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a Q&A with Louis Gossett Jr.

Your first movie role was at the age of nineteen, when 
you filmed on location in Kenya. What was that like for a 
young actor?
I arrived in Kenya to work on a film called "The Bushbaby", and 
I ended up being in Africa for three months. I had not really 
traveled that much before, then my movie right after that was 
filmed in Israel. I had an international education. 

You were the first African American to win an Academy Award 
for best supporting actor. How did you not let your ego get 
the best of you, and maintain your focus on your art?
You have to behave a certain way and be aware of certain things. 
You look up one day and you get kind of big headed. It’s a 
challenge. Life had challenges anyway, but when you are being a 
star it really challenges you. I have been through all of that, and 
with good fortune and the greater good I came out of all that. 

Roots was watched by millions of people when it first aired. 
Do you think it helped to change people's perceptions of 
slavery in the early days of America? 
It changed people's perceptions, but it was an education. 
Thank god for the network for getting that sophisticated. 
Everybody knows everything now. They dealt with stuff on 
the surface, not underneath. 

How did you find filming on location in places like Louisbourg 
and Shelburne?
We filmed much of the film in Nova Scotia and it was just 
gorgeous, but almost a little too much oxygen (laughs)! I slept 
like a baby at night. 

How did you come to hear about the television version of 
Lawrence Hill’s “The Book of Negroes”? 
They were very interested in having me play the part of Daddy 
Moses. “The Book of Negroes” is about slavery, but it’s also about 
the dramatic life of a woman. Aunjanue Ellis, the main actress 
who plays Aminata is just incredible. I would have to be insane 
to turn that down. 

Daddy Moses is an African American slave and a Methodist 
preacher in Nova Scotia leading a band of runaway slaves to 
freedom. What was the experience like for you encompassing 
that role? 
Moses is almost blind; he can see maybe five feet in front of 
him. He uses it as a ploy sometimes he acts very blind and 
sometimes he can see more then he lets on. It was a very 
cathartic experience for me.

How would you describe Daddy Moses’ role in the story?
There is a scene in the book where Daddy Moses is taking 
Aminata hunting but of course he is blind. Yet he can hear the 
rustling of a deer in the forest and shoots it dead in one shot. 
It’s like Moses possesses a level of magic in a way. He imparts 
so many values onto Aminata while she is dealing with major 
adversities.

The premise of the film is a subject that few Canadians know 
is a part of their history. What do you hope people will be 
able to take away from this mini-series?
They will take away the fact that we are all really on one 
planet, and that we need to share in it equally and be equally 
responsible. It was difficult filming, but was a multinational 
production—South Africa, Canada, the United States and 
England. I looked around my last day and everyone was like 
a family. We all worked very hard to make those scenes as 
perfect as possible. I said, “You guys don’t realize what you’re 
doing. You have done what the world is trying to do. Carry that 
message back home with you.”

Academy Award-winning actor Louis Gossett Jr. has been breaking down boundaries 
since the onset of his career. For over six decades, Brooklyn-born Gossett has entertained 
us with his repertoire of deeply engaging roles. He portrayed Fiddler on the politically-
resonate 1970s miniseries Roots, which delved into slavery and emancipation. He is 
best known for playing Sergeant Emil Foley in An Officer and a Gentleman, which won 
him his Academy Award and put him on the map as the first African American actor to 
win an Oscar for the best supporting role. 

This past spring Gossett spent time in various parts of Nova Scotia filming the highly 
anticipated miniseries The Book of Negroes, which is based on Canadian Lawrence 
Hill’s award-winning novel. The production also features Cuba Gooding Jr. and Allan 
Hawco of CBC’s Republic of Doyle. Local Connections Halifax chats with Mr. Gossett 
on fame, good fortune and Nova Scotia’s past. 
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