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To the Black men who cry in silence,
stand in shadows,
and carry more than this world will ever know—
your tears are not weakness.
They are sacred.
They are soil.
They are song.

To the fathers who stayed,
the sons who searched,
the brothers who broke
and still believed—
this is for you.

And to the ancestors
whose prayers held me
long before I had the words—
I am your echo.
I am your witness.
I am still becoming.
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The Poet's Prelude

The Black Man’s Tears is not just a collection of poems—it is a body.

A body that remembers.

That weeps.

That kneels in protest and prayer.

These verses rose from the marrow of combined stories,

shaped by the echoes of our ancestors,

the weight of Black manhood,

and the fire of faith that refused to be silenced.

I wrote this not to be profound,

but to be present.

To witness.

To heal.

This collection flows in five parts—mirroring the body of a sermon,

the structure of a life,

the journey of a soul.

From identity and innocence,

to pain and prophecy,

from the burden of manhood

to the beauty of redemption—

every poem is a step.

A wound.

A whisper.

A war cry.


These poems live their own life. ​


They speak not only for me,

but for those who came before—


men like Rev. ​ Dr. Martin Luther King Jr., Malcolm X, and Nelson Mandela—


and for those whose names have become rallying cries:

Rodney King, George Floyd, Daunte Wright,

and countless others whose stories echo in our bones.


Fathers, sons, brothers, ministers, strangers. ​


Survivors.

So I invite you—

to enter these pages with open hands and honest questions.

You may not find answers.

But you will find truth.

And truth, when spoken from a trembling place,

can still set us free.

Let this book be a mirror,

a map,

and a mercy.

For the ones who still rise—

even when the world gives them every reason not to.

This book is not meant to be rushed.

Each poem carries its own weight,

its own story,

its own truth.

I invite you to take your time—

pause between the lines,

breathe between the pages,

and let the words settle.

These poems are not just meant to be read;

they are meant to be felt,

reflected upon,

and carried with you.

Whether you read one poem at a time

or immerse yourself in a section,

let the journey unfold at your own pace.

Healing, witnessing, and becoming

are not hurried acts—

they are sacred ones.

— John David Smith


[image: Reflection of a black man and his son in the mirror]

In the Mirror

​

Before the world told me who I was,

I was already becoming—

in whispers, in wounds,

in the names I dared to answer.





Before They Called Me Boy

I was a breath before the bruise,

laughter braided in the wind,

still humming the songs

that my great-grandmother

once whispered to the river.

Back then,

I was all sky—

my skin didn’t yet speak

before others spoke for it.

My hands only knew mud and mango,

not how to carry suspicion

in their open palms.

They hadn’t yet shrunk my name

into something that echoed shame,

hadn’t polished me down

to a shadow in a store window,

hadn’t told me to lower my voice

before I learned its thunder.

I remember

the way light bent toward me then—

not out of fear,

but welcome.

I remember

the way my mother looked at me

like I was a prophecy

walking on small feet.

Before they called me boy,

I was becoming a world

that believed itself whole.

And then—

a silence wrapped around me

that I did not choose.


The Skin I Live In

This skin—

brown as dirt after rain,

as bark holding the memory of fire—

was never a question

until someone answered it

without asking me.

I remember the first time

I saw myself

through someone else’s gaze—

a teacher’s narrowed eyes,

a stranger’s clutching purse,

a boy at recess

who asked if I was dirty

or just “that color.”

They said,

speak clearly,

stand straight,

don’t scare them.

As if my voice

and my spine

and my presence

were warnings,

not wonders.

But this skin

has danced before it crawled,

prayed before it sinned,

bled in silence

and still bore fruit.

It holds stories

my mouth hasn’t dared to tell.

Sometimes,

I wish I could unzip it,

just for a moment,

to see who I’d be

without the weight of interpretation.

But then I think

of my grandfather’s hands—

cracked but steady,

the same shade as mine.

And I remember:

I come from earth

that loved the sun too much

to stay pale.


What My Name Wasn’t

They called me “boy”

before they learned my name—

as if manhood was theirs to grant,

a currency I hadn’t earned yet.

They tried to rename me

with their tongues

that stumbled over syllables

not made in their mouths.

Turned Malik into “Mal,”

Kofi into “Coffee,”

Elijah into “Eli,”

until my heritage

sounded like a convenience.

I answered to what they gave me

until I stopped recognizing myself

in the echo.

See, a name is a seed—

a whisper from the womb,

a prophecy in syllables.

My mother gave me mine

with prayer-stained lips,

my father etched it

in the wood of a cradle

he never slept beside.

But I carried it—

even when it felt too heavy,

too strange,

too Black

for school roll calls

and job interviews.

I learned to say it slow,

like a scripture.

To spell it out

like a spell.

To hear it called

and know the ancestors

were still listening.

My name is not

a favor you do me.

It is not an apology

on your tongue.

It is a door I open

every time I speak.


That Time I First Cried in Public

It wasn’t the fall

that cracked me open—

not the scrapes,

not the sting of gravel

pressed into skin

like Braille from the ground.

It was the laugh.

Sharp.

Sudden.

From someone I trusted

to wipe tears, not tally them.

I was seven,

maybe eight—

young enough to cry honest,

old enough to know

the world had rules

for boys like me.

My lip trembled like a preacher’s first prayer,

but I swallowed the sob—

halfway.

Just enough to make it sour

before it spilled.

I remember the color of the sky,

a cracked chalk blue,

and the silence after,

so loud it stunned the birds.

“Man up,”

someone said,

as if manhood

was measured in silence

and tear ducts were sin.

I did.

I stood.

Wiped salt from my cheeks

with the back of my hand

like it was shame.

But something changed.

That day, I learned

how to cry without water,

how to ache behind the eyes,

how to press pain

into the folds of my pocket

like lint.

I carried that

for years—

until the weight

became a language.


Barbershop Baptism

It smelled like clippers,

old spice,

sweat-stuck leather

and Friday night jokes

that stretched through generations

like a hymn hummed low.

I was too small for the chair,

so they stacked me on a booster,

a throne of cracked vinyl

and wobbling faith.

The cape went around my neck

like a preacher’s robe,

tight but holy.

The clippers buzzed,

and I flinched—

not from fear,

but from the weight of watching men

become.

There were mirrors everywhere,

each one telling me

I was no longer just a boy.

A man behind me sculpted silence

into a lineup,

shaped my crown with calloused hands

that had carried stories

from heads bowed

in pain,

in prayer,

in pride.

Each pass of the blade

cut deeper than hair—

stripping play from my face,

sanding down softness

until only shape remained.

The old heads watched,

nodding with slow approval.

No words, just knowing.

As if they saw the shadow of manhood

fall across my brow

for the first time.

When it was done,
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