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INTRODUCTION   Worth of the Cool



I say ‘cool’ all the time,” Samuel L. Jackson told me. Jackson believed that “cool” was his second-most-used word but conceded that he didn’t always wield it precisely, offering examples such as “Oh, yeah, that’s cool” or “Oh, that would be very cool” or just “Cool.” The most frequently uttered word in his vocabulary? You can probably guess it, but more on those four syllables soon.


“Hot,” “hip,” and “cool” have different meanings, even if they’re sometimes used interchangeably on magazine covers. “Hot” delineates what is desirable in this moment: the new trend, the sex symbol, the consumer object so perfectly crafted that it unites the sins of lust and avarice. “Hip” is the state of enlightenment that leads to understanding the hidden architecture of square society. But “cool”? Cool is hip put into action; cool is necessary to make something hot. Cool is a way of life.


They’re all social constructs, but while “hot” is evanescent and “hip” is malleable, “cool” is the value that endures. When you’re cool enough, you’re unruffled by the gyrations of popular culture, even as they spin faster and faster. And if you’re really cool? Then you’re Samuel L. Jackson.


What makes Jackson cool? To better understand the man, consider him playing a supporting role that’s not among his best-loved or most-quoted: John “Ray” Arnold, the harried administrator in Jurassic Park who chain-smokes his way through the crisis when the power fails and the genetically engineered dinosaurs escape from their cages.


“I never feel like he’s going to run up against somebody that he doesn’t have the guts to confront,” Hollywood screenwriter Matthew Aldrich said of Jackson. “But it’s the fearlessness that comes from experience, as opposed to bravado, which is the opposite. I think back to Jurassic Park, where this whole movie he’s got this hangdog look and always has this cigarette limply hanging from his mouth. I don’t know how, but you can tell that somehow he has been here and done that already: this is like the third time he’s worked at a park with dinosaurs, and he knows every way this is going to screw up.”


Cool is calm in the face of a crisis. Cool is also the way you walk, the way you wear your hat, and the way you don’t care what other people think of your life choices. Cool is a mask that you wear out in the world; if you put it on just right, it becomes your face.


And so Samuel L. Jackson has brought his personal cool to dozens of movie roles: gangsters and secret agents; superheroes and supervillains; Jedi and DJs; hit men, con men, and G-men. He’s starred in Hard Eight, The Hateful Eight, and 1408. He’s acted in over 140 feature films in his career: more than Bill Murray and Tom Hanks put together. Because of his popularity, his relentless work ethic, and his willingness to play supporting roles in films big and small, he’s achieved the largest cumulative box office of any movie star ever: as of 2021, over $8.1 billion in the USA and $19.4 billion worldwide. Asked about the record, Jackson will point out that most of that money “didn’t end up in my pocket.” But the residuals don’t hurt: “I get paid all day, every day,” he said. “Which is almost too much for a sensitive artist.”


Jackson’s a first-rate actor with a wider range than most people realize, but he doesn’t appear in all those movies because he’s a chameleon who disappears into each role with a new accent, barely recognizable as himself. He gets cast because he’s cool: audiences not only enjoy spending time with him, they feel comfortable when he’s onscreen, knowing that the movie’s in good hands.


If cool is a mask that we wear in public, then what does it mean to be an actor known for playing cool roles? It means that the mask fits more naturally every time you put it on, and that it leaves an impression on your face. It means that people remember how you looked the last time you wore it—and are ready to believe that it isn’t actually a mask at all.


Consider Lester Young (1909–1959), a jazz saxophonist who played in the Kansas City style. He’s best known as a sideman to Count Basie and Billie Holiday, but one of the coolest people on the planet once told me a secret: Young’s “Back to the Land,” if played daily, could be a balm for the soul. (It’s true.)


All jazzmen circa 1943 lived outside the cultural mainstream, but even in that demimonde, Young was an unusual figure. In an era not rich with gender ambiguity, he grew his hair long, gestured in a way people found effeminate, and routinely called other men “lady.” Although his most famous nickname was “Prez,” the other musicians in Basie’s band called him “Miss Thing.” Was Young gay? When asked, he said, “I never even auditioned!”


Young was a brilliant musician (arguably Holiday’s greatest collaborator) and a pioneer gender bender, but his greatest legacy may be linguistic. Musician John Lewis said, “He was a living, walking poet. He was so quiet that when he talked, each sentence came out like a little explosion.” Among Young’s idiosyncratic slang terms: “Johnny Deathbed” for a sick person, “deep sea diver” for a particularly adept bass player, and most lastingly, “cool,” in the modern sense of chilled-out hipness. (The word previously had negative connotations in American slang: Hemingway’s 1939 short story “Night Before Battle,” for example, included the dialogue “I’d like to cool you, you rummy fake Santa Claus.”)


When there’s no written record, it can be difficult to pinpoint who coined a particular slang term—if you want to fall into a rabbit hole sometime, try to figure out the earliest usage of “mullet” and whether Mike D of the Beastie Boys invented the term for the haircut or just popularized it—but a multitude of musicians who knew Young gave him the credit for “cool.” One of the coolest cats ever gave us the vocabulary we needed to describe him and his impact.


To see the oral tradition of “cool” in action, think of Samuel L. Jackson teaching a young woman how to be cool. You may remember the moment: it happened in a Los Angeles diner, and he gave the lesson totally unfazed by the fact that she had a gun aimed at him most of the time. But as he told one of the two small-time stickup artists collecting people’s wallets, “I hate to shatter your ego, but this ain’t the first time I’ve had a gun pointed at me.” As ever, Jackson had the fearlessness that comes with experience.


After he deposited his wallet in the bag held by Tim Roth, but before he gave a close reading of scripture, Jackson took charge of the situation, disarming Roth and jabbing his own gun into Roth’s neck. The woman—Amanda Plummer—understandably freaked out, pointed her own gun at Jackson, and threatened to kill him.


“We’re all going to be like three little Fonzies here,” Jackson told her. “And what’s Fonzie like?”


She fell silent, twitching, overwhelmed by the standoff.


“Come on, Yolanda, what’s Fonzie like?” he shouted.


“Cool?” she offered hesitantly, desperate to get the answer right.


“What?”


“Cool,” she said, a hair more confidently.


“Correctamundo!”


The lessons of cool, as learned in the Hawthorne Grill in the final scene of Pulp Fiction: Stay calm in an emergency. Apply your overarching philosophy to the smaller moments of your existence. Walk in the footsteps of your cool predecessors.


The Fonz was cool, even if it was cool as distilled through a 1970s sitcom: Henry Winkler played Arthur “Fonzie” Fonzarelli with such tough-guy élan that even later-season misadventures (most famously, Fonzie on water skis and in a leather jacket, jumping over a shark) diminished the show rather than the character.


Some other members of the Cool Hall of Fame: Questlove. Keith Richards. Nina Simone. Prince. Robert Mitchum. Patti Smith. Frida Kahlo. Leonard Cohen. Poly Styrene. Serena Williams. Alan Turing. Richard Pryor. Calvin (the tiger king, not the sixteenth-century theologian). Toshiro Mifune. There are many more; you will have your own nominations.


Impeccably cool pop star Harry Styles watched Pulp Fiction for the first time when he was just thirteen years old: “probably too young,” he admitted. He imprinted on Jackson playing Jules Winnfield and wanting to follow the master, “saved up money from my paper route to buy a ‘Bad Motherfucker’ wallet. Just a stupid white kid in the English countryside with that wallet.”


“Cool,” like so many of humanity’s bedrock inventions, really started in Africa. The concept of coolness—often associated with water, chalk, and any other substance that renders you so fresh and so clean—extends across many African languages. In Yoruba, “enun tutu” means “cool mouth,” while in Kikuyu, “kanua kohoro” means “cool tongue”: both describe the power of keeping silent instead of running your fool mouth.


“This is the mask of mind itself,” art historian Robert Farris Thompson wrote of these idioms and how they shaped behavior. Thompson distilled this West African definition of cool: “The ability to be nonchalant at the right moment, to reveal no emotion in situations where excitement and sentimentality are acceptable—in other words, to act as though one’s mind were in a different world.”


The idea of emotional reserve is found in non-African cultures: you may be familiar with French sangfroid or the British pride in keeping a stiff upper lip. What distinguished the African version of stoicism was that coolness was an important posture not just in times of stress, but during celebrations and dances. It took real talent to look casual during those exuberant, expressive moments: that’s why we marvel at movie actors who retain their cool, even while engaged in absurd exercises in make-believe, such as interacting with computer-generated extraterrestrials in front of a bright green screen.


Actor Hugh Laurie once told me that the quality of detached cool was why Cary Grant might have been the greatest of all twentieth-century film stars: “He always looked aware of the fact that he was in a film. He was amused by his predicament: not the predicament of his character but the predicament of Cary Grant in a film.”


Or as Thompson put it, describing unruffled detachment in the African context: “Manifest within this philosophy of the cool is the belief that the purer, the cooler a person becomes, the more ancestral he becomes. In other words, mastery of self enables a person to transcend time and elude preoccupation.”


In a cloud of cigarette smoke, jazz musicians were the modern American architects of the attitude that Lester Young gave the name of cool—with beatnik writers following right behind them. In 1957, Miles Davis released the album Birth of the Cool, collecting recordings he made with musicians who included saxophonist Gerry Mulligan and drummer Max Roach, responding to the heated invention of bebop by opening the doors to the chill-out room. That same year, Jack Kerouac published On the Road, an autobiographical novel composed on a single roll of paper that inspired a generation to head out on the New Jersey Turnpike to look for America.


In his autobiography, Davis acknowledged the inspiration of white bandleader Claude Thornhill on those sessions, but took pains to strip any white influences out of his story: “We were trying to sound like Claude Thornhill, but he had gotten his shit from Duke Ellington and Fletcher Henderson.” Given that the music of Ellington and Henderson blended jazz and African music with European symphonic traditions, this isn’t as pure a through line as Davis touted. While coolness is sometimes just code for Blackness, cool in the United States doesn’t exist without a variety of racial influences mingling in a complex legacy.


Also in 1957, Central High School in Little Rock was integrated by nine African American teenagers. (The governor of Arkansas sent out the Arkansas National Guard to stop the teens from entering the school; President Dwight Eisenhower responded by federalizing the Arkansas National Guard and ordering them to protect the students.) The Little Rock Nine walked to school through a jeering white mob, serene and self-possessed, maintaining their cool in the face of mortal danger. One of them, Minnijean Brown-Trickey, later said, “What bothered them was that we were as arrogant as they were.”


In Chattanooga, Tennessee, four hundred miles east of Little Rock, 1957 marked the ninth birthday of Samuel L. Jackson, also living in a segregated world. The older he got, the more white people he knew, but when he was a child, almost everyone he met was Black. Growing up under segregation didn’t make Jackson angry: it forged his steely cool. But as an adult, he became enraged by the voices of conservative politicians, inheritors to the traditions of his childhood oppressors. “They’re the same fucking guys,” he said. “And when I hear their voices, I hear the same voices. Those twangs where they didn’t specifically call you ‘nigger,’ they said ‘nigra.’ ‘The nigras.’ There was no doubt about where they stood—that you were never going to be their equal and, if possible, they were going to make sure you never had as much shit as they had.”


Miles Davis began his autobiography by writing, “The greatest feeling I ever had in my life—with my clothes on—was when I first heard Diz and Bird together.” The year was 1944; Dizzy Gillespie and Charlie Parker were playing together in Billy Eckstine’s band, inventing the bop sound every night. Parker (aka Bird) became an icon of cool for both his visionary genius and his dissolute lifestyle: shooting up heroin, pissing in phone booths, pawning his horn right before a gig so he could score and then getting brilliant sounds out of a last-minute substitute, such as a child’s plastic saxophone. When Parker died, just thirty-four years old, the coroner estimated his age as somewhere between fifty and sixty years old.


Gillespie, on the other hand, lived to age seventy-five, married to the same woman for over fifty years. Although he had an impeccably cool CV, having been an innovator both of bebop and Afro-Cuban jazz, he didn’t feel the compulsion to burn himself out like his partner. In his New Jersey home, the icebox held a stash of nonalcoholic beer; asked about his abstemious nature, Gillespie used to joke, “I was always afraid of needles.” He knew that his cool wasn’t built on self-destruction.


While Samuel L. Jackson cultivated a hellacious addiction to freebasing cocaine, he ultimately chose Dizzy’s path instead of Bird’s: getting clean after he turned forty, he then proceeded not just to stick around for a few more decades but to do his best work. When he wasn’t on a movie set, he didn’t show up at hot clubs or in tabloid photographs: he played golf and binge-watched Law & Order. “Most people would be surprised at how boring my life actually is,” he confessed. But when he was working, he transformed into an international movie star—and he seemed to be working all the time, often making five or six movies in a year.


Growing up, Jackson played a variety of brass and woodwind instruments. He fantasized about being a jazz musician—a dream that ended abruptly in eleventh grade when he discovered that he wasn’t a good musical improviser. But he had already absorbed the jazzman code of cool, and it turned out that Jackson did just fine working from a script.


Jazz scholar Gary Giddins wrote of Gillespie, “At the time he turned sixty, Gillespie said he had once thought that playing the trumpet would get easier over time, but that it got harder—not because his lip was showing wear, but because he had exhausted so many ideas that he used to explore. He could spell himself with comedy and other diversions, but in the heat of improvisation, he was saved only by the truth.” Similarly, Jackson made so many movies that his cadences and crescendos became familiar—but if he lost some of his ability to surprise audiences, his accumulated body of work revealed his true, coolest self.


Jackson had something else in common with Gillespie: musicality. Gillespie’s chosen instrument was the trumpet, specifically a horn with a bell bent at a forty-five-degree angle. Jackson’s instrument was his own voice, especially as he applied it to obscenity. When Jackson cursed, it was a tone poem built around the two iambic feet in one compound noun that he said was the word in the English language he deployed most often: motherfucker.


“I use ‘motherfucker’ at least eight times a paragraph,” Jackson told me. “I refer to everything as a motherfucker. I say, ‘Oh this shit was a motherfucker’ or ‘Do you know what that motherfucker was like?’ or ‘Well, you know, the motherfucking thing.’ That’s my perfect noun/pronoun/expletive/everything.”


Rolling around in Jackson’s mouth, the profane becomes sacred. Not just punctuation, not just emphasis, but the raw material for verbal solos that can sing with rage or swing with awe at the enormity of the universe. To help us better understand the work of a master artist, when writing about each of his movies, I’ve tabulated every one of his curses. In the “Films of Samuel L. Jackson” chapters, look for the census under the heading “Expletives not deleted” for the count of each fuck, asshole, and shitfire—and yes, motherfucker.


Many of us still pepper our speech with “cool” (or if you’re a sitcom character like Jake on Brooklyn Nine-Nine or Abed on Community, perhaps the “cool cool cool” triple-lutz variation). But we live in an era where cool feels like a cultural value as outmoded as chivalry or courtly love. In an anxious, sweaty time, we suffer from the dearth of the cool.


That’s not because corporations suddenly began employing “cool” as a marketing strategy: there have always been cool products and accessories that consumers can acquire as easily as Snoopy slips into a “Joe Cool” sweatshirt. Shortly after the end of World War II, the Fox Bros. tailors in Chicago advertised their “leopard skin jacket as worn by Dizzy Gillespie”: mail-order cool for the low price of $2.50.


Celebrity endorsements go as far back as the notion of celebrities—the British royal family has long issued royal warrants of appointment to businesses that it frequents—but maybe reached their pinnacle with the 1980s rock-’n’-roller cola wars, when Michael Jackson, David Bowie, Tina Turner, and Madonna all lent their cool to the multinational conglomerate PepsiCo. In the twenty-first century, however, those without cool—who George Clinton personified on Parliament-Funkadelic albums as Sir Nose d’Voidoffunk—learned how to fake the funk. Gesturing in the direction of cool proved to be enough in many situations and made it look as if cool had been reduced to a collection of gestures.


The modern world exists most purely on social media: on Twitter and Instagram and Facebook, it seems like everyone is marketing themselves, each individual trying to sell themselves like a two-liter bottle of Crystal Pepsi. Ironically, everyone’s thirsty but nobody’s buying. Social media is built on our shared vocabulary of cool, translated by advertising agencies and then quoted once again by the general population, telling anyone who will listen how groovy their lives are.


A fundamental component of cool is being unconcerned what other people think of you. That’s what lets people lead revolutions and pull off improbable gowns on Oscar night. That’s part of why politics and cool often don’t blend well—nobody would mistake C-SPAN’s live feed of the Senate floor for MTV’s red carpet at the Video Music Awards. And the disengaged stance of the hipster isn’t very effective in the world of public affairs; “Whatever, man” doesn’t scale up well.


It turns out that cool is a more important value for the citizens of a healthy society than it is for its political leaders. And although cool seems out of phase right now, it’s still essential as a counterweight to the prevailing trends of emotional clickbait and brazen spon-con hucksterism. Cool can help you spin the world on a different axis, and it can make your corner of it a better place while you’re trying to enact miracles of gravity. And the patron saint of twenty-first-century cool? Samuel motherfucking Jackson.


“I’m comfortable in the skin I’m in,” Jackson said. “For so long I was uncomfortable being who I was. I did drugs, drank, and did all that other shit to kind of keep the world off me, keep myself from feeling the stuff I was feeling. I was insecure, worrying about my stutter, about not having a job, about not being as rich or successful as the next guy. Those things don’t bother me anymore. I’ve been fortunate enough to play some characters people perceive in a certain way. That’s rubbed off on me, so people attribute those character traits to me.”


Jackson added, “I don’t know where the ‘King of Cool’ moniker came from or how it evolved. But it had a lot to do with Pulp Fiction and how even-keeled Jules was. He was such a professional. Minimum movement, he doesn’t get distracted—he’s a straight-line guy and people found that cool.”


Jackson knew there was a huge gulf between himself and Jules: his reaction in a situation where two parties were pointing guns at each other would probably involve high-pitched screaming. But his steady devotion to his own work not only constructed images of cool for other people to emulate and quote, it made the man himself cool.


“It was no burden to be cool,” Jackson said. “I just present myself as I am.”
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1 Half a Piece of Candy



Years later, he would say that the “L” stood for “Lucky.” But on December 21, 1948, he was not yet able to make his own reality with the force of his will and his imagination, and so he was born in Washington, D.C., as Samuel Leroy Jackson.


His mother, Elizabeth Harriett Montgomery Jackson, twenty-five years old, had moved to the nation’s capital from Tennessee during World War II: she and her sister Frances had been recruited by the U.S. Navy for jobs as clerks and typists. His father, Roy Henry Jackson, just nineteen years old, was on duty as a private in the Army (he would later fight in the Korean War).


In Jackson’s memory, his mother was always walking fast, striding through life. As a child, he needed to hang on to her skirt if he wanted to keep up with her. He had no childhood memories of his father: Roy visited his son only once before abandoning the family.


His parents split up before Sam’s first birthday; Elizabeth brought her son home to her parents’ house in Chattanooga, Tennessee. Loath to give up a great job—she would eventually receive a Recognition of Service Award from the Bureau of Navy Personnel—she left young Sam to be raised by her mother and father, Pearl and Edgar Montgomery, and returned to D.C., making the six-hundred-mile trip to Chattanooga at irregular intervals.


“My grandfather was my best friend,” Jackson said. Edgar worked at a hotel, running an elevator. In the evenings, he was a maintenance man, cleaning three different offices in a one-block area. Pearl also had a full-time job, as domestic help. The young boy absorbed a simple but crucial life lesson: adults woke up in the morning and they went to work. Sometimes Edgar would bring Sam along on his janitorial rounds. The young boy would help empty the wastebaskets, and when Edgar used the buffer, the heavy-duty machine that polished the floors, he would let his grandson ride on top of it.


The family lived at 310½ Lookout Street, in a Black neighborhood in a segregated southern city. The neighborhood was poor, but the Montgomerys were working class. “I was never hungry and I was never ragged,” Jackson said. Nearby were two (white) houses of prostitution and three different houses selling moonshine liquor, which customers could purchase by the shot, the half pint, or the half gallon. “There’d be bullets flying occasionally, the occasional knife fight, there were drunks passing through the neighborhood—but there were all these old people that took care of us.” Any neighbor who spotted young Sam getting into trouble would inevitably tell his grandparents about it. When Sam came home, corporal punishment awaited—often, that meant getting whipped with a switch. He’d know he was in trouble the moment he walked through the door, because his grandparents would be calling him Samuel, not Sam.


The Montgomery house was small but nevertheless had a front room, off-limits to Sam except when company came to visit: it had the good rugs, the starched curtains, and the three-tier tables with little figurines. There were a lot of hungry kids in the neighborhood, so Pearl was constantly baking. At 310½ Lookout Street, the cookie jar was never empty; any kid who visited the house would get fed.


“I grew up with segregation in the South,” Jackson said. “But my world was full.” If his grandmother took him downtown, she had to teach him the boundaries of legalized racism, such as the separate water fountains for white people and colored people. Almost everybody Jackson saw was Black, with a few exceptions, such as the white kids on a school bus that would pass through his neighborhood, who would “unscrew the lightbulbs from inside and throw them at us, yelling ‘Nigger!’”


There was one white family in the neighborhood, generally looked down on as “P.W.T.”: “Poor White Trash.” But although their house had no running water and so they would bathe only when it rained, the white family always called Jackson “nigger boy” and his grandmother “Miss Nigger”—always “Miss,” as if it were “a term of respect,” Jackson remembered. When his grandfather went to work, Jackson noticed, twenty-year-old white guys would call him Ed or Edgar, and his grandfather would always call them Mister. The white men would rub Sam’s head—and he’d look them straight in the eye. At first he did that because he didn’t know that he wasn’t supposed to; later on, he did it just to discomfit them.


“My grandfather was this old guy, very dignified, but he never looked ’em in the eye. He’d look at me like, ‘Turn your head down! Don’t look the white men in the eye ’cause they’ll think you being uppity or arrogant.’” Jackson recognized later that his grandfather was just trying to teach him survival skills. “It was very dangerous being a Black man in the era when he grew up,” he said.


One day when Sam was five, he was sitting on the front porch of the family home and he whistled at a white girl walking by. His grandparents feared for his life: “Everybody was out of the house, snatching me up, hitting me. Because I could have been killed for that.”


Jackson remembered his childhood fondly, because it was full of love, but he was fully aware that it was walled in by segregation. “You had to learn how to live in a society where your life was devalued,” he said. “My family would point out this or that person as a Klansman or a grand wizard and tell me who specifically those men had killed and gotten away with it just because they’d said that Black person was doing this or that. You could not look suspicious, because when people can accuse you of anything, there’s nothing you can say. They’d tell me not to get in a car with this or that policeman, saying, ‘I don’t care what happens, you run and run till you get here, and then we’ll deal with it here.’”


If somebody in the family got sick, they wouldn’t necessarily go to the doctor or the hospital—“we figured they weren’t going to see us anyway,” Jackson said. Instead, the Montgomerys would call on the woman known as “the root lady,” who would come over, smear your body with herbal ointments (“very stinky stuff”), and chant.


Jackson loved listening to the radio, sitting on the porch with his grandfather in the evenings: serials like The Shadow and Sergeant Preston of the Yukon and the popular if perniciously stereotypical comedy Amos ’n’ Andy, firing his imagination and teaching him how voices can create their own worlds. And sometimes his grandfather told him ghost stories with local flavor: a school bus had turned over nearby, and if you went to the scene of the tragedy at a certain time of night, you could hear the squealing of old tires and the panicked screams of children.


The precocious Jackson learned to read at an early age, around two or three. When he was alone in his room, he would sometimes stand in front of his mirror, acting out the stories that thrilled him, pretending to be the characters in his favorite books. He said, “I was acting for myself before I ever did it for anybody else.”


For every five comic books, he was required to read something more substantial. “We were always told we had to be five, ten times smarter; had to act differently because we were representing not just ourselves, but the race, when we went out. People in the community had expectations, and you respected the people who had those expectations. You didn’t resent the teacher, the preachers. You didn’t resent the police, even.”


His aunt Edna Montgomery, who received a performing arts degree at the historically Black university North Carolina A&T, was also living at 310½ Lookout Street; she had returned to Chattanooga to teach the fourth grade. Before Jackson officially enrolled in school, she would sometimes bring him to her classroom and sit him at the back. If one of her students didn’t know the answer to one of her questions, she would call on her young nephew, who invariably did know. Then, at lunchtime, Jackson would have to defend himself physically against the older kids who were angry they had been shown up by a preschooler.


Aunt Edna also made Sam join the dance classes that she taught, both tap and modern; the modern dance classes featured the kids doing unusual neck movements to the music of Yma Sumac, the Peruvian soprano with a five-octave range. Twice a year, Aunt Edna was responsible for putting on a pageant: the audience was the members of the school board and other white Chattanooga panjandrums, “to see how the young Negroes were advancing.” The children would recite poems, sing and dance, and wear costumes. Aunt Edna never had enough boys available, so over the years, Sam was drafted against his will to play Humpty Dumpty, a Chinese man with a pigtail, and the Sugar Plum Fairy in the Nutcracker Suite. “I was always crying when she dragged me out of the house,” he said.


On Sundays, Jackson had to wear his best clothes and go to Sunday school. Sometimes the Sunday school teacher would suddenly announce that she wanted everyone to recite a Bible verse. Because “Jesus wept” and John 3:16 would always be claimed before Jackson got his turn, he memorized an unusual passage that he knew nobody else would say, John 3:8: “The wind bloweth where it listeth and thou hearest the sound thereof, but can’t tell whither it goeth or whither it cometh, for so is everyone born of the spirit.”


Jackson’s favorite day of the week was Saturday: he would spend the entire day at the movies, leaving 310½ Lookout Street around nine a.m. and getting home around ten p.m. Chattanooga had two movie theaters for Black audiences, the Liberty and the Grand, and at either one he could take in a full program of newsreels, cartoons, serials, and double features: movies ranging from Francis the Talking Mule to Creature from the Black Lagoon to westerns starring Gene Autry or Roy Rogers or Lash LaRue. One of his favorites was The Crimson Pirate, starring Burt Lancaster.


On days when he wasn’t at the movies, he reenacted the onscreen adventures that enthralled him, having epic pirate adventures with other neighborhood kids, or sometimes staging fight scenes on nearby Civil War battlefields: they would substitute bicycles for horses, roll down hills, and give everyone their own theme song. “But there was a time of day when I needed to stop and go read my book,” Jackson said. “Go into my head world. I didn’t want to run and jump and hear them make noise anymore.”


He liked being an only child, enjoyed his own company, savored the feeling that it was him against the world. “And I was a selfish child,” he said. If he was instructed to share a piece of candy, he would throw his half away: “If I couldn’t eat the whole thing, I didn’t get any satisfaction out of it.” He learned to be alone, entertaining himself for hours on end, and “not to have separation anxiety. I would see my mother maybe two times a year. She’d leave, and there was nothing I could do about it. I learned to accept it. If a person leaves me, I immediately forget them. I don’t dwell on people who leave.”


Jackson did have a stutter—one that became so bad that he barely uttered a word through the entire fourth grade. The thoughts racing through his mind were colorful and nuanced, but he couldn’t get them out of his head. He was passing all his tests and his sympathetic teachers knew he could read, so they let him stay silent. Aunt Edna took him to a speech therapist, but Jackson said that the library was even more helpful: he found some books on breathing exercises and taught himself how to avoid the worst effects of the stutter. And as his vocabulary increased, he could navigate around words that were impossible to say on a particular day. (The stutter never went away entirely: even as an adult, he said, “There are still days when I have my n-n-n days or r-r-r days. I try to find another word.” He noted that James Earl Jones and Bruce Willis each had a childhood stutter. Having to concentrate intensely on something that most people take for granted—the simple act of saying a sentence—can give actors unusually powerful speaking voices as they grow older.)


When Jackson was in the fifth grade, his mother, Elizabeth, moved back to Chattanooga, into her parents’ house and back into Sam’s life. She found work at a clothing store called Young Ages, just across the state line in Rossville, Georgia. (Chattanooga hugs the southern border of Tennessee.) Jackson said that his mother’s job as a buyer kept his closet well-stocked: “She always worked at sample shows with the owners, so she always came back home with all this stuff that people were going to be wearing next season, so I never looked like anybody else. But she dressed me very Ivy League, so I wore a lot of Ivy League clothes, so I didn’t get to dress in the hip clothes that everybody else was wearing, so I was kind of square, but well-dressed.” That meant sweater vests, corduroys, “herringbones, and patches on the elbows, and oxford shoes and button-down shirts with monograms, that kind of shit.”


310½ Lookout Street was more crowded than ever, and always seemed to be full of women. When his mother had friends over, entertaining in the front room, sometimes they would summon Sam to demonstrate the latest dances, like the Twist or the Jerk. The older ladies would watch with avid curiosity, saying that they’d throw out their backs if they even tried to duplicate his moves. He would get not only applause but loose change: “The ladies would give you quarters, dimes, whatever.”


Jackson grew even closer with his grandfather. “We took the heat in the house, because it was a house full of women,” he said. And he watched how Edgar handled conflict with Pearl. “He told me not to talk back!” Jackson said. “There’s only one way to have an argument—and that’s if two people are having it.”


Elizabeth wanted Sam to participate in traditionally male activities: she made sure that her son played Little League baseball. “She sent me out of the house,” he said. “She always made sure I was doing guy stuff.”


Jackie Robinson had broken the color line in Major League Baseball the year before Jackson was born, but Chattanooga Little League, like everything else in Tennessee, was divided between Black and white. “Segregation was just a way of life,” Jackson said. “It was nothing to worry about.” He was sometimes puzzled by the odder manifestations of racism: he wondered why when he went to the movies, Sidney Poitier’s character always seemed to die. But segregation seemed like an immutable reality, and so not worth railing against.


Then, when Sam was in sixth grade, his grandmother took him and his cousin Wanda on a train trip across the country to Los Angeles to visit his aunt. In California, for the first time, Jackson saw white people and Black people together. “What’s happening here? What is this?” the stunned boy thought. Thousands of miles away from home, he had a revelation: not only could the world operate with new rules, some parts of it already did.


Every summer, Jackson would go to a different world of his own: his grandfather’s sister’s farm, in rural Georgia. “All her kids and me running up and down dirt roads, feeling all that freedom,” he remembered. He saw his grandfather’s brothers doing backbreaking work in the fields, moving slowly and efficiently. He saw how they had very strict moral guidelines but would drink on weekends. He saw cows and chickens doing what came naturally. And soon enough, he was doing it too.


“There was a family of girls who lived through the woods from us, and we all used to meet at this creek and swim naked,” he said. “I was about 10 or 11. I think two of the girls were about 14, 15, so that’s when it happened. Girls were interesting to me, period. They could be fat, skinny, tall, short, ugly, beautiful—as long as they were willing to do that thing.”


Back in Chattanooga, everybody in the Black community seemed to know each other: “There were only two Black schools,” he said. Many of Jackson’s teachers had previously taught his mother, and her brothers and sisters. They knew he was expected to go to college, and so when other kids were learning to diagram sentences, he was allowed to go to the other side of the room and read Beowulf and Shakespeare.


Jackson didn’t hang out in the street with other kids; when his friends started making plans that were going to end up with people getting in trouble, he’d head home. He knew the one cardinal rule: don’t embarrass his family. If somehow he ended up in jail, he was pretty sure they would come visit him, but they wouldn’t do anything to get him out.


On the afternoon of February 1, 1960, four freshmen at North Carolina A&T State University (Aunt Edna’s alma mater) walked into the Woolworth’s department store in Greensboro, North Carolina. They bought a few sundries—toothpaste, a hairbrush—and then sat down at the store’s lunch counter and asked to be served. The facilities were segregated: white people were allowed to sit at the counter, while Black people were supposed to buy their food only from the “stand-up counter.” By sitting at the counter, the quartet were facing arrest; they were risking physical assault, maybe even death; they were reclaiming their dignity from a racist system that had tried to strip it from them every day. One of them, Franklin McCain, said years later, “Almost instantaneously, after sitting down on a simple, dumb stool, I felt so relieved. I felt so clean, and I felt as though I had gained a little bit of my manhood by that simple act.”


Refusing to serve them, the store closed early instead, and the four young men returned to campus to tell their fellow students what had happened. More protesters came to Woolworth’s every day: three days later, there were hundreds of them. The movement inspired similar sit-ins in dozens of other segregated cities—including Chattanooga. On February 19, Black students from Howard High School began peacefully sitting in at the lunch counters of the variety stores in Chattanooga’s downtown. The movement grew until five days later, there were thousands of people, Black and white, milling around in the streets downtown. Chattanooga’s mayor, P. R. “Rudy” Olgiati, ordered the streets cleared, and the fire department turned its hoses on the crowd: shamefully, the first southern city to assault civil rights protesters in that fashion, but not the last.


The demonstrations continued in Chattanooga until August, when all the city’s lunch counters were integrated; three years later, all public facilities in the city were integrated. The sit-in movement had similar success across the South—and was an important milestone toward segregation being struck down nationally by the Civil Rights Act of 1964. They also directly led to the formation of the Student Nonviolent Coordinating Committee; the SNCC became a central national organization for college students fighting for civil rights.


Jackson, just eleven years old, took part in the sit-ins but didn’t tell anyone in his family he was doing so. “I would participate, sit at the lunch counter,” he said. “And when the police would show up, I would just run!”


When Jackson got to seventh grade, he had some classmates who were seventeen or eighteen: they were, essentially, grown men, but they had just gotten out of reform school and were still on a junior-high academic level. “They used to take our money or you had to do their homework for them,” Jackson said. But to his surprise, they looked out for him if he was getting hassled on the street in his neighborhood: “Sam from Lookout Street? Yeah, I know him. I know his mama. Leave him alone.”


As Jackson saw it, “my job was to go to school and bring home good grades. I was on the honor roll, I swam, ran, and did my homework. I didn’t stay out late. I was more concerned about the consequences I’d face at home than I was about peer pressure.”


When he reached Riverside High School, Jackson was still bookish, but he sometimes stayed out late enough on Saturday nights that he looked conspicuously red-eyed when the family went to Sunday services at the Wiley Memorial United Methodist Church. “We drank beer like soda,” he said. His mother made it clear that he wasn’t allowed to miss church; the compromise was that he wore sunglasses.


Like generations of overachieving high school kids before and after him, Sam filled up his time with extracurricular activities. He joined the model United Nations. He played trumpet, flute, and French horn in the marching band; he knew he had great style on the field when the band performed, but he also knew it wasn’t the coolest activity. He swam competitively and ran hurdles on the track team. “I definitely didn’t have the hot chicks,” he complained. “I was popular because I was funny.” But he was, nevertheless, popular enough to be elected senior class president.


When he talked about growing up under segregation, Jackson often tried to shrug it off, emphasizing the happy aspects of his childhood and minimizing how it affected him. But “I had anger in me,” he conceded. “It came from growing up suppressed in a segregated society. All those childhood years of ‘whites only’ places and kids passing you on the bus, yelling ‘Nigger!’ There was nothing I could do about it then. I couldn’t even say some of the things that made me angry—it would have gotten me killed. But I had a dream of my own. I was determined to get out and make my family proud.”


Jackson’s family wanted him to have a “productive” career: basically, that meant being a doctor, a lawyer, or maybe a teacher. Chattanooga didn’t have a Black pediatrician, so his mother hoped he would fill that gap. Jackson, meanwhile, wanted to get as far away from Tennessee as he could. He was a candidate for the Naval Academy at Annapolis, and he also applied to UCLA, Cal Berkeley, and the University of Hawaii. “I had read too many books about the world, and I wanted to see it,” he said.


When his mother found out he had signed up for a berth on a merchant marine ship, she made Jackson’s decision for him. “My mother had it in her mind that I was going to Morehouse College in Atlanta,” he said, “and that’s where I went.”
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2 Desk Lamp (with Bulb)



Self-mastery, symmetrical character, high ideals and purposes are regarded as the chief end of education.” So read the Morehouse College Bulletin, the handbook issued to all students arriving on campus in the fall of 1966. It laid out the college’s lofty ideals: “The character of the work done and the increasing efficiency of every department insure the highest and most lasting results in the lives of the students and those among who they will labor.”


Morehouse, an all-male college in Atlanta founded two years after the Civil War, was one of the most prestigious of the nation’s historically Black colleges and universities. The school carefully guarded the reputation of its graduates, approximately 225 a year, whom they called Morehouse men; its most famous alumnus was Dr. Martin Luther King Jr. “We were told that we were in the top tenth of the Black race that was going to lead everybody out of the darkness into the light,” Samuel L. Jackson remembered. “At that time something like seventy-five percent of all the [Black] doctors in America were Morehouse men. Morehouse men were publishers, editors, they were the leaders of the race.”


That dream of a respectable future was why Elizabeth pushed Sam to attend Morehouse, and why Edgar and Pearl were willing to mortgage 310½ Lookout Street to pay the necessary fees: in the 1966–1967 academic year, Morehouse cost a minimum of $1,430 for tuition, room, board, and laundry. (Adjusted for inflation, that would be the equivalent of $11,545 in 2021.) “Each student will supply his own linens, blankets and desk lamp (with bulb),” warned the Bulletin.


On Sunday, September 11, 1966, Morehouse freshmen were allowed to move into their dormitories starting at eight a.m. Jackson’s mother dropped him off—with linens, blankets, and desk lamp—and drove back home, secure in the belief that in the arms of Morehouse, he would be safe from temptation. She was wrong. “I went wild,” Jackson said.


As soon as his mother was gone, Jackson left the Morehouse campus, bought a quart of beer, and walked up the street to a basketball court he had spotted. He asked who was up next and spent the rest of the day in the projects. (University Homes, right next to the Morehouse campus, was the first housing project in the United States for Black families built with federal funds.) “I balled with them, hung out with them that night,” Jackson said. His new friends had no idea he was a Morehouse student and assumed he had just moved into their neighborhood.


Jackson was back on campus for the first day of freshman orientation, which tried to instill Morehouse’s ideals and to intimidate the new arrivals with the school’s rigors. The students were given the traditional speech where they were told to look to their left, and then to look to their right: one of those people (spoiler alert!) won’t be here next year.


Jackson arrived at Morehouse planning to major in marine biology; he wanted to be an oceanographer, because of watching Sea Hunt on TV (the adventure series starring Lloyd Bridges as an underwater diver), not to mention being a huge fan of the classic submarine yarn 20,000 Leagues Under the Sea (the Jules Verne novel more than the 1954 Disney film). He dreamed of being the Black Jacques Cousteau—despite growing up more than three hundred miles from the nearest ocean.


“For the first time, I was on my own. I did all the things I didn’t do in high school: got drunk, stayed up all night playing cards, had lots of girlfriends,” Jackson said. (Morehouse was a men’s college, but its sister school, the historically Black women’s school Spelman College, was right across the street.) “Still, I went to class and maintained a B average.”


And Jackson kept going back to the projects to play basketball with his friends in the hood, who called him Slim. “I was there every day, and a long time most of the days,” he said. Having been admitted to the ebony tower, he felt more comfortable standing outside it, with the townies—or as they were known around campus, “the block boys.” Jackson described them fondly: “The reprobates who stood on the corner. They smoked weed, they drank wine, they drank beer, they talked shit. A lot. That was us.”


The block boys thought that Morehouse students were stuck up, or in the slang of the day, “saditty.” (The modern equivalent would be “bougie.”) Jackson agreed with them: he saw how his fellow students not only thought they were superior to the locals, they had that belief reinforced by the school’s administration. “They ignored those people who lived in the community—they invaded these people’s community and felt they were there to run it.” So when the block boys said hello to the Morehouse men, they often wouldn’t get a response. “And that would be cause for a beating,” Jackson said. “Or they would run ’em back to campus. Mainly because they wouldn’t speak.”


Sometimes the block boys would rob Morehouse students, which didn’t bother Jackson. “Ninety percent of the time, they were correct in that the person they were taking stuff from could afford to have it taken. And they were people with petit-bourgeois ideas who needed a lesson like that in reality.”


One time, however, their victim was somebody Jackson knew from school. He looked Jackson in the eyes, but before Jackson could say anything, somebody hit the student: the block boys relieved the student of his valuables and they all left. “As a result of that, I ended up in the dean’s office,” Jackson said. “Because the guy did recognize me, he did report the robbery, and did say that I was with them. As a consequence of that, I was put on probation a few times, because I refused to identify the people who did it.”


Jackson ran with the block boys for six months before they found out he went to Morehouse: they spotted him at a dance where Jackson showed up wearing Morehouse gear. “Slim, you actually go to college?” one of them asked, dumbfounded. Jackson admitted that he did—and so, in a very small way, he improved town-gown relations. “It actually changed their image of the Morehouse guys and they didn’t beat them up so often.”


Jackson found his own ways to participate in Morehouse life: he became a cheerleader. He discovered that the job had perks, like getting to audition and select the female cheerleaders from Spelman. “I got to travel to other historically Black colleges; I was hanging out with the basketball and football teams, meeting girls.” He laughed fondly at the memory. “It wasn’t about school spirit.”


Some of the students in Morehouse’s freshman class, maybe eight of them, stood out: a few years older, more intense, more intimidating. Many of them wore their hair in Afros and had necklaces of braided rope; all of them took their classes more seriously than the average freshman. They were Vietnam veterans, going to college on the G.I. Bill. One night, Jackson and his friends were staying up late, drinking and being rowdy—pissing off some of those vets, who were trying to study.


As Jackson remembered the late-night conversation, the vets came in and lectured them: “You guys need to study, pay attention, and get serious! There’s a war going on. We just came from it.”


“What fucking war?”


“Vietnam.”


“Where’s that?”


“Let’s get the map.”


“There’s no place called Vietnam on this map!”


“Right there: Indochina. That’s Vietnam. We’re in a war over there. My friends are dying there—your relatives are going to be dying there.”


It didn’t take long for that prediction to come true. One of Jackson’s cousins in Georgia—they had spent every summer together, running down dirt roads and getting into trouble—had joined the Army around the same time Jackson went to college. “Sure enough, a month and a half later, my cousin was killed in Vietnam,” Jackson said. “That really woke me up.”


The more Jackson read about Vietnam, the more his convictions against the war hardened. He was careful to get good enough grades that he would be able to stay in school—but everything else about his life was up for grabs. For many people, college is based on identity as much as academics: away from home, you have the freedom to experiment with how you present yourself to the world and figure out what type of person you want to be as an adult. Jackson had always been a complicated guy with a repertory company of personalities inside him, and had lived in a house with four adults watching over him. Now he was finding out that he could be a different person, or even a whole bunch of different people, from block boy to cheerleader to anti-war protester. (He also discovered that having a variety of social circles gave him access to a wider range of women: “Like every sport has its own set of groupies, those circles have their own groupies.”)


He switched his major to architecture and changed the way he dressed, dropping the herringbone wardrobe. “I became a hippie. Bell-bottom jeans with patches on ’em, leather fringe vests and you know, wild T-shirts and tie-dye and all that stuff.”


In a sign of the times, he took an English class with a professor who, during a class discussion of Ken Kesey’s One Flew Over the Cuckoo’s Nest, encouraged the students to use hallucinogenics: “You guys have some great ideas, maybe you should try this.”


Jackson didn’t need any encouragement. He did every drug he could get his hands on during his college years, including acid, weed, and even heroin during a period when nothing else was available: “We actually thought that the government took all the marijuana off the streets. There was no marijuana. There was very little acid. The only thing that you could get, and get in quantity, was heroin, and that’s what we got.” Jackson and his friends snorted it for a while, and then figured they might as well shoot up. “I was a weekend tippler,” he said. “I didn’t want to do it on a regular basis. I understood the dangers.”


Understanding the dangers didn’t stop him from overdosing on heroin. Jackson had an out-of-body experience where he saw his friends saving his life: “It’s like I’m floating above the room, and I look down and there I am, and there’s some guy pounding me in my chest, and somebody else is trying to hold me up, walk me around, and I’m just watching all this shit. It’s a fucked-up feeling.” But not fucked-up enough to get him to stop right away, apparently: Jackson had two more near-death experiences before he swore off heroin. “My third OD was the end of my run with heroin. I didn’t want to die doing drugs, and I saw that. I was smart enough to recognize that and stop.”


“You don’t think of an event being an historic event in the moment the event’s taking place,” Jackson said. And you especially don’t think of it being an historic event when you’re watching the movie John Goldfarb, Please Come Home!—a Cold War satire starring Peter Ustinov that somehow ends with Shirley MacLaine scoring the winning touchdown against the Notre Dame football team. But on the evening of April 4, 1968, a Thursday night in the spring semester of his sophomore year, that’s exactly where Jackson was: at campus movie night, watching what he judged to be “one of the worst movies ever made.”


Jackson knew that Dr. Martin Luther King Jr. had been shot in Memphis and rushed to the hospital; the cashier at the liquor store told him the news when Jackson bought a quart of beer to drink during the movie. However, he wasn’t expecting the movie to be interrupted. Somebody came into the theater to make an announcement: “Dr. King is dead. We need to do something.” Everyone filed out and milled around in the streets, grieving, trying to make sense of senseless events.


Jackson felt like he was in a fog. Looking at his fellow students, he could see that many of them looked just as numb as he felt. And then, “sure enough, someone threw a brick through a store window, and I was standing there, thinking, ‘This is not what we should be doing.’” When Jackson went back to his dorm to check on his roommate, he wasn’t there: “He was already in the streets with a whole bunch of other people, tearing up and burning up our neighborhood.”


King was in Memphis because he had come to lend support to the city’s striking sanitation workers. A few days later, Robert Culp and Bill Cosby paid for the plane fare for any Morehouse and Spelman students who wanted to go to Memphis to march with the sanitation workers, so that King’s work would not end with his death. (Culp and Cosby were the stars of the then-current TV show I Spy, a secret-agent adventure series that was groundbreaking because of its interracial lead actors.) Jackson flew to Memphis with a group of Morehouse and Spelman students. “We all thought it was probably going to be something physical, even though the National Guard was there,” Jackson said. ”Culp and Cosby were trying to give us instructions on how to carry ourselves and enact King’s dream of being nonviolent.” The march proved to be peaceful; the students flew back that night. “We were glad there was something we could do other than burn, loot, and destroy our own neighborhood.”


King’s funeral was the next morning, on Tuesday, April 9: after a private service at the Ebenezer Baptist Church, where King had been senior pastor, the body was carried to Morehouse on a farm wagon pulled by two mules, in a procession observed by over one hundred thousand people. The school needed volunteers to help visitors find their way around campus, so Jackson put on a suit and served as an usher. The funeral itself was an overwhelming blur of grief, although he was impressed by gospel singer Mahalia Jackson, who sang King’s favorite gospel song, “Precious Lord, Take My Hand.”


Jackson said, “I was angry about the assassination, but I wasn’t shocked by it. I knew that change was going to take something different: not sit-ins, not peaceful coexistence.” His family understood his growing militancy—they were just worried that he was going to get himself killed expressing it. On a visit back home to Chattanooga, Jackson was sitting on the porch of 310½ Lookout Street when a white man came calling: Mr. Venable. “From the time I was an infant, my grandmother had been buying all these bullshit life-insurance and burial policies,” Jackson said, “and every week this insurance guy, Mr. Venable, came to collect his nickel premiums.”


This time, when Mr. Venable walked up to the house and said, “Hi, Sam, is Pearl here?” something snapped inside Jackson, and he said what he had never been able to verbalize as a child when he saw, again and again, how young white office workers condescended to his grandfather.


“Motherfucker, why are you calling my grandmother, a woman three times your age, Pearl?” Jackson demanded. He was cursing and yelling at maximum volume, so overcome with rage that he was babbling. Hearing the commotion, his grandmother came out on the porch and grabbed him by the hair.


“What the hell is wrong with you?” she demanded.


Jackson wasn’t sorry for the outburst: from his point of view, it was the first time that Mr. Venable had to consider the notion that he might have been wrong. Mr. Venable apologized, but after he left, Pearl laid into her grandson: “She still thought that he was going to call somebody and have me hanged.”


English 353, as listed in the Morehouse College Bulletin: “ELEMENTARY PUBLIC SPEAKING. A course in the fundamentals of speech preparation and speaking.” Back at Morehouse, Jackson, who still sometimes struggled with his stutter, thought that a public-speaking class might reduce its severity. The class helped, although not as much as an independent discovery Jackson made: he could almost always avoid stuttering by using the word “motherfucker.”


Even more important than the class itself was an offer made by the professor: a Morehouse-Spelman production of The Threepenny Opera (the Brecht-Weill musical famous for the song “Mack the Knife”) needed more actors. Anyone in the class who joined the cast would get extra credit. Jackson couldn’t really sing, but it turned out that he “could act like I could sing.” He was cast in the supporting role of Ready-Money Matt. As soon as Jackson walked into the theater, something clicked: he knew that he had found the place he should have been all along. Possibly influencing this sense of belonging was that his first rehearsal doubled as a photo shoot for the play, so the women in the cast were dressed in bustiers and garter belts. Since six of the nine men in the cast were gay, it didn’t take Jackson long to figure out how that tilted the odds in his favor with the women in lingerie. Soon there was a brand-new thrill: “on opening night, you get that applause. I guess it’s like a rush. Wow!”


Nobody believed that The Threepenny Opera marked the theatrical debut of a world-shaking thespian talent, not even Jackson himself. “I was horrible,” he conceded. He was aware of the contempt he inspired in the undergraduate women who formed the core of the Spelman theater program (Morehouse had no drama department of its own—Morehouse men who wanted to major in drama had to go across the street to Spelman). One of those theater majors said her initial response to the sight of Jackson in rehearsal was, “What’s cheerleader boy doing on my stage?” She did concede that he had his virtues: “He was very, very fine.” Her name was LaTanya Richardson, and Jackson had noticed her too: the first time he spotted her was the tumultuous week after King was assassinated, when they were both on the same plane flight to Memphis, heading for the march with the sanitation workers. Richardson thought that Jackson looked just like Linc Hayes, the character played by Clarence Williams III in the TV show The Mod Squad: “this huge Afro, little bitty round sunglasses, and long sideburns.”


Jackson noted that there were certain parts of that style he never adopted: he was too tall to wear platform shoes, for example. “And I didn’t have a medallion,” he emphasized. “Those were cheesy.”


Jackson was still experimenting with different identities in different social contexts, but there was one role he wasn’t interested in: the traditional Morehouse man. “Morehouse was breeding politically correct negroes,” Jackson said. “They were creating the next Martin Luther Kings. They didn’t say that because, really, they didn’t want you to be that active politically, and they were more proud of the fact that he was a preacher than that he was a civil-rights leader. That was their trip: they was into making docile negroes.”


“SOMEBODY’S WATCHING EVERYTHING YOU DO,” said a flyer distributed on the Morehouse campus in the spring of 1969. Over the image of a clenched fist, the sheet had typed thoughts such as “Is the slogan ‘Power to Black people’ or ‘Power to some Black people… and not most’?” and “Pretty soon the rhetoric of blackness will degenerate into expositions and arguments of my mama is blacker than your mama” and “Either the tension is subsiding or the lull before the storm is here.” Most ominous was the section that read “Little House, little House, how strong are you? Somebody’s trying to huff and puff and blow the little House down. If made of sticks and straw the little House can’t stand. Little House, little House, how strong are you?” The flyer was signed, “I remain sincerely and always: God (p.s. you’d better wipe that damn silly grin off your face!!)”


In that atmosphere of threats and consciousness-raising and black comedy, Jackson joined a group of Morehouse undergraduates called Concerned Students, who wanted to petition the Morehouse board of trustees to remake the college. Their four principal demands: a Black studies program; improved community involvement with the housing projects adjacent to the Morehouse campus; people of color forming a majority of the voting members of the board of trustees; and for the six Black colleges in the Atlanta area to consolidate as one larger institution, with a focus on Black studies, to be known as Martin Luther King University.


When the Concerned Students tried to discuss their issues with the board of trustees, they were rebuffed—so they went outside Harkness Hall, the stately brick administration building where the board was meeting, and gathered up the chains that inhibited pedestrians from walking on the grass lawns. “We had read about the lock-ins on other campuses,” Jackson said. With some padlocks purchased at a local hardware store, they chained the doors to Harkness Hall shut, locking themselves in with the trustees.


The standoff lasted for twenty-nine hours. Students painted revolutionary slogans on campus sidewalks and buildings, including “M. L. King University Now.” Some Spelman students wanted to join the protest, so they found a ladder and climbed in through a second-floor window. Those women included LaTanya Richardson: “Wherever somebody was speaking about revolution and change, I showed up for it.”


Concerned Students made sure that they fed the trustees and took care of them. About six hours into the standoff, when trustee Martin Luther King Sr. (not just the father of MLK Jr., but a minister and civil rights leader in his own right) complained of chest pains, they allowed the seventy-year-old to leave via that second-story ladder. “We let him out of there so we wouldn’t be accused of murder,” Jackson said.


The hostage situation ended when the trustees made various concessions (which the Morehouse administration later repudiated). Charles Merrill, the chairman of the board of trustees, signed an agreement granting the protesters amnesty, promising that they would not be punished for participating in the protest. As soon as the semester ended, however, dean of students Samuel J. Tucker, heading the Morehouse Advisory Committee, sent registered letters to various Morehouse students—including Samuel L. Jackson—summoning them back to campus for a hearing.


“It has been reported to the Advisory Committee that you were among the individuals who participated in [the] lock-in,” Tucker wrote. “During the lock-in the following illegal actions were committed; forcible confinement and detention of Board members and student representatives; forcible seizure and occupation of the administration building; and unauthorized use of office supplies, unauthorized use of office telephone for long distance calls, and damage to school property.” The timing—after the student body had gone home for the summer and couldn’t protest any discipline—wasn’t an accident.


The Advisory Committee peremptorily expelled Jackson. He recalled his freshman orientation, when they had told students to look to the left and then the right, and warned them that one of the three of them would not be there the following year. “Finally I was that person who was not there the next year,” he realized.


Jackson couldn’t, or wouldn’t, go home to Chattanooga; 310½ Lookout Street was full of disappointment and broken promises. He stayed in Atlanta, sleeping in a house rented by the SNCC, which had its national headquarters near the Morehouse campus, in a cramped second-floor office above a beauty parlor. Jackson spent his summer doing volunteer work for the SNCC at the Rap Brown Center: “We fed kids in the morning and did field trips,” he said. Leaving Morehouse had only pushed him further into political activism. “I wasn’t one of those people that was gonna walk around and get spit on and get slapped and not fight back,” Jackson said.


Jackson was spending time with Stokely Carmichael and H. Rap Brown, each of whom served as chairman of the SNCC (succeeding John Lewis), leading the organization as it made the transition from the Freedom Riders to the Black Panthers. “I was never a Black Panther,” Jackson clarified. “But the fact that you were alive during that period in America, you had to either be part of the problem or part of the solution. We chose to be part of the solution.”


Jackson became part of what he termed “the radical faction” of SNCC. He was instrumental in a scheme to steal the credit cards of white people and then to use them to buy guns, building a stockpile of armaments for the conflict that seemed imminent: not just a race war, but young versus old, rebels versus the establishment. The stakes seemed much larger than who got to sit on the Morehouse board of trustees. “All of a sudden, I felt I had a voice,” he said. “I was somebody. I could make a difference.”


Radical conspiracies didn’t come without risk; some of Jackson’s friends died in mysterious car explosions. But Jackson’s life as a revolutionary ended abruptly on the day when his mother showed up in Atlanta and told him that she was taking him to lunch.


He got in her car, but instead she drove him to the airport. On the way, she told him that two FBI agents had knocked on the door of 310½ Lookout Street and told her that they had her son under surveillance, and that if he didn’t get out of Atlanta, he would probably be dead within a year. She handed him a plane ticket to Los Angeles and instructed him: “Get on this plane. Do not get off. I’ll talk to you when you get to your aunt’s in L.A.”
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