
In Honor of Jihmye Collins
Board Member, Colleague, Friend
By Judy Reeves

Jihmye Collins was the kind 
of man who made people want to 
use labels: Artist. Activist. 
Advocate. Poet. Community 
Leader. But when you got to 
know him, as many of us in the 
writing and arts community of 
San Diego were privileged to do, 
you use gentler terms: friend, 
brother, nurturer, mentor, believer 
in all things good, creative spirit 
and lover of humanity. 

Jihmye knew the power of 
the written word. He also knew 
that it took devoted attendance to 
a practice to get those words on 
paper. For him that meant setting 
up residence at a table at Café 
Calabria in North Park where you 
could find him, day in and day 

out, in his bright African-print 
shirt, ever-present cap, and that 
remarkable silver beard, his work 
spread out around him, his many 
silver rings and bracelets glinting 
in the light as he shaped his 
passions into the language of 
poetry.

Like many of us, he didn’t 
start out writing in the style or 
form or voice that came to him 
later. Coming out of Chattanooga, 
Tennessee, he brought with him a 
keen interest in politics and sense 
of urgency for justice. In those 
days his writing took the form of 
impassioned letters to editors and 
essays calling attention to the 
injustice that he saw all around 
him. It was later he found his 

voice in poems. His often long 
and political poems continued to 
tell the truth as he saw it; Jihmye 
wasn’t the kind of man to let 
things be. He wrote poems that 
celebrated humanity, too, what he 
called the unit of the human 
family. And when he read his 
poetry, as he often did in venues 
all over San Diego, he was a 
powerful presence. Solid as a tree, 
body bent forward with the force 
of his words rhyming, climbing 
on top of each other in a cadence 
that caught you up, beat by beat, 
so you felt his passion in your 
own body.

As much as he was a writer, 
probably more, Jihmye was an 
artist. Amble down the painted 

Jihmye Collins, 
Founding Bard  
Member of San Dego 
Writers, Ink at the 10th 
Anniversary 
Celebration of Prose & 
Poetry in the Park.
(photo: K.C. Alfred)
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courtyard of Balboa Park’s Spanish 
Village any Thursday through Sunday 
afternoon following the fragrant aroma of 
incense to Studio 25 and you’d find 
Jihmye, painting or sketching, the cool 
sound of classic jazz in the background. 
Jihmye in his bright shirt, that cap, those 
silver rings and bracelets, doing what he 
loved—making gorgeous art. Lining the 
walls of his studio were many-sized 
paintings of many-sized, beautiful 
women; larger-than-life pictures of jazz 
musicians; a particularly single, 
brilliantly red, stiletto high heel; the 
touching scene of a small boy at a black 
board; compositions of shapes and 
textures and always, those rich, rich 
colors. To walk into his studio on a sunny 
afternoon and be greeted with all that life 
and energy, you couldn’t help but feel 
good. 

Jihmye was a founding board 
member of San Diego Writers, Ink and 
his knowledge of and experience in 
building community organizations was 
invaluable in our early years, his wise 
counsel and leadership no less so as he 
continued to serve on our board. He told 
his wife, Susan, he liked being around 
people who appreciated the value of 
writing. And we liked being around 
Jihmye. His presence at our board 
meetings brought knowledge and 
experience, and he gave to all our 
gatherings, something solid and centered,  
a kind of spirituality. 

Jihmye also volunteered as a 
member of SDWI’s Arts Council, which 
curated the exhibits at The Ink Spot. His 
work was featured in the group show that 
inaugurated the Arts Council Gallery and 
in subsequent exhibits there. His gracious 
hosting of the annual Prose and Poetry in 
the Park gathering always attracted a 
crowd, poets and writers as glad to spend 

a summer afternoon with Jihmye as they 
were to read their own work. 

How fitting, then, that Jihmye 
brought together his heartfelt 
appreciation for writing and writers and 
his gifts as an artist to create the 
evocative painting that became the cover 
art for SDWI’s first anthology. 

More than a community leader, 
Jihmye was a community builder. He was 
active with the Public Arts Advisory 
Council, the County Commission on 
Human Relations, founding member of 
the African American Writers and Artists 
Association, the Spanish Village Art 
Center and Combined Organization of 
Visual Arts. He co-hosted a monthly 
poetry reading, taught art and writing to 
young people, and served as poet-in-
residence at the City Heights 

Performance Annex. His public art is 
installed at Lillian Place in the East 
Village, and at the Baha’i Center, where 
he was a member of the spiritual 
assembly and a leader in the Baha’i 
Men’s Council. 

Jihmye is survived by his beautiful 
wife, Susan, three daughters and a son, a 
stepson, two brothers, five grandchildren 
and four great-grandchildren—all that 
family, all that love.

In a video interview he said, “I hope 
that I have contributed to my own 
community in some small way primarily 
through my work as an artist.” And with 
customary humility continued, “I have 
been blessed with some talent in that.” 

Our community has been blessed 
with his generosity of spirit, leadership, 
service, art, words and kindness.  
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“I hope that I have 
contributed to my own 
community in some 
small way primarily 
through by work as an 
artist.”

Jihmye Collins 

Dedication of his public art 
installation at Lillian Place, East 


