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I hope the stories I share on these pages inspire fellow entrepreneurs and strivers with ambitious goals and dreams, just as many great people inspired me.


—George E. Johnson

















Prologue



I STEPPED OUT of the jitney at Sixty-Third and South Parkway, and braved the snow and winter wind for three blocks, on my way to one of the consumer loan companies sprinkling Chicago’s South Side. There was no doubt about it, this was gonna be a big day. All I needed was $250 (about $2,600 today) to start my own business.


It was February 1954, and I was a production compounder for the Fuller Products Company, one of the largest Black-owned businesses in the United States. Run by the master salesman and millionaire S. B. Fuller, this consumer products firm was one of the most significant employers in the community. During my off-hours working with a chemist there, I had co-created a revolutionary hair-straightening formula I knew would turn the Black men’s haircare market upside down. Everyone knew that the Whiter you looked—whether it was because you had light skin, a narrow nose, thin lips, or straight hair—the more likely mainstream employers were to accept you, treat you humanely, or hire you. Many Black men wanted straighter hair, like the pompadour and finger-waved hairstyles some successful Black entertainers were wearing, from Cab Calloway to Chubby Checker, Little Richard, Duke Ellington, and Nat King Cole.


I needed a seed loan to match the funds my business partner had put up. Fortunately, I’d patronized this loan company several times and had a track record of repayment. Just $250 would provide me and my family a ticket out of poverty.


For ten minutes I waited in the large open room, listening to my neighbors, all of whom were Black, present their case to one of several White loan officers. I heard a housekeeper plead for money to buy a stove. A laborer who needed a loan to fix his truck. Before long, a middle-aged man wearing a gray suit stood up and motioned that he was ready for me.


“My name is George Johnson,” I stated confidently as I settled into the chair across the desk from him. “I’ve got something that’s going to allow me to build a great big business!”


I then described my professional expertise, my eight years of employment with Mr. Fuller, and my innovation.


“What kind of loan are you asking for?” the man inquired, raising an eyebrow.


“All I need is two hundred and fifty bucks,” I told him. “Just give me the two fifty and I’m on my way!”


I spoke enthusiastically. However, something about the twinkle in the man’s gray eyes and his barely there smile unsettled my stomach. He shuffled papers, then chuckled and cleared his throat.


“I’m gonna do you a favor,” he began in a patronizing tone, leaning forward and running his fingers through his ash-brown hair. “If I loan you that money and your boss finds out that you are in the same business that he’s in, he’s gonna fire you. You’re not gonna be able to pay the money back. So I’m not gonna loan you the money.”


Then he sat back, crossed his arms, and grinned.


My stomach turned a somersault, but I didn’t want the man to see my feathers droop. I stood up and put my cap on my head.


“Good day,” I said, looking him straight in the eye. As I strode out, I didn’t bother to close the front door. I kept walking until I was several storefronts up the street and out of his sight. At that point, I stopped and stood limp as a dishrag, as I considered my nonexistent alternatives. I was already working three jobs, and neither my mother nor John, my older brother, had money to lend me. The El train rumbling overhead jolted me back to the moment. I walked to South Parkway and flagged a jitney.


“Where you heading?”


“Sixty-Ninth Place and Indiana,” I answered.


But somewhere along the ride, a warm thought wafted into my mind as softly as a leaf floats from a tree on an autumn afternoon.


This is just one branch of the loan company. There is a central branch where they clear people’s credit. Just wait a few days and go to a different office.


Several days later I did just that. This time, I shared no stories of Black men with innovative chemical formulas, products, or business plans.


I made up a tale, instead.


“I’m taking my wife to California,” I said, my smile as bright as the Los Angeles sky. “I need two hundred and fifty dollars for a vacation loan.”


I knew this request wouldn’t rattle his belief that he was superior to me. Nor would it challenge his stereotypes of Black men as subservient or unintelligent.


Thirty minutes later, I walked out with a check in my hand.
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This Is Black Power


IT WAS NOVEMBER 1966, and the first time Dr. Martin Luther King Jr. visited my company’s offices. We had met four years prior, when he delivered keynote remarks at the banquet for hairdressers that Johnson Products Company held to increase awareness of Ultra Sheen, our new line of haircare products.


The entire team, including myself, were overjoyed to have Dr. King on the premises weeks after we moved into our brand-new thirty-thousand-square-foot headquarters. It was built from the ground up in less than two years.


Our modern two-story brick structure stood at 8522 South Lafayette Avenue, a highly trafficked location alongside the Dan Ryan Expressway. And boy did it capture attention. Right in the heart of the South Side of Chicago, each day, thousands of commuters could see our signs, “Johnson Products Company” and “Ultra Sheen,” mounted on the pedestal out front. I wanted to inspire and educate people by the sheer physical presence of the building.


We opened in town when many businesses were moving to the suburbs and laying off workers. I wanted to motivate the community and show what was possible. Multimillionaire Black businessman S. B. Fuller would say that when Black folks see White people do things, they don’t necessarily think they can do them themselves. But when Black people do things, other Black people believe they can accomplish them, too. The lesson stayed with me.


It was my hope, as Black people learned our building was owned by other Black people, that their pride and sense of possibility would increase. Our headquarters challenged White folks, as well. Many were forced to reconsider negative stereotypes and low expectations toward Black people and expand their view of what we could accomplish.


Our building was seen as a wonder. The front plaza featured an eleven-foot abstract sculpture by Richard Hunt, a Black sculptor. I commissioned it to complement several six-foot-tall redbrick pyramids evoking ancient Egypt. There were two entrances—the main entryway, which took you to the lobby, and the employee entrance, which led to the cafeteria and manufacturing plant.


Within our first month or two of opening, our headquarters was a source of such racial and civic pride that all sorts of visiting dignitaries made JPC a priority stop. There was the diplomat Ralph Bunche, the first Black Nobel laureate, who received the 1950 Nobel Peace Prize for his work as a United Nations mediator. Cassius Clay visited our plant as well. The first time he used his birth name; by the second time he’d changed his name to Muhammad Ali. William Tubman, the president of Liberia, came by, too.


Soon JPC began holding tours. I wanted local neighbors both to see the inside and what our company was accomplishing.


Most buildings in the area were older. JPC’s decor was contemporary, with a split-level staircase, brown exposed brick walls, bright paintings, and African sculptures. Francine Hurst, a bubbly, welcoming receptionist who I’ll never forget, had a desk in the lobby, surrounded by a large open area that contained a brown sofa and four stainless steel and brown leather Barcelona chairs, designed by the German American architect Ludwig Mies van der Rohe. A beautiful brown, burgundy, and pumpkin-colored area rug atop the tan carpet pulled the space together.


My office was sleek, in a gray-and-brown color palette, the walls exposed brick, furnished with stylish and contemporary Herman Miller furniture. Beautiful art adorned the walls. From my private garage, I could walk up a set of stairs right into my office.


JPC’s boardroom was contained by glass walls. We had an art department that designed the packaging for our products, as well as sometimes helping with advertisements. My older brother John, an extraordinary manager, led our sales efforts. Out in the plant, our brother Robert ran the shipping department. Manufacturing took most of the space. It was nice to finally have a plant equipped the way I needed it, after years in smaller buildings where I’d had no contribution to the design. Everything here was customized for our own products, to get excellent manufacturing results.


During a time when too many Black people struggled to obtain decent employment, Johnson Products offered a dignified and professional environment to everyone. On any given day, you could walk the halls and come across a Black woman in a white chemist’s smock, a Southeast Asian manager, or a young salesman sporting a suit and an Afro. Our workforce was 90 percent African American, the remainder a variety of ethnicities, divided mostly between Whites, Asian Indians, and Mexicans.


JPC saw all of our employees as assets to our company. We wanted them to work hard, care about the quality of their output, be concerned about the company, and stay with us for as long as possible. We believed in loyalty, not turnover. When each shift began, we played spiritual music to uplift and inspire them.


We took care of JPC’s employees by giving them the most we could. There’s a popular saying, “Live and let live.” I embraced a different philosophy: “Live and help live.”


JPC offered health insurance, as the big companies of the day did. We also offered six paid sick days each year, which was generous at that time. Even today about a quarter of America’s workers have no sick days. We also implemented four-day holiday weekends. The standard even today is three days.


Each day, our chef prepared a delicious subsidized breakfast and lunch in the company cafeteria. The food was so good that people would often try to sneak their family and friends in. Even around 1970, hunger remained a problem in Chicago. We wanted as much of our employees’ salary as possible to make it home to their families.


We also offered college tuition reimbursement. Most larger companies didn’t begin to put that forward until after 1978, when the IRS made it tax-deductible for corporations. As someone who hadn’t had the chance to go to college, I wanted to encourage as many of our employees as possible to obtain a higher education.


We provided paid maternity leave for women and a guaranteed job upon their return. The government didn’t enact the Family and Medical Leave Act until 1993, almost thirty years after JPC provided the same benefits.


It was also an era in which few Black workers received health care benefits. In case our people had a headache, or a stomachache, or cramps from their period, or if they came down with the flu or got injured at work, JPC employed a full-time nurse and assistant nurse on-site.


And I can’t forget JPC’s experimental salon, where we tested our products for safety and improvements. Any employee could get their hair cut or styled there for free.


For a company our size, our salary was very competitive and our benefits were unique and extremely bighearted. In particular our profit-sharing program, in which every employee participated, rivaled Sears, Roebuck and Company’s program. Our employees’ fortunes rose as the company’s did. JPC had good workers, and we wanted them to stay with us and invest themselves in the company while JPC reciprocated their efforts.


Just as important, JPC provided a loving work environment. We treated our workers like they were members of the family. Back then, there wasn’t much conversation about a company’s culture. At many companies, managers and leaders would walk around yelling. Some bosses berated their people. They didn’t manage with skill but with fear. Too many Black people were targeted by abuse like this. I wanted our workers to know that we cared about them. Rather than leadership by intimidation, my management style was coaching people.


I chose not to pay myself an exorbitant salary. I didn’t want to hoard our profits just for myself; I believed money should circulate.


This was an era when the national economy was dominated by industrial giants such as General Motors, Ford, and Chrysler; General Electric; U.S. Steel; and major oil companies. Chicago also was known for big meatpacking companies like Armour and Swift. The Montgomery Ward and the Sears department store chains were headquartered here, as well. Of course, JPC was a much smaller company. Still, our revenues exceeded $5 million annually—the equivalent of almost $49 million today—and we shared them.


In the 1960s, people took a tremendous amount of pride in having a neat appearance, both on the street and when they came to work. Our professional employees wore suits, dresses, and jackets. Our manufacturing workers dressed in a shirt and tie for their commute to work, then changed into JPC’s sanitized green-and-blue uniforms to carry out their assignments. At JPC no one hassled or humiliated employees about their hair, which frequently happened in other environments, where Black people were expected to conform to a European standard of beauty. We wanted our people to feel comfortable no matter their identity, or what hairstyle they wore. At that moment, popular relaxed hairstyles included updos, bouffants, and pixies, and popular natural hairstyles included fades, cornrows, and Afros.


The same year I founded Johnson Products Company, Ralph Ellison won the National Book Award for Invisible Man; Willie Thrower of the Chicago Bears became the first Black quarterback in the National Football League; the Supreme Court ruled that state-sanctioned segregation of schools violated the US Constitution in Brown v. Board of Education of Topeka, Kansas; and a young NAACP lawyer named Thurgood Marshall successfully represented antilynching activist Mary Church Terrell in District of Columbia v. John R. Thompson Co., Inc., before the US Supreme Court.


It was 1954, and I was JPC’s single employee. A little more than a decade later, Johnson Products Company employed more than one hundred people of all racial backgrounds, offering both a loving environment and dignified jobs—from research to engineering, sales, and warehouse—and above average pay to qualified folk that mainstream employers normally excluded. Almost all mainstream workplaces refused to hire Black people for office jobs. They relegated the overwhelming majority of White women to the secretarial pool and Black women to menial labor or, at best, the factory floor. At JPC, women served on our leadership team.


I was satisfied with our new building, who worked there, and what we were doing to empower the community. And at this momentous time, Dr. King was here to visit. I wore my best gray suit, a light-blue button-down shirt, a blue-and-gray-striped tie, and my black Bally lace-ups. My hair was styled in the process, as always, using our men’s hair straightener, Ultra Wave Hair Culture.


“It’s an honor to have you here,” I said, shaking his hand and placing my left hand on top of his.


“Now this is Black power!” exclaimed Dr. King, admiring our headquarters.


As we walked toward my office, I stopped to introduce Dorothy McConnell, my priceless administrative assistant. Next came my wife and business partner, Joan, who led the accounting department.


“We are excited to have you here,” Joan said, her high-wattage smile illuminating the room. “We are grateful for everything you’re doing for our people.”


I led our visitors—Dr. King, the Reverend James Bevels, a leader with the Southern Christian Leadership Conference (SCLC), and another gentleman—into the swank glass-walled conference room between Joan’s office and mine. Dr. King and his family had moved to Chicago a year earlier. A group of local leaders had asked him to bring his nonviolent approach to activism to help reduce hunger and end segregation in jobs, housing, and education here. Thousands of Chicagoans were marching with Dr. King to break the color line and integrate neighborhoods.


In the conference room the main table, made of zebrawood, was already set for lunch. Before we sat down, Edwin C. “Bill” Berry joined us. He headed Chicago’s Urban League. Shortly thereafter JPC’s chef, Al Davis, brought hot fried chicken, collard greens, macaroni and cheese, and corn bread to the room. As Al dished up the food, Dr. King thanked him for preparing it, and in that brief gesture I witnessed the reverend’s grace, thoughtfulness, and unpretentiousness. Dr. King then said a blessing over both the food and JPC. We chatted as we ate, the conversation flowed.


Ironically, at that time, some of Dr. King’s teachings were causing me fits in my business. When I founded Johnson Products, most Black people aspired to wear straighter hairstyles. But in the 1960s, Dr. King and other leaders were teaching “Black is beautiful” and encouraging Black folks to stop imitating White people’s appearances. I particularly remember him communicating the importance of being yourself and appreciating the way God made you.


“What God gave you is good enough,” he told Black women.


This was a novel idea to many of us and gave people who wore the badge of color a new understanding of our significance. Large numbers of women, in particular, believed this message. Suddenly our primary customers began to cut off their relaxers and wear their hair natural. After decades of desiring straighter hair, Black women began deserting hairdressers by the thousands and wearing their hair as it came out of their head. Nappy, kinky, curly, and wavy hair textures were in. Many women started wearing blowouts, naturals, Afro puffs, cornrows, and braids.


When Dr. King began speaking, I listened carefully. He brought me up to speed on the SCLC’s mission to train people in the tradition of Christian nonviolence. Dr. King took his time, speaking methodically.


“Would you be willing to use your business as an instrument of social good?” Dr. King asked me.


Since its creation, I ran Johnson Products according to the Golden Rule, “Do unto others as you would have others do unto you.” We were all about doing good. In addition to our generous salary and benefits, there were the Thanksgiving food baskets JPC gave the needy, the way we invited schools to bring their students to visit, and our new initiative with the nonprofit Junior Achievement, to teach entrepreneurship and financial literacy and prepare young people for the world of work. In our cafeteria and offices around our facility, JPC volunteers mentored kids who created their own companies. Our professionals taught them how to organize, produce, and sell their products. This was the least I could do, offering others what had been provided for me.


Through these small acts, we were building Chicago’s Black middle class.


Most Black people were low-income or working-class—domestic workers, janitors, menial laborers, factory and assembly-line workers, mechanics, postal workers, auto workers, gas station attendants, and the like. Two of my uncles worked in Chicago’s bloody slaughterhouses, where hogs were killed, cut up, and packaged for sale. In general, racial discrimination in the workplace was so bad that 40 percent of unskilled Black laborers earned less than their unskilled White peers had earned ten years earlier.


JPC changed that. We impacted our employees’ lives and helped them to build up savings and possibly shake off the trauma of poverty. We provided hair products that allowed people to style their hair in a way that gave them the confidence to seek gainful employment and live as they aspired to live.


Dr. King explained that the SCLC particularly wanted voters newly empowered by the Voting Rights Act to understand that going to the polls and casting their ballot offered the best opportunity to improve their quality of life.


“Will you help me pull together a group of Black businessmen to come to our meeting?” he asked.


“It would be my pleasure,” I told him.


Dr. King told me he also wanted to establish an initiative to improve Black people’s job opportunities.


“Many mainstream retail businesses and industries deplete communities by selling to Black people but refusing to hire us or buy our goods,” he explained. “Black Chicagoans shouldn’t patronize businesses that deny us jobs, advancement, or basic courtesy.”


I was well aware of the problem. Black business owners regularly shared strategies. One person who immediately came to mind was George Jones, the head of the Joe Lewis Milk Company, who was attempting to sell to White grocers. The president of Parker House Sausage had been trying to secure distribution, as well. So was a man I knew with a frozen pizza business and another who ran an orange juice company. I could recite a long list of Black businesses being denied the chance to sell their products to mainstream firms that were doing business in our community. That’s not to mention all the aspiring entrepreneurs who couldn’t get off the ground.


“JPC is one of the largest Black-owned manufacturing firms and even we are struggling to get our biggest products sold in mainstream grocery stores,” I added.


I reached out to people I knew. Word traveled and about thirty-five or forty businesspeople came to Dr. King’s meeting. That day, Dr. King launched Operation Breadbasket from JPC’s cafeteria. He also introduced a young minister, Reverend Jesse Jackson, to lead it.


I had first encountered Reverend Jackson a few months earlier. The tall, slender, handsome young man wearing a short Afro was speaking brilliantly about the Civil Rights Movement at the University of Chicago’s campus chapel.


At the time, he was a seminary student and so poor he hardly owned a change of clothes. He and his young family lived in inadequate housing not far from the university. After witnessing his brilliance, I organized a group of six Black businessmen to meet with Reverend Jackson in my office. We talked for more than two hours. It was clear he had great potential and an amazing ability to analyze a situation and give an appropriate response in a snap. We decided to stand behind Reverend Jackson, chip in together, and get him a decent place to live, on Ridgeland Avenue in South Shore.


Using peaceful protests, boycotts, and strong negotiating tactics, Operation Breadbasket pressured a number of mainstream companies to start carrying Black-owned products. For the first time, JPC obtained distribution in Jewel grocery stores.


I also spoke with the executive committee of Black-owned Independence Bank and proposed that they guarantee a loan to Dr. King. A few weeks later, he received a loan of $145,000, about $1.2 million today.


The day we handed him the check, Dr. King wept.


Nearly two years later, it was April 4, and I was sitting in the family room reading the newspaper with the TV running in the background, when a CBS News special report interrupted the normal programming.


“The Reverend Martin Luther King Jr. was shot to death by an assassin late today, as he stood on a balcony in Memphis, Tennessee,” anchorman Dan Rather stated.


I doubled over and cried. Dan Rather introduced the news director at the Memphis television affiliate.


Joan overheard everything from the kitchen, came running, and began sobbing intensely. I did my best to comfort our children.


Our entire house was bawling.


As I grieved, I wondered if I’d been supportive enough, and I worried what would happen to the civil rights movement.


Black folks everywhere revered Dr. King. We didn’t know what was going to happen next, but we sensed that whatever it was, it wasn’t going to be good. People were grief-stricken, bewildered, angry. We worried that riots were about to take place.


I got myself together and drove to the office, where everyone was distraught. Chicago’s Black police chief, Captain Fred Rice, called to invite me to attend the memorial that Mayor Richard J. Daley planned at City Hall the next morning. I accepted. President Johnson delivered a television address, in an attempt to calm people down.


At some point that evening, Reverend Jackson called me. He looked at me as somewhat of a fatherly figure by this point.


“I just got back to Chicago,” he said, then described how he’d been standing on the balcony next to Dr. King when he was shot. Speechless, I did my best to comfort him. But who had the right words for a horror like that?


“I’ve been invited to a memorial at City Hall,” I told him. “Do you want to go with me?”


“Yes, George,” he told me. “I definitely want to come.”


The next morning, I drove to pick Reverend Jackson up at his home. Normally, he dressed neatly and was well kept, but he got in my car wearing the same bloodstained shirt and jacket he was wearing when Dr. King fell. Reverend Jackson’s Afro looked unkempt, his spirit seemed broken, and he had an odd look in his eyes I’d never seen before—and I haven’t seen since.


Certain city council members frowned when they saw me walk in with Reverend Jackson. The Chicago City Council was almost exclusively White and male. Many of its members and Mayor Daley had been actively supporting the very racial segregation Dr. King had been trying to break down. I was shown to my seat. There wasn’t a place for Reverend Jackson. He walked to the front of the room and sat in the chair on the dais reserved for either the monsignor of Holy Angels Catholic Church or the cardinal of the Archdiocese of Chicago. I was amazed to see him occupy that place, just a seat or two from Mayor Daley. The entire chamber became agitated.


People began giving tributes to Dr. King. Before long, Reverend Jackson stood up and said something to the effect of, “I’m listening to all these crocodile tears, but yesterday Dr. King wouldn’t have been welcome in this chamber.” He made more remarks, then he turned and walked out.


After he left, quite a bit of grumbling took place about what he’d said. People reacted like he had insulted them. Several TV stations were televising the proceedings live, and caught both Reverend Jackson’s comments and him walking out. I remained until the service was over. But since I had brought Reverend Jackson with me, many of White Chicago’s leaders treated me as if I was a traitor. I experienced some cold shoulders for quite some time. But who could care given the fact that we’d lost a great man in the Reverend Martin Luther King Jr.?


I flew to Atlanta for Dr. King’s funeral at Ebenezer Baptist Church. Afterward I joined the processional of thousands walking slowly behind Dr. King’s casket, which pallbearers had placed in a wooden farm wagon and was pulled across Atlanta by two mules. All along the route to his alma mater, Morehouse College, where the final funeral service took place, enormous crowds of Black people lined the streets. They stood on balconies, sat on rooftops, and climbed into trees to see and pay their respects. I would never forget this incredible man. My ode to Dr. King’s legacy would be my continued hard work on behalf of Black people.
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The Secret to Success


WHEN I MET S. B. Fuller in 1944, he was already one of the nation’s wealthiest Black men. Born in Louisiana in 1905, he grew up dirt-poor, the eldest child of sharecroppers. When he was nine, he left school to work the fields full time. The school system offered education to Black children only three months of the year, because they were expected to work in the fields the other nine, while White children went to school months longer.


In addition to sharecropping, Fuller’s father bartered vegetables, eggs, and fish at the local market. This made their family unusually independent at a time when the South was racially segregated. When Fuller was fifteen, his family moved to Memphis, and he began selling mail-order products. Apparently, that was fine until he added women’s dresses to his product line. Local White merchants complained to the sheriff. The sheriff told the teenager to quit doing business and get a job at the lumberyard.


During that era, Black people whom racist Whites perceived as “uppity” or “not knowing their place” at society’s bottom ran the risk of experiencing violence. This included being lynched, killed publicly at the hands of a mob. In those days, the NAACP was running a national antilynching campaign because racial violence was so common nationwide.


Black business owners were frequent targets of racial hostility. The Greenwood District of Tulsa, Oklahoma, was home to ten thousand Black people and two hundred Black-owned businesses. The community was so prosperous that educator and leader Booker T. Washington began calling its downtown Black Wall Street.


Many White Tulsans resented Black people’s success, and in 1921 ten thousand of them looted, vandalized, and torched Black Wall Street. They killed almost three hundred Black people, burned down two hundred businesses, and destroyed roughly twelve hundred homes. Attacks upon Black businesses took place around the nation. Black success proved the widely held belief in White supremacy to be a lie. Some people also feared Black people’s economic independence in general, and many White businessmen depended on Black customers to feed their own families.


In 1928, S. B. Fuller walked and hitchhiked the 533 miles from Memphis to Chicago. When he arrived in the Windy City, he got a job delivering coal to buildings that burned it for fuel. He eventually became manager of the coal yard. He married, and his wife taught him to read by using the Bible, which was how many Black people became literate. At that point, he began studying books about selling. Ultimately, Fuller became a salesman for the Commonwealth Burial Insurance Company, a Black-owned firm providing burial insurance to Black Chicagoans, who could not get it from mainstream insurance companies. At Commonwealth, he practiced the sales skills he was learning. He also read that only eighty-nine of the more than four thousand American millionaires at the time possessed a high school degree, and that the president of Lever Brothers made $485,000 a year (about $9.5 million today). The head of a soap company earned more than any other corporate leader. These facts raised his sense of what was possible.


In 1936 Fuller purchased a car and, after obtaining insurance, received a $25 rebate. Using the $25 as seed money, he bought soap at a reduced price from a company going out of business. After applying his own labels, printed “Fuller’s Quality Soap,” he sold one bar at a time, reinvesting his receipts in his business over and over. After transforming soap into money, he added more products and opened a retail store.


I learned of S. B. Fuller in 1944, after my brother John graduated from high school and became a sales agent for Fuller Products. During that era, on the South Side of Chicago, Black people operated more businesses than you could count. Scott’s Blue Book, the city’s directory of African American businesses, featured almost 340 pages of advertisements and stories about these enterprises. There were many entrepreneurs on the South Side, and a person rarely needed to leave the emotional safety of the community to shop in other neighborhoods or downtown.


Within blocks of our family’s apartment, there were several Black-owned businesses—Sunbeam Cleaners, a barbershop, an ice cream shop, a live-chicken store, and Liberty Life Insurance Company, the first Black-owned and operated insurance company outside of the South, and one of the few to survive the Great Depression.


The Fuller Products headquarters was in a gray brick building, one block from our home, next to the relief station, where jobless people redeemed coupons for vegetables and groceries. Although the Great Depression was over, many people were still looking for work. In addition, thousands of Black folks were fleeing the South, seeking better jobs, greater freedom, and more opportunities in the North. Southern migrants typically arrived in Chicago needing jobs. Many employers either refused to employ them at all or hired them only after hiring White people, including immigrants who didn’t speak English. Black workers got the dirtiest, most dangerous, and least desirable jobs. During World War II some Black people would picket factories to protest segregation, carrying signs reading “Hitler Must Own This Plant; Negroes Can’t Work Here,” “If We Must Fight, Why Can’t We Work?” and “Bullets Know No Color Line, Why Should Factories?” Many employers got away with what they could, despite the 1941 executive order that President Roosevelt signed prohibiting government contractors from engaging in discrimination in the defense industry.


As the war dragged on and more White men were sent off to the front, a labor shortage developed. Private companies hired more Black people for factory jobs, semiskilled work they’d been barred from, and the area’s airplane factories. While they got better jobs, they often received lower pay. The doors to apprenticeship and trade schools remained closed to Black people. Few were permitted in high-paying skilled occupations, including as carpenters, plumbers, and electricians. During the war, some Black men found jobs as bus drivers and as operators of the elevated train. Many Black women were able to leave the domestic work they did for White families to obtain jobs in factories. Others found work as clerks and waitresses in mainstream stores and restaurants. But a campaign to increase opportunities in retail positions downtown failed. Lots of those jobs disappeared when White soldiers returned home after the war. Still, Black people’s economic situation was improving overall, as compared to the desperate years of the Great Depression.


In a world that severely constricted Black people’s possibilities, S. B. Fuller opened the windows of opportunity. By the time my brother John joined Fuller Products, the company’s annual revenues likely totaled more than $300,000, a little short of $5 million today. It was a significant amount for any company, but it was a huge revenue for a Black-owned business. John became an independent sales agent for Fuller, lugging a black plastic case that must have weighed at least twenty pounds door-to-door, up and down the steps of South Side tenement buildings. John sold household products and cosmetics—face powders, hand creams, all kinds of skin products, hair products, lipsticks, deodorants, perfumed bath salts, and even vanilla extract. He did well “carrying that bag,” as we called it. I was thrilled to see my brother prospering.


At the time, I was struggling at Wendell Phillips High School. I valued my education and had previously enjoyed my classes, excelling in English, math, and chemistry. My mother had raised us to do what we had to do in school. At St. Elizabeth’s Catholic School, my cousin and I did well and were often taken into classes of older students to embarrass and perhaps inspire them. At Doolittle Elementary School, I had my first Black teacher. I could tell he cared about Black children, and he encouraged us to do well. Maudelle Brown Bousfield, the first African American principal of a Chicago public school, hired the first Black teachers who worked at Wendell Phillips. They were invested in our academics.


But our family was poor and times were hard.


Beginning when I was six years old, John and I worked to help our mother make ends meet. The job she held at Michael Reese Hospital kept a roof over our head and our stomachs from being empty, but there wasn’t money left for anything else. John and I started out “junking,” selling stuff we dug out of trash cans to the junk man in the alley. After that, when John got a job, he opened the way for me to follow him. When I was ten, we both got paper routes. Next, we worked in the noxious back room of a dry cleaner. He didn’t work the jobs I held during high school—first, bussing tables at a famous nightclub, the College Inn at the Sherman Hotel downtown, then as a washroom attendant at the swanky Drake Hotel. Both these jobs ended late in the evening. I loved earning tips, having funds to give Mama, and still having money for myself. But I typically didn’t return home until eleven p.m. or midnight. I started oversleeping my morning alarm. My grades suffered, and I felt ashamed as my prospects of earning my high school degree diminished.


John kept encouraging me to quit Wendell Phillips High School and start working for Fuller Products. Every morning, Mr. Fuller held a meeting at his office to recruit and motivate sales agents. The meetings were open to the public and lasted an hour or so. In the fall, my big brother finally persuaded me to attend. Impressed by how well John was doing financially, I figured why not and went with him. We passed the relief line, walked up a flight of stairs, and entered Fuller Products’ headquarters and manufacturing facility. John and I stood in a large sales room surrounded by about seventy-five Black men and women of all ages, most neatly clothed in a shirt and tie or a dress. Many appeared to be Fuller Products sales agents, and several seemed to be curious about people like me.


“God did not intend for you to be poor,” a tall, bespectacled, brown-skinned man proclaimed to the crowd standing before him, removing his jacket, as a minister might. “God has provided you with everything you need to overcome poverty! But you have to have a burning desire to escape it.” I had listened to many sermons before, but I had never heard anything quite like this. S. B. Fuller was the most dynamic speaker I’d ever encountered, and his message that I didn’t have to remain poor resonated with me and took root in my spirit.


By December I was disgusted with my academic situation and gave up on the idea of obtaining my high school diploma.


I’m going to try Fuller Products.


I knew that if John could do well there, I could, too. I dropped out of Wendell Phillips. I was enamored of my new boss. I still believed in the importance of education and felt I was leaving one type of classroom to enter another.


I’m going someplace that has promise.


I also quit the Drake Hotel.


Each morning I attended Mr. Fuller’s sales meeting. “Anything a White man can do, so can you!” he told us, motivating and inspiring poor Black Chicagoans with messages extremely radical for that era.


To people who had fled the Cotton South to take charge of their own future, the idea that we could break out of poverty was groundbreaking. Few if any of us had ever seen such a successful Black man. But here he was standing before us six days a week.


I learned that Mr. Fuller read everything in sight, and his memory was photographic. Most of his messages were rooted both in his unapologetic love of Black people and his extensive knowledge of the Bible, whose ideas he understood, interpreted, and espoused quite clearly.


I came from a strong religious family. Both of my parents were very spiritual people. Mama had lots of faith and was always grateful to God. Even today, I can hear her crying out, “Thank you, Jesus. Thank you, Jesus!” Beginning early in childhood, we attended Olivet Baptist Church. My beliefs were further developed at St. Elizabeth’s. I spent untold hours on my knees beneath the church’s huge stained-glass rose window, memorizing the Catholic catechism, the principles of Christianity. I learned about faith and developed a sense of God’s presence. The nuns taught us that God is looking over you; God is inside you; and God is taking note of your conduct.


Our mother left our father to move us children up north, and each month Daddy wrote from Mississippi to tell us how much he loved and missed us. Every envelope contained three new dollar bills. When I was ten, Mama sent us down south to spend a year with Daddy. The Bible and religion were his top priorities. He wanted us to love the Lord and obey God’s will, and taught us to be polite and courteous, respectful toward others, and grateful for what the Lord provided. He took us to the Baptist church down the street and had us baptized. I will never forget getting dunked in that swollen creek. The water was cold as hell!


Because our upbringing emphasized spiritual development, the ideas that Mr. Fuller preached were not foreign to me. In fact, his sermons made the Bible more real and me more curious about its contents.


By far the most powerful lesson I learned from Mr. Fuller was the Golden Rule: “Do unto others as you would have others do unto you.” Since I already knew the Ten Commandments and the Golden Rule from my home training and Catholic school education, I believed it was literally what I must do.


I saw Mr. Fuller practice trust first by demonstrating trust in his employees. His salesmen didn’t have to put out money up front to get a black bag and to become an independent Fuller Products sales agent. He loaned people the heavy suitcase because he sensed they were honest, driven, worth the risk, and could help him grow his business.


I began selling Fuller Products door-to-door. I sold during the day and returned to the office the next morning to deposit the revenue. Whatever I sold on Monday, I turned in first thing Tuesday—Mr. Fuller didn’t allow salesmen to keep the money in their pockets too long. Each day I sat down with him to review how much I’d earned the day before, then replaced the products I’d sold and headed out to sell again. On Saturdays he paid my commission for the entire week. Sundays were the only day he took off. Each time I handled Mr. Fuller’s black bag, I benefited from his willingness to front me credit.


On a day-to-day basis, I witnessed Mr. Fuller teach ordinary working-poor and destitute Black Chicagoans how they could make money running their own independent business. Not only did he teach people how to start their own enterprise; he also financed us, shared the profits, and inspired us to increase our income. Fuller Products supplied the means to make a good living. “A man doesn’t have to have a lot of degrees behind his name to earn ten thousand a year” ($230,000 today), he would repeat, invigorating his listeners with all sorts of great ideas, including but not limited to how selling his products could benefit us.


Mr. Fuller built his business one person at a time. The fact he started out with $25, and now had hundreds of successful Fullerites scouring the neighborhood for sales, was everyone’s proof that his methods worked. Each Fuller Products salesperson told their family and friends both what he taught them and how well they were doing financially. Some Fuller salespeople were making $75 to $100 a week, the equivalent of about $68,000 to $88,000 a year today. This was an unheard-of income for almost any American, much less a Black one. With news like this, Mr. Fuller didn’t need to advertise either his jobs or his products. Positive word of mouth spread across the South Side like wildfire. Tenement by tenement, house by house, block by block, people talked about how Mr. Fuller was helping people to become prosperous and financially independent.


Initially, I felt enthusiastic about my job. John and I strategized about where we could find our best prospects. While many Fuller agents were making good sales in poorer neighborhoods, we thought the better opportunities existed farther south. Since formal sales territories didn’t exist, we walked to Forty-First Street, Forty-Third Street, and Forty-Seventh Street and worked our way toward the more affluent areas of the community. But while my big brother was a smart, loyal, and ambitious salesman, it didn’t take long for me to develop a different attitude about selling. I had a hard time walking into somebody’s shabby apartment—and because many of us were poor, many people’s apartments were shabby—and seeing little children play on the floor in their underwear because the family couldn’t afford play clothes, and then waving honeysuckle perfume or cologne under the person’s nose and watching them suddenly want to buy it. Some people found the money, whether or not they should be spending it. That lady should not have bought the cologne, I thought more than once, a guilty feeling settling over me. I continued to sell, but I couldn’t get those thoughts out of my mind.


Before long, John became enthralled with the idea of going to New York City. He asked Mr. Fuller if he could work out of the New York Fuller Products branch. John left Chicago for New York in early 1946. I missed my older brother, and he kept calling to tell me how well he was doing. After I argued with my high school sweetheart, Joan, and we broke up, I decided to go to the Big Apple. By the time I arrived, John and a couple of guys had gotten a three-bedroom apartment at 131 Convent Avenue in Harlem. I shared a bedroom with John; the two other guys shared a bedroom; and they rented the third bedroom to a woman.


The Big Apple was a tremendous place. The streets were more crowded than they were in Chicago. But in New York nobody spoke to you at all. When I said hello to a guy in our building, he didn’t even grunt a reply. The rudeness startled me. And I had the same problems selling in New York as I had back in Chicago. In fact, it was worse because the people seemed more desperate. My emotions only permitted me to be just a so-so salesman. I made a little money, but I didn’t have any savings. Then Joan began calling me, begging me to return. Now that I knew she wanted me back, I couldn’t wait to go home.


Determined to get the money I needed to go back, I leveled down and sold as hard as I could. For two weeks I was the leading salesman in the branch, and I remained on top until I saved enough money to buy a train ticket home. On the ride back, I remember standing between two cars, smoking a cigarette. A man commented that he liked my jacket. I lied and told him that my father owned a big business, Fuller Products.


But not every Chicagoan struggled in New York. John was doing well. So was a young Chicago native, Rose Meta Morgan, who migrated to the Big Apple in 1938 and was making a name for herself as a hairstylist on the East Coast. During her teens, Ms. Morgan styled Black women’s hair to help her family financially. She’d become good and even dressed singer Ethel Waters’s hair when Ms. Waters performed at Chicago’s Palace Theater. Ms. Waters encouraged Ms. Morgan to relocate to Harlem, where she later perfected the innovative approach to hairstyling that became her signature treatment. Until that point, most hairdressers used grease to straighten Black women’s hair and curl it into tight coils. The technique left the hair heavy and with little movement. Ms. Morgan’s approach involved blow-drying the hair and then curling it using oil, which left hair much looser and bouncier. Her method became all the rage.


In addition to her pioneering style, Ms. Morgan pampered Black women and treated them as human during a time when many White families saw their Black domestics as merely “the help.” Her belief that Black women deserved to be indulged was unprecedented in the salon world. Stars like Sarah Vaughan, Ella Fitzgerald, Lena Horne, and Diahann Carroll flocked to her Rose Morgan House of Beauty and Rose Meta House of Beauty, which became sensations throughout the Northeast. In addition to styling hair, Ms. Morgan’s cosmetologists applied her proprietary makeup and beauty products to Black women’s faces. Her salons also offered massages, colonic irrigation treatments, and other services far ahead of their time. For years, Ms. Morgan served more than four hundred Black women a day. She claimed her salon business was the world’s largest.


At some point Ms. Morgan came to Mr. Fuller’s attention. They formed a partnership to sell her haircare and makeup products and opened a branch, Rose Meta Cosmetics, in Brooklyn. Mr. Fuller invited John to help launch this business, and my big brother went on to manage it.


When I returned to Chicago from my New York fiasco, mentally I was finished with sales. I continued to sell part-time to make ends meet, but carrying that heavy black bag now bothered my back. I knew I couldn’t keep it up, and I asked Mr. Fuller if he would put me in a job in the lab. He agreed to give me this new opportunity for about $65 a week.


Now that I no longer had to do sales, rather than dress up each morning I threw on a pair of pants, a shirt, and an old pair of shoes. I made bacon and eggs or peanut butter and jelly sandwiches for breakfast. Then I walked the block to Mr. Fuller’s offices, arriving by 8:30 a.m.


I headed up the steps and entered the small L-shaped facility, walking past a couple of offices and weaving through the people gathering in the open sales area for the 9:00 meeting, which typically lasted until 10:00 or 10:30.


“How’d you do yesterday?” I might hear someone ask as I passed through.


“Brother, I sold so much vanishing cream last night, you’d think women were turning into ghosts!” a fellow might reply, laughing.


“Don’t listen to Willie—I saw him working at the gas station last night,” another might retort.


“How do you know I wasn’t selling vanishing cream there?”


The sales agents could be competitive.


Next I walked past the shipping room, then the production area, where the jars were filled and the bath salts made. Behind the production room was the small lab where I worked. I changed into my gray uniform and white smock there. My day often began with bringing raw materials up the fire escape. We used planks to cover the steps, and a pulley system to haul big, heavy black industrial drums up to the second floor. An entire drum of petrolatum might weigh four hundred pounds; mineral oil was lighter. Once we pulled the containers through the door, we stacked them at the end of the hall.


A fifty-year-old gentleman named Mr. Parsons taught me my job as a production compounder, most of which involved formulating small batches of Mr. Fuller’s products, to prepare for manufacturing. I learned to make many products: cleansing cream, vanishing cream, cologne, deodorant, bath salts, hair pomades, cold cream, and more. The first ones I was assigned were vanishing creams. Vanishing creams are emulsion products. In high school chemistry, I learned that oil and water don’t mix. At Fuller Products, I discovered that’s true unless you incorporate an emulsifying agent, a product that breaks the ingredients down into small molecules that appear to be blended. The emulsifier holds the molecules closely side by side, and the naked eye cannot discern that they’re separate.


When we finished formulating and mixing batches of each of the different products, we emptied these mixtures into large pots and dragged them over to where other workers filled the containers the products were sold in. A couple of these people, known as fillers, used a scooper to transfer the products from the large pots into a big hopper. True to their job title, the fillers stood along each side of the table and hand-filled the appropriate jars: small, round jars of face cream or tall jars of bath salts, whatever the product required.


One set of people filled the jars, another set wiped the jars clean, labeled them, and returned them, full, to the original boxes they came from. After that, the boxes went into the storeroom. My job also included moving the packages of finished product to the storage area.


As I walked around the facility, I often found myself in earshot of Mr. Fuller. To the extent I could, I listened in on his sales meetings. Sometimes I could hear every word of his sermons.


“God has put everything you need inside you. Use it and your mentality will grow. You will learn how to think and how to solve problems; it’s within you. God has given us everything we need.


What had God given me?”


I wasn’t always sure what Mr. Fuller meant. He clearly wasn’t talking about material possessions—few of us had many material items. The more I listened to his inspirational messages, the more he seemed to be saying that God had given each of us some basic abilities, and they already existed within us.


“Latch on to those gifts and use them to create the life you want!”


What abilities do I have? What do I want?


I was seventeen when I started reading the Bible seriously. In the beginning, some of its stories seemed preposterous. How could a woman possibly come from a man’s rib, or a snake speak to a woman? I wasn’t convinced. And with World War II newsreels playing in movie theaters each week, I felt particularly frightened by the idea of armies killing people and the thought that God promoted war. But I kept reading and eventually found relief in Ecclesiastes, which started out as a mind-boggler—Vanity of vanities, saith the Preacher, vanity of vanities; all is vanity—but began to make a lot more sense over time. I also read the New Testament and developed the deeper biblical background that helped me to understand what the text was saying. One generation passeth away, and another generation cometh: but the earth abideth for ever.


We Fullerites were dedicated to our role model. We listened respectfully and were energized by his encouragement. It was beautiful and wonderful to see the type of people Mr. Fuller was able to get standing on their feet. Over the years I saw him help countless folks get off relief and earn a good enough income that they were able to take care of their kids, purchase a home, buy a car, and live a nice life. Some could afford to pay for their children’s college. As his business expanded nationally, countless Black people around the country became affluent. Even teachers, who had among the highest-paying jobs Black people possessed, quit to come to work for him.


“If you really want to get out of poverty, you will find a way,” he told us. “Racism stops a lot of people. Don’t give in to it, overcome it.”


Racism was rampant, but, rightly or wrongly, Mr. Fuller didn’t think it had the power to hold you back. He wanted us to believe we could overcome it if we wanted to. He thought that if you really wanted to succeed, you would manage despite racism, as he had. We could use the power of our mind to project ourselves beyond our current situation, he told us, encouraging us to focus our thoughts on worthy and achievable goals, and envision accomplishing them.


“Mentally, you have to come up with something that benefits others,” he told us. “To succeed, you have to find a product or service that people will value.”


“If you have the desire to be out of poverty and to do something for other people, God will help you,” Mr. Fuller preached. “He will put you on your path, and you can follow it. Take what you have and make what you want. Combine a burning desire with the willingness to help someone. That’s the secret to success, an eagerness to help other people. You help yourself by helping others.”


He believed we were responsible for our own lives. If we wanted to get rich, we could get rich, but we’d have to work our butts off. He was the proof; he was the example. He also encouraged us to pray for wisdom, and if we were worthy, we’d get it.


Mr. Fuller tried to prepare us for the adversity we would encounter. Every now and then, I heard one sales agent advise another not to argue with Mr. Fuller, or to give him any backtalk.


“You can’t win,” they warned, “no, not with Mr. Fuller.”


He attempted to shake up our beliefs—to build the courage of his people. “Last week, Ruby was our number-one saleslady again,” he might say in his Monday-morning sales meeting. “I don’t know what’s going on with everyone else, but she has been in the lead for two straight weeks now. Seems like some of our former sales leaders are taking a little vacation. If you want to improve your condition, you cannot rest on your laurels.”


People might become restless and squirm uncomfortably.


“Now, after Ruby, comes Hazel, then Tessie…,” he might continue. “Would you look at this? Women are in the top three spots.”


When I first started at Fuller Products, most of the sales agents were men, and men usually sold the most product. Over time, I noticed that women seemed to do a better job of recruiting and convincing people to come to the meetings. The sales room filled up with more and more women.


“Ruby been making all that money because she been selling to the women married to all those good livers at her church,” some man might grumble. As the son of a courageous, hardworking, and resourceful single mother, I knew the competence of women.


From time to time, I also overheard Mr. Fuller counsel sales agents, one-on-one.


“Jimmie Lee, if you wanna make more money, all you gotta do is work harder and smarter,” he might tell someone. “You could double your earnings and transform your life!” He really pumped people up.


The men’s dressing room was located on the fourth floor. We went there to change before and after our shifts, and to smoke a cigarette, go to the bathroom, and lollygag around. The walls were high, but the top was open, and I could hear what people were saying from outside the dressing room. From time to time I got a kick out of scaring my fellow workers. I walked toward the dressing room, copying Mr. Fuller’s stride and speaking in his vernacular. Guys got off their asses, scurried around the dressing room, and got back to work.


One day while I was a teenager, I found myself alone with Mr. Fuller.


“What do you want to do?” this great man asked me.


“I want to make a good living.”


“Do you want to be rich?”


“Yes, I want to be rich.”


“Then you have to take your fate into your own hands,” he advised. “You have to be the master of your own fate.”


I didn’t know quite what my mentor was talking about, but I was definitely paying attention.


Months later he asked the same question in front of a larger audience. I’d brought Joan with me to the meeting so she could hear Mr. Fuller speak.


“Who in this room wants to be rich?” Mr. Fuller asked.


What fool would say, “I don’t wanna be rich?” I rose to my feet. To my surprise, nobody else stood up.


Mr. Fuller took a long look, and I felt all the sales agents’ eyes on me.


“JAWWWGH,” he said, with his deep southern drawl. That’s how he pronounced my name: “JAWGH.”


“JAWWWGH, you don’t wanna be rich,” he said slowly, drawing out my name.


“I certainly do,” I answered confidently, standing a bit taller to prove my point.


“JAWGH, you don’t wanna be rich. You love your swine too much.”


WHAAAT?


I was embarrassed and quickly sat down, struggling to make sense of what he’d said.


Is he talking about Joan? He must be!


I wasn’t quite certain I understood what he meant; I assumed he was suggesting I was too involved with my girlfriend. Mr. Fuller was brilliant, very cagey, and known for putting people on the spot. Few Fullerites stood up to him because everyone knew you couldn’t win.


One day in 1949 when I arrived at work, I discovered Mr. Fuller had taken another pioneering step. Having raised the money as covertly as possible, he’d purchased a well-known White-owned company, Boyer International Laboratories. Some said it was the first time in the history of the United States that a Black firm had bought a White-owned company. The fewer White people who knew that a Black man had bought it, the less the chance one would threaten, sabotage, or undermine him. Among Black folks, Fuller Products’ purchase of Boyer became a thing of legends.


“Knock and the door shall be open to you,” he told us. “Cast your bread upon the water and it will return tenfold, a hundredfold, a thousandfold.”


Fuller Products relocated from the Cottage Grove facility to the much larger six-story, 91,000-square-foot Boyer International plant at 2700 South Wabash Avenue. The Boyer Building became the Fuller Building. Overnight, I found myself working in an oversize lab that was already outfitted with much better equipment. Growth required scaling up production to sizable machines and reworking our formulas to create larger batches.


Black folks were proud that Mr. Fuller was now the boss of many White people. When Boyer’s all-White workforce learned they now worked for a Black man, the ones who had a bad attitude quit right away. Mr. Fuller did a great job retaining the principal people in charge of running the business. The majority of the supervisors stayed, and Mr. Fuller employed most of them until they retired.


Although White people continued to work for Mr. Fuller, it didn’t mean they all liked it. Frequently the vice president of sales reminded Mr. Fuller that he needed a White man to be the contact between Boyer and its distributors. In response, Mr. Fuller reminded the vice president how much more money he had been making since Mr. Fuller purchased the company. Watching these inherited employees humiliate this outstanding man was painful to witness, but Mr. Fuller’s hands were tied. He’d made a big investment in Boyer, and he had to tolerate what came with it.


Sometimes he would flip the script on others’ racism. One day Mr. Fuller sent the White woman who managed Fuller Products’ marketing department downtown to the Hilton Hotel to reserve a meeting space to host his annual convention. The Hilton was segregated at the time. By then, Fuller Products probably had several thousand sales agents around the country. There was a branch in New York City, Brooklyn, Philadelphia, Memphis, Boston, Savannah, Kansas City, and Los Angeles. Fuller Products branches were all over, especially in the Midwest. Fortune magazine reported that Mr. Fuller’s business grossed $18 million ($205 million today). Hundreds of Black folks came to the Chicago Hilton to attend the convention. People showed up in droves, and there was no way the Hilton could have turned them away because of the volume. I can only imagine the proud reactions of the Black bellhops, porters, and staff, as Mr. Fuller desegregated such a major hotel.
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