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			Prologue

			When I served on the AARP Board of Directors, I was invited by a group of young employees to talk about mentoring. During the Q&A period, a young Hispanic asked, “Dr. Lozada, do you believe in the American Dream?” 

			I pointed at myself and said, “Yes, look at me!”

			Not a day goes by that I don’t think about my humble beginnings in public housing in Puerto Rico, my careers in the U.S. Army and the private sector, my appointments by two presidents, and my service in the not-for-profit sector.

			I am eighty years old now, and the memories of the roads I have traveled and the people I have met are still alive. Also alive are the many challenges and difficulties I faced mastering a language (English) different from my own (Spanish), assimilating into a different culture, and working harder than others to succeed. 

			Luckily, I live in a country where a young Puerto Rican kid—through hard work, determination, and initiative—can overcome challenges and disappointments, achieve success, and accomplish his aspirations. In this respect, I am most grateful.

			Having loving but tough parents made a big difference in my life. They instilled in me the desire to be the best, to be a positive role model, and to help others. Doing my best and never quitting were the most important lessons my mom taught me. She often told me, “I am raising you to be strong and independent. Don’t blame others. Don’t ever assume a victim mentality.”

			These traits define me as I journey through life.

			

	

Introduction

			Invictus

			It matters not how strait the gate,

			How charged with punishments the scroll,

			I am the master of my fate,

			I am the captain of my soul.

			William Ernest Henley

			On March 18, 2018, I received a letter from the chairman of the Ellis Island Honors Society, informing me that he and the board of directors had selected me to receive the 2018 Ellis Island Medal of Honor. Medals would be presented to 100 distinguished Americans during a ceremony on Ellis Island. I was nominated for this prestigious award by Dr. Victor S. Wahby, director of the Medical Musical Group Chorale and Symphony Orchestra. I was at a loss for words when I was informed of my nomination and quickly reached out to Dr. Wahby to express my appreciation.

			The 2018 Medal Yearbook describes the award as “a symbol of the diversity of our nation’s people. It is from this diversity that the United States is still a beacon of hope for so many, and the greatest democracy the world has ever known.”1 Many notable individuals have received the Ellis Island Medal of Honor, including former New York City Mayor Rudolph Giuliani, Dr. Deepak Chopra, President Donald J. Trump, Muhammad Ali, comedian Bob Hope, former President Ronald Reagan, and Cuban American singer Gloria Estefan. 

			In 2018, former football star Franco Harris, Puerto Rican actress and dancer Rita Moreno, Admiral Michael S. Rogers, and His Serene Highness Prince Albert II of Monaco received the award. As a recipient, it was humbling for me to be in such good company!

			On Friday, May 11, I joined the awardees at a reception at The Wagner Hotel at Battery Park. Small cocktail tables covered with white tablecloths and flower arrangements filled the room. The red, white, and yellow flowers stood out against the tablecloths. In an adjacent room, a private dinner followed the reception. The evening concluded with several songs and dances by members of a Broadway theater troupe. Their rhythmic music and lively dances created a joyful and lively atmosphere. 

			I was overwhelmed by the evening’s activities—they were well beyond my wildest expectations. Being in the company of so many influential dignitaries was equally impressive. I was on cloud nine!

			The following evening, the medal recipients and their guests rode a ferry to Ellis Island. When we arrived, a military honor guard stood on either side of a red carpet that led us into the Registry Room, where millions of immigrants had passed through on their way to America. Trunks and pieces of luggage, Bibles and prayer books, family documents and handmade clothes and linens were on display.

			The displays made me pause. I felt a weight in my chest as I thought about the many hardships these immigrants must have endured as they traveled across the oceans to America.

			I was in awe of the sacrifices they must have made while traveling to America, not knowing what the future would hold and the challenges they would face in a strange and faraway land. As I thought about their journey, I couldn’t help but reflect on my life and the challenges I had also faced moving from Puerto Rico to the U.S. mainland.

			After a short reception, we entered a large banquet hall, which included tables with gold tablecloths and flower arrangements. I sat at table 72, not far from the stage. 

			After several short speeches and introductions, the master of ceremonies introduced a chorus of Soldiers from the 82nd Airborne Division from Fort Bragg, North Carolina. As a former military officer, their presence—and participation—was a special treat. Soon thereafter, the emcee began introducing awardees.

			As I waited for my name to be called, I remembered my childhood in Puerto Rico and the sacrifices my parents made to ensure a good education for me. I thought of my mom’s encouragement when she noticed my nervousness before delivering my high school graduation speech. I recalled redoubling my efforts to improve my English as a young officer in the U.S. Army. I was overwhelmed by being there, surrounded by so many celebrities—remembering my mom, her teachings, and her unyielding love.

			I returned my attention to the stage, heard my name, and saw my photo on a large screen above the stage. Those sitting at adjacent tables immediately looked toward me.

			The feelings of personal pride and satisfaction were overwhelming! As the emcee read my biography, I walked to the stage, where two young ladies placed a heavy medal—engraved with the Statue of Liberty—around my neck. I turned to the audience and the stage lights blinded me as I waited for photos. After acknowledging the thunderous applause, I returned to my seat.

			After the ceremony, the ferry stopped in front of the Statue of Liberty and fireworks exploded. Bright lights and loud noises filled the sky. The sight of Lady Liberty surrounded by fireworks made me proud of living in our great nation and thankful for the opportunities America had given me. I couldn’t help but be overtaken by overwhelming happiness and pride. 

			This book was not written to boast about my achievements. It’s an example of what an individual can achieve with determination, discipline, and hard work. I hope that sharing my life path will motivate our nation’s youth—especially our youth in Puerto Rico—to dream big, work hard, and apply the lessons I learned to achieve the American Dream. If by sharing my life’s story I help just one person, my mission has been accomplished.

			Jacob Lozada, PhD

			Austin, Texas 

		

	
		
			Chapter 1

			“Someone from the White House 
Is Calling You!”

			Gray clouds filled the sky, and the temperature dropped below forty degrees on Monday, January 15, 2001, when I arrived at the Electronic Data Systems (EDS) building in Herndon, Virginia. At the time, I worked as a management consultant—identifying consulting opportunities, authoring proposals, and managing projects. I enjoyed my job because it enabled me to help clients improve their organizations.

			I’d been closely following the recent presidential election, in which George W. Bush had been elected president following an electoral fight, ultimately decided by the U.S. Supreme Court. The delay in deciding the election impacted the transition to the new administration. The time to identify, interview, and select qualified individuals to take over the reins of the federal government had been shortened from approximately four months to two. Former Secretary of Defense Richard B. Cheney led the Bush-Cheney presidential transition team. 

			While the transition team worked, a committee planned a series of inaugural galas to be held at various venues in the nation’s capital. The galas transformed the city by bringing together thousands of campaign workers, political supporters, private sector leaders, government officials, and tourists.

			Presidential Gala

			I had never attended an inaugural gala but had heard they were exciting and worth experiencing at least once. Eager to join in the experience, I purchased tickets for the Hispanic Presidential Inaugural Gala to be held on Friday, January 19 at the Omni Shoreham Hotel.

			Riding the metro train on a cold and rainy winter night was out of the question. Instead, I hired a taxi to take me to the hotel. Having private transportation to the gala proved to be an excellent idea because the traffic was almost unbearable as we rode into Washington, DC! A regular thirty-minute automobile drive from my home into the city had now turned into a long hour-and-a-half convoy with drivers zigzagging and aggressively competing for a few empty road lanes. As we traveled, I became increasingly annoyed by the traffic and questioned whether attending the gala was a good idea.

			When I entered the hotel lobby, I identified Hispanic leaders from all sectors of society. I remember seeing former Governor Luis A. Ferré, Housing Secretary-Designate Mel Martínez, and musician and producer Emilio Estefan. Everyone wore formal attire. I wore my military awards and decorations on a black tuxedo.

			As I stood at a check-in desk, a Hispanic gentleman stared at my medals and said, “Sir, thank you for your service. Which job are you getting in President Bush’s team?” Stunned by the question, I explained that I was not being considered for a position in the incoming administration, and I was at the gala because I had been told that the experience was worthwhile.

			The Omni was an elbow-to-elbow madhouse of activity. There were valets greeting guests at the hotel entrance, long lines of people standing in front of registration desks, and hotel staff swerving around answering questions and directing attendees to the different venues. It was true pandemonium!

			The noise was deafening. Live bands played Mexican Mariachi music, Puerto Rican and Cuban salsa, and Brazilian samba tunes. The walls shook and vibrated with the beat of the music. People fought their way to the many bars and finger-food stations. It was so loud that I had to yell at the person next to me.

			As I exchanged war stories with a former Army friend, a band played “Hail to the Chief.” I turned my attention to the stage and saw President Bush and the First Lady waving and smiling no more than ten yards from where I stood! I was enthralled by being near the president—it was an event for which I was not mentally prepared.

			The president greeted the attendees before dancing with the first lady to thunderous applause. After the short dance, they smiled, waved, and exited to visit other inaugural galas. I had never seen a president in person. Being a few steps away from the leader of the free world made me feel special and uniquely important. It was all very exciting! 

			[image: ]

			Image 1. The author with Governor Luis A. Ferré at the 2001 Hispanic Presidential Inaugural Gala

			The gala included speeches by Hispanic leaders as well as excellent performances by various artists. One of the main performances was carried out by an Argentine couple who danced several tangos. The audience was mesmerized by the beautiful music and the complicated steps of the dancers. Their stealthy cat-like movements, intricate footwork, and passionate dancing had everyone hypnotized. Their dancing was as good as the performances I had seen in Buenos Aires, years before. 

			As the evening progressed, I realized that the gala provided a great opportunity for networking. I had brought business cards with me, so I shared them with those I met. No doubt, a presidential inaugural gala was worth attending at least once!

			 Leaving the hotel was challenging. There were so many vehicles waiting to pick up passengers that my taxi driver could not get close to the hotel. I called and asked him to wait at his location, two long blocks away. As a cold rain washed over the city, I sprinted to the taxi. Panting and perspiring, I jumped into the warm vehicle.

			Bad News

			A few days later, the environment at EDS changed when we learned the Government Consulting Services (GCS), where I worked, was going to be dissolved. We were shocked and angered by the unexpected news; our team was doing a great job supporting government clients. After the announcement, some consultants began pursuing job opportunities in private sector firms; others moved to different practices within the firm. I didn’t want to move to a different firm, so I began to explore other job opportunities within EDS.

			As the days went by, our GCS team started to shrink. What had been a tightly knit team was now a disparate group of individuals trying to figure out their future. With little information forthcoming, we felt abandoned and betrayed by corporation leadership.

			Within this uncertain environment, I was hired into the EDS e-learning practice. This group developed web-based training for several clients, including the Ford Motor Company. I also co-led a training project in Argentina. In this role, I helped develop the training program and selected some of the topics to be taught. 

			The e-learning work was different. I had previously worked directly with clients and now had to work remotely. The e-learning practice was based in Detroit, but I continued to work in Herndon. The work was interesting, but I missed working with my former GCS teammates. For the first time in my professional career, I felt lonely and disconnected from my colleagues.

			While I continued to adjust to my new normal, I considered applying for a leadership job in President Bush’s administration. Working as a member of the president’s leadership team would be the capstone to my twenty-seven-year career in the military followed by ten years in the private sector. I could leverage the experience I had gained—while representing Puerto Rico and the Hispanic community—at the highest levels of the federal government. I had always been attracted to public service, and a presidential appointment would be another opportunity to serve my country and give back. 

			The odds of landing an appointment were not in my favor. I had never been involved in partisan politics. In addition, I had neither moved in political circles nor actively campaigned in support of any local or national political candidates. These shortcomings didn’t deter me. I pressed on, knowing that the new administration was looking to hire highly qualified individuals. I also felt that my professional experience and accomplishments improved my chances of being selected. 

			I told two people about my plan: Dr. Victor Wahby, director of the Medical Musical Group Chorale and Symphony Orchestra, and Dr. René Rodríguez, president of the Interamerican College of Physicians and Surgeons. They were both enthusiastic about my application. After consulting with my family and analyzing the pros and cons, I posted my resume on the president’s transition team website and waited.

			The cold January weather did not slow the pace at EDS. As I prepared to attend a morning staff meeting, I heard the quick steps of someone approaching my cubicle. Still focused on my work, a voice said, “Jake, someone is calling you on my telephone.” I turned around and saw one of our executive assistants staring at me. I asked her to take the caller’s name and telephone number so I could return the call later, but she said, “You need to take this phone call right now. Someone from the White House is calling you!”

			I hurried down the hallway, not knowing what to think. Who from the White House would be calling me? I entered the executive assistant’s office and picked up the phone. “Hello?” 

			“Are you Dr. Jacob Lozada?” 

			“Yes, sir.” 

			“Dr. Lozada, I am calling from the Office of Presidential Personnel, and we want to talk to you. We would like to interview you this afternoon at 2 p.m. Report to the Northeast Gate of the White House, facing Pennsylvania Avenue, give the security guard your name and driver’s license, and tell him or her that you have an appointment in the Office of Presidential Personnel. After you are cleared to enter, proceed to the right and into the West Wing of the White House.”

			I was overwhelmed by the call. 

			My heart was beating out of my chest.

			I said very little, choosing instead to take detailed notes of the instructions given to me by the caller. Afraid my emotions would betray me, I didn’t ask the caller any questions.

			It was approximately 11 a.m. when the call ended. I was too rushed to eat a full lunch, so I forced myself to eat a quick chicken salad sandwich and headed home to change clothes before driving to the metro station. After changing into my best business suit, a neatly pressed white shirt, and a conservative necktie, my hands trembling as I tied the knot, I drove the ten minutes to the Vienna metro station.

			After a few minutes on the metro train platform, I saw the bright lights of an approaching train. After the train stopped and passengers exited, I entered the first car. I looked up at the metro system map posted on the wall and quickly figured out that the closest station to the White House was McPherson Square. 

			My body dropped into the seat like a twenty-pound backpack, grateful for some support as I tried to foresee what was about to take place during my visit to the White House and my interview in the Office of Presidential Personnel. 

			Soon afterward a prerecorded voice announced, “Stand back, doors closing.” The doors closed with a clunk and the train slowly moved forward. As we left the station and the train gained speed, the conductor—in a booming baritone voice—announced, “Welcome to Metro Train. This is the Orange Line to New Carrollton.”

			As I rode to the White House, I felt excited but somewhat nervous. I didn’t know what to expect but felt confident because I had undergone several interviews in the private sector. During the trip, I reviewed the lessons I had learned about interviewing: be positive, listen carefully, be aware of your body language and tone of voice, and be brief and to the point.

			I planned to arrive early so I could familiarize myself with the surroundings and get into my comfort zone.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER 2

			Growing Up in Puerto Rico

			I was born in 1944 and reared in San Lorenzo, Puerto Rico, in the eastern central region of the island. 

			When I was a child, San Lorenzo was an agricultural town. Surrounded by dark green hills and rolling pastures, it grew tobacco, sugar cane, and other products. In the following decades, many new residents moved to the town, attracted by its mild climate and proximity to San Juan (the capital of Puerto Rico). 

			My Dad and Mom Meet

			Though my dad was born in Humacao and my mom on a coffee plantation in Guayama, they met by happenstance in San Lorenzo when my mom was eighteen and my dad was twenty-eight. According to my mom, they met when she was gathering water from a public faucet in El Bosque (The Forest), one of our poorest neighborhoods. Gathering water from public faucets was a common practice in those days because many homes in those neighborhoods did not have running water. Unfortunately, most did not have sewage systems either. My dad was instantly struck by my mom’s beauty, so he initiated a conversation, a gesture she did not appreciate. 

			“I told him he should be ashamed, an old man flirting with a young girl like me,” my mom, visibly annoyed, said. “I told him I knew his mother and was going to tell her.” 

			My dad was a widower at twenty-eight, and his mother was the pastor of the local Pentecostal church. She was respected in our town and one of a handful of female Pentecostal church leaders on the island. 

			My mom’s rebuke did not intimidate my dad—he was smitten!

			My mom’s life story was one of extreme difficulty, scarcity, and hardship. She never met her father, and when she was a child, her mom died of tuberculosis, a common disease in Puerto Rico in the 1930s. Her only sister also died of this dreaded disease at a very young age. It was a miracle my mom was not infected by her sister’s disease, nor suffered the same fate. 

			Throughout her childhood, my mom never slept on a regular bed but on a shared mattress stuffed with dried banana leaves and laid on the bare floor. When my mom and her little sister turned their bodies around while they slept, the dry leaves sounded like maracas (a musical instrument that you shake, made from dried, hollow gourds filled with dry beans or pebbles). After her mother’s and sister’s deaths, my mom, having nowhere to go, ended up moving from house to house, living with several relatives while doing domestic work. My mom was a very strong and stoic woman—the only times I saw her cry were when she shared this part of her difficult, early life with me. 

			My mom was a brave woman, except when it came to worms, which she despised with a passion! I often wondered why she hated worms so much until she told me about her work in the tobacco plantations picking live worms from tobacco leaves with her bare fingers. For this unpleasant childhood labor, she was paid a few cents per full cupful of worms! The sight and feel of hundreds of squirming green worms was extremely unpleasant and scary to her—an experience that impacted her for the rest of her life!

			When she met my dad, my mom lived with her uncle Catalino and his wife. Tío Catalino, as we called him, had returned after working on the U.S. mainland for many years. He moved to San Lorenzo and settled in an old farmhouse across the Rio Grande de Loiza (Loiza Large River). There wasn’t a bridge, so people had to wade across the shallow part of the river to reach his house. Tío Catalino always dressed well and talked in a low monotone. When visiting others, he would sit down, talk for a few minutes, drink a cup of coffee, then depart. He was a stern man, and his face showed very little emotion. In all the visits he made to our house over the years, I never saw him smile once.  

			To make some extra money, Tío Catalino’s wife sold hot coffee, with milk and sugar, to the workers in the sugar cane plantations in the vicinity of their home. It was up to my mom, a sixteen-year-old woman, to deliver a large metal can with hot coffee and cups to the workers during their short breaks. Many years later, my mom would tell me how uncomfortable she felt walking alone, between rows of tall sugar cane plants, under the gaze of so many adult men. She said she never complained about having to do this chore, as well as other domestic work, because Tío Catalino and his wife had given her a home. They treated her much better than other members of her family she had stayed with. As she would often tell me, “Son, I was born to work and serve others.”

			A few days after my dad met my mom, he decided to meet Tío Catalino and his wife to ask for their permission to visit her. To make a good impression, he wore his best clothes and purchased a stalk of ripe bananas, along with a local white cheese called queso de la tierra, to take as presents. At the riverbank, he took off his shoes and socks and crossed the river. He waited for his feet to dry before carrying the bananas and cheese to Tío Catalino’s house.

			Tío Catalino met him with an icy stare. He shook my dad’s hand, his handshake conveying confidence and strength. After a few seconds, which seemed like an eternity, he invited my dad in. My mom was summoned from an adjacent bedroom to sit between her uncle and aunt. 

			“Señor Lozada,” Tío Catalino said, “I know why you are visiting us today. However, before you say anything, I want you to follow me outside.” 

			My dad stood up and quickly followed him. On his way out the door, Tío Catalino grabbed a machete, which he always kept by the door. My dad walked in silence, too afraid to utter a single word. Only the wind, swirling around the sugar cane plants, broke the crunching sound of their footsteps. They walked two miles to a deserted spot with a tree stump. 

			After my dad sat down on the stump, Tío Catalino said, “My wife and I know that you want to visit my niece and see her more often, right? Let me tell you the rules. You can visit her in our home on Sundays from one to two o’clock in the afternoon. During these visits, either my wife or I will be in the room.” Then Tío Catalino turned around and returned home.

			On October 9, 1941, after a few months of supervised visits, my mom and dad married. Not being able to purchase or rent a home, they moved in with my grandparents. Their house on Colón Street had multiple small living quarters in the back, with the church located in front. It was an old timber-framed house with a corrugated tin roof, which did very little to reflect the blistering tropical sun. The house did not have a bathroom, only an outhouse positioned away from the house to minimize odor and maintain privacy. It was in this house that my brothers Juan Manuel (the oldest) and Elías Abner (the youngest) and I were born. 

			My mom cared for my brothers and me and did household chores for my grandparents, including making special meals for my diabetic grandmother. My dad worked as an almuercero, or lunch deliveryman, distributing meals to the laborers in the sugar cane fields.

			Those were difficult times. Puerto Rico was an impoverished island with high unemployment, poverty, and malnutrition. Tropical-borne illnesses and diseases often ravaged its inhabitants. Sanitary facilities, preventive care, and state-of-the-art health clinics and hospitals were not always available. Many low-income families migrated to the mainland because they could not find work.

			Church

			As a young wife, my mom did not have access to prenatal care. My brothers and I were delivered at home with the help of a local midwife. After my parents moved into my grandparents’ home, my mom joined my grandmother’s church. Going to church was a natural part of my early upbringing. It helped me develop a foundation for moral values and a sense of belonging to a community. 

			I was an active member of the children’s group, reciting from the Scriptures and singing. These activities helped me overcome my fear of speaking in public. Some of my closest friends believed that I was predestined to become a preacher, but that distinction belongs to my youngest brother, who followed in my grandmother’s footsteps. 

			[image: A person in a white suitDescription automatically generated]

			Image 2. My dad, Juan Lozada, wearing one of his favorite outfits

			Caserío de Hato Grande

			When I was two years old, my dad applied for an apartment in our town’s public housing project. The housing project, known as Caserío de Hato Grande, was one of the earliest public housing projects built under the Puerto Rican Housing Authority (PRHA). The Caserío included numerous one- and two-story reinforced concrete buildings, the largest ones having eight two-bedroom apartments. 
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			Image 3. Caserío de Hato Grande (Hato Grande Housing Project). Photo source: Housing Progress in Puerto Rico, 1938–1948 (Public Housing Administration Library)

			A couple of months after applying, the Caserío’s administrator approved my dad’s application. A few days later, transporting our few personal belongings and items of furniture my parents had accumulated, we moved to an upstairs apartment in building number 10. The apartment was small, approximately 800 square feet, but to us it felt like a mansion! My brothers and I were small children, so we managed quite well. The apartment had a small balcony on the back, a private bathroom, and a shower. At my grandmother’s house, our family had only had a small bedroom and the use of a communal kitchen that had to be shared with other families. Now we had an entire apartment, although small, to ourselves. My mom was ecstatic! The rental contract, signed by my dad in 1946, stipulated a rent of $3.50 a month.

			When I was four years old, the Housing Authority planned to build an annex to our housing project. It would include duplex homes with gardens. My mom urged my dad to apply for one. She loved gardening, and moving to a house with its own garden would be a dream come true. 

			I was five years old when we moved into our new home with front and back yards. I was very excited by the move; my brothers and I now had plenty of space to play. I was also happy to see my mom so pleased with her new home. It was fun to play different games in our own yard and watch my parents plant ornamental plants and fruit trees. A few months later, the fragrant blossoms of a gardenia bush my mom had planted perfumed our summer evenings.

			Our duplex neighbors were Don Francisco Rodríguez and his wife Doña Carmen. They had five children who became like sisters and brothers to me. Their house was as small as ours and they always planted the local yams that Don Francisco loved.

			Our other neighbors, Don Félix López and his wife Doña Mercedes, had two daughters, Miriam and Mercedita. They were devout Baptists whose nephew became the pastor of the Baptist church for many years. 

			[image: ]

			Image 4. The author and his brother, Juan M. Lozada

			Together with the neighborhood kids, my brothers and I made our toys with things we found in our surroundings. I made sugar-cane-hauling trucks with small pieces of discarded wood, adding small bundles of twigs to simulate sugar cane. To complement them, I made cranes with splinters, thin cords, and small metal hooks to lift the bundles of twigs and place them on the truck beds. I even made wheels from empty Vienna sausage cans. 
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