nelson Mandela. In 1990, she sang at a rally in
his honor in Detroit after his release from prison
in South Africa. Taking to the stage, Mandela
spoke about listening to and appreciating “the
sound of Detroit” while in prison.

“When she sang, she embodied what we
were fighting for, and her music strengthened us.
It revived us,” said long-time congressman John
Lewis, another civil rights icon who worked
alongside King. 

“She was like a muse whose songs whispered
the strength to continue on. Her music gave us a
greater sense of determination to never give up
or give in, and to keep the faith.” To generations
of women, especially black women, Franklin was

an icon, an inspiration and a role model, who
embodied not just the fight for racial but also
gender equality.

Shawn Frazier, 59, a manicurist to the singer
for years, told AFP at a salon outside Detroit that
the civil rights movement sometimes came up for
discussion while the “Queen of Soul” was getting
her nails done. “She mainly would talk about her
dad and his involvement,” Frazier said, adding
that Franklin was “very strong about the things
that women or blacks were able to do, or that
were accomplished.”

Outside the church of Franklin’s father on the
evening she died, factory worker Maurice Black,
53, who grew up in the neighborhood, said his
mother was driving up from Alabama in a convoy
of two cars for her funeral. “You’ve got to under-
stand-she was civil rights, so all the people from
down south will be up here in Detroit,” he said.
“Believe that.” — AFP

Aretha: Muse and soundtrack of
US civil rights movement

Flowers and tributes continue to be placed on the star for Aretha Franklin on the
Hollywood Walk of Fame in Hollywood, California. — AFP photos

The Fillmore in Downtown Detroit pays its respects to the late Aretha Franklin with
the title of one of her songs in Detroit, Michigan.

A fan outside the New Bethel Baptist Church to pay his respects for the late Aretha
Franklin in Detroit, Michigan.

The Clutch beauty
bar is seen at the
Girls Auto Clinic
garage in Upper
Darby,
Pennsylvania.
— AFP photos

Sue Sweeney, 
shop forewoman at
the Girls Auto Clinic,
prepares a car 
service at 
her garage.

On the outside, the auto body shop looks
like the three other garages in this unas-
suming suburb of Philadelphia. Inside,

classic rock is blaring from a radio and the swel-
tering August heat is unforgiving. But it’s quickly
apparent that this is no ordinary garage. Shop
forewoman Sue Sweeney-clad in black shorts, a
black tank top and a bandana-is inspecting a
car on a lift above her, while another woman
passes her tools from a tray of equipment rest-
ing on a work bench.  There are hardly any men
to be seen.  Welcome to Girls Auto Clinic, where
a fleet of women mechanics is breaking the mold
in the male-dominated industry. “I used to be a
woman in the automotive industry that hated all
my experiences,” founder and CEO Patrice
Banks told AFP. “I called myself an auto airhead.
I always felt like I needed a guy to go to the
mechanic with me or that I was being taken
advantage of.”

Banks was 31 and working as a manager at
an engineering lab in 2012 when she decided to
switch gears, head back to school and become a
mechanic herself. What began as monthly car
workshops for women turned into a successful
business. Last year, Banks opened Girls Auto
Clinic-complete with a nail salon for its predom-
inantly female customers. “I wanted to create a
business where they feel welcomed and they

feel empowered,” the bubbly Banks said with a
smile.  “If we are the number one customer, so
many of us shouldn’t be feeling mistreated or
misunderstood.”

‘Women get it’ 
In the United States, women make up about

half of all drivers, according to the Department
of Transportation, but they only account for
about three percent of all automotive technicians
and mechanics. At Girls Auto Clinic, nine of the
10 employees are female. They call themselves
“She-canics.” “I can come in, be me, I can dress
however I want and I’m not going to get judged
whether I look girly enough or too boyish
because of the type of work I’m going to do,”
said Sweeney, 42. During her 23 years in the
business, Sweeney has heard every cliche in the
book. One former colleague told her she “should
be barefoot and pregnant in the kitchen.”

But she says blatant sexism based on the
physical nature of the work never deterred her.
As Sweeney hoists an engine into a car, Banks
says: “She’s incredible. And I’m like, who passed
up on her?” Banks, who sports a pair of red
heeled work boots, changes a tire with ease, nar-
rating her actions step by step, as she does in
her recent book, “Girls Auto Clinic Glove Box
Guide.” “It’s relatable-women get it,” she says.

“It’s not boring car stuff like ‘Let’s talk about car-
buretors or horsepower.’” Girls Auto Clinic has
been open for just over a year, but has already
built a loyal customer base. Banks estimates that
75 percent of her customers are women, many of

whom drive a few extra miles for the unique
repair experience. “The skilled and construction
trades have tried for decades to incorporate
more women with limited success, but having a
female-owned and -operated business with

trained professionals sounds like a good idea,”
said Arthur Wheaton, professor of industrial and
labor relations at Cornell University. 

“There is certainly room for growth in the
auto repair sector as fewer people go into the
skilled trades.” Banks is hoping to capitalize on
her success and turn the shop into a nationwide
franchise. A recently launched crowd funding
campaign aims to help open two new locations
in 2019 and three more by 2020.   “What’s big-
ger than female empowerment right now?”
Banks asked, convinced Girls Auto Clinic will
become a household name among female driv-
ers.  “We’re riding that wave, people are looking
for things like this. This is the right time.” — AFP

In one Philly garage, women
using their own elbow grease

Sue Sweeney, shop forewoman at the Girls Auto Clinic, 
performs transmission service at her garage.

The Clutch beauty bar is seen at the Girls Auto Clinic garage. Patrice Banks, founder and owner of the Girls Auto Clinic,
mounts a wheel on a car at her garage.

Sue Sweeney, shop forewoman at the Girls Auto Clinic, performs transmission service with a colleague
at her garage in Upper Darby.

The Girls Auto Clinic garage 
is seen in Upper Darby.


