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FOREWORD



By Dr. Alveda King


ALMOST ANYONE ACROSS THE POLITICAL SPECTRUM from the far left to the far right would probably agree with you that our country is in serious trouble and the divisiveness threatens not only peace, but our very existence. One of the areas of contention surrounds the concept of racial relationships.


This topic has taken center stage and serves as a linchpin for the argument that America is and always has been a racist nation.


As a result, we find ourselves in a situation where race is injected into an enormous number of our conversations. If not challenged, this premise of racial division fuels the easy—and wrong—conclusion that America is the worst place for Blacks and other minorities to live.


It is very disturbing that Black youth are being taught that they are inherently disadvantaged in our society and that no matter how hard they work these disadvantages will persist and preclude the realization of their potential. Equally as harmful is the pernicious indoctrination of white students, who are being taught to feel guilty about racially motivated injustices perpetrated by their ancestors. It is hard to imagine how teaching our children these divisive concepts can lead to a fairer and more peaceful society.


Yet, all hope is not lost. I have seen tremendous positive changes in our society during my lifetime. My uncle, Dr. Martin Luther King Jr., was a prophet and a preacher. Quoting from the Scripture in Acts 17:26–28, MLK acknowledged that God created one blood/one human race. He said: “What I’m saying today is that we must go from this convention and say, ‘America, you must be born again!’ Let us be dissatisfied until that day when nobody will shout, ‘White Power!’ When nobody will shout, ‘Black Power!’ but everybody will talk about God’s power and human power.”


After his death, MLK, notably as either a most loved or most hated public figure, became the first Black American after whom a national holiday was named. It’s hard to imagine how that would happen in a systemically racist nation.


Yet this is not to say that we have not experienced severe racism in America during just this last century. We also cannot deny that racist principles have been inserted into our building blocks. For me, this reality marks a “wheat and tares” situation that must be weeded out with faith, hope, love, integrity, and intelligence—in every generation and every decade.


As William Cullen Bryant said, “Truth crushed to earth shall rise again.” While this quote is credited to Cullen Bryant, and remains an inspiration to many, we may agree that Jesus says it best: “If you abide in my word, you are truly my disciples, and you will know the truth, and the truth will set you free” (John 8:31–32 ESV).


Through the years here in America, we have witnessed and, in some cases, experienced situations where Black people were relegated to the back of the bus or to separate railway cars and such treatment was enforced by legal authorities. Such practices have been tares in the foundations of our history.


Many have seen and, in some cases, experienced numerous situations where public and private services were refused for Black customers. We have seen and, in some cases, are still experiencing unfair lending practices and housing discrimination and segregation that has been enforced by unscrupulous legal authorities. While the list goes on and on, these are inherent tares in our system that can and must be weeded out.


Rather than dwell on these “tares” and complain about how unfair they were, and, in some cases, still are, we must build on the truth that many of these injustices have been largely defeated and relegated to the dustbins of history. In acknowledging the defeat of many racist policies in America, we must remember the lessons that have been learned: the good, the bad, and the ugly.


While not resting on any laurels, we must build upon the progress that has been made, decade by decade, generation by generation.


As one who is not just “talking the talk,” Dr. Carson is “walking the walk” with us. He is throwing down a gauntlet. America, we have a choice to make. Do we harp and complain and cause disruptions because of the things that have happened in the past? Or do we build on the foundation of righteousness, truth, and justice, with the goal of defeating the horrible injustices of America’s past?


The pathway of vengeance leads to further conflict and hatred. The path of truth with corresponding action leads to reconciliation and to further progress. Which side are we on? Please do not misconstrue what you read in this book to mean that we think racism is a thing of the past. Racism is alive and, in far too many instances, well today. As a result, we must continue to strive to obliterate racism in our society, in every decade and generation. Ignoring the tares, or resting on our laurels, would be a great disservice to our predecessors of all ethnic communities who sacrificed so much, including in some cases their lives to improve our society.


Why do we usually cheer for our sports team, regardless of the ethnic composition, over the team of our rivals, regardless of the ethnic composition? Does our behavior say something about how truly unimportant ethnicity is in the overall scheme of things? Is there any good thing that comes from the increasing racial animosity and division that is being cultivated by so many in our society today?


There is much confusion in America over race today because we haven’t caught up with the scientific and spiritual truth: There is only one human race; skin color can denote ethnicity, not race.


In the past, and sadly sometimes here in the twenty-first century, we really don’t have enough social interaction among human ethnicities. When we don’t know each other, how can we reconcile as the human race?


When we turn a blind eye to the God-created gifts of ethnicity, including not just skin color but all of the cultural variations, we allow space for division among our communities.


Then the door opens for confusion, with certain people telling us that we are enemies, dividing us by the color of our skin. Today, why are we allowing our children to be pitted against each other and why are we tolerating people destroying neighborhoods that have been built by years of blood, sweat, and tears, based upon division by skin color, all in the name of racial equity?


Yet, hope is not lost. Do not despair because, as they say, “It’s always darkest before the dawn.” As this book will show, we the American people are not each other’s enemies and with humility and caring for each other, from the womb to the tomb, the God-created and hopeful principles that established America will prevail.


Dr. Alveda C. King is the daughter of the late slain civil rights activist Rev. A. D. King and the niece of Dr. Martin Luther King Jr., and a Christian evangelist. Alveda is also a former Georgia state legislator, a college professor, a two-time presidential appointee, and a 2021 recipient of the Presidential Lifetime Achievement Award.
















We hold these truths to be self-evident, that all men are created equal, that they are endowed by their Creator with certain unalienable Rights, that among these are Life, Liberty and the pursuit of Happiness.


The Declaration of Independence

















CHAPTER 1



No One Is Born a Racist


ONE OF MY EARLIEST MEMORIES AS a small child was a family trip from Detroit to Chattanooga, Tennessee. The journey was made in the family car, a red-and-white Pontiac sedan. I can still remember seeing “white” and “colored” drinking fountains and lavatories. It was one of my most lasting and impactful memories from that trip. I was six years old and until that time had not been acutely aware of racial differences. However, in retrospect, there would have been no reason for me to concentrate on racial differences, because the world in which I moved did not have many of them. I lived in a Black neighborhood, attended Black schools, went to Black churches, and all of our friends and relatives were Black. My kindergarten teacher had been white and I saw white doctors and police officers fairly frequently, but they all seemed nice and nonthreatening. Like many kids growing up in relative racial isolation, I had no reason to think about racial issues.


All of that changed when we moved to Boston. That move was occasioned by my parents’ divorce when my mother discovered that her husband was a bigamist. They were both from Chattanooga, but my father was twenty-eight and my mother was thirteen when they got married and moved to Detroit looking for economic opportunity. She had less than a third-grade education but was very resourceful and wise. She saved every extra penny earned by my father as an assembly line worker and invested in property. At one point they had a substantial amount of property. I would have been born into very different circumstances if my father had not gambled away those resources and been engaged in other nefarious activities.


At any rate, my mother with her limited education was left with the task of trying to raise two young sons on her own, and we lacked an affordable home. Her sister and brother-in-law in Boston compassionately agreed to take us in. It was in Boston that I first encountered overt hostility based solely on race. I remember walking in Franklin Park and encountering a group of white adolescents who shouted racial obscenities at me and said, “Let’s drown him,” since we were near a body of water. I was quite fleet of foot and ran faster than I ever had in my life to escape them. I don’t know if they would have really killed me, but I didn’t want to find out.


A couple of my favorite older cousins were very friendly with, and probably were involved with, some of the drug dealers in the neighborhood. They frequently had run-ins with the police and often would come home battered and bloodied from those encounters. Needless to say, their versions of the confrontations would vary significantly with what the police had to say. But without question, the police officers we encountered in Boston were not nearly as nice as those in Detroit. This seemed to be based on racial tensions and the fact that we resided in a violent neighborhood with a lot of illegal activity.


Detroit, Chattanooga, Boston. Three different cities and three different environments with respect to racial tension. As you might imagine, people growing up in those different environments might have varying impressions about race in America. In the 1950s, Chattanooga was a typical southern city with the typical rules of segregation and societal interactions. It was the way things had always been and it afforded a false sense of peace and tranquility. When we were in Chattanooga, my parents and adult relatives were careful to explain the necessity of observing and complying with the signs indicating where you could relieve yourself and where you could drink. They said we wouldn’t have to worry about that when we returned to Detroit. A mere decade later there were no longer such signs, and laws had been enacted against segregation and discrimination based on race, color, or national origin. In short, a great deal of racial progress had been made, although there was still a long way to go.


As a child I accepted and went along with the rules, as did almost all the adults, both Black and white, leading to a false sense of harmony. In fact, many Blacks were quite resentful of the Jim Crow laws and many whites were fearful of change. Nevertheless, it was brave people from all racial backgrounds who courageously challenged those rules and were responsible for the tremendous changes that took place. Protests and demonstrations led to some tumultuous years in which that harmony was obliterated. I can remember as a nine-year-old sitting in the kitchen getting a haircut by my uncle William and watching the television. The pictures of attack dogs and fire hoses being used by the police to put down demonstrations are still vivid in my memory. I felt tremendous empathy for those being attacked, while I had less than charitable feelings toward those doing the attacking. Obviously, this had a subconscious impact upon the way I thought about racial differences, and obviously the scenes and the chaos that ensued impacted the way both Black and white adults thought about race thereafter. Those negative images influenced me to the extent that I began to recognize that there were differences between Blacks and whites, and I became aware of the fact that some people would regard me differently because of my color.


Boston was a very different kind of place. It was supposed to be a center of intellectual prowess and progressive politics. That said, there was a great deal of white ethnic diversity, which resulted in tensions between the various factions. Some of the same tensions that existed in Europe were transferred to the streets of Boston. Nevertheless, the differences between the white groups seemed to dissipate when it came to opposing the integration of their neighborhoods by Blacks. Whites were brought together by their hatred of Blacks, which no doubt was caused by ignorance and a lack of understanding due to the propagation of untruths. There were also many untruths about whites that circulated in Black communities.


The tension peaked in the 1970s with the emergence of proposals to integrate the public schools. Many of the whites who considered themselves to be liberal joined with others in their community to oppose busing Black children into their schools. Some of the protests were quite violent, and in one famous photograph an American flag on a staff was being used to threaten a Black lawyer with stabbing. This racial animosity was nothing new to Massachusetts, which was the first colony to legalize slavery. Public records indicate that slaves were introduced into the environment in 1641 from the Caribbean islands. With the termination of slavery in America, cities like Boston did not enact overt Jim Crow laws, but instead sanctioned de facto Jim Crow laws by maintaining strict segregation and ignoring public acts of racial hostility.


Detroit was quite similar to Boston in that there were no overt signs of racism, but there were systems in place to maintain the “purity” of neighborhoods and social facilities. Generally, there was not much turmoil if one or a few Blacks entered a white environment, but if substantial numbers attempted to integrate an area, the fangs of racism would quickly be revealed. When we returned from Boston to Detroit in 1961, we lived on the white side of the railroad tracks and therefore I attended Higgins Elementary School, where I was one of very few Black students. Having been very poorly educated while in Boston, I was a terrible student at Higgins, but the expectations for Black students were so low that no one saw that as a problem, with the exception of my mother. Interestingly, one group of students was placed in “special education” classrooms because they were disruptive and experienced learning difficulties. The vast majority of those students were Black. I would most likely have been placed in that classroom except for the fact that I was a very scrawny little kid who would probably have been killed (or at least that was the thinking of those in charge).


When eye examinations were conducted at the school, it was discovered that my eyesight was so poor that it could be considered a handicap. I obtained glasses and for the first time could actually see the blackboard. Before that eye exam, I didn’t know that anyone could see the board. I quickly went from an F student to a D student, which made me very proud, even though the other students still continued to tease me about being a dummy. The white homeroom teacher was absolutely thrilled with my progress and was full of praise for me. But in retrospect, I realize that her expectations for me were so low that meager intellectual advances by someone like me were considered great achievements.


My white classmates were generally accepting of me, but clearly by that time in their lives, like me, they had already begun to recognize racial differences and establish racial hierarchies. I distinctly remember sitting in the classroom watching television because one of my classmates was being featured on a local television show highlighting science projects. I had anticipated that the next project on the show was going to be that of our classmate John and told the girl sitting next to me, whose name was Sally, that John would be next. Instead, the next project was that of a young Black man. Sally turned to me and said, “I ought to wring your neck,” simply because I had mistakenly implied that John was Black. Was Sally a horrible racist person? Probably not. But like many others, she had been raised to believe that Blacks were intellectually inferior to whites. Interestingly, at the time I really didn’t think anything of her comment, because that was the world we lived in and that was the way people thought. Sally was a nice person, but she obviously had some racist tendencies, which were not innate but had been instilled by the environment in which she was raised. I harbor no resentment toward Sally and others like her, and I hope and pray that she has changed with the times.


From the fifth grade until the second half of the eighth grade, I was the rare Black student in a white educational environment. During that time, I went from the worst student in the class to the best. Interestingly, I knew the same students throughout that entire period and they generally accepted my intellectual metamorphosis and actually reached a point where many of them would come to me seeking help with their schoolwork. On the other hand, many of the white teachers seemed amazed, hostile, or resentful of the fact that a Black student was achieving at levels higher than the white students. For example, when I was in the eighth grade at Wilson Junior High School, a special assembly was held at the end of each semester during which the student with the highest academic achievement would receive a special award. I had anticipated being that student since I had an A average in all of my classes. In those days a student would carry their report card to each class and the teacher would mark it and return it to them. I had all A’s as I entered the last class, which was band. I was confident that I was going to get an A in band since I was an excellent instrumentalist. Instead, the “turkey” band teacher gave me a C in order to ruin my report card and my chances of receiving the award. To his great chagrin, band did not count and I still received the award. At the ceremony, one of the white teachers took the microphone and publicly chastised the white kids for allowing a Black kid from a very disadvantaged background to be number one. My white classmates, who had known me for several years and had witnessed my transformation, were rolling their eyes, making the crazy sign, and pointing at that teacher with embarrassment.


The racial attitudes of my classmates had evolved in a positive direction over the three and a half years in which they observed my academic progression. Because they personally knew me, they began to see me more as a person than as a Black person. This is one of the reasons why it is so important to create positive exposure experiences for our young people and not keep them isolated within one demographic group. If we are to have a functional yet diverse population, this is a very important concept to understand.


As difficult as it may seem, we also should try to look at the comments of that teacher from another possible perspective. Instead of being blatantly racist, she could have been implying that those students who come from two-parent homes and have certain social and economic advantages should achieve at a level higher than someone from a broken home who is a member of a racial minority and is suffering from dire poverty. At best, her comments still would have been highly insensitive, particularly with my family in attendance. This teacher was an art teacher who had previously displayed some of my artwork as examples of how students should pursue the creation of certain types of art. She had frequently praised me for my artistry in front of the other students. The point is that we should keep an open mind and not immediately condemn so many everyday occurrences as racist in origin.


As we discussed earlier, my young life was quite tranquil, with very little to worry about. I suspect, however, that if the adults in my environment had started telling me that there were other individuals who didn’t look like me who were trying to come into our lives and disturb our peace and that these people were dirty and dangerous, it would have colored my perceptions of those people. And it would have instilled fear that would have been converted into prejudice and ultimately racism. As an added bonus, I would have been able to blame these people who were different for any problems that were difficult to solve and that were producing stress in my life. This is not the only pathway to prejudice and racism, but it is a common one. And, yes, Black people can be subject to the same fears and anxiety that produce untoward emotional outcomes and racism in white people. Indeed, Blacks can be racist too.


Babies and small children care about the color of one’s skin about as much as they care about the color of one’s clothing. They can, however, be conditioned to react to external stimuli like color. Whether it is operant or classical conditioning can be argued, but the unfortunate outcome is the production of individuals who react to external physical characteristics over which there is no control as opposed to evaluating the character of an individual, which can be controlled. Without the psychological overlays, this is exactly what Dr. Martin Luther King Jr. was talking about when he said he had a dream that one day his children would live in a society where they would be judged by the content of their character and not the color of their skin.


Do people who create home, school, recreational, worship, or work environments conducive to the internalization of racial stereotypes and negativity—which leads their children and others to adopt racist attitudes—do so intentionally? In many, if not most, cases I suspect that they would be much more careful about the atmosphere they were creating if they realized the negative impact it would have on their children and society as a whole. We all must come to the realization that people are not racist when they are born, that racism is a very bad thing, and that it is within our power to drastically alter the conditions that produce it. It is vitally important to realize that children invariably seek approval from the adults who care for them. They learn very quickly what to do and say to win the approval of their guardians. This has obvious benefits for them, and winning such approval results in significant positive reinforcement. This is why words of affirmation from an adult with oversight after a child has uttered racially inflammatory comments are harmful and should be avoided.


People with Marxist ideologies who knew the importance of influencing children early on, like Vladimir Lenin, had so much confidence in early influence that he said, “Give me four years to teach the children and the seed I have sown will never be uprooted.”1 And the Bible itself, in Proverbs 22:6, says, “Train up a child in the way he should go: and when he is old, he will not depart from it.” Clearly the importance of early childhood influences has been well known throughout the history of mankind, and now is the time to take advantage of that knowledge to sow the seeds of love, respect, and true tolerance even for those with whom we disagree.


Interestingly enough, unlike many other organs of the body, the brain has not achieved full developmental maturation at birth. One of the reasons that newborn babies sleep for such a long time is that their brains are still rapidly developing and need those times of respite to facilitate cellular development and synaptic networking. In fact, cerebral maturation continues well into the twenties. It is during the time of brain maturation that an individual is most receptive to inputs that affect their self-image and character. One of the reasons we can do dramatic operations on the brains of children is that their brains manifest something we call plasticity. That means that portions of the brain can be retrained and recruited to take over functions that have been lost by damage or surgical removal of other parts of the brain. The most dramatic instances are when we undertake an operation known as cerebral hemispherectomy, in which half of the brain is removed or disconnected to combat intractable seizures. The other half of the brain assumes many of the functions of the lost hemisphere, leaving some of these children with only minor motor dysfunction. The point of this description is to demonstrate that there are actual neuroanatomical reasons that young children are so pliable and receptive and vulnerable to environmental input and to emphasize how important it is to make sure that input is the correct material.


Recently, some developmental “experts” have argued that even little babies can be racist. They base this on the fact that some white babies tend to prefer white faces over Black faces. This is very superficial reasoning and should be rejected outright. This is not an example of racism, but rather demonstrates the human tendency to prefer that which is familiar over that which is new. If that same white baby sees only Black faces early on, they will prefer and feel more comfortable with Black faces than white faces. One of the real problems we face as a society right now is preferring the opinion of “experts” over common sense. These experts have burdened us with things like critical race theory that divide people rather than bring them together. By telling people that babies are racist, they are pushing the narrative of systemic racism and the opinion that virtually all people of a certain racial makeup are oppressors and others are the oppressed. They want people to believe that certain people are inherently oppressive and that everything they do or create has the objective of maintaining their superior position in society. The alternative, and in my opinion preferable, position is that everyone is an individual and that their character is their most important defining feature. That character is defined not by external physical features but by the accumulation of life and environmental experiences as well as their belief system.


A lifetime has passed since my early experiences with racism in Detroit, Chattanooga, and Boston. Happily, the racial atmosphere in all those places and across the country has changed markedly during my lifetime. We now have racial diversity in public office, integrated neighborhoods, integrated schools, integrated churches, and significant diversity among the educated and professional classes in all of those cities. This is not to say that we have reached Nirvana, but it is to say that tremendous advances in obliterating racism have been made, contrary to the narrative put forth by many today that we have a systemically racist system and nothing has changed. Yes, racism still exists, but so does liberty and justice for all. Each of us has the opportunity to choose which things we want to emphasize.2















CHAPTER 2



How We Look at Race


ONE QUESTION THAT HAS EXISTED AMONG every group of people since the beginning of recorded history is, where did we come from and how did we get here? Many believe that we were created by God in His image and after His likeness as is stated in the Bible. Others believe that we evolved after a mixture of chemicals and electric impulses stimulated life forces that eventually evolved into many complex species of animals, including humans. In either case, there was a common ancestor from which all the different races are derived. As people migrated to different parts of the world, they were impacted by different environments. For instance, those in hot, sunny climates did better with dark skin and therefore the progeny with darker skin had better survival rates and were able to procreate, thereby passing on the genetic characteristics that benefited them. The same kinds of changes were seen around the globe, with different results depending on the environment.


Even though the external physical characteristics differed depending on the environment, the important thing that all groups shared was a terrific brain with massive intellectual potential. This is what allowed survival even among savage beasts, and it is what allowed humankind to thrive and dominate the planet. That brain is also what allows us to recognize and respect each other and to cooperate as we build societal infrastructure and facilitate peaceful coexistence. However, that same brain can be programmed to hate others and to try to harm them or cancel them or make life difficult for them. Hateful people have been found in virtually every society throughout human history. Those societies that do best are the ones that minimize the proliferation or creation of hateful people and maximize the quantity of loving, peaceful, creative people.


As I mentioned in the previous chapter, in grade school I was one of very few Black students at predominantly white elementary and middle schools. I encountered a mixture of hateful people and loving, peaceful people. In some cases people reacted negatively to my race, and for others race made no difference at all. I specifically remember one of my classmates by the name of Gerard whose family emigrated from Eastern Europe. They were extremely nice to me, frequently inviting me over for dinner and games. They doubtless had suffered at the hands of individuals who did not particularly care about the rights of others, and I believe that made them more sensitive to the plight of Blacks in America at that time. On the other hand, we frequently had a substitute math teacher who also was from Eastern Europe. She was completely unable to comprehend the fact that I as a Black student consistently achieved the highest scores on the math quizzes. She would write notes to my mother expressing her shock and dismay and would make inappropriate comments in the classroom. Gerard’s parents and the math teacher were from the same part of the world but looked at race in very different ways. The point is, racial stereotyping occurs everywhere around the globe and needs to be recognized and combated everywhere.


Another example of unbecoming behavior based on race would occur at the community swimming pool. Again, 99 percent of the population was white, and some were clearly agitated by the fact that we were there. Before being granted access to the pool, everyone had to pass by the lifeguard, who would determine if you were clean enough by rubbing his thumb across your chest to see if any debris was discoverable. For the white kids it was usually only one or two rubs, but for the Black kids they usually rubbed until something appeared, even if it was dead skin. You would then have to reenter the shower and scrub some more. This clearly prejudicial behavior was inspired by the myth that Black people are dirty and that that is partly the reason for their dark skin.


Unfortunately, myths of that nature have frequently accompanied prejudicial behavior against a variety of groups arriving to this nation. There have been myths about Italians, Irish, Germans, Jews, Asians, Africans, Middle Easterners, and others. Obviously, spreading negative rumors about other groups enhances the standing of the group perpetrating the offense. Generally speaking, the more insecure one is with their own value and community standing, the more likely they are to try to denigrate others. Accordingly, the best way to engender nonprejudicial speech and behavior in young people is to build up their self-esteem. When your self-image is good, there is no need to put someone else down.


In the Delray section of Detroit where we lived for a couple of years, there was a community center that was much more integrated, with poor Blacks and poor whites. When team sports were played, the teams were generally broken down along racial lines. Some might think that indicated some form of racism, but it actually reflected the reality that most people choose team members who live near them and associate with them all the time. It’s a phenomenon that is similar to the observation of babies preferring familiar-looking faces that was mentioned in the previous chapter.


As with all adolescents, fights frequently broke out, and sometimes they were interracial in nature. When that occurred, the people who gathered around to watch frequently chanted, “A fight, a fight, a [n-word] and a white.” Both Black and white observers would join in the chant. You might think that such appalling language would generate animosity, but the same kids would be palling around the next day as if nothing had happened. Although the children observed and acknowledged racial differences, I don’t believe they took them nearly as seriously as did the adults. The young people seemed far more interested in having fun than in inflicting physical or emotional pain on others. Unfortunately, many adults in today’s American society seem obsessed with promoting their views and suppressing the views of those who disagree with them. This has resulted in the rise of “cancel culture,” which is antithetical to the concept of liberty, which is of course one of the foundational cornerstones of our nation.


Cancel culture and Jim Crow racism have much in common. The aim of both is to disenfranchise and control the targeted group. Both cater to our evil angels and ignore the rights of others. Both seek to establish one group of people or opinions as superior to those of the targeted group. Neither should be acceptable in the land of the free. If Americans are manipulated into believing that it is acceptable to harm people or destroy their livelihood simply because there is disagreement between them, the seeds of our national destruction will have been successfully sown.


Even as we witness the destructive nature of cancel culture and other mechanisms of dividing our society, there is room for optimism. Far more Americans recognize the benefits of living and working together for the good of all than was the case during my adolescence. I remember how excited my brother, Curtis, and I were when we found out that there was a neighborhood football team we might be able to join. We eagerly attended the tryout and the coach was thrilled to have us because we were both extremely fast runners, which would be a tremendous boost for the team. But the problem in the eyes of some of the neighborhood observers was the color of our skin. As we exuberantly headed home that afternoon, we were approached by a group of young white men who told us that we should not return, and if we did, they would drown us in the Detroit River. They appeared to be quite serious, and Curtis and I heeded their warning. We did not tell our mother about the incident, because we did not want to worry her. In this case their racism overrode common sense, which would inform them that the chances of their team being successful would be greatly enhanced by having two people who could outrun everyone else. Hatred, however, is an emotion that is incompatible with logic and common sense.


How many times have people sacrificed potential success in business or other endeavors because they were unwilling to relinquish their prejudices? How much better were the Brooklyn Dodgers when the team accepted Jackie Robinson? If only people could see how utterly ridiculous they are when they base their actions on external appearances and fail to engage those big frontal lobes of the brain that distinguish people from other animals. It is particularly disheartening when one witnesses racist tendencies in young people whose brains are still developing.


I remember when I transitioned from Higgins Elementary School to Wilson Junior High School, both of which were almost exclusively white schools. I was quite excited. I had gone from the dummy in the class to the student receiving the highest grades, and I was beginning to visualize a very successful future in medicine. The journey from home to the school was about a mile and I generally walked. Part of that walk was along the railroad tracks in a relatively secluded area. One day a group of older boys from Wilson Junior High intercepted me on the tracks and told me that I was not allowed to attend their school and that they would kill me if I didn’t withdraw. They were carrying sticks with which they hit me to reinforce their threats. Again, I didn’t tell my mother about the incident, not wanting to worry her, and I simply changed the route I took to get to school. I remember seeing the leader of that pack of boys in one of my classes a few days later working as the projectionist for a film reel. He saw me and gave me the death stare, but I simply ignored him. That group of boys never sought me out or bothered me again, and I hope that they all matured and found peace, because life is much more peaceful and fulfilling when you don’t complicate it by trying to negatively impact the lives of others.


The kinds of encounters that I have described so far are virtually nonexistent these days, demonstrating that significant progress has been made in American society. One would think that perhaps churches with Christian foundations would be more welcoming of racial diversity. When I was in junior high school, we switched our attendance from the Sharon Seventh-day Adventist Church in Inkster, Michigan, to the Melvindale Seventh-day Adventist Church in Melvindale. The former was a Black church and the latter was a white church. The white church was much closer to our home, and my mother, Sonya Carson, had a very thick skin and was not intimidated by the very cool reception in Melvindale. She always had a quick response when members of that church would say something like, “There’s a church for colored folks in Inkster that is really nice.” Her retort would be, “That’s very nice. You should go there and visit.” Or sometimes another Black family might be visiting and someone would say to her, “Some colored folks just came in.” She would say to them, “Why don’t you go and make sure they feel welcome?” After a while the church members stopped making such comments to her, and in fact, many of them began to take a keen interest in Curtis and me due to our stellar academic performance and accumulation of academic awards. We began to socialize with many of the congregation and their families, and by the time I graduated from high school and was heading off to Yale, I had received an abundance of monetary gifts from church members. By that time there was almost never a mention of race to us by church members. I think they saw us as the Carson family and not the Black Carson family. When people get to know each other, minor physical distinctions quickly fade into the background. This is one of the reasons why hard-core racists wanted so much to maintain segregation throughout the entire society.


Ultimately, the vast majority of the church members in Melvindale turned out to be very nice people with whom we got along famously. We would have never known that if we had heeded the advice of many of my mother’s friends in the Black churches who told her what a nightmare she would experience if she dared attend a white church. Furthermore, they said it would damage her sons, probably for life. I suspect that at that time a white family attempting to transfer membership to a Black church may have had a similar experience. It was a time of racial immaturity on an evolving scale of racial integration. Now, fifty-plus years later, after making tremendous progress, we are trying to turn back the hands of the clock and make race the central focus of so many lives. We will discuss the reversal of racial progress later in this book.
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