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L

ocal movers and shakers take center stage in this year’s
awards for Top 10 Groundbreakers (plus one). From
activists and motivators to generous volunteers and
community members who shake the status quo, with so
many nominations it was tough to choose. So much so that we
have a tie for Inspirational Youth! Forgive us for wiggling the rules
a bit, but we couldn’t help ourselves!
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Community Leader

Niko Merritt
When there is a movement happening on behalf of oppressed people, Niko Merritt is there. When
there is an opportunity to teach local youth about black history and culture in Newport, Merritt is
there. When people have something to say, guess what? There’s Merritt.
The single mom who moved from Las Vegas eight years ago seems to be everywhere these days.
And she’s advocating for everything that Newport holds, or should hold, dear: education, history,
racial harmony, diversity and social services. She has worked for a number of non-profit organizations
here, from Newport Partnership for Families to Baby Steps at East Bay Community Action Program,
Bike Newport to Newport Health Equity Zone. But during the presidential campaign last year, when
there were hateful race-related comments flying across the country, Merritt decided to put her money
and heart where her mouth was,
and founded her own non-profit,
Sankofa Community Connection.
With 40 people coming together
for its first meeting, she knew she
had something special. “I’m just
trying to engage the community
in a different way. Doing stuff the
same way all the time doesn’t work,”
she says while bouncing between
meetings. “Even when I was a young
person I always volunteered and
tried to help people. I came here,
and wanted to work in the spa
industry, but that fell by the wayside
and I started volunteering in the
schools and in the community so it
just sprang up from there.”
Sankofa hosted its first Day of
Renewal event in June, the first
of its kind here, which spread the
knowledge of African American
culture with dance, African art,
food, poetry performances and
more. “Once you have access to
both (needing and giving help), if
you’re a relatively decent human
being, you try to do things to
improve,” says nominator and fellow
Groundbreaker Jordan Miller (see
p. 42) who leads Sankofa’s Welcome
City committee advocating for
Newport to become a sanctuary
city. “Combining that with her
drive, incredibly strong work ethic,
maternal relationships with kids and community, she’s just someone who wants to make the
community better and has insight into how to accomplish that.”
Her diverse view of the world, gathered while being a Navy child, led her to her mission statement:
“cultivate leadership through a community-led initiative which helps to increase education, health
and economic equity that builds a thriving African American community in Newport County.” She
helped students in her culture and history club at Pell School build a boardgame and wrote a rap song
of African American history here; created an app that guides people on a walking tour; and is hoping
to develop a monument highlighting the significance of African American contributions in the
community. “People of color helped build Newport, stone carving, shipping, George Downing helped
Touro Park. But there’s nothing respecting their memory and what they’ve done. In 19th and 20th
centuries, there were more than 100 businesses owned by blacks and we have only a handful now,”
she says. “I’m a bridge for the older and younger generations. There is a lack of connection and I’m
trying to start again.” – AS
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Isabel Griffith
If filling the shoes of a previous Top 10 Groundbreaker
sounds like an honor, try being nominated by one.
But Isabel Griffith, a self proclaimed “municipal
government junkie,” doesn’t let it get to her head.
In his nomination letter, former Groundbreaker
John Hirschboeck of the Arts & Cultural Alliance
describes Griffith, a former academic dean and
associate head of school, almost like one would a
super hero. “Isabel possesses an indefatigable energy,
enthusiasm and interest in local politics and policies.
If it’s a city council or school committee meeting,
you’ll nearly always find her in the front row acutely
observing and reporting to the community.”
Griffith has drawn from her wealth of leadership
experience to fill some key roles in our community.
She “enjoys the politics that go along with all human
interactions” and took on the chairmanship of
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the city’s Charter Review Commission. She “cares
deeply about the community in virtually all
dimensions,” says Hirschboeck, including our local
schools, working on the school committee’s
OneNewport Strategic Plan and the Newport
Health Equity Zone.
As current Co-President of the Alliance for a
Livable Newport, she attends City Council,
planning, zoning board and neighborhood meetings
“among citizens that are bright and dedicated,” she
says. Diligent in her gathering of information and
reporting to fellow ALN constituents, Griffith says
she loves Newport. “They think about stuff,” she
says. “It’s small enough so you can know a lot about
what’s going on but has the characteristics of a
sophisticated city, a city with an attitude, that gives
it an edge.” – LC

Professional
Dr. Anthony Napoli
and Nurse Lisa Lima-Tessier
If you’ve visited the Emergency Department
at Newport Hospital recently, you might have
noticed the work of Medical Director Dr.
Anthony Napoli and Director of Emergency
Services Nurse Lisa Lima-Tessier. Along with
their team of more than 100 medical personnel
and staff, this dynamic duo has transformed
the ED, reducing previously lengthy waiting
times and improving patient satisfaction. With
a vision for a one-year strategic plan and a goal
to be the best ED in the state, “We drilled
down and said we needed to change some of
the operational ways we do our work, despite
the fact that we’ve done things a certain way
for so long,” says Lima-Tessier, a nearly 20-year
veteran of Newport Hospital. “We changed
every piece of the process of when someone
checks in, to seeing the nurse in triage and then
the physician,” adds Napoli, on board since 2015.
“It made staff vulnerable. But it’s reflected in
the outcome.”
Now new rapid triage teams see all patients
in less than 20 minutes to assess their needs
and order diagnostic testing. In less severe cases,
like a sprained ankle or sore throat, the patient
is treated and released, while sicker patients are
given a bed for further examination, they say.
With this new protocol, “It’s not only better for
patients to see a physician faster, it gives nurses
autonomy,” says Lima-Tessier. “We never had
them out front before. So now we’ve empowered
the staff and they can really focus on being
patient friendly.”
The hospital’s digital metrics for care have
changed drastically. Average wait times have
dropped 70 percent and the number of patients
who left without being seen dropped 86
percent. Meanwhile patient satisfaction scores
are soaring – 98 percent of patients are willing
to recommend the hospital, they say, bringing
the ED to the top five percent nationwide.
“There’s no piece of the hospital that touches the
community more. Newport Hospital is the only
24 hour acute care service in the area, everyone
relies on the ED,” says Senior Communications

Officer Lesley Riva. “To make it so accessible,
it’s a great benefit for the whole community.”
“People did not view the ED favorably and
tried to avoid it,” admits Napoli, a graduate and
former chief resident of RI Hospital/Brown
Emergency Medicine. “If you need emergency
care, then the ED is the safety net of the
community.”
As much as this team has accomplished, the
work is not done. The ED is undersized for
the number of patients they treat, Napoli says.
In the summer, it swells to as many as 130 per
day and 33,000 per year; with only 17 beds,

designed for 26,000 patients annually, their
care extends to the hallways and waiting room
in makeshift beds. “So we hope to renovate and
expand the ED with the intent of adding bed
space, and bring it into the next 20 years,” says
Napoli. “The ED tends to be an access point for
mental health and substance abuse disorders,
as well as geriatric patients with complicated
health issues. So when we expand the ED it
will support those types of patients. We want
people to feel like they have access to high
quality, timely care.”—AS
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Reggie Phoenix
This self-claimed closet theater geek
grew up in Harlem and the Bronx across
from a dance school, at a time when
there were plentiful free scholarships
for children of color. He took advantage,
acting, dancing and singing, and
even “had a chair at the window at
home so I could listen to the conga
drums across the street,” he says.
“Then during the summer of ’68 and
the political riots, a remarkable thing
happened. I was dragged to a double
feature. I thought it was a Western: it
was West Side Story. I saw these people of
color dancing in the streets of New York and
that day changed my life. I made a connection
to what I had been seeing across the street and on the
screen, and I decided that’s what I wanted to do.”
That inspiration had a domino effect in Phoenix’s life. He performed “off
Broadway,” then The Chorus Line for many years. At 41, he went back to school
and earned his bachelor’s and master’s degrees while continuing to perform.
He is now Salve Regina University’s theater program coordinator and artistic
director of Casino Theater. “He takes college students and creates a professional
theater for them to put Salve on the map in terms of theater,” says former student
Hunter Nicolson, who nominated Phoenix. “He’s been working on trying to
establish the Casino Theater as a premier regional theater. It was such a cool way
to bring college students into the professional world. That was the biggest thing
that was new and different.”
Working with more than 20 people on each performance, from actors to
lighting and prop directors, costume designers and hair and makeup, the Broadway
veteran is like a puppet master behind the scenes influencing Newport’s community
theater. “It was a small program, so it was very intimate,” Nicolson says. “But he
was a big supporter of ‘if you’re doing what you love, you don’t work a day in
your life.’ And he lives that.”
Phoenix has much more up his director’s sleeve, now planning next year’s
performances, including Elephant Man in October, House of Blue Leaves in
February and Cabaret in April, all with Salve student actors. “There’s nothing
like live theater in the world. There’s no other art form where you spend weeks
discovering the world to play, discovering each character, each nook and cranny.”
he says. “If I’m so moved and heartbroken at the moment that’s supposed to
break your heart, if I’m elated at the moment that’s supposed to elate you, then
I know the audience will too. It’s one of those things that is so human and so
precious.” —AS

Educator
38
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Inspirational

youth

Arilyn Mitchell
One local youth defies typical teenage tendencies. Selfless
beyond measure, dedicated to others through her gift of music,
Arilyn Mitchell shines through her service like a beacon of light.
Proficient in all types of music from Bach to Led Zeppelin,
she stays busy with her education, performances and a trip to
France this summer. Yet Mitchell remains deeply devoted to her
volunteer work, including weekly visits to Newport Hospital
playing her harp for the patients, staff and guests. She can be
found angelically strumming to her audience’s delight at Forest
Farm and St. Clare’s Nursing Homes too. “She is an excellent
example of grace and generosity with a caring attitude and
willingness that inspires all who meet her,” says Maria Cardi, a
former Newport Hospital patient. “When Mitchell realized I
was downstairs, she brought her harp and surprised me with
a serenade. It was like a miracle! My heart lifted, my face lit up
with a smile.” Music reduces pain, lowers blood pressure, evokes
good memories and triggers the relaxation response, notes Lisa
Coble, director of volunteer services at Newport Hospital. “The
patient feedback is amazing,” she says – a physician told Mitchell,
“all my stress melts away when I hear you play.”
Cardi says Mitchell’s musical and humanitarian gifts are
“medicine for the soul.” But why does she volunteer? Mitchell
simply says, “I love to bring joy to people and smiles to their
faces.” – LC

Liam Geer
Most 18-year-old boys wouldn’t be caught dead in a skirt.
Not Middletowner Liam Geer. He wears his kilt proudly while
marching through town playing his bagpipes with the Ancient
Order of Hibernian’s Pipes and Drums band in the Newport
St. Patrick’s Day Parade. Geer discovered his passion for playing
when he was nine years old, and his father brought home a set
of pipes. Nearly a decade later, he is not only the youngest member
of the AOH, he is second in command as the Pipe Sergeant as
well as a valued instructor. “He is an anomaly,” explains band
mate Amy Burnes. “Our band is made up of 50-somethings
and older, but Liam slid right into his role and everyone quickly
accepted the fact that it’s okay that a kid is helping lead the
band.” Even though he hit some pretty high hurdles while
learning the pipes, Geer attributes his staying power to his
strong love of his Irish values: “faith, family and friends.” “That
is how my two older brothers and I were brought up … if we
want it, we go for it,” says Geer. As a result, he practices 90
minutes a day while going to school at Middletown High School
and working at St. Mary’s Church. “The pipes have taught me
how to take something new and break it down into different
ways to tackle it,” he says. “I see kids struggle with various problems,
but I hope that when they see me do what I do they will be
inspired to organize their time and work hard for their dreams.”
While the AOH is losing an integral member, Geer plans to play
in The Iona College Pipe Band as a freshman this fall, where he
will have the chance to march in the world-renowned New York
City St. Patrick’s Day parade. -TS
August 2017 | Newport Life Magazine.com
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Tracy Jonsson

While paintings of seascapes, sailboats and lighthouses have their home deeply rooted
in Newport’s galleries and museums, with the help of Tracy Jonsson, the brain and brawn
behind Newport Art House (NAH), contemporary art is paving its own way into our City
by the Sea’s creative scene. “Newport has progressive-minded people, but there is a lot of
tradition and history that has never been questioned,” says nominator and NAH board
member Tara Gragg. “Tracy is bringing something different to the table. Some may think
that contemporary art is ‘weird’ but it has a place and a voice that should be heard.” Now in
her third year of rocking the status quo, Jonsson has spearheaded various projects to meet her
mission of promoting Newport as an art destination from pop-up galleries to curated shows.
Her NewPorch Live Sessions, a mini-concert series that showcases emerging musicians and
which are documented by video artists, are performed on accessible porches and semi-public
spaces throughout the city. Another is the Brunch Art and Flea Market on Broadway the
second Sunday of the month from July through December to support local artisans, crafters
and other visual artists. “There is a great diversity of arts in the state, so I want to bring people
from other cities into Newport to engage in the community, especially with contemporary
art. Doing art for art’s sake is brave and risky,” Jonsson says. “We have a beautiful, established
culture that has been developed over hundreds of years and it is a part of our everyday lives.
Hopefully in 100 years contemporary art will be a part of it.” —TS
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Volunteer
Patrick Clayton
Significance through dedication
would best summarize the life of
bike, sail and church volunteer Patrick
Clayton.
“He is beautifully dedicated, has pure
kindness with the patience of a saint,”
says Bari Freeman of Bike Newport.
Described as the most remarkable
person she has ever met, Clayton was
named Bike Newport’s volunteer of the
year and “he would be every year if we
could.”
Clayton, a member of Newport Yacht
Club, offers his private boat to Gold Star
Teen Adventures benefiting the children
of fallen special operations service
members. Best known for riding around
town everywhere he goes, he arrives by
bike every morning to enjoy breakfast
and conversation at The French
Confection. He has ridden enough miles
to circumnavigate the globe, and owner
and nominator Karen Mauprivez says
each mile represents a life he has
positively impacted.
He is a family man who cares for
his grandchildren, chronically ill wife
and delivers communion to fellow
parishioners at St. Lucy’s Church. “He
is a generous and caring person of deep
faith, which he puts into action,” says
Rev. John O’Brien of St. Lucy’s Church.
“He regularly visits the sick and brings
them Holy Communion, and has been
an integral part of St. Lucy’s Parish
Community for many years.”
“I participate in every ride making
sure no one gets left behind, fixing bikes
and teaching bike safety,” says Clayton,
from his volunteer position at the bike
library at the Florence Gray Center.
Over the past four years, 70-year-old
Clayton, has peddled more than 25,000
miles and he is still going strong. “I love
helping others,” says a humble Clayton.
“I am grateful for the recognition.” —LC
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Educator

Jordan Miller
Jordan Miller’s life and academic career have been punctuated by
religion, politics, violence and activism. He was eight when he delivered
meals to home-bound HIV patients with his mother, a pastor in Washington
D.C. His parents would drive past Shell gas stations because they said
the company exploited its African workers. “It was very matter of fact.
This is what we do when people suffer in the world,” he says. He became
an activist his freshman year in college, once the terrorist attacks of Sept.
11, 2001 divided and united the nation. “I had a personal commitment
to justice,” he says. “The world had changed overnight and I was grappling
with not how to think about it but how to talk about it, and what tools
did I need to be able to maneuver in this world effectively.”
Miller earned a Master’s Degree in Philosophy of Religion from
Boston University and a PhD in Humanities from Salve Regina
University. He now teaches at Stonehill and Wheaton colleges,
driven by the examples in his personal life to inspire the next
generation of leaders. “When we start studying examples of
activism, it engenders in my students how to act themselves. And
the more I see it the more I want to teach it,” he says. “I’m proud
of them to make the world a more just and merciful place. So
when I’m able to contribute in the classroom, I think that’s
what a college education is about – becoming a better human
being. It’s what we’re meant to do.”
His interdisciplinary teaching constantly intersects with
the real world: courses in the Black Lives Matter movement,
Islam and politics and comparative world religions. Just as
he was teaching about American radicalism and resistance,
the occupation at Standing Rock was at its height. “We
were able to chart the progression and use it as a living
example of what we were doing in class,” he says, and a
group of his students traveled to North Dakota to be
part of it. “People have to be angry about something
to act.”
Living in Newport, Miller was instrumental in
establishing the Sankofa Community Connection
last year (see Niko Merritt, p. 35), and leads the
grassroots anti-race organization’s Welcome City
committee, focused on Newport’s potential as
a sanctuary city. “Our state moto is HOPE.
Historically we are a place that should care
that we’re giving people refuge,” he says.
“We need to affirm this historical integrity,
remind people that it’s who we are, it’s what
makes this place special.”” —LC
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Community

Leader

Martha Cummings
Fifty years. That’s how long it took for Portsmouth resident Martha
Cummings to step foot on South African soil and have a life-changing
experience that would create a philanthropic ripple across the globe. While
celebrating her mid-century birthday at Addo Elephant National Park,
Cummings witnessed apartheid’s devastating effects. It inspired her to start
Universal Promise (UP), a Portsmouth-based nonprofit that is dedicated to
improving the Addo community’s lives by developing a strong educational
system, ensuring access to clean living conditions and empowering local
women artisans to create sustainable jobs. “The houses in Addo are made
of scraps of tin and cardboard. There is no system for trash disposal, water
sources are unreliable and families have little money,” explains local volunteer
Gail Thorpe-Yates, whose children facilitated the installation of a wind turbine
and playground facilities for UP. “There is so much need; the average person
would throw up their hands. Not Martha.” Under Cummings, UP has
completely renovated the school, including installing a computer lab, provided
teacher training, arranged for healthcare and brought clean water and
electricity to the community among many other things. “The village gave
me the name ‘Nobunpu,’ which means ‘humanity,’” says Cummings, who
also explains that giving the Addo people hope for the future is a key
component of UP. “My South African name is particularly meaningful
because it is a part of their philosophy of ‘I am because of you.’ By the way
I interact with you, I am not only giving you an experience, but I am also
changing the way I exist.” While the Addo people are the direct recipients
of UP’s charity, those who work with the organization, including local
students and adult volunteers embarking on a South African humanitarian
trip this summer, are forever changed and will in turn affect change in our
community. —TS

Professional
Suzanne McDonald
Building our community’s future by offering professional networking to
establishing a new Montessori school here, Suzanne McDonald understands
the importance of keeping things local and investing in Newport. After
gathering years of experience from previous employers like the Boston Globe,
she has taken her PR and marketing strategies and turned them into communal
teachings. Her Newport Interactive Marketers (NIM) curates 10 speakers a
year to teach social media strategies, budget management and networking, even
classes on the digital revolution, building sales leads and email marketing help
small business owners do it all. “NIM programs launched me into the high-tech
world of Google Analytics, search engine optimization, social media and other
‘today’ topics,” says local business owner Betty Ann Czech. McDonald says she
wanted to “create a free professional service that would reach small businesses,
those that may be working out of their homes or coffee shops.” McDonald’s
leadership has come full circle giving small businesses the tools to market
themselves, investing in the future of our youth as well as securing a future
for our college graduates with vigorous internship opportunities. – RC
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