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Introduction


I enrolled at Yale University in September of 1969, one of ninety-six black men and women to commence our matriculation at that time. We were the first large group of black people to be admitted to Yale as undergraduates in the same class. By contrast, the Class of 1966 had included only six black male graduates. We were the beginnings of what came to be called the affirmative action generation, though we did not use that phrase to describe ourselves. “Vanguard,” a term being bandied about by the Black Panthers, seemingly omnipresent in those times in New Haven, where one of their leaders, Bobby Seale, was facing trial along with eight other Panthers, was the word that most frequently sneaked its way into our endless, late-night dorm room analyses of our “role,” our “mission,” our “responsibility” to members of “the community” whom we had left behind. Would they be locked forever outside all that those hallowed neo-Gothic ivy walls symbolized?


Like any fledgling elite, at once heady with possibility yet racked by the guilt of the survivor—that is, presuming we would survive Yale’s academic rigors—we were desperate to succeed and desperate for role models who would guide us to that success. Because of a particularly fortuitous bit of good timing, Yale (and many other historically white elite universities) diversified its student body precisely when it introduced the new field of Afro-American studies into the curriculum. To be blunt, a cause and effect relation obtained between the coming of the black students and the creation of this new field. So role models, resplendent black intellectual role models, were in full demand if not in full abundance; there were still just a few on the Yale faculty then, but many more were becoming increasingly available in the curriculum of our black history courses. Like many of my classmates, I adopted the great W. E. B. Du Bois, activist and prolific author, as a hero, even if he was a Harvard man! But Frederick Douglass, Paul Robeson, Thurgood Marshall, and even Dr. King were favorites as well. The true “activists” among us favored Marcus Garvey, Frantz Fanon, even the slave insurrectionist Nat Turner. Harold Cruse’s The Crisis of the Negro Intellectual was our textbook du jour: in my sophomore year alone, I read it in three different classes. We were bound and determined to avoid the mistakes that our predecessors in our crossover roles had made; above all else, we wanted to be responsible “to the people,” as we would put it, “representing” them somehow, determined to remain “accountable” to them, bringing them along with us as we scaled the historical barriers to racial progress, dragging them, if we had to, inside the cloistered walls of power and financial success that Yale represented. If we were not yet full-fledged intellectuals, we were in the midst of a crisis, a crisis of identity and representative responsibility, since it was we who had been chosen to leave the black community and integrate what C. Wright Mills had called “the power elite.” And this power elite was determined, to modify the Children’s Defense Fund motto, “to leave no black person behind.”


While Douglass and Du Bois, Garvey and Robeson, Fanon and Marshall were our official role models, it is probably accurate to confess that we also drew an enormous amount of secret inspiration from the cult figure Putney Swope. Putney Swope? In 1969, the same year we went to Yale, the arts film Putney Swope was released, starring Arnold Johnson and Mel Brooks and directed by Robert Downey, Sr. We might think of it today as a prototype of the “blaxploitation” film genre, but it was in fact a utopia, one of the first fantasies, rendered on film, of how things would be different once we were to “take over.”


The film opens at a meeting of the board of directors of a Madison Avenue advertising agency. One black man, Putney Swope, obviously a token, sits modestly among the eleven board members. When the agency’s president dies from a heart attack during the meeting, Swope is accidentally elected chairman of the board, receiving nine of the eleven votes cast, because, as one executive puts it, “I thought no one else would vote for him.” Swope, a nascent revolutionary cloaked in a bespoke suit, soon fires all but one of the company’s white staff, hires black people from the ghetto to replace them, renames the agency Truth and Soul, Inc., and declares that he will boycott all advertising for tobacco, alcohol, and war toys. Soon, Truth and Soul becomes the dominant agency on Madison Avenue, amassing $156 million in profits by creating irreverent ads for products such as Ethereal Cereal, Victrola Cola, and Face-Off Pimple Cream.


Swope is “a brother who is going to make it right.” And how will he achieve his revolution? There is “no sense rocking the boat,” he declares. “Rocking the boat is a drag. What you do is sink the boat,” but you sink the boat “with productive alternatives.” “You can’t change nuthin’ with rhetoric and slogans,” Swope argues. “The man’s got the truth in his pocket. He doesn’t talk about it. He hangs it on a shingle where people can see it.”


We loved this hilarious movie, my new black friends at Yale and I, and we saw it again and again. For some of us consciously, and for many of us unconsciously, it was an allegory for the path that we should take in our new roles as the vanguard of our people, the black portion of a group that our president, Kingman Brewster, had described in his welcoming speech to freshmen a year before as America’s “one thousand male leaders.” (Our class included, for the first time, 250 women, so Brewster’s speech adjusted for gender.) We would do our homework, integrate Yale’s most exclusive and elite clubs, secret societies, and student organizations, and then we would take on Wall Street and every other venue of power and wealth, transforming them from the inside with truth and soul, leaving no sister or brother behind.


Putney Swope had laid out a path for our individual success within a context of “revolutionary transformation,” “social responsibility,” and “accountability to the people”—all key words in the heated oratory of radical black politics of the time. Above all else, we were determined not to allow our individual, or collective, success to be “used by the man” to justify the continued economic deprivation of all those black souls left behind in America’s ghettos. No, we would not be tokens; we would not be sellouts; we would not be complicit in the use of the black people in the ghettos as scapegoats either for American prosperity or—more alarmingly—for our own individual success. Unlike Du Bois’s group of leaders, the Talented Tenth of “college bred Negroes” at the turn of the twentieth century, we would be the catalyst for broad social change, saviors of our entire people. Du Bois’s was the model to avoid. And Putney Swope inadvertently had shown us the way.


If the film gave us a rhetoric, a road map, for the mission on which we had embarked vis-à-vis the white establishment, it also gave us a language to use to defend ourselves against the sometimes deafening rhetoric of revolution that was swirling throughout the black community. As soon as Swope’s agency appears to be succeeding, he is descended upon by four militants, each an archetype for a dominant political faction in the community, including the Black Panthers, the Black Muslims, Black Power advocates, and the National Urban League. (“There are brothers in the Black Room,” Swope is warned ominously, so he quickly agrees to meet with them to hear their grievances.)


The first activist argues for “self-determination,” “self-respect,” and “self-defense,” à la the Black Power advocates. The second declares that “violence is a cleansing force,” while a third chimes in that “non-violence is non-functional,” so “it’s guns, baby,” echoing the Ten Point Program of the Black Panther Party, which many of us had hung on the walls of our dorm rooms. “My organization is pro-integration,” says a hapless, suited official ostensibly from the NAACP or the National Urban League; “a gun is not going to get you a job.” “Yeah, but it will eliminate the competition,” the Panther stand-in intones. When this mad round-robin finally ends, all agree on one thing and one thing alone: “Lay some bread on us!” they demand of Swope, who then dismisses them all as hustlers and shows them to the door.


The message was clear and simple, and we took it to heart: structural change would come only from the inside of the system if—and this was a huge “if”—we managed to keep our integrity as black people, as socially conscious members of a vanguard force penetrating the power structures of “the enemy” not for our own benefit, but for the benefit of the larger black community. Our job was to transform those historically white institutions like Yale by bringing more and more brothers and sisters inside when we could, and representing them from the inside when we could not. We would integrate America at its highest, deepest levels, and by doing so transform it forever, dragging “the community” along with us if we had to.


That was the plan.


I remember attending a political rally at Yale staged on behalf of Bobby Seale and his fellow imprisoned Black Panthers. One speaker—I think it was Jean Genet, the French playwright and radical—warned us that our newfound presence at institutions such as Yale was a ploy, representing a desperate act of window dressing for a power elite severely under pressure to diversify by race and by gender. We were tokens, he continued, admission to the Ivy League a clever ploy both to co-opt us with the trappings of privilege and to pacify the rumbling masses, the proverbial lumpenproletariat (whose true representatives were, of course, Bobby Seale and the Panthers), by serving up crumbs from the banquet table of international corporate capitalism in lieu of sharing the entire pie. Quoting Herbert Marcuse, whose Reason and Revolution was another text du jour in many of our courses that year, Genet spat directly into our shining black faces, claiming that the principal result of the Civil Rights Movement— which had led to our increased numbers in the student body at Yale—would be the creation of a new black middle class, rather than profound structural change. We were merely a mirage of such change, he scolded us, not the face of revolution that we thought we were, or hoped we would be. We were not a part of the problem; we were the problem, and our individual success was being fostered by the system as its safety valve to alleviate the pressure accumulating from genuine revolutionaries like Bobby Seale and, of course, “the people.” Our presence at Yale wore a diabolical dual face: first, it allowed the system to placate, and therefore diffuse, attempts to reform it dramatically and radically; and second, the success that awaited each of us individually on the other end of our education, post-Yale, would render us useless as agents of meaningful—read “revolutionary”—social transformation. We were nouveau race-traitors: Ivy League Uncle Toms soon to have M.B.A.’s and J.D.’s, who would be far more invested in the proverbial bottom line and the American status quo than any generation of educated blacks before us, and certainly more so than the hapless sisters and brothers we had left behind in the ghettos, even if we were clad in colorful dashikis and coiffed with mile-high Afros.


How cynical Genet was, I found myself thinking. Genet was wrong, an aging misanthrope and French at that! What did he know? Our generation would be different. We would save our people.


I thought about Putney Swope and Jean Genet as I embarked on a journey to assess the state of Black America by talking to a wide range of African Americans.


Where are we as a people, at the dawn of the twenty-first century? I wanted to pursue answers in a documentary film series for PBS, by conducting interviews with famous African Americans and with not-so-famous African Americans. It has long struck me as curious that African Americans often speak differently—more colorfully and openly—when talking with each other behind closed doors, as it were, than they do in interracial settings; more spontaneously, say, in barbershops and beauty parlors, in church socials and their living rooms, than they do in the pages of sociological studies or in polling data. I wanted to capture that more spontaneous and less inhibited voice on film, and in transcriptions of my interviews, printed as the text of this book.


Du Bois wrote famously in 1903 that a racist experience when he was a schoolboy in Great Barrington, Massachusetts, had led him to the realization that African Americans conducted their lives in America behind a “veil”:




Then it dawned upon me with


a certain suddenness that I was


different from the others; or like,


mayhap, in heart and life and


longing, but shut out from


their world by a vast veil.


I had thereafter no desire to


tear down that veil, to creep


through; I held all beyond it


in common contempt, and lived


above it in a region of blue sky


and great wandering shadows.





In this series, I wanted, on a modest level, to provide a window, a peephole, through that veil, a veil that still, far too often, separates black America from white.


To do so, I traveled the country interviewing African Americans from Harvard to Harlem, from Wall Street to Watts, from the Lincoln Memorial to Memphis, from Fort Benning, Georgia, to Atlanta, the home of the black middle class. I walked the streets of Chicago’s South Side and interviewed residents of Chicago’s infamous housing project, the Robert Taylor Homes. I ended my journey in Los Angeles, where the fantasy world of Hollywood stands in stark contrast to the painful realities lived each day by the residents of Los Angeles’s South Central neighborhood. In Los Angeles, the two black worlds of class and consciousness collide, sometimes bizarrely, but always in splendid living color.


As I talked to Black America all across America at the beginning of the twenty-first century, one thing became very clear. Everybody’s a CEO. Everybody’s talking about entrepreneurship, products, markets, and market share. It’s all about getting the most out of people, empowering, creating wealth.


The critique of the Southern economy during slavery is that it focused entirely on growing staple crops and the suppression of what would otherwise be a market for food, clothing, housing, and other consumer goods. An ill-trained, ill-fed workforce had no incentive to produce a good product; neither was this workforce allowed to exercise consumer choices. What these interviews reveal is that apart from the moral case against slavery and the moral case against unequal civil rights, there is a damning business case against slavery, if the business case is defined as wealth creation and profitability. Economic historians may argue among themselves whether the slave system was economically efficient or inefficient, profitable or unprofitable in the long run, but the achievement and diverse economic accomplishment of blacks up and down the economic scale prove just how misguided those are who idealize the South as an economically cost-effective enterprise.


Colin Powell confirms that African Americans are becoming more and more economically successful. But Hollywood actress Nia Long states a more important truth: “Black people generate enormous amounts of money for the American economy.” The success of black entrepreneurs and businesspeople around the country proves without a doubt that picking cotton was never the best way to generate that money. Young black kids have a new entrepreneurial spirit, Russell Simmons observes. “They’re doing it. It’s happening right now. That’s all they’re talking about. Getting money. Owning companies. They’re not talking about how brilliant they rap; they’re talking about how much money they’re making and how they’re making it. Legal money.”


Willie W. Herenton, mayor of Memphis, Tennessee, for the past twelve years, speaks proudly of the economic successes of his city, the eighteenth largest in America, with $60 million in reserves, a double-A bond rating, a strong and vibrant financial center. “We have great purchasing power,” he explains, but the next step is converting that purchasing power to wealth creation within the race. Tammie, a twenty-nine-year-old mother of six who used to live in the Robert Taylor Homes in Chicago, talks about the importance of targets and objectives and a diversity of options. If she were in charge, she says, she would find out what her fellow residents are aiming for, “what they do to set their goals, and see what they need to get to their goals.”


Jesse Jackson states, “When one considers the economic origin of America, it was Africa and her people who subsidized America’s development. After all, two hundred years without wages is an African subsidy to America, redefining what party is ‘creditor,’ and which is ‘debtor,’ in the African-American relationship.” But while slavery “was woven into the fabric of the country,” can we now critique it on other terms? What is the legacy of slavery— in purely economic terms, enforced servitude, labor without pay—for today’s young people, poised to enter the workforce? The question has never merely been one of work and lost wages. The black work ethic is not the problem. As John Singleton puts it, whatever field you’re in, success is a matter of being able to work in the field you choose and being able to back it up with blood, sweat, and tears. The problem, Franklin Raines explains, is that “having excluded such a big piece of the workforce, such a big piece of society, from being productive has hurt the country. We’ve taken all these kids who could be out creating something and we made them all dependent and put them in jail. Well, it’s not just the cost of the jail, it’s also the loss of what their productivity would have been in the economy. We’ve got to get that message through, but getting that message through the color divide is very hard.” Ought we, as Jackson suggests, to wholly restructure a system that allows Russell Simmons to create the wealth he does? Yes, as Lenora Fulani explains, we need to educate black youth in how best to participate in this structure, but the goal of wealth creation and economic success is not in itself bad. Why shouldn’t black America want to live in the Big House?


For every Vernon Jordan who says, “The one thing that we know is that white people like money, and that’s why they sold us and bought us. It had to do with money. It had nothing to do with humanity; it was about money,” there’s a Chris Tucker: “What people gotta realize is—and I understand it, and it’s fine—movie companies want to make a lot of money.” Everybody’s fighting for their job, he explains. The balance sheets have to look good. “I’d like to be in a position where somebody could bring me a script and if it’s good and I can do it, I would get it done, or take it to the studios and get it done,” said Chris. “We’ve gotta start opening doors; we gotta open them for ourselves. But to begin with, you gotta get through a narrow door.”


This book is the result of these interviews, collected in the four parts that make up the film series. Above all else, I wanted these dialogues with African Americans to speak eloquently, as it were, for themselves, in an unmediated manner, providing a rare glimpse of black people reflecting to themselves on the challenges and ironies of their lives behind the veil, some thirty-five years following the death of the last great civil rights leader, Martin Luther King, Jr.





PART ONE


Ebony Towers


When I was growing up in the fifties, I could never have imagined that one of Harvard’s most respected departments would be a Department of Afro-American Studies and that twenty professors would be teaching here at the turn of the century. Our experience at Harvard is just one instance of a much larger phenomenon. Since the death of Dr. Martin Luther King in 1968, individual African Americans have earned positions higher within white society than any person black or white could have dreamed possible in the segregated 1950s. And this is true in national and local government, in the military and in business, in medicine and education, on TV and in film. Virtually anywhere you look in America today, you’ll find black people. Not enough black people, but who can deny that progress has been made? In fact, since 1968, the black middle class has tripled, as measured by the percentage of families earning $50,000 or more. At the same time—and this is the kicker—the percentage of black children who live at or below the poverty line is almost 35 percent, just about what it was on the day that Dr. King was killed.


Since 1968, then, two distinct classes have emerged within Black America: a black middle class with “white money,” as my mother used to say, and what some would argue is a self-perpetuating, static black underclass. Is this what the Civil Rights Movement was all about? Can we ever bridge this black class divide?


What does the success of this expanding middle class—W. E. B. Du Bois’s Talented Tenth, the college-educated black person, even now only 17 percent of all black Americans—mean for the progress of our people? Is this economic ascent the ultimate realization of Dr. King’s “dream” of integration? How do we continue to expand the size of the middle class? And most scary of all, is this class divide permanent, a way of life that will never be altered?


Writing in the New York Times on May 31, 2003, Jack Bass, author of Unlikely Heroes: Southern Federal Judges and Civil Rights, quoted from an interview with John Minor Wisdom, “the legendary jurist and scholar,” which Bass had conducted just four months before the judge’s death at the age of ninety-three in 1999: “He told me he was uncertain which was more important,” Bass wrote: “how far blacks have come in overcoming discrimination, or ‘how far they still have to go.’ ” This question arose in another form in an amusing, signifying interplay between the titles of William Julius Wilson’s The Declining Significance of Race (1978) and Cornel West’s best-selling Race Matters (1993). There can be no doubt that “race” is far less important as a factor affecting economic success for our generation than it was for any previous generation of African Americans in this country. Still, there can be little doubt that the fact of one’s blackness remains the hallmark of our various identities in a country whose wealth, to a large extent, was constructed on race-based slavery, followed by a full century of de jure segregation and discrimination in every major aspect of a black citizen’s social, economic, and political existence.


I decided to talk with some of the most remarkably successful African Americans of our generation who—because of opportunities created to one degree or another by affirmative action—have been enabled to excel in positions of authority that our antecedents could scarcely have dreamed of occupying, or even aspiring to hold. Had they become the Putney Swopes of our generation? I could think of no place more appropriate to begin than at the offices of the U.S. secretary of state, General Colin Powell.


Since 1963, we’ve had seventy-five black congressmen and congresswomen, two U.S. senators, a whole slew of mayors, and two Supreme Court justices, but only in the last few years have we penetrated the heart of executive political power in Washington. Just a generation ago, the idea of a black president was a joke we’d tell in barbershops. We figured that a black man could be king of England before he’d be elected president of the United States! Yet today one of the most important political figures in the world is a black man, a man fourth in line to the presidency. Many people think that he would have easily defeated Al Gore in the 2000 presidential election.


General Colin Powell grew up in the Bronx, the son of working-class Jamaican immigrants. He joined the army after college and saw combat in Vietnam. Like many of us, his career benefited enormously from affirmative action. He rose rapidly through the ranks, becoming a five-star general and chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff. He commanded our troops in Desert Storm. As national security adviser to two presidents and now as secretary of state, General Powell is the most powerful black person in the history of the American government and is one of the most powerful people in the world.


I asked Powell if race had been a hindrance to his career path, or even to his aspirations. He replied, “I was raised in a family that never felt constrained by their poverty or by their race . . . And I was raised in a community that had blacks, whites, Puerto Ricans . . . a melting pot of the New York City environment. So I never really knew I was supposed to feel in some way constrained by being an inner-city, public school black kid, the son of immigrants. I just went into the army and I found an organization that said, no, no, no, we’ve changed, we’re ahead of the rest of the society. We don’t care if you’re black or blue, we only care if you’re a good green soldier. And if you do your best, you watch, you’ll be recognized. If you don’t do your best, you’ll be punished. And I started out as a black lieutenant but I became a general who was black.”


I asked him if his position as secretary of state had made his race a nonissue, had, in effect, allowed him to transcend his racial identity. “When you walk into a room,” I wondered, “if you go to Asia or the Middle East, do the people you deal with still see a black man first, before they see you as the secretary of state?”


“Yeah, sure, but they also see the American secretary of state and they know that I’m not coming to them as a black man; I’m coming to them as a representative of the American people, as a representative of the president of the United States. I represent all the values of this country and the power of this country, its military power, its economic power and political power. Once they sit down and get past whatever color I am, they want to do business.”


I asked Powell what he thought was the responsibility of those of us within the African-American community who have made it to those left behind, an issue that still plagues my friends and that especially worries me. “I want to continue to be a role model for the kids in the neighborhood I grew up in, and for other youngsters in America,” he said. “Not just a black role model in that stereotypical sense, but an example of what you can achieve if you are willing to work for it. And second, those of us in the African-American community who have been successful financially ought to give some of it back to the community. You can do it through scholarships, through donations, through mentoring, through adopting or sponsoring a school. There are lots of ways to do it, and everything I’ve just mentioned I have done, or try to do. You don’t have to scream and shout about it but just get it done, reach back and help these youngsters who are coming along.”


But why do we have more of a responsibility, it seems sometimes, than our white counterparts? I asked.


“Our youngsters need us more perhaps, for one thing,” he said. “And our youngsters are still living in a society that is really only one generation removed from racism, discrimination, segregation, and economic deprivation, and we’re still suffering from that.”


The tension between societal factors as the causes of our people’s social and economic disadvantages, and those traceable to individual initiative or the lack thereof, would become a leitmotif within the interviews I conducted throughout the black community. I think it’s fair to say that it is the largest single point of contention within the black community itself. Like General Powell, I, too, worry about the values of certain aspects of black urban street culture and the self-destructive behavior that reinforces the cycle of poverty— behavior that helps to keep the black poor impoverished. But the inner-city culture that General Powell says holds us back is also the source of the tremendous creativity found in hip-hop culture. If hip-hop is the culture of the black poor, it is simultaneously the face and voice of American popular culture. It is also rich with a few phenomenal success stories.


I traveled from Washington to New York to meet the king of hip-hop culture, Russell Simmons. Simmons has transformed black urban street culture into the lingua franca of American popular culture worldwide—and into a music and fashion empire that grosses more than $300 million per year.


“How old were you when you became an entrepreneur?” I asked him. “When I was sixteen,” Simmons said, “I wanted to be an entrepreneur, but selling weed was one of the few options open to me.”


“Really? When did you become legitimate?”


“I used to give hip-hop parties when I was at City College. People would pay to get in—all the hip-hop artists, DJ Cheeba and all these guys. I had this music thing I loved, and I was lucky enough to get a job in the music industry.”


Simmons’s career took off in 1979 when he produced “Christmas Rappin’,” by Kurtis Blow, on Mercury Records. It was phenomenally successful, and the rest, one might say, is the history of hip-hop.


Simmons’s company, Def Jam, brilliantly punched hip-hop from the ghetto straight into the heart of middle-class, teenage white America, launching bands such as Run-D.M.C. and Grandmaster Flash. Simmons, a brilliant marketer, has branched out to fashion design. His Phat Farm label is the rage from Harlem to Harvard Square, from Watts to Westwood.


How did he create a business based on rebellious black culture and make it as American as apple pie? Simmons’s genius was to take an underground movement and turn it into the common language of American popular culture. Where did his understanding of the entrepreneurial system come from?


“The entrepreneurial spirit came from within me,” he said. “I was never offered a salary; they didn’t like what we did. There was never an interest in giving me a job, or even making a record deal, so we started our own company . . . I wanted to be in the fashion business. Do you think anybody wanted to hire me or give me a job? I wanted to be in the advertising business. These things had to be forged with a little bit of resilience and vision . . .


“The independence that was forced on us by managing some part of our culture, or ideas, is the same independence that’s creating a whole new lifestyle among young black people. All I had was drug dealers, some numbers runners, and an occasional pimp. They were the entrepreneurs. Now all these young people have images. It’s true that a lot of them are hardheaded and kind of twisted and unsophisticated. That’s why they did it in the first place. You think if they spoke the King’s English, if they went to school and were told, do what you’re supposed to do, that they’d be doing what they’re doing? . . . They came from the street and they did what they had to do and they created what they’ve created.”


Are these the new heroes in our community, people like Simmons, people like Richard Parsons and Ken Chenault, the CEOs of AOL Time Warner and American Express, respectively?


“Parsons and Ken Chenault and people like them are huge role models . . . But Puffy’s a much greater hero, a much greater inspiration,” said Simmons. “He’s self-made. The same sophistication and education that guys like Parsons and Chenault have can come from some of our kids who will have enough experience to take on businesses that have smaller margins. We are spreading out. Do you know how many energy drinks are made by kids in the ghetto?


“I see the way young people are so excited about being entrepreneurs, and I believe that’s the climate that will make a difference economically in our community. And the education part of it, they all recognize it’s necessary.”


For Simmons, the inner city is a font of entrepreneurial activity; the black entrepreneur is the true black revolutionary today, the inheritor of the legacy of Maroons and other renegades from slavery, the “bad nigger” characters in traditional black folklore and literature. These figures stole the white man’s secrets, penetrated the logic of the system, and then used these acquisitions to attempt to liberate black people. Where once the means to our freedom was thought to be literacy, or reclaiming the principles of the Declaration of Independence, or utilizing the legal system—or taking up guns—for hip-hop entrepreneurs, the means, according to Simmons, is hardheaded capitalism, and the goal, massive profits. Is Simmons a visionary who has redefined the black entrepreneur as the new urban revolutionary? As he rightly argues, the black ghetto has always been full of entrepreneurs; moreover, success in that world doesn’t even require a high school diploma or a college degree, opening up, as it does, economic opportunities otherwise closed to so many African Americans whose choices are limited because of their education.


We certainly need more entrepreneurs in the inner city, but not at the expense of education. In a highly technological world, formal education is the principal conduit out of poverty, just as it has been for our people since slavery and the days of Jim Crow. Our people’s need to stay in school is even greater and more urgent today than it was back then, in harsher times under legal segregation.


Simmons is correct that success in this world doesn’t require a high school diploma. But that also concerns me. Does the kind of success that Russell Simmons—and hip-hop—encourages also help our kids to get an education and expand their options?


From Simmons’s office in Midtown Manhattan, I went to see another African-American icon, one who uses his particular genius to seduce inner-city children into the love of learning and the value of school.


Maurice Ashley is the world’s first and only black Grand Master in chess— a title held by only seven hundred people in history. Ashley is the Tiger Woods of chess. As with golf, we think of chess as a pastime of the upper middle class. Ashley was born into poverty in Jamaica, then grew up in the inner city in Brooklyn. Perhaps more than anyone else, he has helped to make chess black.


I asked Ashley why chess, of all things, would be relevant to black people. “Chess transposes the imagination of inner-city black kids so they can see themselves in the back row where all the power pieces are . . . It’s much harder for inner-city kids to understand why they should learn something that seems to have no meaning for their future life. But in chess, I’ll show kids a move and five minutes later they can use it against their friend. In another five or ten minutes, they’ll win the game and come back to me and say, show me something else, ’cause I just won that game and I wanna win again. It’s self-reinforcing.”


How did he get involved in chess? I asked.


“I learned to play many different games at an early age . . . By the time I was seven or eight, I could beat the other kids and I could compete with all the adults,” Ashley said. In America, he told me, “in tenth grade, when I was fourteen, I had a friend who played chess a lot. I thought, I’m better at games than all the rest of the kids, so I’m going to play this guy and beat him. He crushed me. It was ugly. Then one day when I was at the library, I came across a book on chess . . . It was love at first sight . . . That’s when I discovered that reading could open your mind to the wonders of everything you wanted to know. For the first time, I understood the power of books, because after I started reading them, I began crushing players I couldn’t beat before.”


In 1991, Ashley shook the chess world—and America—when his team from Harlem, the Raging Rooks, beat elite white private schools to become national champions. Stereotypically, black people weren’t supposed to excel at intellectual activities, and these inner-city black kids had won a national chess tournament! This was news.


Ashley realized that chess could be the lure to hook schoolchildren into attending school regularly and focusing on their classwork. Chess could be a “black thing,” its mental rigor and discipline transferred into new study habits in every other school subject. By kids learning chess, grades—and graduation rates—would go up. In 1991, at the Mott Hall School in Harlem, he and businessman-philanthropist Dan Rose helped establish an educational program in which chess was an integral part of the curriculum.


It amazes me in the generation of fast food and video games that kids would have the patience for chess, so I asked Ashley if this is a problem.


“I think fundamentally kids love to learn, as long as you make the learning engaging. . . . They sit and memorize and study so that when they get into actual competition they’ll be ready . . . The great thing about chess is that it’s practical.”


I asked him if the kind of thing he’s accomplishing with chess can be exported throughout the community.


“Chess is not the only solution, but I think of it as a direction. Chess insists that you use your mind. You can’t play the game without it. But success does too; that’s what success is all about, having a direction . . . I think we’re approaching a time when kids’ aspirations will be much, much higher than they were. We have a long way to go to put the structures in place that can finally bring about progress racewide, but we’re closing in on the effort psychologically . . . We have people striving in all walks of life.”


Ashley invited me to see another inner-city program, called HEAF, that is literally putting these ideas into practice. HEAF—the Harlem Educational Activities Fund—is dedicated to helping students who are being failed by their schools to get a solid education.


“HEAF takes kids in the community and makes them successful, that is, gets them through high school and beyond,” Ashley explained. The program takes kids from junior high school and gets them all the way through college, teaching them that education is their ticket out. “These kids are hot,” said Ashley.


And without HEAF?


“Without the tremendous support and direction that HEAF has been providing since 1992, thousands of inner-city kids who have gone on to college as a result of HEAF programs may have fallen through the cracks.”


HEAF’s after-school chess class helps draw these children into educational programs. Dan Rose is the founder of HEAF. He summarized his philosophy of education this way:


“The challenge of bringing inner-city disadvantaged children into the mainstream of American life is without question the most pressing, most important social challenge in American life. It is the challenge. Anyone who doesn’t see it or who doesn’t address it is not living in the real world . . .


“If a smart inner-city kid goes bad and goes to prison, it will cost the city, the public, $60,000 a year, and could cost him the rest of his life. Our goal is to turn these kids into professionals who make a couple of hundred thousand dollars a year and who pay $60,000 in taxes. I tell my archconservative friends that our goal is to take a $60,000-a-year tax eater and turn him into a $60,000-a-year taxpayer.”


For Ashley and Rose, the long-term success of our people depends upon education, leading inevitably to a greater slice of the economic pie. And the economic pie is baked in the corporate world, symbolized by Wall Street—a world traditionally as “white” as chess.


Who would have believed just a few years ago that four of the world’s largest corporations would be run by black men? For many of us, the corporate world was the last bastion of black exclusion. Quite visibly, that has begun to change.


One man I spoke to understood the importance of black representation at the top of the corporate world long before anyone else did. For him, economics, class, and wealth accumulation were the next fronts in the war for civil rights. He was a prophet of black class mobility. Vernon Jordan is the first person to retire from the Civil Rights Movement and take it to the next level—Wall Street. Among black Wall Street executives, Vernon Jordan is the proverbial chairman of the board. Jordan grew up in a black middle-class neighborhood in segregated Atlanta. His mother was a successful business-woman, his father a postal clerk. He was the only black student in his class in the 1950s at DePauw University, before earning a law degree at Howard University. Jordan recounts a bit of stark advice that his father gave him when he dropped him off at DePauw:


“I remember my father shaking my hand to tell me good-bye, but he didn’t say good-bye; he said, you can’t come home. I said, what do you mean? He said, the college counselor says your reading scores are far lower than those of your classmates . . . these white kids went to fine township high schools and private schools and you went to this old dilapidated, segregated, ill-equipped, double-sessioned, overcrowded school, he said, but you can’t come home. And so I said, well, what am I supposed to do, Dad? And he said, read, boy, read, and he drove away.” Jordan rose to prominence as a civil rights lawyer, then led several key black organizations, such as the National Urban League. In the early 1980s, however, he deliberately became an agent of another kind of social change, a pioneering force in the integration of the all-white boards of directors of corporate America. This led to the hiring of black corporate executives. Quietly, Jordan had taken the Civil Rights Movement from the segregated cities of the South straight to the heart of Wall Street.


As “First Friend” and confidant to President Bill Clinton, and as a member of some of the most influential corporate boards in the world, no one is better placed to explain what the presence of blacks on Wall Street means to our people than Vernon Jordan. New times, new duties: I asked Jordan if the integration of corporate America is the next phase of the Civil Rights Movement.


“The integration of corporate America has been going on a very long time. I went on my first corporate board in 1972 . . . but we’ve come a long way from the seventies if you think about Dick Parsons, CEO at AOL Time Warner, Ken Chenault of AmEx, Stan O’Neal of Merrill Lynch, and Frank Raines of Fannie Mae. These four black men control in excess of $300 billion in market capitalization, and they employ some 300,000 people. That was inconceivable in my time, and now they are CEOs at companies that would not have hired their parents, except in menial jobs.”


But how important to the progress of our people is it that individual black people are occupying these positions? I asked him.


“It’s important in that it says to young people that they can do it too—that anything you want to achieve can in fact be achieved. But it says something else. It says that if you have the ability, the tenacity, the perseverance, the fortitude, and the smarts, they will put you in this job . . . when you think about Parsons, Raines, Chenault, and O’Neal, white people have put them in charge of their money, and my people did it. That’s very serious! And the one thing that we know is that white people like money, and that’s why they sold us and bought us. It had to do with money . . . But white people have entrusted their trust funds and the future of their children and their grandchildren to these brothers, because they are competent.”


Jordan’s dream of integration has affected every level of Wall Street, from the boardroom through upper middle management. Milton Irvin is one such executive, and he has excelled on Wall Street. Irvin grew up in a poor neighborhood in New Jersey. For the past thirty years, he has steadily ascended the corporate ladder on Wall Street. His lifestyle is on a par with that of his white upper-middle-class counterparts.


Irvin recently became the first black member of his country club. Fees are now $70,000 per year. Almost twenty years ago, he and his family moved to Summit, New Jersey, an affluent and still predominantly white suburb forty minutes from Manhattan.


“When I moved to Summit in 1985, there were not a lot of middle-class African Americans, and to a certain extent it was lonely being here . . . But something inside of me said, you know what, someone has to put a stake in the ground in a community like this, and show that we can be woven into this fabric.”


I asked Irvin if he ever felt, as he integrated his golf club in Summit, for example, as if he had to ingratiate himself to the white people who were members there.


“When I’ve joined these clubs, I’ve never approached it with the attitude that I’ve got to make white people feel comfortable around a black person. It’s more like I’ve felt they had to figure out, over time, that . . . you’re really not different from them . . . I consciously try to be a full participant in the activities of these clubs. This done, it begins to give the others a sense and feeling of comfort . . . It’s all a continuation of the Civil Rights Movement. Economic empowerment is a part of it. It’s what we’re building now.”


Irvin and I visited the home of his friends Walt and Donna Pearson. Walt Pearson graduated from the Harvard Business School and was another Wall Street executive before recently assuming a new executive position in the Boston area. As with many affluent African-American families of our generation, their home is a splendid shrine to black history, art, and culture. I asked Pearson what he thought the constituent parts might be of our people being held back. “Nowadays there are programs to help bright and motivated African-American kids get out of the ’hood—whether it’s ABC or Prep for Prep or private schools that offer some students full scholarships,” he said. “However, if you come home to little or no family structure, you need something to keep you going, and that’s the tough part. Beyond that, the playing field is far from level in terms of the ability to make connections in a white world.”


Despite all of his success, did he and his wife, Donna, still experience racism? “On Wall Street,” he said, “what happens now is they let us in the door, but instead of blatant racism, you come across subtle things. For example, it seemed like they never wanted me to get too big an assignment, too big a client. When I went after those guys, I was always told I had enough clients, I had enough capacity, whereas my colleague could have even more clients than I did but yet he wasn’t at capacity. It was things like that.”


Donna Pearson agrees: “Racism still exists, but it’s more quiet. It’s kept behind closed doors. In Summit I saw instances, sometimes subtle, sometimes not, particularly at the school. Because I’m so fair-skinned, people sometimes think I’m white, and they’ll say things and I’ll say, excuse me, I’m African American too. And all of a sudden their face gets red.”


I wondered how blatant this form of behavior could become. For example, did Donna ever hear these people say the “n” word?


“They don’t say the ‘n’ word, but one time someone said to me, oh, that black person, they don’t know what they’re doing. And I said, excuse me? Or they’ll think that the way I’m doing something is inferior to what they’re doing and that I can’t do a job like they do . . . you have to let them know right away that you can take the lead just as well as they can.”


Did the Pearsons ever worry that their kids will be criticized by lower-class black kids?


“They will have to learn to handle being called white,” said Walt. “I went to a private school, and I would come home to a housing project every day and was called ‘schoolboy’ a couple of times. I had to knock a few heads . . . But I tell my kids now, you’re going to encounter a different kind of racism. You’re going to confront the class system from your African-American peers, some of whom are going to call you ‘whitey’ or ‘Oreo’ . . . In addition, you will have racism from white people. It’s going to be arduous. The kids . . . have to come home and be able to tell us everything. They have to realize they’re blessed, but they must give back. It’s nonstop.”


As I conversed with these two families, it became clear that despite all of their personal success and wealth, the task of integrating the white power structure is far from over. Very few African Americans have penetrated the upper echelons of Wall Street. Just as painful, the success of those who have is viewed by some members of the black community somehow as a betrayal of the race.


I asked Melody Irvin, Milton’s wife, how this bizarre attitude came to be, when social integration and economic success were cardinal virtues of the Civil Rights Revolution. How did it get to be that being successful is equated by some black people with being white?


“I think being successful has always been equated with being white,” she said. “It’s hard to change what’s always been . . . Things are different for some of the young people that Milton has brought into the industry. But things are also still the same.”


“Some of that perception,” added Milton, “is driven by the fact that a lot of blacks who are successful, at least on a corporate level, have moved out of what have traditionally been their communities . . . [and] then that community feels a loss of one of its people . . . White people have done a pretty good job of creating wealth. We were looking for a community where we could begin to create wealth, and Summit was one of them.”


Milton sensitively explained one of the most surprising dilemmas facing the continued success of our people: the growing gulf between the black middle class and those left behind in the inner cities. Wealth differentials within the race are becoming as large and potentially as unbridgeable as the traditional gaps between white and black were during the Civil Rights Era. And this is reflected in attitudes about education and values such as deferred gratification. It’s a gulf that is often as much cultural and psychological as it is economic.


Traditionally in America, entry into the middle class and the accumulation of wealth are enabled by the ownership of a home. Blacks in many parts of America were barred from owning homes, whether they could afford to purchase them or not. No one in America has done more to facilitate black home ownership than the CEO of Fannie Mae, America’s largest mortgage lender and our second largest corporation based on the size of its assets. Incredibly, it’s run by a black man. I went to see him at his corporate headquarters in Washington.


Franklin Raines was the first African American to become the CEO of a Fortune 500 company, in 1999. Raines escaped working-class poverty through education. He was recruited by Harvard, became a Rhodes Scholar at Oxford, then graduated from Harvard Law School and Harvard Business School.


Raines has started a program at Fannie Mae designed to address the class gap among black Americans. By making it easier for African Americans to receive mortgages to purchase homes, Raines hopes to increase black home ownership by as many as 5 million people by the end of the decade. The ultimate effect of this on class distribution in American society would be profound.


His goal, Raines told me, is “to have the same class divide in the black community as . . . in the white community. I want the same percentage of middle class, the same percentage of rich, the same percentage of poor, in the white and black communities. Average is fine with me, because by all the measures, the black community is far behind average in income, in job status, and in education.”


So how do we get more black people into the middle class?


“Step by step,” said Raines. “There’s no shortcut. To begin with, we’ve got to get folks the preparation that’s needed. More people have got to finish high school . . . Then folks have got to get into these companies and persist.”


I asked Raines how we can inspire those very people who are trapped in the inner city to aspire to be the next Franklin Raines.


“You’ve got to let them know it’s possible,” he said, “because most of them don’t even know it’s possible. When I was growing up in Seattle, I hadn’t been to most of the city, let alone anywhere else. We’d go to day camp, and that was it. It was a big deal to go to another part of the city. My world was two or three square miles . . . Then I went to Harvard, across the country. After that I went to Oxford, and then it became the world. What I thought was possible just kept expanding. For many people it never expands; they never get off the block . . . We must make it clear that there are greater possibilities


. . . We just have to make lots of kids aware of the opportunities and give them a chance, and if we give them a chance, we’ll be surprised by how many will do well.”


How do we drive that message home to black children themselves, whose attitudes are shaped in an environment of unemployment, teenage pregnancy, school dropouts, drugs, instant gratification, and the bizarre attitude that success in school or in the white mainstream is an act of racial betrayal, an act of selling out to the white man?


Lenora Fulani, a political activist and educator, has devoted the last decade to tackling these issues on the street. I met her at her project’s offices in Manhattan. Her first observation echoed Raines’s comment about parochialism:


“We have kids living in New York City communities like Queens and Brooklyn today, forget thirty-five years ago, who never saw the World Trade Center. They didn’t know it existed until September 11. Almost none of the young men in these communities know the experience of putting on a suit and walking down a street in Midtown and finding a way of being related to that’s so very different from the usual ways in which they’re related to.”


But what happens when they see Colin Powell on TV, or Condoleezza Rice? Doesn’t this take them out of their environment? Don’t the accomplishments of black people of our generation, people like us, inspire black youth? Isn’t this the fundamental premise of integration, and the most important aspect of our individual accomplishments to our people?


“You want me to tell you what I really think?” she asked mysteriously. “Even on TV, the kids barely notice all the accomplishments of black people of our generation, the black role models of today, like Colin Powell and Maxine Waters. My experience is that when the kids recognize me on TV and say, oh I know Dr. Fulani, it’s because they’ve seen me first in their communities. A lot of these kids don’t know who Colin Powell is. It may seem impossible, but how could you have lived in New York and never seen the World Trade Center?”


For Fulani, successful black people at the top of the establishment can’t possibly serve as role models if the children in the inner city don’t know they exist. With Dr. Fred Newman, she founded the All Stars Talent Show Network and the Joseph A. Forgione Development School for Youth, designed to change dramatically the way that teenagers in the ghetto behave and think about themselves and their career possibilities. Fulani has designed a program that can be a class escalator, and she’s campaigning for poor kids to step on board. Her theory of performance starts with a controversial premise:


“We don’t have to negate the positive aspects of hip-hop culture, and I don’t think that being black has to be equated with hip-hop. I think it’s a cultural expression that’s in our community . . . A lot of white kids who come from affluent backgrounds are influenced by hip-hop, and they have five earrings and the whole bit. It’s a performance. We’re trying to teach inner-city kids that it’s a performance that they don’t have to be trapped in. They, too, can wake up the next day, put on a suit, and go to work.”


Fulani has “predominantly white, well-to-do businesspeople” who train the kids in her program to do corporate internships. “I tell them to teach the kids how to be white, and they almost fall off their chair. They have all the liberal reaction of oh my God, we’re going to step on their cultural toes. I tell them, believe me, after the twelve weeks of training they’ll still be black. But why don’t you use this time as an opportunity to share with them some of the secrets of white success?”


Skeptical, I observed one of Fulani’s programs. These teenagers, poor and from inner-city schools, were enrolled in her Development School for Youth. In just twelve weeks, the school promises to transform them from disaffected street kids to potential Wall Street employees. How can she possibly achieve this?


“What it means to use performance as a teaching method is that you put young people in situations that are way beyond anything they know how to do. This is totally new learning. You don’t know anything about Wall Street; you barely know how to spell the word ‘stock.’ And then we have them perform as if they do know these things. And, in the process, they learn how to produce their own learning.”


But what sorts of things does her program teach these kids?


“Oh, all kinds of wonderful things: basically, how to have conversations that are not in authoritarian situations. We teach them how to shake people’s hands, how to look them directly in the eyes. ‘Hi! My name is Shakimah Smith. It’s great to meet you.’”


I have to confess that, initially, I worried that this program might be little more than a finishing school for poor kids. But I was wrong. As well as a grounding in finance, the students are taught practical skills—like how to comport themselves in the corporate world—that their schools don’t teach them. They are taught, as Fulani humorously puts it, “to act white” to gain employment, without sacrificing the values of their home and neighborhood: in other words, how to be black and function successfully in a white world. Parents, schools, and churches did this when I was growing up but are failing at this acculturation process now. At the end of twelve weeks, Fulani’s students are given paid internships on Wall Street.


These are ghetto street kids, and Fulani transforms them into potential Wall Street executives in twelve weeks? “I don’t really care whether the kids in the Development School become Wall Street executives. I want them to know that Wall Street exists. I don’t care what they do with that knowledge or that experience; I want them to have it,” she said.


What Fulani is doing seems like a small miracle, but she would be the first to admit that it’s just a beginning, a drop in an ocean of black economic misery. When I was growing up in the fifties, becoming a successful doctor, lawyer, or businessman was about the blackest thing you could be. For too many of our young people today, mainstream America will always be a closed shop for white boys, and we’re better off on our own.


How we as people got here is, frankly, a dark and troubling mystery to me. Attitudes such as these are a perversion of Dr. King’s dream, of all that he gave his life for. But perhaps it is not so very surprising, really. For as long as any of us can remember, the odds have been deeply stacked against our success in American society. But historically, our political leaders, our mentors in school and church, our parents and families, all insisted that we fight to succeed, despite the odds.


The great poet Audre Lorde once wrote that you cannot dismantle the master’s house using the master’s tools. But what other tools can we use, except those that built the house in the first place? Since Dr. King’s death, as a result of the expanded opportunities of affirmative action and our own hard work, an unprecedented number of African Americans have succeeded in worlds once all-white, the doors to which were historically locked shut for more than a hundred years.


Despite the negative spin that Herbert Marcuse gave to it in the late fifties, the growth of the black middle class is one of the truly great victories of Dr. King’s Civil Rights Movement. Each hire and every promotion of a black on Wall Street is a victory over racism for our people. The challenge facing the black middle class is to use their clout and wealth to fight structural and institutional racism, on the one hand, and to become more effective role models— living, breathing mentors of social mobility—for dispirited millions of black youth thus far left behind, to show them that you no longer have to be white to aspire to obtain our share of the American dream. The level of social consciousness among the new black middle and upper middle class is deeply moving; built as their newfound status is on political gains made only because of the Civil Rights Movement, perhaps this should come as no surprise. These people’s lives and concerns, their political orientation and their social consciences, have refuted Marcuse’s worry that they would be tokens, or raceless, soulless black men and women in whiteface who had left their people behind, as E. Franklin Frazier describes the old middle class in The Black Bourgeoisie (1957). But unless we do these things, the new class divide within the black community will be a permanent fixture in African-American life, with deep and profound economic and structural differences masked to some extent, as they are now, by a seemingly shared African-American culture. No one can believe that Martin Luther King, Jr., died for that.





COLIN  POWELL

The Good Soldier




“The gulf between the two black communities—the middle class and those who have been left behind—need not be permanent, but it’s going to take a lot of work to change it,” U.S. Secretary of State Colin Powell told me. “It’s going to take a lot of work on the part of both communities, the well-to-do and those who are striving. Those of us who have made it, white and black, need to give back with resources and mentoring. But there’s something else we have to give back. We have got to get to our young people and tell them they can be successful.”





When I go to the Middle East or China or wherever my job takes me and I walk into a room, people see a black man. But they also see the American secretary of state and they know that I’m not coming to them as a black man; I’m coming to them as a representative of the American people, as a representative of the president of the United States. I represent all the values of this country and the power of this country, its military power, its economic power and political power, and once we sit down and they get past whatever color I am, they want to do business with me.


Here at home in America, people sometimes ask what is the significance of my being the first African-American secretary of state. I hope it does have significance, particularly to African Americans, and I hope the significance is that it happened in America. It happened in a place where we were once slaves, nothing more than property. It happened in a place where at the time the Constitution was written, we were considered three-fifths of a white person for voting purposes. And it happened in a little over a couple of hundred years. Now that may be a long time by some standards, but by comparison with what’s happened in other countries around the world, it’s quite remarkable. When you also think that it happened to a guy whose parents just showed up in this country as immigrants off a banana boat back in the 1920s, it’s remarkable.


I hope it gives inspiration to African-American youngsters, Peruvian youngsters, and white youngsters who might not have come from a black background but came from a poor background. Back when Desert Storm ended and there was all this celebration, parades everywhere, I went back to the Bronx, where I was raised, and I went to my high school, still in the inner city—and to this day it is bringing along other kids like me. I talked to the kids there, essentially Puerto Rican and black kids who were in the audience, and they were looking at me and they started to ask questions about me being a role model for them. And I said, well, I’m glad that I’m a role model for you, but I want General Schwarzkopf also to be a role model for you. Don’t limit yourself by saying, if that black guy can do it, I can do it. If General Schwarzkopf can do it, you can do it, I tell them. Don’t limit yourself any longer on the basis of your race, your color, your background, your creed. We’ve come too far to create our own limitations.


I tell young people a bit of a joke when they say, “Well, gosh, you’re the black secretary of state.” I say, “No, I’m not. There ain’t a white secretary of state somewhere. I’m the secretary of state who is black, you know; there’s a difference.” I refuse to be limited by my race, and you shouldn’t, I tell young people, allow yourself to be limited or stereotyped. Don’t use your particular distinction as an excuse for you not to do your best. Take advantage of all the things that have been done for you over these 226 years. I wouldn’t be secretary of state if I hadn’t done that.


I was raised in a family that never felt constrained by their poverty or by their race. That had nothing to do with anything; we were as good as anyone. And I was raised in a community that had blacks, whites, Puerto Ricans, minority, you name it, we were it, a melting pot of the New York City environment. So I never really knew I was supposed to feel in some way constrained by being an inner-city, public school black kid, the son of immigrants. I just went into the army and I found an organization that said, no, no, no, we’ve changed, we’re ahead of the rest of the society. We don’t care if you’re black or blue, we only care if you’re a good green soldier. And if you do your best, you watch, you’ll be recognized. If you don’t do your best, you’ll be punished. And I started out as a black lieutenant but I became a general who was black.


I want to continue to be a role model for the kids in the neighborhood I grew up in, and for other youngsters in America. Not just a black role model in that stereotypical sense, but an example of what you can achieve if you are willing to work for it. And second, those of us in the African-American community who have been successful financially ought to give some of it back to the community. You can do it through scholarships, through donations, through mentoring, through adopting or sponsoring a school. There are lots of ways to do it, and everything I’ve just mentioned I have done, or try to do. You don’t have to scream and shout about it but just get it done, reach back and help these youngsters who are coming along. And to the extent we have benefited from this society, we can’t just walk away from these youngsters.


In fact, so many African Americans have been successful, and have been able to improve their physical station in life—have a nicer neighborhood to live in, a bigger house to live in, fancier cars, nice clothes—that those who get left behind are left further behind than they might have been forty or fifty or sixty years ago. Before integration, the successful people in the community still didn’t have anywhere to go, so that success stayed in the community and we had a thriving middle class. You couldn’t break out too far. Then integration kind of changed all of that, and for those of us who became successful, it became easier to leave those behind who had not yet gained success, especially those children who needed examples to follow.


The examples were no longer there the way they used to be; the successful people had moved on to some other place. So the kids today, rather than seeing successful middle-class professionals in their neighborhood, are to some extent denied that kind of example. So, then, what example should they follow? They tend to follow people who may not provide them the right example, who may not exert the right kinds of influences. And we’ve lost something as a result. Those of us who have been successful and have escaped have got to go back.


There are reasons why those of us who are in the black community and who have made it have such a great responsibility. Our youngsters need us more perhaps, for one thing. And our youngsters are still living in a society that is really only one generation removed from racism, discrimination, segregation, and economic deprivation, and we’re still suffering from that. It’s different in that regard from the way our white counterparts may view their responsibility to youngsters in, say, a poor white community.


We’re also living, to some extent, in a society that still sees people by color, much as we would like it to be otherwise. A few of us have been able to rise above that, to be frank. But there are a lot of youngsters walking down the street who get met with, watch out, there’s a black kid. There’s still that kind of discrimination in our society. Some people would call it racism. There is racism, but I don’t call it a kind of discrimination racism; it’s just there’s a difference there that is part of our legacy, part of our history, that has not yet been overcome. And those of us who have been successful have an obligation to reach back to these youngsters and help them, more so than I think our white brothers. But I tell my white colleagues, you’ve got to reach down to the black community too. You’ve got to reach down to any community in need.


I also tell black youngsters, get a white mentor. If there isn’t a brother, we’ll get you connected up with a white mentor. I had lots of white mentors. Most of my mentors that made me successful in the army were white, and nothing wrong with it. We have to not limit ourselves because of our race or color, and we shouldn’t limit ourselves with respect to where we go and get help from. More and more people in the white community are anxious to help those who are less fortunate, and especially those less fortunate in the black community.


I believe the most important thing that I can do, in relation to the black community and in relationship to myself, is to do the job. I have never been driven by ambition. I’m not unambitious—I wouldn’t have gotten where I did if I was unambitious—but I’m not driven by that ambition. I’m driven by my desire to do the job. I’ve always tried to do a good job everywhere I’ve been. And it’s been recognized and that’s why I was successful. I try to do the best job I can for people I work for and for the American people, and I try to be a good family guy, as best I can. I try to keep a lot of friends on my side.


The gulf between the two black communities—the middle class and those who have been left behind—need not be permanent, but it’s going to take a lot of work to change it. It’s going to take a lot of work on the part of both communities, the well-to-do and those who are striving. Those of us who have made it, white and black, need to give back with resources and mentoring. But there’s something else we have to give back. We have got to get to our young people and tell them they can be successful. We have to tell them, Rosa Parks did not ride in the back of a bus and Martin Luther King did not die so you could call young girls bad names, so that you could act like a fool, so that you could put stuff up your nose, or so that you could stick up somebody. Now, that is not acceptable. And these people did not die to create these opportunities for you that you refuse to seize. So let me not hear any excuses about why you don’t want to go to school or how you go to a bad school. We all went to bad schools at one time or another, but guess what was in that bad school: some education. So don’t allow these excuses to keep you from getting what is out there waiting for you if you will seize it.


We have got to teach our young people that as you come along and as you become parents, you have an enormous responsibility for the children you’ve brought into life. I’m sometimes disturbed by some of the television depictions you see on some of the channels and by some of the shows—and I don’t want to get into any particular show—where we pander to this kind of deplorable behavior. If I had ever said these words, or if I had ever talked to an adult that way or ever said anything like this to peers or to anyone, it would not have been tolerated. I would have been told, we don’t talk like that in this family. Or as Bill Cosby used to say, “I brought you into this world and I’ll take you out!”


We’ve got to get back to those standards and stop making excuses, saying, I can’t do this, I can’t do that, this person’s down on me, and things like that. Those are not reasons; they’re all excuses. We have got to start weaning our youngsters away from this sort of thinking. Most of our youngsters are fine, they’re in our universities, they’re fine.


I was on the board of Howard University, I was on the board of the United Negro College Fund, another way of giving back, so I know what our youngsters are capable of doing. But there are too many of them who are adopting hedonistic lifestyles. That’s simply deplorable and has to be stopped. Too many of our television stations are exploiting this kind of lifestyle and peddling it all over the airways, and other youngsters see it and hear this kind of language and see this kind of dress and this kind of behavior. Our humor has gone from Bill Cosby down to the worst kind, deep in the gutter.


I wear my blackness every day and I use it every day in one way or another, whether it’s a check I write for something or a youngster I speak to or a kid I mentor via e-mail. When I was in private life, I was able to do a lot more, whether it was for the College Fund or Howard University or America’s Promise, which is a youth campaign I ran. I never said we’re going after black kids, but when I went after kids, most of the kids who were in the greatest need were black, and I knew that. With respect to people who may say it’s no longer enough to do a good job, that we’re not brothers anymore, that we have lost our blackness if we’re not teaching in the ghetto at night, I can’t spend a lot of time worrying about what people say about me or whether I’m doing enough. I do as much as I can. All of us should do as much as we can and just take whatever compliments or criticism comes with it.





VERNON JORDAN

Chairman of the Board




Vernon Jordan—lawyer, leader, adviser to presidents—sat on his first corporate board in 1972. “We’ve come a long way from the seventies if you think about Dick Parsons, CEO at AOL Time Warner, Ken Chenault of AmEx, Stan O’Neal of Merrill Lynch, and Frank Raines of Fannie Mae. These four black men control in excess of $300 billion in market capitalization, and they employ some 300,000 people. That was inconceivable in my time, and now they are CEOs at companies that would not have hired their parents, except in menial jobs.”





This is Martin Luther King, Jr., on the four girls who died in the 1963 Birmingham church bombing: “But I hope you can find a little consolation from the universality of this experience. Death comes to every individual. There is an amazing democracy about death. It is not aristocracy for some of the people, but a democracy for all of the people. Kings die and beggars die; rich men die and poor men die; old people die and young people die. Death comes to the innocent and it comes to the guilty. Death is the irreducible common denominator of all men. I hope you can find some consolation from Christianity’s affirmation that death is not the end. Death is not a period that ends the great sentence of life, but a comma that punctuates it to more lofty significance. Death is not a blind alley that leads the human race into a state of nothingness, but an open door which leads man into life eternal. Let this daring faith, this great invincible surmise, be your sustaining power during these trying days.”


That is Martin’s eulogy for the girls. One was eleven years old; three were fourteen years old. Most people don’t think about Martin’s Memphis speech. They think about “I may not get there with you.” But the eulogy is unbelievable. They finally convicted Bobby Frank Cherry, who was a former Klansman, in May of 2002, thirty-nine years after the crime. Two other men had been convicted in 1977 and in 2001.


On a trip to Tougaloo College in Mississippi, where I was giving the commencement in May of 2002, I landed at an airport north of Jackson. As we pulled out of the airport onto a highway, I looked up and the sign said medgar evers boulevard. Medgar was my friend. He was my colleague. I was the field director of the NAACP in Georgia; he was the field director in Mississippi. We did a lot of things together. Blacks have integrated institutions of learning at all levels in Mississippi in the years since Medgar was murdered, and from 1963, the year Medgar died, to the year 2000, the number of black registered voters in Mississippi rose from 28,000 to 450,000.


When we got to the Tougaloo campus that day, we went to the library and stood waiting for the commencement to begin. I saw a group of people moving toward the library, following a man who turned out to be the governor of the state of Mississippi, who had come to Tougaloo College—which was a hotbed of demonstrations in the sixties—to robe up, march, and address the graduates.


I remember when Paul Johnson, Jr., was governor of Mississippi, in the mid-sixties. I remember when I could not convince him to amend the articles of incorporation for Tougaloo College. When Johnson was lieutenant governor in 1962, he physically blocked federal marshals who were escorting James Meredith as he enrolled at Ole Miss. In those days at Tougaloo, what was considered a bastion of communists was bringing down the system of segregation. And here, four decades later, was the governor of Mississippi, who knew everybody and everybody knew him, and he was glad and honored to be there.


If you think about the March on Washington in 1963, you saw the best and the brightest of black leadership, and that march and what happened subsequently created four new leadership classes that had been virtually nonexistent. Black elected officials constitute one new class. The second class comprises blacks who pierced the corporate veil from the boardroom to management to CEO, blacks who manage, lead, run predominantly white institutions: Cliff Wharton becoming president of Michigan State, Frank Thomas going to the Ford Foundation, and now Colin Powell running the State Department.


Then there is a huge number of people who lead and run indigenous community organizations. This is a whole new class, because historically, all of the leaders were tied to a tent. The poverty program, the new urban program, brought in community people, and they told NAACP people and they told the tent brothers, move over! Make room. We have our own constituency. So there is a huge group of indigenous leaders at the community level that’s a known leadership class.


The fourth leadership class is the new black entrepreneur. Historically, in our community, we buried our own, we had our own drugstore, we had our own little laundry, and they catered to the needs of that particular community. But now it is different. We not only have our street but Main Street.


There’s a difference between black leaders and leading blacks. Leaders have to be certain who they are and what they stand for, and they have to be rooted and grounded in that process and stay with what they believe. I like to think that that’s what dictated my decisions when I was a black leader. When I was head of the Urban League, and when I became head of the United Negro College Fund, I was a black leader, because I had a constituency. Today I am a leading black; I am not a black leader, although I get described that way. I don’t have constituencies to which I am responsible and for which I have a responsibility for advocacy and programs, and I think that is the definition of a black leader. But a leading black is somebody who everybody knows. That means they have opinions but they don’t have a constituency that they can take here, there, and yonder.


I had dinner recently with four young black businesspeople—two women and two men who decided to bid on me, won me in a raffle, for Project She, which disseminates information to young black women in this community about breast cancer. There was a fund-raiser and I was up for auction, and they put their pennies together and they won this auction. I never asked what the price was; I didn’t want to know. So I had dinner with them. I loved it, because these kids, who are in their thirties, are all in the finance business and investment banking. One just left investment banking to go work for BET, where she’s director of corporate development. They all have master’s degrees, M.B.A.’s; they are all single, young, and ambitious; and they are very good friends and they came together in this project. I said to them, what you all are doing by supporting Project She is as important as your freedom rights. It’s in a different context, but it is service, it is helping, it is making things right for black people. I think one of the frustrations is that people unfortunately think they have the same responsibility to do what was done in my time, but in the words of Shakespeare, “The occasion shall instruct you.”


So there are not going to be any marches of freedom rights; we’ve moved beyond that. But these young people were taking their time out to support this project, to give their money to go to the fund-raiser, to make things better for black people. It is still the movement, but it’s at another stage and another process that is equally important, and it was important for me to make them feel that this was their contribution. Now, it’s not going to make the New York Times and it’s not going to make the nightly news, but that does not make it unimportant. And I appreciate the frustration. I came out of law school in June of 1960. I finished law school on a Friday, and on Monday morning I’m with Don Hollowell, a black attorney, in the Atlanta Municipal Court getting kids out of jail. That’s out of school, into that action. Well, it’s not like that always, but the other thing is that those kids who won dinner with me at the fund-raiser had options after college and business school that were not available to me, not even well after I graduated.


It was just totally different for me. When I finished law school in 1960, there was not a job in Atlanta for a black lawyer—no matter what school you went to or what you were and regardless of any class standing—not in the city government, the county government, the state government, or the federal government, and certainly not in a private law firm. And so my only option was to choose between a black real estate lawyer, who was offering more money, and Don Hollowell, who was offering me thirty-five dollars a week to be his law clerk, and I chose it. I was as happy as I could be. I had a wife and child, and I was in the movement. I was a soldier, a foot soldier, and it was very exciting. Six months after law school, in 1961, I was escorting Charlayne Hunter through the mobs as she enrolled at the University of Georgia. And I understood why I was there and why I had gone to Howard University Law School, which was the only law school that had a course in civil rights, in 1957. At other law schools, they taught the Commerce Clause, but at Howard, we were taught the Commerce Clause and the Thirteenth and Fourteenth and Fifteenth Amendments, and it was a school with a great heritage. It was Durban Marshall’s school and it was Spotswood Robinson’s school and it was Robert Carter’s school, and it was a forum where the dry runs for the Supreme Court arguments took place.


There was nothing better than going at night to the dry runs and sitting and watching Bob Maine, Bill Coleman, Frank Reeves, Jackie Owen, Don Hollowell, Jack Greenberg, and Constance Motley. You were seeing in action what you wanted to be. When they would take their breaks and stand around outside the courtroom, Doug Wilder and I—we were there at law school together—would just stand around and just listen and be in their presence.


The integration of corporate America has been going on a very long time.


I went on my first corporate board in 1972. Two years earlier, I first came to 30 Rockefeller Plaza, the building where I now work, with Dr. Fred Patterson, founder of the United Negro College Fund and third president of the Tuskegee Institute. Patterson was the son-in-law of Robert Moton, who was the second president of Tuskegee. Patterson married Moton’s daughter, which is probably how he got to be president. I’d just moved to New York from Atlanta to become the new executive director of the College Fund. I believed with a passion in the mission of the fund. We had not gained a level playing field for blacks with respect to education, and still have not. I had always believed in the role of historically black colleges. The small number of openings each year for blacks in the country’s white colleges cannot possibly serve the thousands of black students who seek an education and full participation in the civic, social, and economic life of this country.


So I was the new kid on the block, literally. The president of the College Fund, Dr. Stephen H. Wright, had recently left that post, and the fund had other troubles. The philanthropist John D. Rockefeller III had resigned from its board of trustees, as had advertising executive David Ogilvy and Andrew Heiskell, the chairman of Time Inc. Disputes about the management of the fund had led to an impasse.


Dr. Patterson thought it would be helpful to try to persuade Mr. Rockefeller to come back on the board of the fund. Mr. Rockefeller was not very nice to us; in fact, he bordered on being rude. And he said he was not going to come back on the board for the College Fund. Patterson introduced me as the new guy, as the young fella who was going to lead the College Fund. Mr. Rockefeller said, “I’m not gonna do it.” White fellas are always stacked here at the Rockefeller Brothers Fund down on 54, 56. And I got back to my office and Datus Smith, an aide to Rockefeller, called me and said, “Young man, you made a mistake,” and I said, “What was that?” and he said, “You shouldn’t have come here with Dr. Patterson, he’s mad with Dr. Patterson. I’m arranging for you to come back alone to see him.”


I came back about ten days later to this same building to see Mr. Rockefeller. And I went in and he said, “Why are you back here? I told you I wasn’t going back on that board.” And I said, “Well, I came to make my case. I need your help. We need your help.” And then he says, “I’m not gonna do it.” And then I proffered to him the letter that his mother wrote to the five boys about social corporate responsibility. He said, “I know what my mother wrote and I’m still not gonna do it, and I don’t know why you bothered to come back.” And I stood up and said, “Mr. Rockefeller, thank you for your time. I will do it without you.” We shook hands and I walked out.


A year later, after Whitney Young had died, maybe a month or so after— Whitney died on March 11, 1971—Mr. Rockefeller invited me back. I come into the building and I go into his office and he’s sitting there with Douglas Dillon, who was secretary of the treasury under Kennedy. “The last time you left here, young man, you were in a huff,” he said. “But you said that you were going to do it without me and you did it. You’ve done a very good job,” he added. We raised $10 million my first year for the College Fund. A lot of money. And Mr. Rockefeller said, “Now, I want to ask you to do something for me,” and I said, “Yes, sir, what is it?” and he said, “I want you to become a Rockefeller Foundation trustee.” And I said, “Mr. Rockefeller, I’ve got better judgment than you. The answer is yes.”


And so, not every time that I come in this building, but many times when I come in and head up that elevator, I think about that moment, when Mr. Rockefeller told me again he wasn’t coming back on the board of the College Fund. I felt okay, though; I didn’t feel vulnerable. I’d asked him and he’d said no, that I was wasting his time and mine. It’s very important to know when people are saying no and to get out of their way. I’d come back a second time thinking I had a chance, and I knew that he wasn’t going to be better. The Rockefellers had been very involved with the founding of the College Fund, as they were with Spelman and with other important institutions, and I knew what I had to do at the time. Later, some good came out of it. Mr. Rockefeller eventually came back on the board of the College Fund, after my time there. In the Rockfeller Foundation context, we became friends. I became good friends with his son Jay and with his brothers Nelson and David, and I attended the funerals of Mr. Rockefeller and Nelson.


Now the integration of corporate America is in a different phase. A group of us, including Leon Sullivan, Frank Thomas, Jewell Lafontant, Patricia Harris, Bill Coleman, and others, were among the first blacks on corporate boards. But we’ve come a long way from the seventies if you think about Dick Parsons, CEO at AOL Time Warner, Ken Chenault of AmEx, Stan O’Neal of Merrill Lynch, and Frank Raines of Fannie Mae. These four black men control in excess of $300 billion in market capitalization, and they employ some 300,000 people. That was inconceivable in my time, and now they are CEOs at companies that would not have hired their parents, except in menial jobs.


Some people in the community say these guys and other successful blacks are not brothers anymore. But that’s something you have to live with. People say things they don’t even mean and certainly do not understand. When I was doing voter registration in the South, I was considered the militant. Then I’d go to work for the United Negro College Fund and find out I’d become a Tom. Same person, same beliefs.


It’s important to the progress of our people that black people like Ken Chenault and Dick Parsons and Frank Raines and Stanley O’Neal are occupying these positions of power. It’s important in that it says to young people that they can do it too—that anything you want to achieve can in fact be achieved. But it says something else. It says that if you have the ability, the tenacity, the perseverance, the fortitude, and the smarts, they will put you in this job. Ken Chenault is chairman of the board at American Express, and I’m the only other black member of the AmEx board, so we’re a minority. But when you think about Parsons, Raines, Chenault, and O’Neal, white people have put them in charge of their money, and my people did it. That’s very serious! And the one thing that we know is that white people like money, and that’s why they sold us and bought us. It had to do with money. It had nothing to do with humanity; it was about money. But white people have entrusted their trust funds and the future of their children and their grandchildren to these brothers, because they are competent.


Bear Bryant didn’t play those black football players to integrate the team; he played them to win. There are so many choices today that didn’t exist when I was growing up, in sports as in education, business, community work, and politics. It’s important to individuals that they have a place to pursue their happiness. And places are now available that were not available. I’m sort of a golfer. I love it and I do a lot of it, especially with my wife. It’s being outdoors, the fresh air and the sunshine, green grass, a breeze from the lake or the ocean or wherever you’re playing, and it’s fun and it’s competitive. It’s a growing sport among black professionals, among this new leadership class of businesspeople. I played a lot of tennis for a time, after I moved to New York. I never put a tennis racket in my hand before I came to New York, and I don’t play as much tennis now, but I love it. I have partners here who take clients golfing, but I’ve never made a deal on the golf course. I fundamentally don’t take clients golfing, because golfing is my thing. And so I do it with my wife, Ann, and with my friends and my buddies.


When I grew up in Atlanta, the city golf courses were not open to blacks. The only place you could play golf was at the Lincoln Country Club, and so most of the Talented Tenth, upper-class blacks played golf there, but the better golfers were the black kids who were caddying at the white country clubs, because every Monday they got to play there. I understand that sometimes I’d like to be Michael Jordan, especially when we play golf together, at the same golf course, and when I see him playing from the gold tees and shooting in the mid- to high seventies, I’d like to be Michael. I would like to have made that last shot when they beat the Utah Jazz.


I grew up in the first public housing project for black people in this country, University Homes, so called because it stood amid the web of Atlanta’s black colleges: Morehouse, Spelman, Atlanta University, Morris Brown, and Clark. University Homes was not just for poor people; I had many adult role models there from varied social and economic levels, and my family would have been considered in the black middle class then. I can remember on a Saturday friends and I went to Ashby’s Theater, and after your hot dog, your toasted-bun hot dog at Amer’s drugstore at the corner of Ashby on Hunter Street, you walked home. I can remember walking home and seeing Dr. Benjamin Mays walking through the Morehouse campus. As a kid, I knew he was a giant, that he was important. He achieved an international reputation for Morehouse College, and he mentored Martin Luther King, Jr. He also persevered till he won a chapter of Phi Beta Kappa at Morehouse. Dr. Mays always walked erect, and so I’m walking twenty yards behind him, emulating Dr. Mays. Well, that’s not all bad.


I loved going to the campus because I wanted to see Dr. Rufus Clement and Dr. James Rawley, President William A. Fountain, and I would see these professors. Rufus Clement always wore a vest, and I remember him in spats, and he always wore his frat Beta Kappa key on his vest. I have never forgotten those images, and when I would go through the campus, I would say, I want to be like that.


Black kids who grew up later, in the fifties, thought the blackest thing you could be, the greatest thing you could do for our people, was to become like Thurgood Marshall or Dr. King. Being an athlete was okay, and there was Hank Aaron and Willie Mays in the fifties. But when I was growing up, there was only one athlete—Joe Louis. When Joe Louis fought—he fought Billy Conn the first time in 1941—every radio in the court in our housing project was on. You could be out in the court and hear the fight, because every radio was on, and everybody cheered and he was big. We knew about Jesse Owens, but that happened in 1936. But we saw—heard, you couldn’t see it—heard about Joe Louis on the radio. He was the man athletically.


I was in sixth grade, and during the annual Negro History Week celebration, my best friend, Frank Hill, who lives out in Kansas City now, was given the role of Joe Louis. This is the role that everybody wanted and it’s the role I wanted, because you get to wear trunks and tennis shoes and boxing gloves to go on the stage. And you come out with these boxing gloves and you bow and then you get to the middle of the stage and you say, “I am Joe Louis,” and you get cheered. So Frank got that role, and I was a little jealous. I was given the role of William Grant Still, which meant I had on paper tails and a baton in my hand, and I walked down and said, “I am William Grant Still and I conducted Tchaikovsky’s symphony and New York’s blah, blah . . . ,” and no buzz, no cheers. But as I think about my life, that was a role I should have had, as opposed to Joe Louis, because it was more consistent. But it was not a happy moment. Everyone wanted to be Joe Louis because he was the man.


I always knew as a kid, growing up in the public housing project, that I was going to college. It was never a doubt in my mind, because the seed had been planted. And so it was not even a second thought. The role of economics, in terms of racial discrimination and the future of our people, takes a backseat to education. The problems affecting our people now have first to do with education. You can’t get to the economic issues until you get the education. There was a time when you could work and not be educated because it was about brawn. Now it’s about brains. Even if you have a job at McDonald’s, you have to know how to work a computer. So you have to start with education, certainly in fundamental reading, writing, arithmetic, and computers. Then you are reasonably assured of some degree of economic security. Education is first. It begins there.


When I got ready to go to college, I had a falling-out with my best buddies, because we had talked since junior year about going to Howard—getting a house, having a car, being sharp every day, and dating the beautiful girls who we understood went to Howard. We didn’t talk a whole lot about studying. But then this marvelous man came to my school from the National Scholarship Service Fund for Negro Students. He talked about the fund and he talked about going north to school, and I was absolutely intrigued by him, and I applied and got accepted. My buddies didn’t like it, because it was going against the grain, and while they didn’t accuse me of being white, they felt that I thought I was better, which is sort of the same thing, and that I was not a brother anymore.


One night I couldn’t go out with my buddies because I had to work on my mother’s business, but I went out the next night with a girlfriend who had been out with them the night before. We were sitting on this date and she says, I want to tell you something. I said, what’s that? She said, your friends aren’t your friends; you were the topic of conversation, and they said you are doing something different, so you are odd man out, and while I was bothered by it, I was not sufficiently bothered by it to change my mind.


But when I went home for Thanksgiving and Christmas, it bothered me, because a chasm had developed between us, and I raised it with the young woman who ran with me for vice president of the student body at DePauw University. I wrote her and I said, what have I done? What’s wrong? It’s not the same with me and my buddies anymore. She wrote me back and she said, you’re walking with kings and you’ve lost the common touch, and I wrote her back a one-sentence letter. I said, “Dear Ethel, kiss my ass!” Because here I was the only black in my class, running twice as fast to stay even, and she’s telling me I’m walking with kings, I’ve lost the common touch.


The answer to that, I believe, is that we have to work at giving our kids enough self-confidence and enough perseverance and fortitude to press on. You really cannot let other people create tensions for you in life; you have to create your own. Dr. Evans Crawford, at Rankin in 1958, preached that sermon, and I never forgot it, what he said about creating your own tension. I believe that we have to somehow ingrain that in the hearts and minds and souls of young black people, that they will create their own tensions and not be tempted by the tensions of others. Now, that’s very difficult because the social pressure is difficult, but if in fact these individual kids are interested in achievement, then they have to create their own tensions, and that is true whether it’s Michael Jordan or Vernon Jordan or whether it’s Tiger Woods or Deval Patrick. They have to create their own tensions, and that transcends race.


You do not get to be a distinguished professor or public servant or successful entrepreneur letting other people create tensions for you. You have to create your own. When I gave the commencement at Tougaloo, I tried to make four points to these young people. First, you are what you are today because you stand on somebody’s shoulders, and wherever you are going tomorrow, you cannot get there by yourself. That’s point number one. Number two, if in fact you stand on other people’s shoulders, you have a reciprocal responsibility to live your life in such a way that people can stand on your shoulders. Third, if in fact you have that responsibility to live your life in a way that others are going to stand on your shoulders, then you have to be prepared. You have to be committed to excellence and hard work and sacrifice. And fourth, if you do those three, then you have to have some moral and ethical boundaries and standards for your behavior. As Churchill said, you have to march in the ranks of honor. I believe that, and I think that those four principles have helped me in my own life.


I remember when my parents took me to college. They stayed that weekend, and I remember my father shaking my hand to tell me good-bye, but he didn’t say good-bye; he said, you can’t come home. I said, what do you mean? He said, the college counselor says your reading scores are far lower than those of your classmates, which means when they’re in chapter six you’d be trying to get out of the preface. He said, these kids up here, these white kids went to fine township high schools and private schools and you went to this old dilapidated, segregated, ill-equipped, double-sessioned, overcrowded school, he said, but you can’t come home. And so I said, well, what am I supposed to do, Dad? And he said, read, boy, read, and he drove away.


Well, I was stunned. Four years later at graduation, the graduation is over and you go to say hello to your parents. My father, with the same expression that he had four years before, walked to me and shook my hand. He didn’t say, congratulations; he said, you can come home now. It’s absolutely true. He said, you can come home now. And in a book of eulogies that contains the one I wrote for him, I tell the story about you can come home now. And then I say that there was another conversation between a father and son, a conversation between Dad and God, the father of us all. And Dad said to God, not long ago, I have fought a good fight, I have finished my course, I have kept the faith, and God said to Daddy, you can come home now. I like that.


But it was a mandate. My dad was telling me what I had to do, and he had accepted the fact that I was going to college and that it was a challenge. I remember at the end of my sophomore year writing home, I think I’ve had enough of this; maybe I’m going to transfer. My mother wrote me back and she said, there will be no transfer. It was like that passage that says, woe be unto him who puts his hand upon the plough and turns back. That would have been turning back; no way. And she was absolutely right. I’m going next Saturday to my forty-fifth college reunion. It seems like yesterday I was the only black in my class, only five in the student body. So I’m going back. I spoke at the twenty-fifth. You have to go to the forty-fifth just in case you don’t make the fiftieth.


What was so clear to me in my early life was that there was a structure, there was a family unit, home, there was school. There was the Gate City Day Nursery, there was the Butler Street YMCA on Saturday, and there was St. Paul African Methodist Episcopal Church on Sunday, and every Monday and Friday at five o’clock I knew that we were going to choir rehearsal at St. Paul. I knew at five o’clock on Wednesday I was going to be at Boy Scouts, and I knew on Saturday that I was going to be at the Butler Street YMCA swimming. There was structure, and there was no doubt about it.


I think that my mother, as compared to my father, was a woman ahead of her time, and my father was a man of his time. So that if I had finished high school, got a job in the post office, married a nice girl, got a little white house with green shutters and a white picket fence, kept my car washed, my grass cut, my hair trimmed, my shoes shined, went to work every day, went to church every Sunday, listened to the news, read the news, and voted, my father would have said that was a good life, and he was not wrong about that. It is a good life.


On the other hand, my mother believed that was not enough, that there were other things beyond that I could do. And she pushed me. I had an extraordinary mother who was president of the PTA at every school I attended through high school. And when I was at one high school and my younger brother was at another elementary school, she was president of both PTAs. Unlearned and unlettered though she was, she understood, based on her own deprivation, the value of education. The value of going to the PTA meetings. The value of trying to make those segregated, dilapidated, ill-equipped schools that I attended as good for me as they possibly could be. Somehow she knew the importance of relationships with the teachers, relationships with the principals, relationships with the communities. How, why, I do not know. But intuitively she knew. So there was never any doubt in my mind.


I did not really get involved in the economic aspect of black people’s lives until I came to the National Urban League, where I in effect took the baton from Whitney Young. He had the concept of a master plan for the inner cities, and I don’t think he was wrong about that. It never happened, but he was the first to articulate it. I did not follow up on that; I talked about things in other ways. But I had come to understand some fundamental economics not from studying in college, but from my mother, who had a very successful catering business in Atlanta. My brother Windsor and I worked for her at the parties she catered and were paid as though we were her employees. Her business was also how I got my first exposure to lawyers. But when I went away to college, my mother wrote me every day for seven years. Every day. Some letters were short, some were long, some were sad, some were glad, some were angry, depending on what was going on, and they were always newsy about the church, about the neighborhood, about the family. However long or short, angry or happy the letters were, she always wrote two things, and the first was about economics. She would always write somewhere in the middle of that letter, “Son,” comma, “if you make a dime, save two cents.” That was her philosophy. And she’d never heard of Adam Smith.


The other thing my mother always wrote she put at the end of the letter. She would write, “Son,” comma, “if you trust Him he will take care of you.” That was her basic view of life. It was a simple faith that was a guide, a steering wheel for her life. It was so ingrained in my mind that it came to me at one of the times when I most needed it, though in the shock of the moment I wasn’t sure I could believe it. I didn’t pray, because the more you are in shock, the more you think you are gone. But obviously, a lot of other people prayed.


It was on May 29, 1980, Fort Wayne, Indiana. I had addressed the Fort Wayne Urban League’s annual Equal Opportunity Dinner at the Marriott Hotel. Later that night, I had gone to the hotel bar with a group of Urban Leaguers. A member of the local board then invited me to her home for a snack and coffee, and drove me back to the hotel. As I got out of her car, I turned around to go and something hit and I went up in the air, then fell down on the ground. It was sort of an indescribable force that just has this impact on your back, knocks you off your feet and down on the ground. I was hit in the back with a bullet from a .30-06 hunting rifle that’s used to shoot buffalo. People in the motel started making noise, and I lay there. I felt blood leaving my body and soaking my shirt, and I mean I thought day was done! That’s why I love the sound of sirens. There’s nothing like the siren, and if you’re lying there thinking that this is all over and you hear the siren, the siren suggests hope and it suggests help. I was in Parkview Hospital for ten days. Then President Carter sent a plane for me to Fort Wayne, brought me to New York, and I was in New York Hospital for eighty-eight days.


What is interesting about being shot is that some good comes out of everything. Dr. Robert Stovall had attended the dinner that evening; he was a member of the board of the Fort Wayne Urban League. When he heard I had been shot, he rushed to the hospital. Why exactly he was there, I don’t know, but he was there and he saw it was me and this white surgeon was on and it was his time to operate, on whoever was there in an emergency state and needed an operation. Dr. Stovall says to the white doctor, you cannot operate. He said, only Dr. Towles can operate, the black doctor. And he called Jeffrey Towles and said, you have to come here right now. Towles said, it’s not my time; I’m not on call. And Dr. Stovall says, this is Vernon Jordan; you have to operate on him. Towles says, not my time to operate, goddammit!


Jeffrey Towles grew up in a small town in West Virginia. His mother was a single parent who worked as a cleaning lady, and one of the places she worked was a doctor’s office at night, when she had nobody to take care of him. So this kid, Jeff Towles, would go with his mother, and as she cleaned the doctor’s office, he just sort of went through the books, and he liked the diagrams. Then he went to school at West Virginia State, where Dr. John D. Davis was president, and left West Virginia State, went to medical school, and did his residency at Detroit General Hospital. The night before the trial, when I testified in South Bend, Indiana, on the shooting, he said, at Detroit General I saw all kind of injuries. He said, I never saw an injury like yours, and he said, based on what I saw when I saw you, I thought you would not live. But he saved my life. The same little kid who went with his mother to clean the doctor’s office, this black kid saved my life. Because Stovall said to the white guy, you cannot operate. Now, it wasn’t based on race; it was based on competence. He thought Towles was a better doctor.


The spirit of my mother, the commitment of my father—these are alive in our people. We have the determination to take on the poverty and ignorance that remain. The existence of the black underclass is the next fortress that has to be attacked, with the same kind of vigor we used to attack segregation in the 1960s but with different methods. I’ve never been into assessing blame. When the house is on fire, I think you call the fire department. I don’t think you sit around and ask, who did it? You can do that at some other time, but I think you call the fire department. And I think that on the issues of poverty and ignorance, we need to call the fire department.


Poverty and ignorance in this country have to be attacked if we are to survive as a country. It is not in our own enlightened self-interest to have 37 or 40 percent of any group of kids, black or white, in America in this day and time who are uneducated, unemployed, and unaspiring. It’s morally wrong, and it’s a burden on the commonwealth. And so the commonwealth has a responsibility, as well as the citizenry, to do something about it. It is not just the obligation and responsibility of the Civil Rights Movement as it is now defined, but it is everybody’s obligation. It’s in everybody’s enlightened self-interest to do something about it.
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