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To all readers of this book, with you I share Sidney’s favorite quote: May the wind be at your back for all your endeavors, and may all that you wish for happen, always.
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I miss our Sunday calls. For years, Sidney Poitier and I would spend hours in discourse about all things great and small. His daughters taking him shopping to upgrade his wardrobe. Why he never used the word God but preferred “The Forces” instead.


How integrity shows up best when everything else has fallen apart. This was truly an amazement to me, who grew up not even daring to dream I’d someday meet him.


That I, in my lifetime, got to truly know him, and he so fully know me, is one of the greatest blessings of my life.


He was, as Toni Morrison describes of a character in Beloved, “a friend to mind.” Every encounter I experienced with him, I walked away more enhanced, enlivened, and more in touch with myself and values that matter.
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It’s no surprise that the care and curiosity given to me and everyone he met is evident in how he approached his public speaking. He didn’t hire speech writers—he labored with his own self-teaching to come up with just the right articulation to express not only his sentiments but to let us see in many ways how he saw himself. He personified eloquence, integrity, and Grace.


He not only earned our respect, he commanded it. Always a powerful symbol of courage, Sidney Poitier broke through social barriers from the moment he set foot in Hollywood. Every character he played had something important to say.


And here, in his own words, we get to hear about some of what he considered worthy of giving voice to.


I often wish that I had recorded (with his permission) many of our Sunday calls.


I would have taken all those delightful and often funny exchanges and compiled a book of lessons called Sundays with Sidney.


The notes I hurriedly scribbled during our conversations were not extensive enough to write a book. But fortunately for us, he kept his own speeches, and now we have forever a glimpse at his wisdom, his wit, his grace, his words.


Oprah Winfrey
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A NOTE FROM JOANNA POITIER
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The first time I saw Sidney in person, I had been asked by a film director to fly to Los Angeles and meet the leading man of his upcoming movie—“the great Sidney Poitier.” When I met him, I recall he was wearing a pale blue suit with an ascot. I wasn’t sure what to make of that. But he was very sweet, we had lunch and talked, and though I had made it clear I wasn’t interested in doing a screen test, the producers liked me and I got the job.


The next time I saw him was in Paris, where I had been living and working for several years. At the time I was engaged to an Englishman, so when Sidney showed up that summer, we simply spent time together as friends. He asked me to take him to the Louvre, but when I arrived at his hotel, La Trémoille, I found him still in his pajamas. Maybe he wasn’t the best at first impressions. He explained that he had overslept and invited me into his room to have lunch. I stayed, and we talked and talked. As I was leaving, he asked, “Did anyone ever say you have childbearing hips?” I thought, No, thank you. (That’s the worst thing you can say to a woman.) But we wound up going to the Louvre the next day.






[image: image]

At Sidney’s 70th birthday celebration in 1997








It wasn’t until the filming of The Lost Man in Philadelphia that fall that I knew he was the one—and we were together for over fifty years.


Sidney was really an amazing person, and the most interesting and intellectual man that I’ve ever known—and I’ve known quite a few. He was a freak about the cosmos, and he and Carl Sagan had a very nice relationship. Sidney was so intelligent, especially knowing that he only had two or three years of schooling and was totally self-taught. He was a special, unique guy. I don’t know why he picked me.
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He was also prolific in his writing, an amazing thinker and speaker. In the last few years, I have been going through his many speeches. They are inspiring and full of wisdom, and I think other people should be able to enjoy them, too.


Reading through his words, it becomes clear that the most important thing for Sidney—beyond his family—was education. What he wanted most in life was for his children to be educated, probably because he never really had a formal education himself. He set up a trust for his daughters to go to college, and of course he publicly supported the great work of organizations like the United Negro College Fund and the Fulfillment Fund.


Sidney had the most soothing, relaxing, loving voice. He spoke very deliberately—a result of mimicking radio hosts when he was trying to break into acting in New York. His tone was so unique, not a typical American accent, not really Bahamian. Although we lived in the Bahamas for several years after we were married, I never heard his original accent. I never heard him raise his voice either, even with the children, and I know that he and I never really had any arguments.


Today I feel protective of Sidney’s legacy, in part because he was very protective of it and very particular about doing any project. He would never do something just for the money—commercials, sponsorships, whatever. He wasn’t interested in making a ton of money. But he would agree to work on a film if he was impressed with the filmmaker’s work. In this way he was a very simple, genuine, honest human being. And very caring of everybody.


In short, he was the most wonderful man I have ever known—who was also the best father, most loving husband, and my best friend.


Sidney—I will always love you, beyond forever.


Your Joanna
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Sidney Poitier looms large in film history. This is no doubt due to his indelible screen presence and his ability to command our fullest attention, thrill us with his delivery, charm us with his charisma, and rally us in support of his determined heroes. But it is also a result of the symbolism of “Sidney Poitier,” that rarest of things: a Black leading man in the days of the film industry’s nascent stumbling in the direction of racial equality, in an America on the cusp of truer democracy.


Hollywood’s Sidney Poitier struck the nation like lightning. But his roles in films like The Defiant Ones, Guess Who’s Coming to Dinner, In the Heat of the Night, To Sir, with Love, and A Patch of Blue were largely symbolic. Most of the time, he was asked to play characters who were certain of their beliefs, preternaturally wise, morally honorable, resolved, unwavering. Through his movie roles, he spoke multiracial truths to monoracial power structures. The stereotype of Black integrity would become his persona.


The words he is best known for—“They call me Mr. Tibbs”—while powerful and memorable, are not his words. They are those of a scriptwriter—Stirling Silliphant—who took them verbatim from the author of the novel In the Heat of the Night—John Ball—that were approved by a studio and fashioned by a director, their specific tone selected by an editor, the whole package released to the public by exhibitors. The statement is terse, defiant, righteous, and—half a century later—it still packs a punch.
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When Sidney spoke publicly, he spoke slowly. He enunciated with care—as if he were practicing the words in his head, mulling them over, chewing each syllable in his mouth before delivering it, with purpose, into the world. And what power lay behind those syllables. His voice is consistently warm of tone, sure of itself, purposeful, and true, and it echoes in the mind of audiences.


“I’ve always believed that my work should convey my personal values,” Sidney writes in the introduction to his 2000 autobiography, The Measure of a Man. This is no less true for his public addresses than it is for his performances and directorial work, his authorship and political activism.


The speeches contained in this book are proof. The words are Sidney’s own. They are unfiltered and authentic, but no less eloquent than those of his scriptwriters. And except for some judicious trimming here and there, they are unedited and exactly how Sidney intended them to be.


In an origin story told often in his public addresses, Sidney was born in Miami, Florida, to a family of Bahamian tomato farmers. After returning to the United States as a teenager—largely uneducated, working meager jobs as a young African American in the 1940s while trying to break into acting—he learned to read with the help of a kind Jewish waiter. Aware that his Bahamian accent was a liability on Broadway, he diligently practiced it away by mimicking the articulate tones of radio host Norman Brokenshire. The new voice had no exotic Caribbean quality and little hint of the inner city, which doubtlessly helped endear Sidney to a white mainstream audience.


He became a success on Broadway and soon also in Hollywood, where his manner and voice were tailor-made for a postwar industry that was unafraid to go on the offense with regard to civil rights. And he thrived, as well as a Black movie icon could thrive in the 1950s and ’60s. “Sidney Poitier has been one of the best reasons for going to the movies these last two decades,” critic Pauline Kael wrote in 1969.


At the same time, he endured a lot of criticism for essentially being a singular Black individual who—thanks in no part to his own decisions—was made by white Hollywood to stand in for an entire race in a series of mainstream social-problem pictures, rather than diversifying either the talent pool or the content of acting roles. Hollywood lacked the will or the imagination for more than a decade to hire other Black actors or offer up complex roles for a Black audience—doors that Sidney would ironically help open. “Why does white America love Sidney Poitier so?” asked the New York Times, cynically, in 1967. Perhaps it is because Hollywood didn’t give them other options, didn’t have the guts to, and didn’t possess the confident tenacity of a Sidney Poitier.
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Later in his life he would become an author, in more than one sense—first as director of several feature films, beginning with 1972’s Buck and the Preacher, and later as a writer of both autobiographies and a novel, 2013’s Montaro Caine. In his bestselling memoir This Life (1980) and his later “spiritual autobiography,” The Measure of a Man, he laid out the case for himself as a humble but proud actor, a dedicated husband and father. He won a Grammy Award for Best Spoken Word Album in 2001 for The Measure of a Man and earned a second nomination for Life beyond Measure: Letters to My Great-Granddaughter (2008).


And of course, he was invited to speak. He spoke publicly not just to accept life achievement awards but to honor artistic and cultural organizations with his presence and his tacit endorsement, and to regale them with his decades of earned wisdom.


His themes varied based on the circumstance, and that is for the most part how this book is organized. A curious student of the cosmos and big scientific questions, he spoke often about the concept of human evolution—in both literal and artistic senses. He talked about primordial soup to a Dallas Center for the Performing Arts audience and about cave dwellers and hunter-gatherers to the Detroit Institute of Arts. With these thoughts, he constructed an allegory on the creation of art, paired with the belief that we stand on the shoulders of those who come before us and, together, create a path forward.


He preached the importance of struggle, both for one’s own development and for society. He reiterated the need for family and tradition, for honoring one’s parents and passing down wisdom to one’s children. A self-taught man, he cared passionately about education and student opportunity. He was also an optimist, sure that our best days are ahead of us because he recognized steady improvements in our world and the inherent goodness of people in it.


In memorial speeches and industry tributes, he spoke especially eloquently about his friends and colleagues. And he had a knack for getting to the heart of the matter. About Dorothy Dandridge, he wrote “she was more of a star than the circumstances of her time could make room for.” It would be hard to state her case in a more succinct or bittersweet fashion. Upon death of Hollywood agent Freddie Fields, he said, “For some of us the world will be fractionally imbalanced for a little while. Then it will correct itself, as it always has.” It may be helpful to think about Sidney, who passed away in 2022, in a similar way.


These speeches were pulled directly from Sidney’s own files. Where possible, they were checked against recordings and official records—many are available for viewing online, and some have been transcribed or quoted in the press. In several cases, the written versions kept in Sidney’s files conflict with the final ones presented. In such circumstances, we have deferred to the delivered speech in structure, but not necessarily in content. We have endeavored to present Sidney’s most complete version of a given speech, even if it was not ultimately delivered as such, for reasons of timing or otherwise. In so doing, we hope to honor his full intentions. It is important to remember that words on a page aren’t necessarily the words spoken aloud when one gives a speech. While this is clear enough when comparing written notes against a recording, it must also be assumed about the speeches that were not recorded.


Reading a speech is akin to reading a play. A reader can get the gist, but not the force of expression delivered by a gifted speaker. In this case the speaker was a master of his craft, and his voice continues to echo. When Sidney spoke, he spoke for many. He was a true screen hero—or, as he might put it, a carrier of other people’s dreams.
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MAJOR HONORS AND AWARDS
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Sidney won the Academy Award for Best Actor on April 13, 1964, for his work in Lilies of the Field, a low-budget drama that became a critical and commercial hit. He was the first African American to win a lead acting Oscar, a watershed in the history of Hollywood.




















Thank you all for having helped mine to be one hell of a journey.


Sidney Poitier had an inauspicious early life. Raised on Cat Island in the Bahamas in the 1920s and ’30s, he was—from an American perspective, and certainly from a Hollywood one—disadvantaged with the wrong childhood environment, skin color, and accent, but nevertheless he was destined to help change the world’s most powerful country and one of its most influential industries—the movies—forever.


Consider his story: largely self-educated, through his own determination and struggle, he became a celebrated stage actor in New York before being plucked up by producers for a starring role in the movies. His lucky timing included a postwar climate of racial openness and a studio appetite for tackling social problems on-screen. With his adopted American accent, he was able to speak directly to millions of Americans, softening hearts and humbling attitudes in the process, and he remains an icon for generations of moviegoers.


Given his legacy, he was an obvious candidate for lifetime achievement awards inside and outside the industry in his later years. In addition to the honors listed in this chapter, he received the Cecil B. DeMille Award from the Hollywood Foreign Press Association in 1982, a Kennedy Center Honor in 1995, the Life Achievement Award from the Screen Actors Guild in 2000, a British Academy of Film and Television Arts (BAFTA) Fellowship in 2016, and many more.

















AFI LIFE ACHIEVEMENT AWARD
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March 12, 1992


Los Angeles, California


The “AFI Salute to Sidney Poitier,” the twentieth such ceremony honoring the life of a major Hollywood figure by the American Film Institute, was hosted by Sidney’s close friend and colleague Harry Belafonte. The AFI Life Achievement Award is given annually to a member of the film community who has “in a fundamental way advanced the art of film and whose work had stood the test of time.” The night was one of the most memorable professional events of Sidney’s life, not in the least because of the attendance of his family, including his six daughters and one granddaughter.


Tributes were given by Denzel Washington, Danny Glover, Richard Widmark, Tony Curtis, Stanley Kramer, Lee Grant, Morgan Freeman, John Singleton, Rod Steiger, James Earl Jones, and Louis Gossett Jr. Additional attendees included civil rights icon Rosa Parks, who received a standing ovation. AFI founder and chairman George Stevens Jr.—who had directed Sidney in the 1991 miniseries Separate but Equal—presented Sidney with the award. The event was filmed and later televised nationally on NBC.


As would often be the case, his speech mentions not only the influential colleagues of his career—including director Joseph L. Mankiewicz, who launched Sidney’s film career with No Way Out (1950)—but also old friends, like Yorick Rolle from his childhood in the Bahamas. Later, he symbolically passes the torch to a new generation of African American filmmakers.





I fully expected to be wise by now. I missed. I have come to this place in my life armed only with the knowledge of how little I know. I never expected that. For much of my youth I looked, but I couldn’t see. Now I have arrived at a point where I can sometimes see without looking. I never expected that.


As a young man, when I first got to know the world and where I was situated in it, I developed a strong belief that the time would change. Now, it is clear, that I am changed by time. I never expected that.


I have carried a cherished secret in my bosom for, now, some thirty years or more—the deeply held conviction that I can sing songs as well and tell stories as funnily as Harry Belafonte and Bill Cosby. And now, I find that I cannot. And I gotta tell ya, I never expected that.


Therefore here I am—far from wise, entering the golden years with nothing profound to say. No advice to leave.


I am simply glad that you have chosen to pay me this great honor while I still have most of my hair and my stomach has not yet fully obscured my shoe tops. Because you and I both know when the lust for eating and the fire for life embers down to no more than a flicker, silhouetted against the far horizon of a hazy memory, that ain’t the most appropriate time to be inviting nobody to dinner. Therefore my deepest and sincerest “thank you” to the distinguished members of the board for catching me just in time. Yet, magnificent though all this is, I must confess to—how shall I put it—feeling just a bit uneasy.
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Sidney with director Richard Brooks on the set of Blackboard Jungle (1955), a drama set in an interracial high school and released in the wake of the landmark Supreme Court decision in Brown v. Board of Education.








The hands of many human beings are pressed into the molding of a life, and this life standing before you tonight would not be here were it not for the nurturing it received from many the world has made little note of. I must pause here, if this marvelous evening is not to fall short. If my uneasiness is to be dissolved. I must share tonight with them, and them with you. The first and foremost of them—her name is Evelyn. Evelyn Outten Poitier, my mother. She, most of all, is the reason I am here tonight and for her (most of all), I am proud to be here tonight. Her husband, Reginald James Poitier, my dad. A good, solid, loving fellow, who stood tall through times that would rattle a fortress. My sister, Verdon Poitier Williams, fearless and curious. A freer spirit I have yet to meet. To know her was to know how to be at home in every corner of the world. My friends Harry Johnson, Yorick Rolle, and Joe Palashie, who lived fast and died young and left me with childhood memories that have helped to light my way. An elderly Jewish waiter who took the time to help a young Black dishwasher learn how to read. Night after night, week after week, he persevered—with patience. I cannot tell you his name. I never knew it. But I read pretty good now. I share this evening with him. And all the unknown loving hands that have pushed me gently along the way.


And then there are those who have left a very special mark on the world and me—and this old world, and me, are the better for it. Inspiration is an energizer. I know—having had to travel such a long distance to get here. Inspiration kept my tank full over long, lonely years. And no better time, than now, to thank some of those whose lives supplied me with all I needed. Thank you, Alice Childress, Canada Lee, Paul Robeson, Martin Luther King Jr., Thurgood Marshall, Jackie Robinson, Ruby Dee, Lorraine Hansberry. And last, but not least, that old decrepit folk singer, What’s-His-Name Belafonte.


To my love, my wife, my life force, my inspiration, my Joanna—the most loving, caring person I have ever known. All my love always for twenty-four years of happiness. To my six children—three of whom have jobs, which ain’t no bad percentage in these uncertain times—to them, my love and thanks, too. To my grandchildren, fifteen and seventeen, whom I certainly expect to be working full time any day now. To each and every one of you, I will remain forever indebted. And I shall gather each fantastic moment in this once-in-a-lifetime evening and store them close to a grateful heart, exactly where priceless memories are likely to be kept.


My thanks to George Stevens Jr., a man of integrity with whom I enjoy a friendship of substance; to Ms. Jean Firstenberg, the talented and charming director of the American Film Institute; and the members of the Academy.
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Sidney and costar Rod Steiger on the set of In the Heat of the Night (1967), winner of the Best Picture Oscar, in which Sidney portrays police detective Virgil Tibbs, one of his most iconic roles.








My thanks also go to that community of filmmakers who made room for me to be—and room for me to grow. Much of this evening is due to you, Stanley Kramer, may God bless your maverick soul. And you, Walter Mirisch, and you, Joe Mankiewicz, and you, Richard Brooks, and the multitude of others who have eased my way. Thank you all for having helped mine to be one hell of a journey.


To the young African American filmmakers who have arrived on the playing field, I am filled with pride that you are here. I am sure you have, like me, discovered it was never impossible; it was just harder. It is gratifying to see, and may the world take note, that you didn’t let harder stop you. Welcome, youngbloods! Those of us who go before you glance back with satisfaction and leave you with a simple trust. Be true to yourselves and be useful to the journey.


Finally to Sony-Columbia, for treating me like family these past twenty-five years and for two days ago paying great honor to my father’s name.


Now, I’d better take Harry home. All this excitement is too risky for a man of his age. It was, for me, an evening that I shall always remember. You have given me reasons to reach farther than I’ve ever reached in my life. This certainly puts new goals far outside the points of my fingers. Thank you.
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