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To my bride, Joyce.


Time passes but love endures.


—D.N.D.


To Daniel


—P.K.


 





Foreword


Like many Americans, I have longed for the arrival of a heroic politician who could lead America to a better place—a true “servant leader” whose interest is only to serve those who put him in office and who cares little about the next election or the next rung on the ladder of his political career. A person who has the perfect blend of character and humility, who is plainspoken, who is incapable of telling a falsehood. A person like David Dinkins, the 106th mayor of New York City, about whom I am honored to write this foreword.


Since Mayor Dinkins has covered his life story and remarkable political career in the pages of this book, I would like to comment on the man I came to know and admire after he left office. So first, a little story.


It was 5:00 pm on Saturday, May 18, 2013, when David Dinkins presided at the wedding of my assistant, Jeannie Santos, soon to be Mrs. Frank Zammataro. At eighty-five, he was in full voice and soon had the entire audience spellbound by his masterful delivery. I watched in awe as the former mayor—gracious, respectful, and reverential—turned a civil ceremony into a spiritual event, reminding all in attendance that God’s wishes are that we humans get along.


Before and after the wedding ceremony, Mayor Dinkins conversed with nearly all of the 120 guests, with a look of joy and love in his eyes, charming everyone. These were not the actions of a politician who was used to working a room, but of a human being who was born to lead. Because I knew many of the people at the reception, and knew that most were Republicans, I could not help but marvel at how readily he won their hearts. Is it any wonder he became the first African American mayor of New York City—a city with a largely white population at that?


In 1993, several weeks after he lost his reelection bid, I had lunch with Mayor Dinkins in midtown. Although he was still smarting from his narrow loss, he seemed more concerned about how I was doing than interested in answering my questions about his future. “The only thing I know for sure,” he said, was that, “on January 1, I’ll be out of work, so I’ll need a job to support my family.” How could this be, I wondered? Didn’t all ex-mayors and ex-politicians get “taken care of,” and didn’t many of them become fabulously rich after leaving office?


From then until now, I have spent a good deal of time with “Mr. Mayor,” prodding him to write this important book and assisting him in the process. During this time I have become convinced that his portrayal in the mainstream media has been largely at odds with the facts.


To begin with, New York City was not the crime-infested capital of the world under David Dinkins, as has been proposed by his successor, Rudy Giuliani. This widely accepted myth, which was used by Giuliani as fodder for his presidential campaign, did as much to malign the law-abiding citizens of our great city as it did to damage the reputation of Mayor Dinkins.


The truth be told, crime had reached historic highs during the last term of Ed Koch, which carried over to Dinkins’s first year in office. Racial tensions, too, had reached a boiling point well before Mayor Dinkins took the oath of office. Moreover, the entire nation experienced surging crime rates that ultimately resulted in what is popularly known as the federal “Crime Bill,” which was signed into law in 1994 by President Clinton. Exacerbating the problem, weakening city finances and a national economic downturn conspired to cut social service expenditures at a time when they were needed most, and a tragedy such as the Crown Heights riot was an accident waiting to happen.


As I like to say, they didn’t exactly lay out a welcome mat for this proud veteran of the United States Marine Corps. And yes, they also didn’t know how tough he was.


As you will see as you read this book, two things David Dinkins does not tolerate are violence and lawlessness. While some in the media grudgingly regarded him as “courtly” and “civil,” from his first day in office to his last, critics insisted he be tougher on crime, yet never gave him credit for actually doing something about it.


In point of fact, crime began dropping at a faster rate during Mayor Dinkins’s tenure than during any other time in the history of New York City, and has continued to do so up to the present. In fact, it was Mayor Dinkins who hired five thousand new cops despite the budget deficit he inherited, and it was he who initiated the “Safe Streets, Safe City” program, which took police out of their cars and put them on the streets—the one policing strategy that many experts credit as actually being effective in combating crime. In fact, those initiatives combined to bring about a rapid drop of crime and put the city well on a path to being among the nation’s safest.


Need I mention that it was David Dinkins who promoted Ray Kelly to the position of police commissioner?


In line with his abhorrence of crime and lawlessness, Mayor Dinkins also had zero tolerance for white-collar crime and political malfeasance of any sort. As a result, his administration did not have a single scandal or indictment handed down to any of its members, while those of his predecessor produced many. In fact, the team he put together to run the city government consisted of some of the most competent and public-spirited individuals ever assembled by any administration. And yes, they represented his “gorgeous mosaic,” a blend of men and women, whites, blacks, Hispanics, Asians, Christians, Jews, and nonbelievers.


Perhaps the greatest disservice to Mayor Dinkins’s reputation was the furor over building a new stadium for the US Tennis Open, which was named for one of the greatest tennis players of all time. How dare he spend millions of taxpayers’ money? came the hue and cry. Why was it named after Arthur Ashe? Who other than Mayor Dinkins really cares about tennis?


Well, as it turns out, the investment has produced by some estimates more than $1 billion in revenue for New York City since the stadium was completed, and tennis is now widely recognized as a national sport. Arthur Ashe was the Jackie Robinson of tennis, his legacy lives on, and not solely because a black mayor chose to honor him. Yet we still haven’t heard a single accolade for Dinkins’s vision, and the stadium remains widely derided, most recently because we didn’t spend even more money to include a retractable dome!


Sometime in the near future we may well build a new domed stadium. In my view, it should be named after David Dinkins. However, knowing him as I do, I can say that he would never consider such a gesture.


Today Mayor Dinkins is leading a wholesome and productive life. A professor of public policy at Columbia University and, as always, a man about town, he enjoys a popularity that speaks volumes about his place in New York City’s history. He remains both thankful and humbled to have had the privilege to serve as mayor of the greatest city in the world.


He is equally thankful, perhaps, for the years he served as city clerk, about which he writes, “The part of the job I most enjoyed was presiding over the city’s Marriage Bureau. The city clerk can preside over marriage ceremonies, and I took the opportunity as often as I could. I had a convocation ready to go at any moment, adaptable to whomever was celebrating their happy day:


We are here to participate in and witness the sacred ceremony of marriage which has been, since the time of the first born, a means of establishing and continuing a home. For it is by this act that the community endures.


Mayor Dinkins made estimable yet largely overlooked contributions to the New York City community. It is time they were appreciated.


Thank you, Mr. Mayor.


LEONARD RIGGIO
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Trenton Makes, the World Takes


Trenton, New Jersey, where I grew up, was a major center of manufacturing in the Northeast. A working-class city, Trenton was home to a half-dozen rubber companies, Roebling Wire and Steel, and Lenox China; its factories made cigars, anvils, farm tools, steam turbines, aspirin, dolls, watches, bricks, linoleum, and felt-tip pens. Westinghouse, General Motors, Eastern Aircraft, American Standard—all called Trenton home. The world’s largest bathtub was made in our fair city and was sent to President William Howard Taft. A sign on the side of the Lower Free Bridge over the Delaware River announced proudly, Trenton Makes, the World Takes. Locals still call it the “Trenton Makes Bridge.”


I was born in Trenton on July 10, 1927, and my first memories are of the Great Depression. None of these factories was doing very well. I didn’t know it was the Depression, I thought this was just how life was.


My parents, William Harvey Dinkins Jr. and Sarah Lucy, met at Huntington High School in Newport News, Virginia. My mother, whom everyone called Sally, stood perhaps five-foot-two and was very proud to be co-captain of the girls’ basketball team. They married young and came north.


My father went to beautician school in Newark, and my earliest memories of him are in the one-chair barbershop he ran on the ground floor of the row house in which we lived at 81 Spring Street. The street was wide, and the houses that lined it were two and three stories high, some made of brick, some of wood. My father did all the renovations himself; he was very good with his hands. I shined the shoes of the men who came for a cut and a shave. We didn’t have a lot of money, but we got by.


When I was around six years old, my parents separated. I couldn’t understand why and they didn’t tell me, but I went with my mother and grandmother, Nora Bacon, to live in New York City. My younger sister, Joyce, came with us and later moved to Baltimore to stay with my father’s sister. We lived in Harlem. The only apartment I remember must have been on Seventh Avenue, overlooking the subway yards. We never stayed in one place very long; we moved when the rent was due.


My mother and grandmother both worked as domestics, cooking and cleaning for white folks for a dollar a day. I don’t remember ever being hungry, I never went to bed without dinner, and my clothes were clean. I had toys; when the children of the families for whom my mother and grandmother worked outgrew or got tired of theirs, they were given to me. We were poor as hell, but I didn’t know that we were poor.


There were rules in my mother’s house. If we were walking in the street and encountered an adult and I called that person by his or her first name, I would receive a stern rebuke. “This is Mr. Smith,” I was informed. Propriety was important. And respect. I was an obedient child, and they didn’t have to discipline me often. I do not mean to suggest that I was never bad, because I’m sure I got into as much trouble as the average kid, but I would not defy them. If I did something wrong, my mother or grandmother would simply talk to me. Whatever the infraction—perhaps my room was messy—they would say, “Today we worked so hard, why don’t you pick up your clothes?” In about thirty seconds I would be in tears. They were loving, caring, hardworking women, and they never had to lay a hand on me.


With just one exception.


In the mid-1930s on the streets of New York, the latest in personal transportation was what we called skate scooters: wooden soapboxes nailed onto two-by-fours with metal roller-skate wheels affixed in the front and back. They made a racket in the street, and we would race them incessantly. Of course, if you wanted a really good-looking scooter, you’d nail on reflectors, the kind found mostly on license plates. We wouldn’t buy reflectors; we didn’t have the money or the inclination. We would liberate them. On one occasion, as a group of us were huddled over the back bumper of a particularly vulnerable automobile, a police officer—a black police officer in plainclothes—saw us and knew immediately that we were up to no good. We all took off and he chased us, and because I was the smallest he caught me. He could have taken me to the station house, but he did something he knew would be far worse: he took me home to my mother and grandmother. They took off all my clothes, stood me in the bathtub, and beat me with straps. I haven’t stolen a reflector since.


When I was around seven years old, I used to sell shopping bags. At the corner of 125th Street and Eighth Avenue, men sold fruit and vegetables from pushcarts. This open-air marketing was the very personal way shopping got done in Harlem. And because nobody had any money, you didn’t get a shopping bag in which to place your groceries, you had to buy one. Little entrepreneur that I was, I would buy bags from a wholesaler three for a nickel and sell them to shoppers at two cents apiece. It took quite a while, but when I finally made ten cents, I went to the five-and-dime and bought a present for my mother. It was one of the proudest moments of my life.


I was still in grammar school when I was sent back from Harlem to Trenton to live with my father. His name was Bill, but I called him Pop, and everybody else did too. If Pop had gone to college, he would have done quite well; he was a very smart, self-made man. By the time I got back, his barbershop was thriving. He had started with one chair and then expanded, renting space to other people. Ed Veldeen had a chair, and a man named Cox, and another fellow from nearby Philadelphia used to come over and cut hair. In the years I was away, Pop was certified as a real estate broker and insurance agent, and he managed his businesses from an office in back of the barbershop. He was making a better living than my mother, and apparently together they decided I would be better served living with him in Trenton.


I had responsibilities. In those days people didn’t pay their bills by mailing in a check at the beginning of the month, they went to each office personally and paid in cash. Pop had a box with many compartments into which he would put aside some money each week—“This is the rent, this is the electric, this is the telephone”—and as each was due I would be dispatched to pay the bill. He didn’t use these exact words, but he was teaching me the difference between “gross” and “net,” he was teaching me that not all the money in the cash register was his. We had debts, and he was teaching me how to save. And he was demonstrating his faith in me.


There was a smattering of black families on Spring Street. We didn’t live in a ghetto. From my father’s barbershop all the way down a couple of blocks to the shoemaker was mostly white. There were two black families on the 200 block. Mrs. Hence, an African American, ran a little tearoom, but most of the families in the immediate vicinity were working- or lower-middle-class white folks. No one locked his door, not during the day, not at night. We all knew each other. It was mostly black in the stand-alone wooden homes on West End Avenue, a little mixed on nice, quiet Montgomery Place. There was not much crime to speak of. Once, a man opened the door of the neighborhood doctor’s car, parked unlocked as it was in front of the doctor’s home/office on Spring Street, and stole his medical bag. An hour later the same man drove by and tossed the bag on the sidewalk; he didn’t want to deprive the doctor of his equipment, he just wanted the morphine the doctor was carrying. That is the sum total of crime I can recall.


Once back, I quickly rejoined a tight group of friends. There was Frederick Schenck (pronounced Skank); Hilmar Ludwig Jensen Jr., also known as Junky Joe; and Aloysius Leon Higginbotham Jr. The Hayling brothers, Leslie and Hartley (known as Bill), lived across the street. Fred Schenck grew up to become the deputy undersecretary of commerce for the Jimmy Carter administration. Junky Joe became a teacher and school principal in Delaware. Leon Higginbotham became chief judge of the US Court of Appeals for the Third Circuit and was awarded the Presidential Medal of Freedom. Les Hayling was one of the Tuskegee Airmen—in 2007 they were honored with the Congressional Gold Medal—and became a successful dentist, and Dr. Bill Hayling delivered everyone’s babies.


When we were little boys, we would play down by the canals that ran through Trenton, fed in part by the Delaware River and remnants of the horse-drawn barge system that served as a shipping lane from New Brunswick in north Jersey all the way down to Lambertville. My father had found an old piece of wood that was wide enough and long enough to stand on, and he had anchored it with rocks and dirt in the well-worn towpath out behind West End Avenue for us to use as a diving board. Trenton summers were hot, and it was a great treat to be able to jump into the water, even if some of us, myself among them, could not swim. One afternoon I trotted out to the end and started jumping up and down, singing, “This is my daddy’s diving board! This is my daddy’s diving board!” I slipped and fell. The first time my head got above water, I saw Junky Joe’s heels rounding the corner of the alley, running. I was going down for the second time when Les Hayling walked into the water and pulled me out. Later that afternoon I saw Joe.


“You left me to drown!”


“No, I didn’t,” he said. “I went to seek aid!” Nine years old and he went to “seek aid”!


Not long after I returned to Trenton my father told me he was going to remarry. I thought I would die. All this time my parents had been very civil to one another—we were together at holiday times—and I was convinced that they would someday be a family again. I had built my vision of the world on that reunion, and when that future fell apart I was very distressed. I cried for a week.


The woman my father married, my stepmother, was named Lottie Lee Hargett, but everybody called her Sis. In my day there were no African American teachers at Trenton Central High School, but she started in the middle school and taught for forty years, and by the time she retired Sis was teaching English and drama at Central. She was a presence. The year she retired they dedicated the Trenton Central yearbook to her. On occasion we would encounter two generations of her students—say, mother and daughter—walking down the street. She was very helpful to me and my friends when we needed educational assistance. Whenever there was a school play or poetry recital, the participants always asked her to help. It didn’t take long for me to learn to love her, and I ended up having two mothers who loved me. They were very much alike, and each of them thought there was nothing I couldn’t do.


Sis was a trusting soul. My father would fill the gas tank in our car without telling her, and she never caught on. According to Les Hayling, she once said, as Pop winked at us around the dinner table, “This car gets good mileage. I’ve been riding all summer and haven’t had to fill up once!”


I attended the Bellevue Avenue Colored School, later named the New Lincoln School, obviously an all–African American institution. Black students, black teachers, and a black principal, P. J. Hill, a no-nonsense educator whom kids used to call Pickle Juice. I was a decent student. Each of the adults in my life instructed me to pay attention, and I did.


In junior high school we studied Latin, and my very strict teacher, Ms. Bernice Munce, never gave me better than a B. However, I got to Trenton Central High School and proceeded to lead the class. On the other hand, my arithmetic teacher, who had earned his doctorate, never gave me less than an A−. The first day in high school the math teacher, Mr. Murphy, put a square root sign on the blackboard and referred to it as a “radical.” I had never heard the term, didn’t know what he was talking about. In the six math marking periods that year, I started with a D and by the end the best I could do was a B. Ever since that time I have felt that it is not the subject matter that is primary in the creation of a student, it is the quality of the teacher. I have had a handful of good teachers in my life, men and women who made an impression on me and who I think taught me well, and I am very thankful for them.


As we grew older Fred Schenck, Junky Joe, and I grew even closer. If you saw one of us, you saw us all. We were known in the neighborhood as the Three Musketeers. I wasn’t an athlete. Although I was too little to play basketball, I loved to play baseball—second base or shortstop—but wasn’t particularly good. We played football in the street as though we were competing for professional contracts. Our football, however, was old and beaten, and the bladder was dried out completely. We didn’t have money to replace it, so we stuffed the leather shell full of leaves and continued our pursuit of athletic greatness. In fact, at age ten or twelve, we played a game against a team of white kids down the shore in Asbury Park. We arrived, and they couldn’t have been nicer. They fed us sandwiches and cookies and ice cream, and we stuffed ourselves, and then they went out and ran all over us. We didn’t know whether that was their plan, but it worked!


On Saturday mornings, Fred, Junky Joe, and I would investigate the alleys of the affluent neighborhood west of Spring Street, looking for soda bottles in rich folks’ garbage. There was a nickel deposit on those bottles, which was big money. We would trade in what we found and head over to the local bakery, Pryor’s Doughnuts on Edgewood Avenue. On any given day fresh pastries were too expensive for us, but a nickel would get you a baker’s dozen of day-old doughnuts, and those we shared happily. Pryor’s was right across the street from the Strand Theater, where we spent many Saturday afternoons. Starting at one o’clock, the price of admission got you four hours of a movie matinee, serials, cartoons, and an on-screen contest. If your ticket number came in, you’d win a candy bar. Fred Schenck swears he actually won one.


Of course we sat in the balcony. When we stepped up to the ticket window, that’s where they automatically put us. I don’t have any recollection of white and colored water fountains in Trenton, but I do know that I was never permitted a seat in the orchestra of the Strand Theater. Now and then we would ask for a downstairs seat, but these requests were never granted. (Maybe because that is where I sat during my formative moviegoing years, I have always felt that a seat in the mezzanine is superior to one in the orchestra. One, it is cheaper, and two, it has a better view.)


None of us was allowed to smoke, but that didn’t stop us from buying cigarettes. Usually we would buy them loose for a penny apiece, but one day we gathered enough money to purchase an entire pack—we must have made off with a great haul of soda bottles. It was Joe’s responsibility to take the pack home, and he got caught. In our neighborhood it wasn’t hard to figure out who the other culprits were. There was no inquisition, no call to ask any of us, “Did you do this?” The assumption was that we were all co-conspirators, and that assumption was almost always correct. As we shared our successes, we shared our failures: whatever punishment was meted out to one of us the other two got as well, as a matter of course. And they did not spare the rod; this punishment was corporal.


We spent a lot of time at the colored YMCA. The white Y was downtown on Clinton Avenue, where we would occasionally get invited to shoot pool, but most of our time was spent at the colored Y, a townhouse at 105 Spring Street run by Junky Joe’s father. Mr. Jensen had an assistant, Calvin Brown, who was a nice fellow with an excellent singing voice, and he was there to help make sure we kids didn’t get unruly.


The colored Y was free. There would be fifteen or twenty boys and girls there almost every day—before dinner, after dinner, it was like a second home. We would play Ping-Pong, and if you backed up too far trying to hit a shot, you would bang your paddle against the wall and knock out some plaster. Years later, my father bought that house, and I found myself patching some of the holes I had helped create.


There was a gym in Les Hayling’s basement built by an Indian man who worked for Les’s father. He had taken a card table, turned it upside down, fastened it to the ceiling, and hung a punching bag from it. He had erected a platform to serve as a ring. We went down there and fought like cats and dogs. I would fight in the schoolyard; if you pushed me, I would push you back. My friend Alphonse Wheeler—“Fonz”—was not much bigger than I, but he was a tough cat who liked me because I refused to get pushed around; he kind of became my protector. He, too, later joined the Marine Corps. Still, since I was smaller than most of the other boys, I knew enough not to put on gloves and step into a ring.


The Y housed a number of colorful characters. We had a fellow named Ike Williams who ended up being lightweight champion of the world from 1945 to 1951. A fighter like Sugar Ray Robinson—he threw a thousand punches and you couldn’t touch him. And we had at least one guy who could beat Ike! Jake Richardson, whose brother Percy became a cut man for Larry Holmes and Michael Spinks, was tougher than anyone. Jake wasn’t tall—around five-foot-eight or -nine—but he was very strong, limber, and athletic. He could stand on the first step of my stoop, keep his legs straight, and put his palms on the pavement. He could throw a snowball halfway down the block and hit you dead in the head. He would throw a bolo punch and send people into the middle of next week. Les Hayling swears he saw Jake hit a guy with an uppercut and flip him 360 degrees onto his stomach. When Jake fought on the second floor of the Y, we had to station two boys in front of the window to keep him from knocking his opponents into the street.


Jake went into the service, and a sergeant who did not know with whom he was messing started picking at him. Jake hit the sergeant, knocking him out cold. The officer, who only a moment before had thought himself the toughest guy in the Army, could have put Jake in the brig. Instead, he put him in the ring. Jake said, “I’m not a boxer, I’m a fighter.” They put him in anyway. Jake knocked out everyone he faced . . . in the first round! He wasn’t one to throw a lot of punches and score points; he would just stand flat-footed, and when the time came he would hit you in the jaw and you were finished. He ended up an all-Army champ.


Junky Joe grew to be about five-foot-ten. He was a light-skinned handsome boy with a sharp nose who put his energy to good use. In high school he played the drums and organized a band, Junky Joe Jensen and his Jim Jam Jiving Jamboree, which, when World War II started, evolved into Junky Joe and the Jiving Jodys. (“Jody” was what soldiers called civilians—guys who stayed home and messed with people’s wives and girlfriends.) You may have heard soldiers singing while marching in cadence; these are the lyrics for one of those songs:


 


Your baby was home when you left,


You’re right!


 


Jody was home when you left,


You’re right!


 


Ain’t no use in going back,


Jody’s got your Cadillac.


 


Ain’t no use in calling home,


Jody’s got your gal and gone.


 


Ain’t no use in feeling blue,


Jody’s got your sister too.


 


Les Hayling’s father had gone to art school, so he painted a fancy JJJ on the bandstands for the professional touch. The very distinguished Aloysius Leon Higginbotham Jr., about six feet, four inches tall and possessed of a sonorous voice, played saxophone. I couldn’t play anything, but I used to carry the instruments so I would get into the dances for free. We were underage, and our Jody status was tenuous, but we played it up anyway.


One summer during high school, Les Hayling, who was working at the Trenton Country Club as a waiter, got me a job there as a busboy. We weren’t country club kind of guys, but we were happy to have jobs. When we got there, we learned how that world worked.


The headwaiter was a very short, very strict black man named Mr. Nevius, who walked with his chin slightly raised, countenanced no nonsense from his people, and completely controlled the dining room. If members wanted a table of some stature, it behooved them to put some cash in his hand. The going rate was a dollar.


One of the regulars was Mr. Hindecamp, an insurance banker who often dined at the club with his wife. At one meal the man crossed Mr. Nevius’s palm with two quarters. The headwaiter lowered his eyes and peered into his hand. “Mr. Hindecamp . . . can’t very well fold this, can I?”


Mr. Hindecamp was not swayed. “Well, Nevius,” he said, “takes little ones to make big ones,” and went on and sat down.


Some members were certainly less appealing than others. One man, a doctor who wore black-and-white golf shoes every day and never seemed to go to work, carried himself with an excess of importance. He was approximately thirty-five years old, entirely imperious, and often in the company of an older lady who must have been seventy if she was a day. The woman had double chins and bags under her eyes, and to a teenager she was a prime example of what not to become when one aged. One afternoon, sitting in the second-floor grill room, she called me over.


“Young man,” she intoned, “go down and tell the doctor I want him.”


I found the doctor in the lounge. Others on the staff were waiting tables, serving drinks, folding napkins, going about their business. “Sir,” I told him, “your mother wants you.”


The guys just about fell down laughing. The man looked at me with cold steel in his eyes. Hell, I didn’t know she was his wife!


From that moment forward, that man and I simply did not get along. He treated me with the disdain of the wealthy, and I just didn’t care. One rainy day I was sitting around a table between meals, playing cards with some of the guys in charge of the locker room, when he came walking by. “What are you doing, young man?” He and his wife shared a withering tone. I looked up from my cards.


“I’m playing poker.”


The doctor shook his head and continued his promenade.


Country club employees lost their jobs all the time for all sorts of reasons. There was a long driveway that wound from the street to the clubhouse, and when someone got fired the phrase was “Hit the lane.” One afternoon the club’s manager, Mr. Donahue, stood in the bay window of the dining room with his hands behind his back, just looking. He had the air of a bird holding its place in the air stream, waiting for a fish to approach the surface and become a meal. Below him, a coworker named Nate was playing Ping-Pong with a little white girl at a table that had been set up near the pool. Mr. Donahue did not approve of such employee-member trans-racial fraternization. He told Leon Shepard, another member of the waitstaff, “Leon, go out there and tell Nate that as long as he’s got the Ping-Pong paddle in his hand, he’s got a job. But when he puts it down, tell him to hit the damn lane!”


I worked wherever I was instructed, but the bulk of my job was to bus tables during meal service. Busboys were responsible for setting the tables beforehand and removing dirty dishes, glasses, linen, and silverware afterward. Scut work. Still, a job was a job, and I performed adequately. We routinely loaded an aluminum tray with what must have been forty to fifty pounds of china and cutlery, hoisted it on one shoulder, and swept through the swinging doors into the busy confines of the kitchen, where through the din of orders and curses we would set the tray down and let the dishwashers have at the pile.


For some reason the geniuses who designed the Trenton Country Club’s kitchen saw fit to place a small set of steps just inside these doors. As a result, bringing in a load successfully was a feat of considerable navigational difficulty. But we were young, strong, and coordinated, and after a while each of us developed his own personal rhythm and the operation became second nature.


The dining room was staffed by men only, except when we had a big function; then they would put on some women to help out. One of the classic waiter’s rules is that you stack your own tray—it’s just the way things are done—and at a midsummer banquet, when one of the temporary busgirls was about to lift this big tray, I said, “I’ll take that for you.” I had things well in hand as I shouldered through the entryway. “Les,” I called to my friend, “we’re going to the tennis dance party up in north Jersey tonight, right? What time are we leaving for Shady Rest?” And as I was talking the plates began to fall. Maybe the tray wasn’t stacked properly, maybe her sense of balance wasn’t in line with mine. First one slid off the stack. It took an age. Then another. Of course, only a moment passed, but it seemed like two or three minutes before the last dish shattered on the concrete floor. And of course, at that very moment the doctor was passing through. He looked at me, looked at the wreckage at my feet, and said, “He’s fresh and surly and everything unbecoming a busboy. Get him out of here!” It wasn’t long before I hit the lane.


I got another job immediately, trucking freight at the Pennsylvania Railroad station. We worked in crews of five or six, and our job was to use heavy wooden carts to transport whatever was being shipped from the loading dock, down the platforms, through freight car after freight car connected by wooden walkways, to the car in which it would travel. You got paid extra for tonnage. If you were unloading lightbulbs, you were out of luck—you weren’t going to make a lot of money. If you had the opportunity to cart stoves or appliances, you stood to make a good day’s pay. I weighed about 125 pounds and stood in front of the wooden cart laden with freight several times heavier than I was, and every once in a while I’d miscalculate the leverage and it would lift me up in the air, right off my feet. If I had it balanced and I was moving, I was moving fast. Sometimes the weight would chase me. As was the custom, I’d yell out, “Makin’ tonnage!” and everyone would clear out in front because I had a runaway train behind me.


Scrappy Manny ran a bar in Trenton and was one of the best pool shooters in the world. He didn’t get a lot of action outside the local community because he was black, but when the Haylings bought a pool table, he came down to their basement and showed Les how to make trick shots. More to the point, Scrappy Manny was a gambler with connections in the world of horse racing. Scrappy sent his nephew, Killer Manny, to Trenton to watch over his action and run the numbers racket. As time passed Killer Manny tried to go legit. He married a schoolteacher, donated to the church, and got involved in politics. As part of his civic beneficence, he fixed it so some of us could take the civil service test and get work at the post office sorting mail.


At the post office, I worked one summer under a little man who enjoyed using his power to the fullest, an assistant supervisor who took pleasure in intimidating his workers by throwing them out and docking their pay. Losing a day’s pay was a significant deprivation; no one who worked at the post office could afford it. He would tell that day’s transgressor, “Get your card and stand by the clock,” which meant he or she should take his time card from its assigned slot and cool his heels before the assistant supervisor arrived for the ritual humiliation of punching him out. This became my catchphrase for the summer. Whenever anyone anywhere did anything of which I disapproved—at the pile of mail next to me, in the street, at the poker table—I would tell him, “Get your card and stand by the clock!”


One morning I arrived after the 9:00 punch-in.


“You’re late,” he told me.


I didn’t like this man at all. “That’s obvious,” I said.


“Where were you?”


“Clearly, I was elsewhere.”


“Get your card and stand by the clock!” I was out a day’s pay, but talking back was worth it. There are some abuses one ought not stand for.


I was seventeen years old in the summer of 1944, heading into my senior year of high school. World War II was in full force. My friends and I would go to the Strand and watch the newsreels of soldiers hitting the beach. No one thought of not going to war. Everybody went. Only a physical disability or a job in an essential occupation like the police or fire department could keep you from defending your country overseas. I knew I was going to fight, and I knew a lot of people were dying. People I personally knew were dead—young men from across the street and around the corner. I figured the way to stay alive, or at least to increase my chances of survival, was to be well trained. There were the Army Rangers, who were an elite fighting corps, and the Navy Seals, who were equally tough and well prepared. I had never heard of either of them. But I knew about the Marines.


I liked the way the Marines looked. My friend Everett Mills’s brother Julius looked good in his dress blues with the red stripe they called the “bucket of blood” running down the side of the pants leg. But more than that, even though I was only seventeen years old and around 125 pounds, like a lot of young people I was determined, I was bad, and I was ready, willing, and able to fight for my country.


These were Jim Crow days, and as I grew older I found that people in the United States were still being murdered because of their color. I heard things like, “You Negroes shouldn’t be so pushy, they only lynched five last year.” By this we were supposed to understand that things weren’t so bad, by God, they were getting better. I was not intimidated by white folks, and I wasn’t angry at white folks. But the armed forces were segregated. If a black man was drafted and went to the induction center and asked to be placed in the Army, they would put him in the Navy. If he wanted the Navy, he’d get the Army. In the experience of the young men in my Trenton neighborhood, nobody got what he asked for. Clearly, the way to be inducted into the branch of service you preferred was to enlist. The object then became to enlist in the armed forces before you turned eighteen, when you were required to register for the draft and it was too late. So began my sojourn to the Marine Corps recruitment offices.


The Marine Corps was an elite unit, “a Few Good Men,” and prior to 1942, there were no black men at all in the Marines. It took an executive order from President Franklin D. Roosevelt to begin the integration of that armed service, which was done grudgingly at best.


First, I found there was no recruitment station in Trenton, so I went to Newark and presented myself. I was turned away cold. “We have our quota of Negro Marines,” the officer-in-charge informed me. A few days later I pushed on, traveling to the recruitment center in Jersey City. “We have our quota of Negro Marines.” Camden, the same. I took the bus to New York City and tried to enlist at the recruitment station in Manhattan. They asked me where I lived. I told them Trenton. They turned me away. “You have to go to the state in which you reside.” But I had done that, I said, to no avail. That wasn’t their problem. I took the train to Philadelphia, only to be told the same thing. I came home, then returned to Philadelphia. “I want to be a Marine. That’s all there is to it. I just want to be a Marine.” I told the story of my quest and hounded the recruitment officer so intensely that he allowed me to take the armed forces physical and fill out the necessary forms. I was five-foot-seven, 130 pounds. They said I had high blood pressure and turned me away.


I knew I didn’t have high blood pressure; this was just another way of discouraging black men from joining the Marines. I found a doctor’s office nearby and had my pressure taken. Normal. I went home to Trenton and visited my family doctor, Dr. Granger, who had been an Army surgeon. Normal. I went back to Philadelphia, and they took the pressure in my left arm. Too high. Right arm. Too high. Lying down, standing up—according to them, always too high. (Later I concluded that I had what’s known as “white coat syndrome,” in which one gets nervous in front of doctors because one wants to pass the test so badly. At the time I didn’t know what was going on.) But by now I was a regular . . . and an annoyance. The officer prepared a letter for my draft board and gave me a copy. It said, in substance, “This man passes the physical and selects the Marine Corps. Put him in the Marine Corps.” I was in.


I don’t remember much about my senior year of high school. All I wanted to do that year was finish and enlist. Everybody was going to war, it was the natural order of things, and I was going to be a Marine! On July 10, 1945, I turned eighteen. I signed up for the draft that day and requested immediate induction. About two weeks later I was on my way. My parents did not gnash their teeth that their son was going to war; I think they were impressed with my persistence. Of my friends from home, Junky Joe was never in the service and Schenck and Everett Mills served in the Navy.


The black Marines were trained at Montford Point, Camp Lejeune, North Carolina; the white troops trained separately at Parris Island, South Carolina. We left as a group via train out of Jersey City, about twenty-five white kids and two African Americans. Since the other black inductee was a year older than I, they gave him both our orders to present.


I was so proud. I bought a stack of postcards and began writing everyone I knew, telling them where I was, where I was going, what I was going to do. We were going by train to Washington, DC, and from there making several stops through Virginia and into North Carolina, where we would get on a bus to the base. I wrote the itinerary so many times that I memorized it.


Good thing too, because the clown I was traveling with missed the connection in Washington, DC, never got on the train, and all of a sudden I was on my own—without my orders. The conductor came through to take our tickets, and I pointed to the white Marines and said, “I’m with them! I’m with them!” That worked until I had to get off in North Carolina and take the bus. Fortunately, I had some money in my pocket and knew my destination. I stepped up to the ticket window.


“Around back, boy.”


This was my first real experience with Jim Crow in the Deep South. It felt different from what little I had encountered in New Jersey. It felt significantly more threatening. There was an unyielding physicality to it. I had no more chance of getting a ticket from this person than I did of moving the building. I went around back.


Finally, I arrived at the little town of Jacksonville, North Carolina, took another transport to the base, and thought I would enter Camp Lejeune with a story to tell. I got off the bus, and a great big black sergeant said, “Where are your orders, boy?!” I started to launch into an explanation of how the Marine I was traveling with had my orders but missed the train and I had to—


The sergeant hit me. Knocked me down. I bounced up, and that was my introduction to the United States Marine Corps.


We were taught to obey the commands of whatever officer was directly in charge. If a sergeant or corporal was drilling us and a lieutenant or even a general were to come by and say, “Platoon halt!” we would keep on marching. The idea was to teach us discipline, and we learned it well. They ran us through the “manual of arms,” porting footlockers instead of weapons. “Right shoulder . . . locker box!” If you were cited for an infraction and were disciplined, the drill sergeant would hang wet clothes on a pole and tell you, “Now run around them until they dry.” Guys would run until they dropped. I saw grown men cry, but I was young and fit and I could run all day. I wanted so much to be a Marine, I wasn’t going to quit no matter what.


Obedience to command was completely ingrained in us. In fact, not in my time but later, two Marines in battle gear were marched into water and didn’t make it out. They drowned following orders. I still take my service in the Marines very seriously.


Our drill instructors, the DIs, taught us the basics. All of them were black. Our gunnery sergeants taught us to use bayonets and the M1 rifle. All of them were white. The gunnies would show up and say, “All right, niggers, fall in!” And we would fall in. They treated us that way right up until we were issued live ammunition; then their attitude became different. Vastly different.


Now, that’s the way I remember it. However, in real life it doesn’t sound likely that battle-tested Marine gunnery sergeants would change their tune for anything, least of all a platoon of black recruits, which brings me to this story my father used to love to tell:


There was a man who said he had a horse. He did not have a horse, but he said he had a horse, and he would tell stories of his horse and all the adventures he and his horse had together. These adventures were thrilling, and everyone admired him for his horse and his adventures, this man who had no horse. This man who had no horse said he had a horse so often that one day he went out . . . and bought himself a saddle!


Maybe the gunnery sergeants did not change their tune, but in our minds something big had changed, and maybe that’s what they were aiming for.


There were no black commissioned officers in our experience, that’s for sure. We used to joke that the only way one of us would become an officer would be to get commissioned one day, hold the march and parade the next, and get discharged the third. Segregated as we were, we heard stories from black Marines under fire who told us how warmly they were greeted by white Marines who had been pinned down and were running low on ammo when our men hit the beach bringing fresh supplies. We liked those stories.


We recruits didn’t get much liberty, but every once in a while we would get sixty-two hours off base—the other branches of service got seventy-two hours, I have no idea why ours was ten hours shorter—and I would either try to get home or go to Kingston or Wilmington, North Carolina, just to get out of there.


It was no picnic being black in the armed forces during World War II. The Tuskegee Airmen served with distinction and were denied credit and respect for more than fifty years. These men were heroes. They begged to be taught how to fly but were initially told, “No, you black folks are not smart enough.” When they won the battle to be trained, they were denied combat duty because they were thought to be cowards who would turn in the face of the enemy. And when they were allowed to fly escort for bombers, they never lost a single one. In fact, the white bomber pilots requested their cover. When their commander, Benjamin O. Davis, attended West Point, he had been shunned for four years, and no one spoke to him outside of the line of duty. This was the world in which we were serving.


I knew several Tuskegee Airmen personally: besides Les Hayling, there was Dr. Roscoe Brown, a fighter pilot who was the first in his group to shoot down a jet while flying a propeller plane; Percy Sutton, who was a stunt pilot before enlisting and became a very influential presence later in my life; and Lee Archer, who rose to the rank of lieutenant colonel and was an ace, which is to say he had five confirmed kills.


On one of their liberties, as several black airmen were heading north, the train stopped to pick up a group of Italian and German prisoners of war who were being transported from one prison to another. They had not been riding in the best of seats to begin with—this was the Deep South, after all—but the conductors, guided by the military officers in charge, told the airmen that they had to relinquish even those seats to the prisoners. These men were prepared to give up their lives to protect our country, and here they were being told to give up their seats for our enemies. Captured on the battlefield, these POWs were treated better than black soldiers. They had been taught to respect the command of our officers, and they did so, moving forward to seats behind the engine filled with smoke and soot. I found this to be un-American in the extreme, and I’ve never forgotten it.


I had been in the Marines for less than a year when a drill instructor gathered our platoon, number 547—some things you remember!—in the barracks and said, “Get on your knees. Thank God the war is over!” We couldn’t believe it. “Now get up!” he said. “Nothing’s changed.”


And nothing had changed. We drilled, we went about the business of being Marines, but we never saw combat. I was honorably discharged on August 21, 1946.


In August 2012, the nation’s highest civilian honor, the Congressional Gold Medal, awarded to persons “who have performed an achievement that has an impact on American history and culture that is likely to be recognized as a major achievement in the recipient’s field long after the achievement,” was awarded to all African American Marines who served in the Corps between 1942 and 1949 and were trained at Montford Point. Twenty thousand black men had come through there. We were Montford Point Marines and said the name with pride, deserving the same place in history as the Tuskegee Airmen and the post–Civil War Buffalo Soldiers. Those of us still surviving were presented with replicas of the Gold Medal in a ceremony held at the Capitol Building and the following day at the Marine Corps barracks in Washington, DC. I was proudly among them. I had been a teenager when I enlisted, and although I was eighty-five years old when I accepted the medal, I was almost the youngest Montford Point Marine in attendance. They called me “kid.”
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The Education of a Ditch Digger


I had never thought of going to college, but the GI Bill made education affordable, and clearly an educated man would advance more quickly than one without a diploma in the postwar world. However, because I was discharged from the Marines in August and most schools started in September, I thought, Too late, can’t get in. Then my stepmother, Lottie Lee, changed my life. She was a college classmate of the fellow in charge of veterans’ affairs at Howard University, Dr. Carroll Miller, and she insisted that I apply to Howard immediately. “I can get you in,” she said, and I believed her. My grades were good enough to gain entrance into that esteemed institution, and Lottie Lee got it done in three weeks, which I thought was a miracle.


I was not the only young person she helped. In fact, there was strong support from many men and women in my Trenton neighborhood who, though not necessarily our teachers, were friends of the family—the extended family—and helped counsel us toward higher education. At one point in time there were nearly forty students at Howard from Trenton. Successful students were a source of great community pride.


This surely was different from the attitude of our high school counselors, who most often directed African American students toward service jobs. The most enlightened of them encouraged some few of us to be nurses or teachers, but college and then medical or law school was outside their idea of reasonable career paths for black youth. Every generation preceding mine—and I am not just talking about the high school counselors in Trenton—was directed away from higher education. The result was that many people who might have thrived intellectually and economically never had the opportunity to succeed. Nor did their children, or their children’s children, have that opportunity; the effect was exponential. Most of my friends went to college, but there were some left behind, and they did not fare as well as their intelligence might have allowed. Hilmar Ludwig Jensen Jr. (Junky Joe) had entered Howard University a year before I arrived. Les and Bill Hayling mustered out of the service earlier than I and were there already as well. Fred Schenck, who was younger, arrived a year later.


The GI Bill took care of tuition and books and provided a $75 monthly stipend for room and board and other expenses. I planned to live on campus, referred to as “the Hill,” in Cook Hall, where the rent was $17.50 a month. However, the administration, in its infinite wisdom, decided that because I was a veteran I was too old to live with freshmen and therefore had to reside in one of three vet dorms—Wake, Guam, or Midway—out in northeast Washington, DC, off Benning Road. The fact that I was nineteen didn’t seem to factor into their thinking. My rent in Wake Hall was $30.50, and a trolley pass, which I now needed to reach the Howard campus, cost $4.50, so my monthly total was $35—or precisely twice the amount I thought I was going to be paying. This and other factors caused me to have month left at the end of my money.


Money was an issue throughout college. I had a roommate junior year whose father was an undertaker in Americus, Georgia. I figured he was very wealthy, for he wore a suede sport jacket. Most of us were dirt poor. A few of us were coming home one day when we saw my roommate in a little convenience store playing pinball. Now, you don’t win anything playing pinball. If you do real well, they let you play an extra game or two, but it’s a money-taking, not a money-making, venture. So there he was playing pinball. And eating cashew nuts! We raised hell. We were eating pancake batter and water, poor as hell, and he’s eating cashew nuts!


I developed a taste for representative democracy while at Howard. Because we were more mature, or had faced enemy fire, or had already lived outside our parents’ homes, the veterans’ concerns differed slightly from those of the rest of the student body. There seemed to be a constant rift between the veterans and the regular matriculants, and the student council was the forum in which it was adjudicated. I appeared before them several times with three or four sheets of paper rolled into a baton that I waved extravagantly. “I have in my hand,” I’d proclaim, “the proxies of seventy-five veterans!” and then would proceed to browbeat the council until I made my point or got my way. Now, the pages were blank—I had no proxies whatsoever. What I did have was the informed sense of the men in my dormitory; I knew what people had been discussing, I knew what we wanted, and I was determined to do right by them. I was relatively successful.


My time at Howard wasn’t devoted entirely to rhetoric and student government. When I was lucky enough to study freshman English under Alice Jackson Houston, my world changed. Alice Jackson Houston was a Virginia woman who was intensely serious about the English language, its grammar and usage. She tolerated no deviance from the proper form. Subjects were to fit their predicates, tenses were to be consistent and inviolable. She was mathematical in her precision and eloquent in her diction, her speech was impeccable, and I responded to her every word as if it were the gospel. I had been a reasonably good conversationalist until then. I wasn’t given to excessive use of street slang or wild linguistic invention, and I wasn’t so formal that anyone made fun of the way I spoke, but under Ms. Houston’s tutelage I became a true traditionalist.


Her bible was The Macmillan Handbook of English, a highly detailed primer. Chapter 2 in particular, “The Sentence,” with its components “Grammatical Patterns” and “Rhetorical Patterns,” held my commandments.


One might say that correct grammar is like a pair of trousers: when a man has them on, no one notices him, but when he does not, he will be painfully conspicuous and embarrassed among people whose opinion he values.


From that time on I have been supremely aware of what is correct and what is incorrect English. One would get drummed out of Alice Jackson Houston’s class if one said, “between you and I”; the preposition “between” takes the objective case personal pronoun “me,” not “I.” When I hear this mistake coming from newscasters or public figures or anyone who can influence popular usage—when I hear it from friends!—I cringe. When I hear someone say, “Everyone is entitled to their opinion,” I know—because Alice Jackson Houston taught me—that the correct usage is “his opinion” (or more recently “his or her opinion”), and I am very apt to correct the error. I understand that language is a fluid thing, changing with the times and generations. When one knocks on a door and is asked, “Who’s there?” the answer now is “It’s me.” You will find only one in five thousand who will say, “It is I.” However, since the first day I set foot in Alice Jackson Houston’s class, I have also understood that this fluidity should not be confused with a lack of standards. There are rules!


More than fifty years later I spoke to Alice Jackson Houston’s son on the phone. He was a judge in the Washington, DC, area, and he seemed hesitant, as if asking, “Why are you calling me?” She had died in 2001, and I wanted to pay my respects. I said, “I just want you to know what your mother did for me.”


Whether or not it was stated directly, Howard students all knew that to succeed in a white world one would be required to present and comport oneself in accordance with white community standards. African American culture, then and now, has its own unique and expressive outlook and lexicon that stand outside the white mainstream. My generation had integrationist, not separatist, aspirations. Speaking unimpeachable English, I felt, offered not only the rewards of intellectual propriety but the added benefit of easier entrance into the halls of wealth, power, and respect. These were the goals of a college education, and I pursued them.


Which is not to say I was a grind. For the first year and a half on campus my motto was “Don’t let your education interfere with your recreation!” My sophomore year I roomed with Fred Schenck and James Roderick Purdy at 2222 First Street. We called ourselves “the Three Aces at the Four Deuces,” and we were a partying crew. If it was wet, we drank it. Freddy in particular liked to put it away. We had the music going, there was dancing. You hadn’t been to Howard if you hadn’t partied at 2222 First Street.


Fred was a lot of fun, and he could cook. We were still living on the $75 a month provided us by the GI Bill, and Fred managed it brilliantly. Aside from bacon and eggs and the occasional steak, he usually found some corner of the food budget for enough sugar and flour to make a coconut layer cake. (His summer working at a bakery was paying off.) I was an appreciative eater and taught Fred the glories of the cake sandwich—two pieces of cake with another piece of cake in the middle!


The next year we lived at 52 Seaton Place with Les and Bill Hayling, who were in professional school. By that time I had discovered mathematics. The precision and structure of the discipline appealed to me, and I was good at it. I spent a lot of time on the telephone, solving problems with other math students. Fred says that if there was any social value to having a telephone in our room, it was lost by my study habits. When I discovered that one had to have a concentration in some area in order to graduate, I found I had more math credits than any others, so I continued on that path. I did not have a strong idea of what career I might choose. I did not seem to have the vision or foresight required to be an engineer or architect; I just wasn’t that good. I liked order and the need and ability to find creative but concrete solutions to specific problems, so I became a math major. Dr. David Blackwell, the head of the Howard math department, was an inspiration. He had received his PhD from the University of Illinois at age twenty-two and was a brilliant and wonderful man.


I always had a job in the summertime, not because I was very eager to work but because I needed the money. One summer I was so late applying that the only job I could find was washing dishes in a place called Mammy’s that served hotcakes and such on the boardwalk. I lasted one day. I said, “Let me get the hell out of here!”


I spent another summer digging ditches. Les Hayling took a picture of me and a fellow named Jesse Pone down in a ditch. He said, “I’m gonna take this back to Howard and show ’em what you all were doing!” I also worked for the New Jersey Department of Agriculture out around Heightstown, doing surveys and looking into issues involving the many African American farmers who had emigrated to our state from the South. Bill Hayling, who was in medical school by then, spent the summer working on their health care.


Rural southern Jersey encompassed a lot of farmland and produced large crops of apples, apricots, beets, blueberries, peas, and peppers, among others. Its residents were also remarkably conservative and hidebound. As elsewhere, workers were often exploited and preyed upon. For example, a salesman would sell a farmer a wristwatch for $10 down and $1 a week. But this was outright price gouging: the watch would only be worth $5, and the payments would last forever. If he never saw another nickel, that salesman had made a killing. The farmers were unsophisticated and needed protection from such swindlers. These farmers led a tough life.


One thinks of New Jersey as a northern state, but we used to say that Jersey was the first cousin of Georgia. The Ku Klux Klan was active as far north as Red Bank. There were cross burnings in Heightstown and Hamilton Township. They had separate schools for colored folks in Salem County until around 1958, even after Brown v. Board of Education, and neither blacks nor Jews were allowed to stay in some Salem hotels even into the 1960s. When I was younger, I recall that in Cranberry a migrant farmer and his wife were stripped naked and painted white.


That same summer I spent digging ditches, Fred and I went to the Lincoln Theater in Trenton to see a movie. It was a hot night, and we were thirsty when we got out. We came to a drinking establishment on Hanover Street called Jack’s Rathskeller, but when we got about two steps inside the proprietor stepped from behind the bar and said, “I’m not serving you. You’ve had enough. You’ve had too much. You can’t drink here!” We had no intention of hanging out and listening to the jukebox, and we weren’t going to ask any of the women to dance; all we wanted was a glass of beer. Having been a Marine, I took umbrage, but the man completely refused us. I was faced with many choices. I could cause a scene, I could slink away, or I could try not to let this happen again.


Out we went. I was furious, but what recourse did we have?


We filed a complaint with the New Jersey Civil Rights Bureau, a small but fervent independent organization that tracked and protested just such incidents. The Bureau had no teeth to speak of, but after several months it negotiated a mediated settlement: we could go back to Jack’s Rathskeller and be served. I suppose we should have been elated: we had, against long odds, integrated a de facto segregated drinking establishment. But this was New Jersey—it was supposed to be integrated in the first place! And we certainly had no interest in going back there; bartenders were known to spit in glasses, if not worse.


I was by no means the only one among us who made a point of being treated fairly. Les Hayling and our friend Sam Dorsey emerged from a community dance one evening around midnight and went looking for something to eat. Les was wearing a shirt and tie, as was his fashion, and Sam, who was in the Air Corps, had on his leather bomber jacket. They found the Lenox Restaurant on Perry Street across from the Catholic church, went in, and ordered a ham-and-cheese sandwich. The man behind the counter refused to serve them. Les said, “Man, we’re going to have to sue him!” He brought the case to a lawyer of the National Association for the Advancement of Colored People.


In the hall outside of the courtroom, the owner of the Lenox Restaurant tried to settle. He still wasn’t going to let Les or any of us eat in his establishment, but he offered $500 to drop the case. Les said, “Oh no, I’m not making any money out of this. The NAACP is suing you, and they’ll get the money.”


A Judge Volpe presided. “How many stools were at the counter?” he asked Les.


“I don’t know, Your Honor.”


“How far were you from the tables or booths?”


“I don’t know, Your Honor.”


“How many booths were there?”


Les had had enough. “I don’t usually take a tape measure with me when I go to get a ham-and-cheese sandwich at twelve o’clock at night!”


Judge Volpe responded, “I hold you in contempt of court!”


Les changed his attitude, but only slightly. He wasn’t jailed for contempt, and he did win his case. The money for damages went straight to the NAACP.


...


I saw a young lady with great legs reading a book while strolling down Howard’s Senior Walk and took immediate notice.


“Hey, freshman!”


She looked up, surprised to be interrupted.


“Don’t you know you young folks aren’t supposed to be here?” By tradition, Senior Walk was reserved for seniors. Permission to set foot on this hallowed ground had to be earned; if one had matriculated to senior year, one had proved some semblance of worth and promise. And here this pretty young woman was treading blithely. This was as good a reason as any to strike up a conversation.


When she found that I was reading a calculus text, she was impressed. It turned out that she had only recently come to campus. I kicked her off the Walk and asked her out on her first Howard date. It didn’t take long for her to tell some of her New York friends about me. They had heard about the Three Aces at the Four Deuces and said, “Him?!” Her name was Joyce Burrows. We began dating and simply never stopped.


I was a member of Alpha Phi Alpha, the oldest black fraternity in the United States, among whose distinguished members were Dr. Martin Luther King Jr., Jesse Owens, and Justice Thurgood Marshall. Its guiding principles were “manly deeds, scholarship, and love for all mankind.” As the APA dean of probates—the “big brother” responsible for recruiting new fraternity brothers—I brought in Andrew Young, who went on to become mayor of Atlanta and US ambassador to the United Nations. We used to call him “Little Andy” Young.


Howard was also home to several sororities, including Delta Sigma Theta, of which Joyce Burrows was a member, and Alpha Kappa Alpha, of which my sister Joyce was a member. Whereas DST was affiliated with the fraternity Omega Psi Phi (known as the Q’s), AKA was affiliated with Alpha Phi Alpha. I was an Alpha. Joyce was the Q Queen. This meant trouble.


There was a serious rivalry between the Alphas and the Q’s, and now here you had this rival Alpha taking out the Q Queen. This did not sit well with a lot of the brother- and sisterhood. Sometimes Joyce would go to a Q party, and because I was not invited, I had to wait for her to be brought home before she’d go out with me. She felt it was her duty to preside over the sorority’s official functions. I used to raise hell about it, but to no avail.


I graduated cum laude from Howard University in 1950 and did sufficiently well in my mathematics studies that I won a fellowship to continue at Rutgers University graduate school. I didn’t quite know what I would do with a degree in mathematics; although I continued to feel that I did not have the vision or foresight to become an engineer or an architect, I was good at the pure math and decided to pursue it.


That summer I lived in Trenton. I saw Willie Mays play for the Trenton Giants his first year in the minor leagues—not the Negro Leagues, but regular white folks’ baseball, a Class B team—the year before the Giants called him up to play at the Polo Grounds. The story about “Say Hey Willie” was not his hitting but his arm: they’d say he could back up to the wall in center field and throw a strike across the plate.


I worked in a rock wall factory making insulation. The idea was to save enough money over the summer to go the whole school year without working and be able to concentrate on my studies. I manned one machine that shot granular material into burlap bags, and then another that I stepped on to stitch the bags shut. I didn’t ask what this material was or what effect it might have on me; I didn’t have that luxury because I needed the paycheck. The work was stultifying and grueling, and two or three times a week I put in a double shift—not overtime but sixteen hours straight. My second-shift boss didn’t care that I might be tired or bored, he just wanted me to produce, and I had to oblige.


After a summer of factory labor, I had amassed the necessary funds to quit working. One night I stayed up damn near half the night solving a math problem. I arrived at what I thought was the correct answer, took a quick nap, went to class, and asked the smartest student, who was a woman, “Did you get the answer to number two?” “Yes,” she said, and told me what it was. I agreed. “That’s what I got.”


As an afterthought, elated as I was that I had the correct answer, I said, “How long did it take you?”


“About twenty minutes.”


It had taken me several hours. I knew then I could not succeed. I told my father, “I’m dropping out of school.”


“You can’t do that! What are you going to do?”


“I don’t know, Pop, but I know what I’m not going to do.” I dropped out and got a job selling insurance.


Life was not easy in the African American community of Trenton after the war. People had jobs, but not many were prospering. At the same time, the tradition of supporting one’s family was strong, and people were proud to be able to put away something to make their loved ones’ lives better after they passed away. Life insurance provided this opportunity.


I sold “industrial insurance,” which is to say, policies the face value of which was $1,000 or less—poor people’s insurance, which fit the budgets of the people I knew and the people I was meeting going door to door. African Americans. I worked for Progressive Life Insurance Company, home office in Red Bank. The premiums were small: ten cents a week, fifty cents a month, or two dollars a quarter. There was usually a little card hanging somewhere in the house, and with each visit the salesman would collect the money and mark the card “paid.” On a term policy, people could pay a dime a week forever. Salesmen were compensated based on collections as well as net increase. How was I to succeed?


I studied the habits of the insured. One man got paid on Thursday, another on Friday. One got paid every other week and brought his check straight home to his wife; another stopped at a bar, cashed his check, and drank it. A good salesman had to know where to be the moment his customers had money in their pockets.


I started wearing a hat so I could take it off. I would knock at a single-family home and wait until the lady of the house answered. As soon as she opened the door I would remove my hat with one hand and introduce myself. “Mrs. Smith,” I would say, “how are you today? My name is David Dinkins, I’m from the Progressive Life Insurance Company . . .” and launch into my presentation. It was important that she see me take off my hat. I was showing respect to people who received very little of it. People pay respect to those who give respect, and besides, whether or not it was reciprocated, I felt that was the way one ought to behave. I had always been taught to be polite, and I found it to be good business.


I was also aware that the white agents from the Metropolitan Life Insurance Company, my competition, treated these same women quite differently. They would breeze in to collect their premiums, step through the door, and say, “Hi, Suzie, how’re you doing?” With their big smiles and air of assumed familiarity, these men were entirely unaware of the resentment they were creating. This was the plantation mentality brought north, and in their smug certainty, the agents didn’t even know it. This woman is your client, I’d think. She is paying your salary, and she is entitled to better than being called by her first name. “Suzie” is a girl, “Mrs. Smith” is a woman; there is a profound difference. I found their behavior disrespectful, and of course it was racial. I resented it, and my presentation was in clear contrast. Apparently my approach was appreciated. Within a year I was leading Progressive in both collections and new business.


As I began to move in new financial circles I met an agent who sold ordinary life insurance—policies with a face value of more than $1,000 whose premiums were paid monthly, quarterly, sometimes annually. For a salesman, selling ordinary life insurance meant less time spent on collection rounds, higher premiums, and higher fees. This fellow took clients to lunch and sent flowers to them on their birthdays. I said to myself, Man, this guy knows how to live. I’m in the wrong end of this business! My success at Progressive got me a job with his general agent in Philadelphia. I lived and worked there for six months and then moved to New York.


As I established myself in the insurance business I waited for Joyce Burrows to graduate. I had received my diploma in 1950, and she was in the class of ’53. Boat rides were the big thing in New York during those summers, and I was pleased to escort Joyce on one of these excursions sponsored by a Howard fraternity. What I didn’t know was that the fellow she had dated before me and his cohorts were lying in wait. Apparently they had decided they would get me drunk and steal my girl. So all night long these guys came up to me with flasks and said, “Hey, Dave, want a drink?” We’d step into the head for a nip. What they didn’t realize was that I had driven my daddy’s new car up from Trenton and no way was I going to be drinking! Certainly not to excess. Sure enough, when the night was over, they carried the other guy off the boat, stoned, and I drove home with Joyce.


Joyce and I were partners. She had a very vague sense of direction, and I used to kid her that she’d get lost if she couldn’t see the flag on top of the Howard library! We used to go to a little place with red checkered tablecloths and get a pitcher for seventy-five cents and sit and drink beer and plan our future.


Joyce has always had my number. Still does. I often tell this story:


I am mayor of New York. I’m riding in the car with my wife, and I see a fellow with a shovel, digging a ditch. I say, “Joyce, isn’t that a fellow you used to date?” I say, “Nothing wrong with a fellow digging ditches. I’ve dug ditches.” I used to work for a general contractor digging ditches. I’ve worked in factories, waited tables, shined shoes, washed dishes, washed cars, all kinds of jobs. So I’m not knocking them, I’m just commenting on my wife’s good fortune. “That is a fellow that you used to date, isn’t it?”


She says, “Yes, as a matter of fact it is.”


I say, “See, if you’d have married him, you’d be the wife of a ditch digger.”


She says, “No, if I’d married him, he’d be mayor.”
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Home in Harlem


After Joyce graduated from Howard that spring, we got married on August 30, 1953. While waiting for an apartment to become available in the Riverton, the Metropolitan Life Insurance Company’s uptown development, she and I moved in with her mother and father in an apartment on 149th Street and Convent Avenue in Harlem.


I married well. Joyce’s mother, Elaine Burrows, was terrific. At those rare times while Joyce and I were courting when we had a dispute, my future mother-in-law was, more often than not, on my side. She loved me and was convinced that I would be able to support her daughter. I tell Joyce that the reason she never learned to cook was that her mother thought she’d be having a maid. I have been very fortunate; in a way, I’ve had three very loving mothers!


My father-in-law, Daniel L. Burrows, was a self-made, rough-and-tumble kind of man, beginning with his middle name, L. It didn’t mean a damn thing; he gave it to himself because he thought that he should have a middle initial, that it added stature. He was a man who liked these kinds of gestures. Mr. Burrows dabbled in politics and was one of the first African Americans to serve in the New York State Legislature. He had been a significant presence in the New York City Democratic Party, a prominent member of the State Assembly in the 1930s, and a successful real estate and insurance executive. The New York Times reports that in 1939, during an Assembly debate on a bill to “classify as dangerous weapons those typically used by warring gangsters … Assemblyman Burrows suddenly brandished a switchblade knife, snapped its catch and swished its four-inch blade through the air.” End of discussion. Flashing metal in the Assembly was sufficient to scare the members into passing the bill 140 to 0.


Mr. Burrows was politically well-connected and he had interesting friends. I was in Frank’s Restaurant on 125th Street joking around with some guys, and I made a comment that apparently offended Bumpy Johnson, who was also in Frank’s at the time. Now, I didn’t know Bumpy Johnson personally, but I knew of him: Bumpy Johnson was alleged to be the gangster who ran organized crime in Harlem, he was an enforcer for the Genovese crime family, and he was known to do whatever it was he wanted to do to whomever he wanted to do it. He was not a man to cross, and without knowing quite how, I had crossed him. I had pissed off Bumpy Johnson! Under normal circumstances, I would have been in big trouble—people died for less—but someone said, “No, no, no, no, leave him alone, he’s all right, that’s Danny Burrows’s son-in-law.”


Mr. Burrows saw a future for me in the Democratic Party and encouraged me to go back to school and get a law degree. I was more than pleased to oblige. I enrolled in Brooklyn Law School in September 1953. Money continued to be an issue. I went to school full-time during the day and at night worked over at St. Nicholas Avenue and 148th Street at St. Nicholas Wines & Liquors, which was owned by my father-in-law.


Living with my in-laws while we were on the Riverton waiting list was not a situation I encouraged, but it was an acceptable short-term solution. While we were in this circumstance, Joyce and I visited a store and picked out furniture for our future abode. Despite the fact that we did not yet have a place to put it, Joyce wanted the suite delivered and stored in the liquor store basement. “Honey,” I said, “if we have them deliver it now, we’ll have to pay to have it shipped again to the apartment where we’re going to live.” She argued and argued, but there was no logic to her position, and I would not capitulate. Finally one day she said, “But it’s my first furniture. I just want to look at it!”


Ah! “Why didn’t you say that?!” I asked. “Now I understand!” And that’s exactly what we did.


Law school was rigorous, but I learned a lot about negotiating by selling alcohol in Harlem. If a person came into the store and requested a bottle of Canadian Club, and we didn’t have any in stock, I couldn’t very well just stand there like a fool and say, “I don’t have Canadian Club. Is there anything else you’d like?” The sale was very apt to walk out of the store. What I learned was to step to the shelves, grab a bottle of Seagram’s VO, a Canadian whiskey, in one hand and MacNaughton, another Canadian whiskey, in the other, turn, set the two bottles firmly on the counter in front of the customer, and say, “Out of Canadian Club.” And wait. Let the sale make itself. Automatically, the person’s mind had moved from what he or she had wanted to what I was offering and would start concentrating on those choices. Rather than being disappointed, the buyer would try to choose between two attractive alternatives. And instead of being a person who said no, I became someone with the good sense and goodwill to present two satisfactory solutions. This technique works in other endeavors as well, the law and politics among them. Options are beautiful.


When my bride and I found we were going to have a child, we knew it was going to be a boy. In those years one could not determine the gender in advance, as they do today, but we just sort of knew. Bill Hayling was a resident at Lincoln Hospital in the Bronx. Joyce loved and trusted Bill, so she delivered there. I had always loved kids—I still do—and now we had one of our own. We eliminated what could have been a nasty clash of grandfathers by naming him after me. David Jr.—Davey—was our joy.
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