
Tyrone Rhames was born in Harlem in April of 1962.  His mother 

was misdiagnosed with tuberculosis when he was a toddler, and it 

took over five years for her to receive a correct diagnosis of lupus.  

She was in and out of the hospital throughout his childhood, and in 

her absence Tyrone and his younger sister Francine were raised by 

his grandmother.  “My grandmother taught me how to survive,” 

says Tyrone of the woman who lived through a life filled with               

hardship.  Her only son was killed at four after being dragged under 

the car for blocks by a drunk driver, and Tyrone says that “because 

she lost him, I was her favorite.”  Despite their struggles with money, 

Tyrone felt loved and cared for by his grandmother.  “Anything a 

kid could want we had,” he says, “and we never knew we were 

poor.”  

An artist, Tyrone dreamed of being a fashion designer as a child.  

After earning his GED, he completed a semester at FIT in the early 

80s, but due to financial pressures was unable to enroll in another 

semester.  He became seriously addicted to hard drugs soon after, 

and by this time his mother and sister were also using drugs.  “I 

guess I was trying to medicate some of the feelings I had as a young child that I didn’t understand,” he 

says.  Since then, Tyrone’s life has been marked by disease and death.  He was diagnosed with HIV in 

1991, a few months after he checked himself into rehab.  The next year his mother died of a cardiac              

arrest, just three weeks after getting clean herself.  “I was just in the process of changing my life,” he says 

of the time, “and when she passed away, it really devastated me because I never got the chance to know 

her the way I wanted to.” 

 

In 2003, Tyrone’s grandmother died at the age of 84.  He cared for her in the hospital until her death.     

“To see her deteriorate in front of my eyes broke me down,” he says, though he spent every day of the 

last two weeks of her life with her.  His sister Francine died in 2005 of HIV and drug related issues, and his             

father, who also had the virus, died later the same year from lung cancer.  “He never was a role model,”        

Tyrone says of his father, “but in the end we had the relationship me and my mother should’ve had.  He 

accepted that I was gay.”   

 

He moved to a nursing home for patients with HIV/AIDS in 1992, and in 1993 he moved to greater                

independence in the HSI Scattered Site apartment he still lives in.  Most of the friends and people he lived 

with during those years, all HIV positive before effective medications were developed, have died from 

AIDS related illness.  When he moved to the apartment, he says “at first I didn’t want to fix it up because I 

didn’t think I would live long enough.”  Today, his apartment, which he shares with his cat, Missy, is                 

tastefully decorated and comfortable.  He is part of the close network of those living in HSI’s Scattered Site 

housing, where he’s well known for his pineapple covered ham, his contribution to special gatherings of 

this group of survivors. “The only one I can change is myself, and for years I’ve been working on that,”                

he says.  “I’ve had a rough life,” he adds, but “it showed me how to stand firm for myself.”      


