
Zelmyra and Her-
bert Fisher have set 
a new record—they 
have been married 
for more than 84 

years and are re-
corded in the 
Guinness Book of 
World Records as 

having the longest marriage for a living 
couple. Granddaughter Iris Godette sub-
mitted the information which was subse-
quently certified. When asked about the 
recognition, Herbert just said, “Oh Yeah?” 

The Fishers have lived for more than 50 
years in Coastal North Carolina in the 
Brownsville community; before that, they 
lived in James City. Herbert was born June 
10, 1905 and Zelmyra was born December 
10, 1907; the two were married on May 
13, 1924 and are parents to five children, 
ten grandchildren, nine great-grandchildren 
and aunt and uncle to a host of nieces and 
nephews. Herbert worked 35 years as a 
mechanic at Coca-Cola Bottling Com-
pany—work that helped the Fishers send 
all of their five children through college. 
Daughter Norma Godette stated that 
while her family was poor, they never 
wanted for anything. She said “they were 
excellent parents.” 

Still doting on one another, the couple told 
Francine Sawyer of the Sun Journal why 
they married. 
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AAHMI 
MISSION 

The mission of the 
African American 
Healthy Marriage 
Initiative (AAHMI) 
is to promote and 
strengthen the in-
stitution of healthy 
marriage in the 
African American 
community. 

North Carolina Couple in the Guinness Book of World Records— 
Married 84 Years! 
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Zelmyra said, “He was not mean; he was not a 
fighter. He was quiet and kind. He was not much 
to look at but he was sweet.” 
Herbert said his wife “never gave him any trou-
ble.” “No, no trouble at all. We never argued, 
but we might have disagreed.” 

 While the couple do most things together 
(including watching television and sitting on the 
porch), the couple part ways when it comes to 
religion and baseball. Herbert is Baptist and at-
tends Pilgrim Chapel Missionary Baptist Church 
in James City, NC where they both grew up; 
Zelmyra attends African Methodist Episcopal 
Zion Church, also in James City. Herbert is an 
avid Atlanta Braves fan; Zelmyra leaves the room 
when baseball comes on television. The couple 
attribute the longevity of their marriage to living 
a holy life and going to church every Sunday.   

Zelmyra told reporters that Herbert was the 
only boyfriend she ever had, and she doesn’t tire 
of seeing him. She never thought she’d be mar-
ried so long.  

Herbert said that he would do “anything for 
her.” He often checks in on Zelmyra when she 
rests. 

Bottom line—the Fishers have the ultimate love 
story. When asked if they had it to do all over 
again, both replied that they wouldn’t change 
their life. 

This story was originally published by Fran-
cine Sawyer in the Sun Journal on Septem-
ber 13, 2008. 

Zelmyra and Herbert Fisher 
(Photo Courtesy of Liz Bowles— 
Sun Journal) 
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Did you know… 

In African American 
Households: 

• 	 48% are married 
couple headed 

• 	 52% have house-
hold incomes of 
$50,000 or more 

• 	 79% have a high 
school education 
or more 

U.S. Census 2003 

The proportion of Afri-
can American children 
being raised by two par-
ents appears to be edg-
ing higher than at any 
time in a generation, at 
40%, according to newly 
released census data.  

According to the bu-
reau’s estimates, the 
number of African 
American children living 
with two parents was 59 
%in 1970, falling to 42% 
in 1980, 38% in 1990 and 
35% in 2004. In 2007, 
the latest year for which 
data were available, it 
was 40%. 

Chicago Tribune, 
December 2008 

Please send comments or ques-
tions to Darlene Tart at 

Darlene.Tart@acf.hhs.gov 

A Profile of an Effective Community Healthy Marriage Program OCSE Funded 3-Year SIP Grant  


By: Riva Okonkwo, Project Director- FUUSA (Edited for Print) 


It is widely known that the decline in marriage and the in-
crease in non-marital childbearing have had widespread and 
serious consequences for children, their parents, as well as 
the community and society.  To combat these trends in family 
formation in Houston, Families Under Urban and Social At-
tack, Inc. (FUUSA) implemented an ACF grant to improve 
and strengthen the stability of the African-American family by 
providing marriage education and relationship training and 
support services to the unwed custodial and non-custodial 
parents age 18 and older.  Operating since 2005, the program 
has aimed to strengthen and create a healthy relationship 
between parents and their children.   

The target population resided in high-risk urban communities 
in Houston. The annual objectives were to recruit and pro-
vide 12 hours of Marriage and Relationship Education (MRE) 
to 100 single parents and link them to community services, 
including child support services. The program was independ-
ently evaluated; findings were reported on participant charac-
teristics and on attitudinal changes of respondents based on 
pre- and post-test results.   

The community-based FUUSA agency built a collaboration 
consisting of faith-based and other locally-based organizations 
such as public housing communities, transitional living facili-
ties, emergency housing facilities, adoption and foster care 
agencies.  Through this collaborative, program participants 
were identified and then committed to a 12-hour marriage 
education and relationship skills building class. Classes were 
held over a series of weeks in one of the partner facilities 
where a light dinner and childcare were routinely provided.  
One set of male/female training facilitators conducted classes 
over the 3-year project period.   

The project design provided classes using one of two re-
search-based marriage education curricula:  The African-
American Marriage Enrichment Program and Exploring Rela-
tionships and Marriage with Fragile Families.  In addition to 
providing participants with healthy marriage/relationship 
education, the program offered a large complement of refer-
ral services including mental health counseling, family counsel-
ing, forms of public assistance, domestic violence counseling, 
healthcare referrals, and referral to the local child support 
enforcement (CSE) agency. One session in each series of 
MRE classes included a discussion on financial management 
along with an overview of the purpose and services offered 
by the local CSE agency.    

The independent evaluator was consistently involved in the 
program and had the initial task of data collection forms 
design. The final report includes a quantitative and qualitative 
analysis based on intake forms, pre/post comparison testing 
designed to assess participants on attitudes and relationship 
factors, and a series of 6-month follow up focus groups.    

A total of 413 individuals enrolled in MRE classes over the 3-
year period and 309 individuals completed 80% or more of 
the class sessions.  At the time of enrollment, 70% of the 
participants indicated that they had a child support case or 
had recently applied.  

The participants attended classes exclusively as single parents. 
Of those reporting marital status, 55% were single and 40% 
reported being married at one time or another.  There were 
4 times more females than males and the vast majority of 

participants reported being  low-income to poor.  Additionally, 
the median reported age of individual parent participants was 
between 31 – 40 years. 

Of the 413 single parents participating in the program, approxi-
mately 220 reported currently being in a romantic relationship.  
In terms of communication skills with their romantic partners, 
both male and female participants alike identified it as being a 
significant and ongoing area of concern.  Most respondents 
indicated a need to communicate more effectively, often dis-
agreed with their partners and had difficulty in resolving the 
underlying conflict. 

Nearly 60% of participants reported that intimacy was a major 
issue within their relationships.  Females reported this as a 
problem more often than males.  Further analysis demonstrated 
that the participants who were in relationships for more than 6 
years reported communication and intimacy as less of an issue. 

Responses differed markedly by gender in terms of overall satis-
faction with their current relationships.  In general, single female 
participants viewed their relationships with their partner in a 
more negative and disappointing manner compared to reports 
by the single male participants.  The difference in satisfaction 
levels could be indicative of underlying communication problems 
and intimacy factors.  Also, this more negative view of their 
romantic relationships as reported by single female participants 
is consistent with the lower levels of trust they have with their 
partners as compared to trust in their partners as reported by 
the single male participants. 

Another part of the evaluation involved holding focus groups 6 
months following completion of MRE classes.  Attendance at the 
focus group was based on self-selection by eligible program 
participants. The participants were asked what types of issues 
were addressed in the MRE class sessions.  The recall included 
intimacy, communication, conflict resolution and specific skills 
on how to be more effective and sensitive in these areas.  In 
terms of communication, program participants noted the follow-
ing learning points: 
• 	 You have to be a good listener for success and increased 

self-esteem. 
• 	 Verbal body language is a totally different language than 

oral language, to which you have to react differently. 

It was encouraging to learn that participants noted that they 
constantly reuse the information learned from the MRE sessions 
in improving their relationships.  In addition, they noted that 
they shared the information with friends and relatives. 

The recurring message emerging from the various focus groups 
was that prior to MRE sessions many of the participants (single 
male and single female alike) had no idea of the tools needed to 
maintain a healthy relationship (let alone a marriage).  The male 
participants believed that communication and intimacy were 
more of a private issue and should not be shown in the public.  
They felt that females were too emotional and required almost 
constant attention.  In general, single female participants re-
ported less satisfaction in their current romantic relationships 
than single male participants. However, after their participation 
in the MRE classes, the participants (male and female alike) 
generally felt better prepared to address relationship issues with 
their romantic partners.    
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Spotlight On the Region: Black Marriage Day Celebrations In Region VI 

“First Comes Love: Guiding Our Youth To Marriage” Director 
Regional Operations 

Diann Dawson 
Diann.Dawson@acf.hhs.gov 
(202) 401-4802 

Regional Specialists 

I (CT, ME, MA, NH, RI, VT)  
Josephine Hauer 
Josephine.Hauer@acf.hhs.gov 
(617) 565-1123 

II (NJ, NY, PR, VI) 
Barbara Andrews 
Barbara.Andrews@acf.hhs.gov 
(212) 264-2890, ext 101 

III (DE, DC, MD, PA, VA, 
WV) 
Darlene Tart 
Darlene.Tart@acf.hhs.gov 
(215) 861-4060 

IV (AL, FL, GA, KY, MS, NC, 
SC, TN) 
Bridget Minor 
Bridget.Minor@acf.hhs.gov 
(404) 562-2903 

V (IL, IN, MI, MN, OH, WI) 
Vander Green 
Vander.Green@acf.hhs.gov 
(312) 886-4914 Spotlight On Health: February is American Heart Month By: Barbara Andrews 

In preparation for Black Marriage Day 2009 (which will be celebrated on March 22, 2009), Nisa Muhammad, 
Founder and CEO of Wedded Bliss Foundation invites organizations to be added to the mailing list to receive a 
kit that provides resources, ideas and suggestions on implementing a successful Black Marriage Day. For more 
information call Nisa Muhammad at (301) 613-1316 or visit 
http://www.blackmarriageday.com/Black_Marriage_Day/Welcome.html 

In Region VI: 

• Antioch Missionary Baptist Church in Beaumont, TX will perform marriages and renewal of wedding 
vows on March 22, 2009. They will also conduct personal interviews with youth on what is marriage. For 
more information, contact Naomi Lawrence-Lee at (409) 347-2311 or at nlee@gt.rr.com 

• ANTHEM in Dallas, TX will host an afternoon reception on March 22, 2009 with celebration of happily 
married couples. Contact Nancy Vance at (972) 834-0044 or at nancy.vance@anthemnorthtexas.org for 
more details. 

• Healthy Marriage-Healthy Families Coalition of Tarant County, TX is having an evening reception 
and Hall of Fame Ceremony on March 29, 2009.  For further details, call David Taylor at (817) 275-7576 or 
e-mail him at dtaylor@theparentingcenter.org 

• LIFE Matters and Friendship West Baptist Church in Dallas, TX will perform renewing of vows on 
March 22, 2009. For more information, contact Helen Wilson at (214) 876-3050 or at sic5787@aol.com. 

• Families Matter! in New Orleans, LA is conducting a city-wide contest for the oldest married couple for 
induction into the BMD Hall of Fame. Entries can be submitted to Cherita Harris at charristanks@aol.com 
or call her at (504) 373-6371 for details.  

During February, thoughts turn to 
affairs of the heart.  While one may 
think of the heart in terms of love 
and romance, especially when the 
calendar reads “Valentine’s Day” or 
you’re reading the AAHMI Newslet-
ter, it is important to think about 

compared to 217/100,000 for all 
populations. 

African Americans are at special risk 
for heart disease because, according 
to the National Center for Health 
Statistics, this group has the highest 

best weapons you have to fight 
heart disease.” Take charge of your 
health: stop smoking, eat a healthy 
diet, exercise regularly, control high 
blood pressure, control cholesterol 
and control weight. 

VI (AR, LA, NM, OK, TX) 
Larry McDowell 
Larry.Mcdowell@acf.hhs.gov 
(214) 767-7327 

VII (IA, KS, MO, NE) 
Karen Elliott 
Karen.Elliott@acf.hhs.gov 
(816) 426-2799 

your heart’s health.  Heart disease 
(which includes a broad range of 
conditions, such as coronary heart 
disease, hypertensive heart disease, 
arrhythmias, congenital heart de-
fects and congestive heart failure) is 
the leading cause of death in the 
United States for both men and 
women. 

rate of high blood pressure of all 
groups and tend to develop hyper-
tension at a younger age. African 
Americans also suffer dispropor-
tionately from diabetes, another 
condition associated with an in-
creased risk of developing heart 
ailments.  Other factors that may 
contribute to the development of 

For more information, visit: 
Centers for Disease Control 
and Prevention www.cdc.gov 
(Click on the “A-Z Index” for more 
about cholesterol, health disparities, 
healthy weight, heart disease, high 
blood pressure, nutrition, physical 
activity, smoking and tobacco use.) 

VIII (CO, MT, ND, SD,UT, 
WY) 
Sandy Naatz 
snaatz@acf.hhs.gov 
(303) 844-7346 

IX (AZ, CA, HI, NV, AS, FM, 
MP, GU, MH, PW) 
Mona Mann 
Mona.Mann@acf.hhs.gov 

Significant health disparities exist. 
The Centers for Disease Control 
and Prevention (CDC) reported 
that in the United States in 2004 
African Americans had the highest 
age-adjusted death rate for heart 
disease—280.6 deaths/100,000, 

heart disease include obesity, high 
cholesterol, smoking and exposure 
to secondhand smoke. 

You have the power to decrease 
your risk for heart disease!  The 
CDC has concluded that adopting a 
healthy diet and lifestyle “are the 

National Institutes of Health 
www.nih.gov (Visit the sites for the 
National Heart, Lung and Blood Insti-
tute and A-Z Health Topics) 
American Heart Association 
www.americanheart.org 

(415) 437-7632 

X (AK, ID, OR, WA) 
Janice Holt 
Janice.Holt@acf.hhs.gov 
(206) 615-2552 

Lewissa Swanson 
Lewissa.Swanson@acf.hhs.gov 
(206) 615-2573 

http://www.cdc.gov/�
http://www.nih.gov/�
http://www.americanheart.org/�


Regional Roundup ACF Happenings 
Mayor of Philadelphia Proclaims  


March 2009 as 

Fatherhood/Healthy Marriage Month   


Philadelphia, PA  Mayor Michael A. Nutter has signed a procla-
mation designating March 2009 as Fatherhood/Healthy Marriage 
Month. This proclamation was a result of a Memorandum of Un-
derstanding (MOU) signed by the National Conference of Black 
Mayors and ACF in 2007. The MOU focuses on strengthening 
families through ACF’s Healthy Marriage/Responsible Father-
hood Initiative. ACF Region III Staff and the Greater Philadelphia 
Healthy Marriage Coalition in conjunction with the Mayor’s Of-
fice of Community Services are planning a calendar of activities 
for the month. ACF hopes that this will be the first step in en-
gaging other African American mayors to implementing tenets of 
the MOU.     

ACF Regions I, II, and III to Host Spring Conference 

ACF Regions I, II, and III will host the 2009 Northeast Family 
Strengthening Conference, Empowering Families: Tools for Healthy 
Marriage, Responsible Fatherhood, and Family Finances on May 27-
27, 2009 at the Biltmore Hotel in Providence, RI. Please contact 
Josephine Hauer at josephine.hauer@acf.hhs.gov for more infor-
mation. 

ACF Region VI: Dallas/Ft. Worth Community Leader 
Luncheon, Fatherhood/Healthy Marriage Proclamation 

The community is invited to join Carey Casey for the Dallas/Ft. 
Worth Community Leader Luncheon on Thursday, February 19th at 
the First Baptist Euless—Campus West in Euless, TX. Partici-
pants can learn about the Father ~ Daughter Summit which will be  
held Saturday, March 28, 2009 at the church. These events are 
sponsored by the National Center for Fathering (http:// 
support.fathers.com). 

Hutchins, TX Mayor Artis Johnson signed a proclamation desig-
nating March of each year Fatherhood/Healthy Marriage 
Month. The Mayor said, “Healthy Marriages and Responsible 
Fatherhood make our great country what it is today and the lack 
of it is what weakens the link”. He worked with the ACF Region 
VI staff in placing AAHMI bookmarks in the city’s library and 
invited the staff to provide an AAHMI/RFI briefing at an upcom-
ing City Council Meeting. 

ACF Region X  and Partners to Host  
2009 AAHMI Summit in Seattle, WA 

The 2009 Summit has been set for March 24, 2009 in Seattle 
WA. The summit will have Dr. Linda Malone-Colon speaking to 
research in the area of Marriage and the African American Fam-
ily. Dr. Rozario Slack will be speaking to Fatherhood and Judge 
Patricia Clark will focus on the impact of the fragmented family 
on youth and her experience as a juvenile court judge. The event 
will also have workshops focusing on Addiction and the Family, 
Violence in the African American Family, Marriage and Father-
hood education and Positive Youth Development. For more in-
formation, or to register for this free event, please contact Janice 
Holt at Janice.holt@acf.hhs.gov or 206-615-2552. 

ACF Partners for Conference in D.C. Metro Area 

ACF has partnered with the Greater Washington Urban 
League, D.C. Department of Human Services, D.C. Head Start 
Association, Family First D.C. (formerly the D.C. Healthy Mar-
riage Coalition) and Howard University to present, Healthy 
Marriages & Strengthening Communities D.C. Metro 2009 Confer-
ence on March 20, 2009 at the Blackburn Center, Howard 
University. Participants are invited to join discussions on 
Strengthening Family Relationships, Responsible Fatherhood, 
Domestic Violence Programs, Addressing Healthy Relation-
ships, Building Self-Esteem, and Responsible Dating, as well as 
see a performance of “Jump the Broom.” For more information, 
call (202) 265-8200, extension 250. Full conference details and 
registration will be available in late February. 

Diann Dawson Plenary Speaker at  

Mississippi Child Welfare Event 


Office of Regional Operations Director, Diann Dawson, was 
the opening plenary speaker for the Seventh Annual Mississippi 
Child Welfare Institute Conference which was held February 
12-13, 2009 in Jackson, Mississippi. The theme of the confer-
ence was “Child Poverty, Facing the Challenges, Creating Op-
portunities.” The conference was attended by social workers, 
mental health professionals, educators, public policy analysts 
and policy makers and social work students from Jackson State 
University.  

SAVE THE DATE! 
The Black Family 

in the 21st Century 

AAHMI 

Connecting
 

Marriage Research to  

Practice Conference     


JUNE 16-18, 2009 


University of North Carolina at 

Chapel Hill, Friday Center 


On-Line Registration Coming
 
Soon! 
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