Omaha Reads

The picks for this year are... _
“Wait Till Next Year: A Memoir” by
“The Secret Garden” by Frances H

Story on Page 3E

People of various religions find common
ground in a broad interview project.
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rjons find common
AVIEW project.

By CHRISTOYHER BURBACH
WORLD-HERALD STAFF WRITER

elissa Rotolo had read anti-Tslam books that
made her séared of Muslims, and wanted o
do something about that. Kael Sagheer had
been challenged by her 17-year-old daughter
to prove that Omaha is more diverse than it
W might seem. :
Those motivations led the two women — one Christian, one =
Mauslim — to volunteer to interview people about faith in an am--
bitious effort called Community Mosaic. They are among more
than 30 volunteers who have been going to houses of worship,
universities and other sites to conduct videotaped interviews of
people on their beliefs about religion.

In the spring, the interviews will be posted on the Web site
of Project Interfaith, the Omaha group behind the initiative.
People will be able to click on different faith groups and see
what local people have to say in their own words.

“We have 264 interviews right now, and
counting,” said Sierra Pirigyi, the Project
Interfaith intern who's coordinating Commu-
nity Mosaic. "It will really show how diverse
Omabha is, and how diverse faith traditions are.
1t's hard to place people in a box sometimes.”

The interviews have come from interview-
ers’ visits to such sites as a Hindu temple,
several mosques and synagogues, Baha'i gath-
erings, churches of various Christian denomi-
nations, the University of Nebraska at Omaha

Sagheer and Creighton University.
More have been conducted in open houses
_at Project Interfaith's office. The non-profit group will host two
more open houses for people who want to be interviewed at its
office, 115 S. 49th Ave. They will be Jan. 19, from 11 am. to 2
) p.m,; and Feb. 8, from 11 a.m. to 2 p.m.
e : They're lodking for more religious and civic sites to conduct
interviews in Omaha and Council Bluffs.
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WiHl 4 pli UCelOl, died sunday. She was 80.
Francis, who was diagnosed with lung’

cancer in 2007 and underwent surgery and

chemotherapy, died of complications of parn-

. creatic cancer at a retirement home in Santa

Barbara, said Jane Uemura, her daughter.
Friends and family members were with her,
said a family spokeswoman, Melissa Fitch.

A shapely and pretty blonde with a signa-
ture beauty mark next to her lower lip, Fran-
cis was a former child model and radio ac-
tress when she first came to notice on the big
screen in the early 1950s,

. She had leading or supporting roles in more
than 30 movies, including “Bad Day at Black
Rock,” “Battle Cry,” “Blackboard Jungle,”
“The Hired Gun,” “Don’'t Go Near the Water,”
“Brainstorm,” “Funny Girl” and “Hook, Line
and Sinker.”

She also achieved cult status as one of the
stars of “Forbidden Planet,” the 1956 MGM
movie co-starring Walter Pidgeon and Leslie
Nielsen and featuring a helpful robot named
Robby.

Francis, however, never became a major
movie star and was more frequently seen
on television as a guest star on scores of se-
ries from the late ‘50s and decades beyond,
including an episode of “The Twilight Zone”
in which she played a department-store man-
nequin who comes to life at night.

But it’s as the star of “Honey West,” the
first female detective to be featured in z
weekly TV series, that Francis may be best
remembered. -

Based on the title character in G.C. Fick-
ling’s series of Honey West paperback mys-
teries launched in 1957, Francis’ Honey West
was introduced to TV viewers in an episode

of “Burke’s Law” in the spring-of 1965.

The episode served as the pilot for the half-
hour “Honey West” series, for which Aaron
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Actress Anne Francis poses with Robby the
Robot at the 50th anniversary of the film
“Forbidden Planet.” Francis was the love interest
n the 19505 science—fictlo'n culiclassic.

Spelling was the executive producer and
which made its debuit in fall 1965,
In it, West, who inherited a Los Angeles

detective agency from her late father, had’

a partner named Sam Bolt (played by John
Ericson), sharved an apartment with her Aunt
Meg (Irene Hervey) and owned a man-hating
pet ocelot named Bruce Biteabit,

In what Francis later described as “a
tongue-in-cheek, female James Bond,” her
karate-chopping private eye drove a custom-
built Cobra convertible sports car and, when
hecessary, worked out of a specially equipped
mobile surveillance van that masqueraded as
a TV service vehicle,

was ouliltied m an eye-catching wardrobe
that included a black snakeskin trench coaf,
a white beaded gown trimmed in sable and a
tiger-skin bathing suit with matching cape.

In a television era of Donna Reed and Har-
riet Nelson housewives, the independent;
take-charge Honey West has been described
as being a role model for voung baby-boomer
women, :

“She was probably the forerunner of what
we would call the good aspects of female
independence,” Francis told the (Memphis)
Commercial Appeal in 1997,

“Producers and writers I work with, young
women in their 30s and 40s, tell me all the
time, “You have no idea what an influence
you had on me with Honey West. You showed
that I could do something unusual with my
life, that I could have my freedom and not be-
dependent on another human being for my
livelihood.’

Francis won a Golden Globe as best female
TV star and received an Emmy nomination
for her portrayal of Honey West. .

The series received good ratings, but-ABC
canceled it in 1966 after 30 episodes. “They -
were abie to buy ‘The Avengers’ (spy drama)
from England for less than it cost to produce’
our show,” Francis later said.

AtMGM, she co-starred in “Forbidden Plan-
et,” a big-budget, box-office hit that received
an Oscar nomination for special effects. At
the time, she recalled, “I don’t think that any
of us really were aware of the fact that if was
going to turn into a longtime cult film, prob-
ably much, much stronger today than it was
then. ... Forbidden Planet’ just had a life of
its own, something that none of us was aware
was going to happen.” .

Francis, who wrote the 1982 memoir “Voic-
es From Home: An Inner Journey,” continued
to appear on television throughout thi ‘00s.
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Continued ﬁ‘oin Page 1

Project is opening eyes about city’s religions

The interviews were supposed
to wrap up Thursday, but the
project was extended because
of community interest, said Beth

- Katz, Project Interfaith execu-

tive director.

Of 35 vohmteer interviewers;
33 said they were willing to keep
doing it

Omaha’s diversity is reflected
in the interview teams them-
selves. They came from 14 differ-
ent faiths and belief traditions,
Pirigyi said. Most, like Rotolo
and Sagheer, were strangers to

-each other before they became ,

inviitved this fall,

Rotolo is a 45-year-old mother
of boys, ages 5 and 2, who works
part-time for a lawyer.

She belongs to a Presbyterian
church, but ealls herself a spiri-
tnal secker.

“One of the reasons I joined
this project was I was reading
some boeks that were very anti-
Muslim, by a former Muslim,”

Rotolo said, “It just scared me
to death. T thought I need to get
over this fear. I need to meet
some Muslims.”

Meanwhile, Kael Sagheer, a
42-year-old teacher at Phoenix
Academy who's married to a
man from Pakistan, joined partly
because of their children, espe-
cially their 17-year-old daughter.
Sagheer grew up in Kearney as
a Methodist, converted to Islam
for theological reasons in her
20s and then married a Muslim
man. She has lived in Islamabad,
Pakistan; Sapporo, J apan; and
Dallas, among other places, and
finds Omaha “a very: welcoming
place.” -

“We're a Muslim family, “and
it’s just a little difficult being dif-
ferent,” Sagheer said. “I wanted
her fo see that there are a lot of
people in Omaha who are differ
ent.”

She said she told her daughter
that, and her daughter’s response
was “Prove it.”

Mother and daughfer were

paired with Rotolo.

They've done interviews at
Omaha’s Hindu Temple, Coun-
tryside  Community  Church
and First Unitarian Church, as
well as a Baha'i center, Cathoalic
churches and Metropolitan Com-
munity Church.

Fach interview: consists of
four main questions. They ask
how people religiously identify
themselves and why, what ste-
reotype or myth about their be-
liefs affects them, and do they
find Omaha a welcoming Place,
and why or why not.-

The actual interviews take
about two to eight minutes each,
But there’s a lot of conversation
before and affer, in which the
interviewers said they learned
a lot.

They've alse come to know
each other a little bit outside of
the interviews.

“Kael and her teen-aged daugh-
ter so generously met with me
for lunch one day when I wanied
to say, ‘I'm scared of people like

you, can you answer some ques-
tions,” Rotolo said,

They did, she said. Sagheer
said she admired Rotolo “for
having the intelligence and suts
to seek that out.

Rotolo said the lunch and in-
terviews have helped break
down her fears and open her un-
derstanding. .

Sagheer is not sure she has
persuaded her daughter about
her hometown. For herself, she
said she went into the project
thinking she knew a lot about re-
ligion, and has found out there’s a
lot she didn’t know,

“I'm learning something new
every day,” Sagheer said.

Rotolo said the experience has
been wonderful.

“I hope a lot of people look at
(the videos) once we get them
on-line,” Rotolo said. “I hope it
breaks down a lot of barriers for
people, just like it’s doing for the
interviewers.”

Contact the writer:
402-344-1057, christepher.burbach@owh.com




