
Family Saga: 
From Sltlvery 
to Disneyltind 

By PAULA PARKS 

"From curiosity and love," said 
family reunion initiator Lettie Mae 
Ross, came the first Weiss-Sledge 
family re•miao six years ago in 
Montgomery, Ala. Last weekend in 
Los Angeles, about 90 members of 
the family held their fourth biennial 
reunion. 

Saturday Qight at the Airport 
Marriott, after a weekend of Dis­
neyland and socializing, they held a 
banquet. As the oldest family mem­
ber, Kitty Reese, 94, of Meridian, 
Miss., noted, family reunions are 
more popular since Alex Haley's 
search for his family heritage led to 
the novel and miniseries "Roots." 

Like Haley, Ross was inspired to 
research her family because, 
through the years, she had over­
heard her grandparents recount 
stories of the past. While searching 
through courthouse records and 
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Family matriarch Kitty Reese, 94, talks with Levin Alexander Sledge, 70, at W.eiss-Sledge reunion. 
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Old~st family member Kitty Reese, center, with youngest, 9-month-old Ashanti Smith, at fete. 
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questioning Kitty Reese, her aunt, Ross traced the 
family line back to slavery. 

The family members are the descendants of the 
children born to slave master Levin Sledge and four of 
his slaves, Kittie, Hettie, Easter and Martha. Ross 
named it the Weiss-Sledge reunion because many, like 
she, are descendants of the union of Martha's daughter, 
Ellen Sledge, and Anthony M. Weiss. 

About the time Ross was beginning to research the 
family history In Montgomery in the early '60s, Kitty 
Reese's daughter, Rita, met the slave master's grandson 
in San Francisco. Rita Reese was working in a post 
office and noticed that a white customer was named 
Levin Alexande1• Sledge. She struck up a conversation 
with him and discovered that he and her mother had the 
same grandfather, Levin Sledge. 

In 1962, Sledge began corresponding with Kitty 
Reese. He had been doing independent genealogical 
research on the Sledge family dating back to the 1600s, 
and gladly shared it with Ross, a professor at Alabama 
State Unh1ersity, when she contacted him more than 10 
years later. 

The only white family relation in attendance at the 
reunion, Sledge, 70, praised the family: "I think they're 
wonderful. They have nothing to do with slavery." 

'An Act of God' 
°Kitty Reese, whom all respectfully refer to as the 

family matriarch, was aglow. "It is an act of God that we 
come together," she-said. 

Even though Mrs. Reese often uses a wheelchair 
because of her arthritis, she would not be left out of her 
first Disneyland trip. She said she rode the Monorail and 
saw "America the Beautiful". 

Because of the reunions and new family connections, 
she said, she has gotten many letters and cards on 
special occasions. "You have to know someone to begin 
to love them. 1 think we've shown our love for each 

other with each reunion." 
Gregory Routt, a physics student at Wayne State 

University in Detroit, Mich., and whose mother is a 
Weiss, also noted the love at the reunion. Being part of a 
close family that cares, he said, gave him "a real nice 
feeling, a sense of belonging." 

Bernetta Smith of New Orleans, the mother of the 
youngest member, 9 month-old Ashanti, thought the 
reunion was especially important because family mem­
bers are spread across the country. But, she said, the 
reunions allowed them to be reminded that "other 
people care." 

An Invaluable Network 
The networking and new connections led to more 

than just looking up a family member when vacationing. 
Mayme Ross Oliver, the chairwoman of the Los Angeles 
reunion, a first-grade teacher at 96th Street School and 
sister of the reunion initiator, recounted an incident 
when a large family proved invaluable: 

One sister, from Springfield, Ill., was stranded in a St. 
Louis airport. She called sister Lettie Ross in Alabama, 
who called Kitty Reese in Mississippi, who knew the 
number of Kitty Reese Lemons i~ St. Louis, who helped 
the family until they could get a plane. 

This year, close friends of the family were included in 
the reunion. A friend, Westley T. Logan a retired 
industrial arts teacher and baseball coach f~om Wash­
ington High School, was impressed with the warmth the 
family members showed one another: "It will enhance 
the growth of the younger ones and will help the family 
succeed. It's all about the strong taking care' of the 
weak." 
. Sunday morning, at the family's business meeting, the. 

site of the August, 1985, reunion was decided. It will be 
held in Meridian, Miss., home of Kitty Reese. 

Parks, a graduate of the Columbia <haduate School of 
Journalism, is an intern with The Times. 
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