
ORLANDO – Alpha Kappa Alpha Sorority, 
Incorporated®, will host a Historical Legacy 
Bench Celebration in honor of The Honorable 
Tiffany Moore Russell, Esq., on Wednesday, 
April 1.  The bench will be unveiled at 10 a.m. 
at Barnett Park, 4801 W. Colonial Drive, and a 
reception for invited guests will follow at 10:30 
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Alpha Kappa Alpha Sorority, Inc.®, 
To Host Legacy Bench Dedication 

In Honor Of Tiffany Moore Russell
Russell is the sorority’s South Atlantic Regional 

Director and Orange County Clerk of the 
Circuit Courts
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ORLANDO - Getting to know Samantha 
A. Wallace is like a masterclass in Godliness, 
compassion, loyalty, nurturing, love and 
excellence. Not just black excellence, but 
excellence across the board. Making history 
is never on her radar but with her high 
expectations, the impact is inevitable. As the 
executive director of MAN UP Mentoring, Inc., 
a nonprofit designed to mentor at-risk teens, 
she’s made waves in the community and the 
lives of Central Florida youth since 2014.

Christopher Wallace, her older brother and 
MAN UP co-founder, knew he would need his 
sister’s help running the organization simply 
because his passion is being hands on with 
the young men (ages 14-18) and her corporate 

BY JATIKA HUDSON, GUEST 
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ORLANDO - Before she was a 
baker at Disney Springs, before she 
launched her own business, Douce 
Delights, Simone Cyruis was a 
self-described homebody. She 
spent most of her time in her room, 
reading. “Reading isn’t bad,” she 
admits, “but I felt like not having 
human interaction and not knowing 
how to properly communicate with 
others was holding me back.”

Growing up in Ivey Lane 
Homes, Cyruis didn’t have many 
true friends. But when two of her 
siblings attended a meeting with a 
local youth mentoring group called 
MAN UP, they returned with a 
review that caught her attention. 
“They were actually happy about 

what they did,” she recalls. “They 
told me the people were nice 
and they even helped them with 
homework. When I heard that, 
it didn’t sound too bad. It was 
definitely something we could do 
after school instead of being in the 
house.”

That decision she made 11 years 
ago changed everything.

Through MAN UP, Cyruis 
slowly emerged from her shell. She 
participated in discussions about 
smart decision-making, attended 
field trips she still remembers 
fondly, like a week-long robotics 
camp that sparked her curiosity 
and she began to imagine a future 
she hadn’t dared to before. Her 
confidence grew, bolstered by 
relationships with mentors who 

truly saw and valued her.
It was through the community-

based organization, she met Dr. 
Baptiste of Baptiste Orthodontics, 
who helped her and several 
mentees get braces, a gift that went 
beyond teeth; it was a boost to her 
self-esteem that radiated outward.

With her newfound confidence, 
Cyruis revisited a childhood 
passion. As a little girl, she loved 
baking cookies for her family. Over 
time, that hobby grew into baking 
cakes for baby showers, birthdays, 
and celebrations. “Baking is 
something that’s therapeutic for 
me,” she shares.

In November 2025, she graduated 
from the Auguste Escoffier School 
of Culinary Arts, a milestone that 
brings her closer to her ultimate goal: 

of becoming an executive pastry 
chef. For a first-generation Haitian 
American, this aspiration carries 
profound weight. It represents not 
just a personal achievement, but 
a living testament to the power 
of mentorship, the resilience her 
family and culture instilled in her, 
and her desire to light the way for 
the next generation.

To every young person watching, 
her journey whispers a quiet but 
insistent invitation: You can do 
this, too.

Today, Cyruis is living that 
dream. She works as a baker at 
Disney Springs and in a Publix 
bakery, all while running her own 

How Mentoring Shaped Orlando’s Next Executive Pastry Chef

A Banjo, A Family Legacy, And The Art Of Memory
BY TALEEF FALLS, GUEST 

WRITER TO THE TIMES
CASSELBERRY - Visitors to 

the Casselberry Art Festival and 
Casselberry City Hall recently 
encountered more than a striking 
photograph. They encountered 
a story—one that carries the 
sound of music, the strength of 
family, and the enduring legacy 
of African American cultural 
history.

Standing beside the photograph 
titled “In Case” is John 
Simpson, who commissioned 
the work from artist Toya 
Flewellyn. The piece is part of 
the artist’s EYESEEIMAGES 
Portrait Series, a body of work 
that explores memory, identity, 
and the personal objects that 
connect us to our past.

Also featured at Casselberry 
City Hall are two additional 
works by Flewellyn — “Puzzled 
Peace” and “Dorothy, 6888”.  

These pieces expand the artist’s 
visual storytelling, honoring 
themes of heritage, history, 
and the individuals whose lives 
shaped their communities.

Flewellyn’s work has also 
been recognized as part of 
the A Century of Black History 
Commemorations Exhibit at 
currently at the Orlando City 
Hall Rotunda Terrace Gallery. 
The exhibition, presented 
during Black History Month, 
features the work of 28 local 
visual artists and celebrates a 
century of efforts to document, 
preserve, and commemorate 
Black history.

For Simpson, the subject of 
the photograph—a banjo—
represents far more than a 
musical instrument. It is a 
symbol of his father, Waldo 
Simpson, whose life and 

See  A BANJO 
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Youth, Community Changed By One 
Woman’s Excellence, Love

Tiffany Moore Russell

Simone Cyruis, Orlando’s next 
executive pastry chef.

Samantha Wallace

Artist, Toya Flewellyn pictured in front of her collage of Dorothy Turner Johnson, 6888th Central Postal Battalion and her mixed media painting of 
1957 Chevy Belair,  “Freedom Ride” commissioned by retired Orange County School Principal, FAMU graduate and art collector, William “Bill” 
James.  
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determination shaped the future of an 
extraordinary family.

The Simpson family story begins 
in Zanesville, Ohio, where Waldo 
Simpson worked tirelessly to support his 
household of twelve children. He ran a 
trash-hauling business during the day, 
and in the evenings, he and his sons’ 
cleaned offices.  But when the workday 
ended, another chapter of his life began. 
Evenings and weekends found him 
preforming in a local tavern playing his 
banjo with respected musicians of the era, 
including legendary jazz artist Sidney 
Bechet.

Through those performances he 
earned extra income to help provide for 
his large family. The music that filled 
those evenings helped sustain not only 
the household but a powerful sense of 
possibility for the children growing up 
under his roof.

The results speak for themselves. All 
twelve Simpson children completed 
college, and many pursued advanced 
degrees, with eight ultimately earning 
Ph.D.’s.

Today the Simpson family legacy 
continues to touch significant moments 
in American history. In Chicago, 

descendants of Waldo Simpson 
operate the historic A. A. Leek & Sons 
Funeral Home, which recently handled 
arrangements for the body of noted civil 
rights leader Jesse Jackson.

“In Case” is one of three 

photographs in the EYESEEIMAGES 
Portrait Series connected to the 
Simpson family story. Another 
work, titled “Waldo,” presents a 
vintage Gibson electric banjo suspended 
dramatically against a deep black 

background. The lighting reveals the 
instrument’s warm patina and intricate 
craftsmanship while suggesting the 
unseen music that once flowed from its 
strings.

Rooted in African musical traditions 
brought to the Americas by enslaved 
Africans, the banjo became one of the 
earliest instruments to shape American 
sound. Through generations of Black 
musicians, it carried rhythms, stories, and 
resilience that helped define the nation’s 
musical heritage.

For the Simpson family, the instrument 
remains deeply personal—a symbol 
of a father’s determination, a family’s 
perseverance, and the music that helped 
carry twelve children toward remarkable 
futures.

Visitors interested in learning more 
about the artists and their work are invited 
to attend Coffee With the Artists, where 
they may meet Toya Flewellyn and other 
participating artists. The event will take 
place Tuesday, March 31, from 10:00 
a.m. to 12:00 p.m. at the Orlando City 
Hall Rotunda Terrace Gallery.

The EYESEEIMAGES Portrait 
Series can also be viewed online at www.
eyeseeimages.com.
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business, Douce Delights, on the side. For 
the past seven years, she’s also been dating 
a fellow MAN UP Alum. A 2020 Graduate 
and the recipient of the inaugural MAN UP 
Alum Award, who supports and motivates 
her every step of the way.

Remembering the once shy teenager who 
showed up to MAN UP one Thursday night, 
Cyruis reflects on the girl she used to be. If 
she could speak to the current mentees and 
to her teenage self her message is simple: 
“Focus on yourself. A lot of what I was doing 
was worrying about drama and other people. 
Focus on yourself. You’re doing great.”

Through MAN UP, a young woman who 
once hid in her room found not only her 
voice but her purpose—and an executive 
pastry chef is now in the making.
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a.m. at the nearby Orange County Multicultural 
Center, 7149 W. Colonial Drive. 

The event will recognize the groundbreaking 
achievements and lasting contributions of Mrs. 
Russell, a pioneering leader whose influence 
spans both Alpha Kappa Alpha Sorority, Inc.®, 
and the greater Orlando community. 

A visionary and trailblazer, Mrs. Russell is 
the Alpha Kappa Alpha Sorority, Inc.®, South 
Atlantic Regional Director, leading more than 
25,000 members across Florida, Georgia, and 
South Carolina. Under her leadership, the region 
has completed more than 216,000 volunteer 
hours planting trees, recycling, feeding hungry 
children, registering new voters, and completing 

many other activities aligned with the sorority’s 
international initiatives. 

She also led the region to raise funds through 
the Florida License Tag Scholarship Program, 
which has awarded more than $100,000 in total 
scholarships to Florida students attending in-state 
institutions. 

Additionally, Mrs. Russell launched several 
region-specific signature initiatives, such as 
the establishment of regional archives at the 
University of South Florida; the Black Book 
Brigade to purchase and distribute books about 
black culture and history to churches, schools, and 
community organizations; the Pink Pearl Precinct 
Project to educate, register, and mobilize voters; 

and the EmpowerHer Leadership Symposium to 
prepare undergraduate college women for future 
leadership roles. 

The Legends Historical Legacy Bench initiative 
is one that Mrs. Russell has continued during her 
four years as regional director, installing eight 
benches in honor of past South Atlantic Regional 
Directors in all three states under her leadership. 

Beyond her extraordinary service to Alpha 
Kappa Alpha, Mrs. Russell’s legacy is deeply 
woven into the fabric of the greater Orlando 
community. A Florida Supreme Court Certified 
Clerk of Court, she currently serves as the 
Orange County Clerk of the Circuit Courts. 
She was elected in 2014, making her the first 

African American woman to serve as the Clerk 
of Court in the state of Florida. Previously, she 
served two four-year terms as an Orange County 
Commissioner, representing the largest African 
American community in the county and the 
tourism industry. 

The installation of her Legacy Bench is a fitting 
tribute to a woman whose career, service, and 
dedication have shaped Orlando, Orange County, 
and Alpha Kappa Alpha Sorority, Inc.® It is a 
recognition of her past accomplishments and 
a celebration of an enduring legacy that will 
continue to inspire future generations of leaders 
and community advocates.
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expertise. He acknowledges how her leadership 
and contributions as executive director have 
kept the organization running through grant 
funding, community outreach and the leaders 
and programming she’s brought in to interact 
and guide the teens.

“It means a lot to me that I have someone that 
I can trust and who believes in what I’m doing,” 
he says. “She’s someone who can also keep 
me in line because she’s always been detailed 
in everything.” He shares that since childhood 
she always focused on earning the best grades 
and making her parents proud. This mindset and 
behavior of excellence is what she instills and 
expects from the young men and women she 
mentors on a weekly basis.

Her aspirations of greatness, steadfast 
curiosity and hunger for knowledge have taken 
her across the globe to Africa, Guatemala, China, 

Sweden and Greece. The soil she’s touched has 
left an indelible mark on her life. With each 
encounter, she looks for the opportunity to 
elevate her mindset, share with others and apply 
those lessons to what comes next in life. 

Wallace’s mentor and executive coach, Lori 
Malcolm, recalls the drive and determination 
she witnessed as her manager during her late 
1990s Disney internship. “She had a level of 
confidence when she shared her points and 
perspectives that was very impressive,” she 
recalls. “She was an intern, so she was the most 
junior person, and the team saw how she was 
able to jump in and contribute. She’s always 
been courageous and willing to put in the hard 
work, and her community is now reaping the 
benefits.”

These characteristics and drive are what makes 
a difference in the lives of those she touches. 

One young woman, Krichali Torres, still 
remembers how the time she spent with Wallace 
made her feel during her time in the program. 
“She always loved us and gave us love,” she 
reflects. “It made a big difference in my life, 
and she taught me how to control my anger. 
She showed me how to express my feelings.” 
Torres’ mother, Yesenei Torres, saw the shift in 
her daughter’s behavior and is forever grateful. 
“I’m so grateful she taught my daughter how 
to make good decisions,” she says. “We will 
always have a beautiful relationship with her.”

A memorable moment that meant so much 
to the mentees and displays her heart happened 
during a beach stop on a field trip. She 
encouraged the young men to remove their shoes 
and feel the sand on their feet. Even though the 
beach isn’t far from their homes, it was a mind-
altering experience many hadn’t had before. 

“It gave them the opportunity to just enjoy the 
feeling of just being, feeling the breeze, hearing 
and seeing the ocean. For some, it brought a 
peace that they haven’t felt before,” Chris says.

This is just a small example of experiences 
she wants for others. Especially, young people. 

Although Chris is the older of the siblings, 
he’s learned so much from his sister. “She 
inspires me to keep God first and just be the best 
person I can be for myself, my family and my 
community.”

Wallace’s contributions to the lives of 
Orlando’s youth and her community will 
be felt for many generations to come. As a 
leader, she’s knowledgeable. As a friend, she’s 
compassionate. As a daughter, she dependable. 
As a sister, she’s trustworthy. And as a history 
maker, she’s one of one.
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 John Simpson stands beside “In Case,” a photograph of his father’s banjo created by artist Toya Flewellyn for 
the EYESEEIMAGES Portrait Series, honoring the instrument his father played to help support their family in Zanesville, 
Ohio.

Photos of young Simone during her early days as a MAN UP mentee.


