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On Thursday, May 1, 2025, the Committee on Cultural Affairs, Libraries and International Intergroup Relations, chaired by Council Member Carlina Rivera, will hold a vote on Resolution Number (Res. No.) 741, sponsored by Council Members Rivera and Nantasha Williams, which would designate May 10 annually as Judith Jamison Day in the City of New York to honor her life and legacy as a dancer, choreographer, and longtime artistic director of the groundbreaking Alvin Ailey American Dance Theater, as well as Res. No. 844, sponsored by Council Members Susan Zhuang and Robert Holden, which would recognize May 10 annually as Chinese American Railroad Workers Memorial Day in New York City. The Committee originally heard the legislation at a hearing on April 8, 2025. At that hearing, the Committee received testimony in support of these resolutions from community members.




 
Res. No. 741

Resolution designating May 10 annually as Judith Jamison Day in the City of New York to honor her life and legacy as a dancer, choreographer, and longtime artistic director of the groundbreaking Alvin Ailey American Dance Theater.

By Council Members Rivera, Williams, Brewer, Louis, Banks, Dinowitz, Hudson and Cabán
Whereas, Judith Ann Jamison was born in Philadelphia on May 10, 1943, to Tessie Bell Brown Jamison, an elementary school drama teacher, and John Henry Jamison, a sheet metal engineer with a love for classical piano, and raised with her brother in the Germantown section of Philadelphia, where her parents instilled a love for the arts in Jamison; and
Whereas, Jamison began ballet lessons at the age of 6 at the Judimar School of Dance, one of the studios where Black students could get classical training, and took classes in ballet and other dance genres straight through until she was 17; and
Whereas, Jamison left for Nashville to attend Fisk University, a well-known HBCU, but returned to Philadelphia after three semesters to pursue studies for a dance career at the Philadelphia Dance Academy; and
Whereas, Jamison left for New York City (NYC) to pursue a professional dance career and, in 1964, after dancing in an Agnes de Mille piece for the American Ballet Theater, Jamison’s audition for a television special caught dancer-choreographer-artistic director Alvin Ailey’s eye; and
Whereas, Ailey invited this unusually tall, strong, classically trained, newly professional dancer to join his pioneering modern dance company, the Alvin Ailey American Dance Theater, which he had founded with a small group of dedicated dancers in 1958 to showcase the beauty and talent of Black dancers; and
Whereas, Jamison soon became Ailey’s muse for many of his pieces and danced with the Ailey company for 15 years, as it toured the world and brought to the stage all of the now-classic Ailey works; and
Whereas, One of Jamison’s most famous roles was as the towering, fluid, graceful umbrella-carrying dancer in a baptism scene at a river, set to the traditional spiritual “Wade in the Water” from Revelations, Ailey’s masterpiece memorializing his “blood memories” of life growing up in Rogers, Texas; and
Whereas, In 1971, Ailey choreographed what would become Jamison’s signature role and would earn her standing ovations worldwide, the much acclaimed Cry, a 16-minute physically and emotionally draining solo tribute to, in Ailey’s words, “all Black women everywhere, especially our mothers”; and
Whereas, Speaking at Jamison’s Celebration of Life on December 11, 2024, former Ailey star Donna Wood Sanders explained how Jamison had taught Cry to her and to every other dancer who performed it, noting that Jamison was usually in the wings when Sanders performed it to provide encouragement as a “mentoring and guiding spirit,” especially needed for the strenuous final section “Right On, Be Free”; and
Whereas, In 1976, Ailey choreographed Pas de Duke to Duke Ellington music as a duet for Jamison and Russian ballet star Mikhail Baryshnikov in 1976, after his defection from the Soviet Union, which showcased their stylistic differences as well as their equally extraordinary technical and interpretive skills; and
Whereas, Jamison left the Ailey company in 1980 to star in 1981’s Sophisticated Ladies, a Broadway revue showcasing Duke Ellington’s music; and
Whereas, Jamison began her own choreographic career in 1984 with Diving for the Ailey company and later added many more pieces to her choreographic portfolio, including A Hymn for Alvin Ailey (1993) and Love Stories (2004); and
Whereas, In 1988, Jamison started her own troupe, the Jamison Project, but returned to the Ailey company the following year when Ailey died at the age of 58 and she assumed his role as artistic director of the company, a job she would have for 21 consequential years; and
Whereas, As artistic director, Jamison kept in the repertoire the signature classic pieces choreographed by Ailey himself, staged her own choreography, and brought in works by a variety of choreographers of various styles, including other notable Black choreographers like Ronald K. Brown (Grace in 1999); and
Whereas, Jamison brought the Ailey company out of debt, grew its budget, and helped make the company even more famous and more celebrated during its national and international tours; and
Whereas, In 1992, Jamison was inducted as an honorary member into Delta Sigma Theta Sorority, Incorporated, a private, not-for-profit Black Greek-Letter Organization of college-educated women committed to sisterhood, scholarship, service, and social action; and
Whereas, Jamison’s Dancing Spirit autobiography, edited by Jacqueline Kennedy Onassis, was published in 1993; and
Whereas, In 1999, Jamison became a recipient of the prestigious Kennedy Center Honors; and
Whereas, Jamison has also received numerous other honors, including a Primetime Emmy Award for outstanding choreography in 1999, the National Medal of Arts in 2001, the Bessie Award in 2007, and The NYC Handel Medallion, NYC’s highest intellectual and cultural honor, in 2010; and
Whereas, The Joan Weill Center for Dance, named for the Alvin Ailey American Dance Theater’s longtime supporter and Board chair emerita and opened after enormous fundraising work by Jamison in 2005, is a beautifully appointed modern building with its own theater, six floors of medium and large studios, and offices at West 55th Street and Ninth Avenue, the most impressive home in the history of the company and The Ailey School, with its many classes for students of all ages; and
Whereas, Still a commanding and beloved presence as artistic director emerita of the Alvin Ailey American Dance Theater, Jamison died in Manhattan on November 9, 2024, after a brief illness at the age of 81; and
Whereas, Speaking at Jamison’s Celebration of Life, Sylvia Waters, former Ailey star and artistic director emerita of Ailey II (the second company of the Alvin Ailey American Dance Theater), explained that Jamison was noted for her “elegance and eloquence” and had indeed “[taken] dance to the people” across the U.S. and around the world, just as Ailey himself had famously always championed; and
Whereas, Jamison herself is quoted in the Celebration of Life program about the nature of dance, saying that “[t]hrough dance, we’re as close to God as we’re going to get—until he calls us home”; and
Whereas, The designation of a day is fitting to commemorate the life and legacy of Judith Jamison, whose commitment to dance changed the dance world forever—both for dancers on the stage and spectators in the audience—in NYC and beyond; now, therefore, be it
	Resolved, That the Council of the City of New York designates May 10 annually as Judith Jamison Day in the City of New York to honor her life and legacy as a dancer, choreographer, and longtime artistic director of the groundbreaking Alvin Ailey American Dance Theater.
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Res. No. 844

Resolution recognizing May 10 annually as Chinese American Railroad Workers Memorial Day in New York City

By Council Members Zhuang, Holden, Hanks, Krishnan, Ung, Won, Louis, Avilés, Dinowitz, Hanif, Narcisse, Rivera, Hudson, Carr and Ariola

Whereas, The nearly 2,000-mile Transcontinental Railroad, which shortened travel time across the United States (U.S) from six months to one week, was completed on May 10, 1869, when the Central Pacific Railroad Company and the Union Pacific Railroad Company linked railroad tracks with a golden spike at Promontory Summit, Utah; and 
Whereas, One of the earliest proponents for the construction of a transcontinental railroad was New York City (NYC) entrepreneur Asa Whitney, who in 1845 presented a proposal to the U.S. Congress for a railroad running from Lake Michigan to the Pacific; and 
Whereas, While Whitney’s initial proposal failed, it set in motion the idea of a transcontinental railroad that would be championed in the 1860s by engineer Theodore Judah, who lobbied to pass the Pacific Railroad Act in the U.S. House of Representatives on May 6, 1862, and in the U.S. Senate on June 6, 1862; and 
Whereas, On July 1, 1862, President Abraham Lincoln signed into law the Pacific Railroad Act of 1862, which authorized the Central Pacific Railroad Company, co-founded by Charles Crocker, a Troy, New York native, and the Union Pacific Railroad Company, controlled by Wall Street investor Thomas Durant, to build a transcontinental railroad that would link the U.S. from east to west; and 
Whereas, Work began in 1863, as the Central Pacific Railroad Company started to build its tracks in Sacramento moving east and the Union Pacific Railroad Company started to build westward from Council Bluffs, Iowa, where railroad lines were already operating from the eastern part of the country; and 
Whereas, For six years, the workers of both companies toiled to lay down the rail beds, tracks, and other necessary infrastructure; and 
Whereas, The workers of the Central Pacific Railroad Company initially numbered many Irish immigrants from NYC and Boston; and
Whereas, Because of difficulties in recruiting a sufficient number of workers, nearly 12,000 Chinese immigrants were employed by the Central Pacific Railroad Company and made up more than 80 percent of its workforce; and
Whereas, According to 2019 U.S. House of Representatives Resolution ( H. Res.) 165, the Chinese workers “were given the most difficult, dangerous jobs and were paid lower wages than other railroad workers” and “nearly 1,200 Chinese railroad workers died from work accidents, avalanches, and explosions while working in the Sierra Nevada Mountains”; and 
Whereas, According to H. Res. 165, the Chinese workers, who once set a world record when they laid 10 miles of track in one day, were thought of as “indispensable by their foremen and were respected for their work ethic and discipline”; and
Whereas, In 2014, the U.S. Department of Labor inducted the Chinese railroad workers into the Labor Hall of Honor, noting that they “faced prejudice, low wages and social isolation,” but, in spite of these challenges, “ they courageously took a stand to organize for fairer wages and safer working conditions”; and 
Whereas, According to H. Res. 165, the Chinese workers’ fight against unfair labor practices “set an example for the millions of Asian Americans who came to the [U.S] after them”; and
Whereas, According to H. Res. 165, “both the descendants of these workers and the wider Asian-American community view the sacrifices of the Chinese railroad workers as being integral to the creation of the vibrant and growing Asian-American community” in the U.S. today; and
Whereas, According to 2020 population figures provided by the Asian American Federation, over 600,000 Chinese and Chinese Americans live in NYC, with roughly one-third being U.S. born, one-third being naturalized citizens, and one-third being non-citizens; and 
Whereas, According to those figures, roughly 40 percent of Chinese and Chinese Americans reside in Queens, with another approximately 35 percent residing in Brooklyn; and
Whereas, The considerable cultural, economic, and political contributions of New Yorkers of Chinese descent help make NYC what it is today; and
Whereas, It is fitting that the early contributions of the Chinese railroad workers also be honored and celebrated by all New Yorkers; now, therefore, be it
Resolved, That the Council of the City of New York recognizes May 10 annually as Chinese American Railroad Workers Memorial Day in New York City. 
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