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Praise for In the Black and T. Dallas Smith





“My friend Dallas has written an uplifting book about his journey in the field of commercial real estate. He describes his humble start to the top of the tenant representation field in Atlanta. His portrayal of being Black and young while overcoming prejudice and hurdles is delivered, not with bitterness, but with calm determination to succeed. This book is a worthwhile read.”


—ANDREW L. GHERTNER


Vice Chairman, Cushman Wakefield of Georgia, Inc.


“I met Dallas when he was nineteen years old. Upon coming to the office for an interview, it was obvious to me he was anxious to get his ‘foot in the door’ and learn all he could about real estate. Dallas was like a sponge, spending as much time as possible with Mr. Tift, soaking up all the knowledge he could. He had an outgoing personality, which is definitely an asset in real estate. He just seemed to climb the ladder with his determination and faith. It was not always easy, but he continued on regardless of the obstacle.


I’ve worked for Mr. Tift for over forty years. Looking back and remembering the time Dallas started work with us, and watching as he grew and prospered, just does my heart good. I am so proud of him. And his book In the Black is a must-read for anyone of any color, race, creed, or gender. It proves that you can do it if you work hard enough.”


—SUSAN CHRISTY


Former President, Atlanta Air Center Realty


“T. Dallas Smith is a champion for change who continues to inspire and influence others. In the Black takes you on his personal journey through walls of adversity, heartache, and unrelenting perseverance. Dallas’s story is transformational!”


—JOHN F. O’NEILL III


President, US Multifamily Capital Markets, Cushman & Wakefield


“This book tells you: Dallas is the super underdog who can see the stars in the daytime. He instigates hope, amplifies confidence, redefines the meaning of dream to dream big for all those underdogs to awaken.”


—YOUNG WOO


Founder and Principal of Young Woo and Associates, LLC


“In the Black is definitely a MUST-READ! T. Dallas Smith has a great sense of humor and a good-hearted way of telling his real story. I both laughed and winced uncontrollably as I relived with him the everyday experience of a Black man in a white Atlanta world and felt it viscerally. It was a real eye-opener for me … No, a soul-opener!”


—W. ALLEN MORRIS


Chairman and CEO, The Allen Morris Company, and author of ALL IN: How to Risk Everything for Everything that Matters


“In his book, In the Black, my friend and colleague T. Dallas Smith masterfully uses his life journey to both learn and teach. His success in life is the result of his unwavering commitment to excellence and his willingness to engage people to find common ground. He makes the compelling case that personal relationships are the foundation of an enduring society.”


—EGBERT L. J. PERRY


CEO, Integral Group, LLC


“Dallas tells his remarkable life story in a very intimate, inspiring, and transparent way. There are life lessons for everyone in this book. I was particularly struck by his enduring decision to choose optimism over bitterness. As a Black man in a predominantly white man’s industry, he faced challenges I have never known. Yet he has conducted himself with elegance and purpose throughout his career. The courage and leadership he has consistently demonstrated continue to make real and long-lasting impacts on the commercial real estate industry. They were long overdue. We are better for it because of Dallas.”


—STEVE DILS


Managing Director and Principal, Avison Young


“Dallas Smith, with his combination of drive, openness, and resilience, mixed with a wicked sense of humor, has described a path to success not only for Black real estate professionals, but all professionals. I am proud to call him friend and member of my ‘personal board of directors’.”


—MITCHELL E. RUDIN


Chairman and Chief Executive Officer, Savills USA
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To everybody who’s ever thought about being in commercial real estate and everyone who ever thought they were not enough, couldn’t do it, didn’t come from the right place, didn’t have the right connections, who were told no, that they were too young, too black, too anything. In the Black is for you.
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In the Black is dedicated to everybody who’s ever thought about being in commercial real estate and everyone who ever thought they were not enough, couldn’t do it, didn’t come from the right place, didn’t have the right connections, who were told no, that they were too young, too black, too anything. In the Black is for you. It’s my story about how I got into commercial real estate—how I dealt with the good, the bad, and the ugly. But please know that you can do whatever you want and that you are more than enough.


I am reminded of the story when I was selling clothes at J. Riggins at Perimeter Mall in Atlanta, Georgia, in 1982. A woman came in with her husband, and she said, “He has no suits, and he needs everything.” He stood there completely silent. I started, “Well, every man should have a blue suit, a gray suit, a black suit, and a brown suit.” And I went through the process. I connected each suit with the proper shirts, ties, and socks. Everything I put together she loved. I rang up the sale and it was over $2,000, which was a very big sale for J. Riggins, the biggest sale I’d ever made for the store. She was a well-dressed white woman, and I asked her, “If you don’t mind me asking, what do you do for a living?” In a very condescending manner she stated, “I’m in real estate!” I responded, “Oh, I want to be in commercial real estate.” And this woman said to me, “You’ll never make it! You’re Black. And you’re too young. You might have a chance in residential, but you’ll never make it in commercial.” Later that same year, I started in commercial real estate.


I wish I knew who that woman was so I could tell her all the things that have happened in my life since she made that statement. Being named Realtor of the Year by the Atlanta Commercial Board of REALTORS and Broker of the Year by the Empire Board of Realtists, Inc. in 2018, receiving the Alvin B. Cates award in 2020 for the most impactful deal done in the state of Georgia in 2020, doing the largest deal in the United States in 2020 for Microsoft of 523,000 square feet, being named Most Admired CEO by the Atlanta Business Chronicle for both 2017 and 2021, and now serving as president of the Atlanta Commercial Board of REALTORS in Atlanta, Georgia, the largest commercial real estate board in the country. I have received many more awards than the ones I named. I don’t state these things to brag; I state these things in contrast to the statement that a stranger made to me.


I’m so grateful to my parents, my mother in particular, who always told me you can do and be whatever you want to do. I only tell that story for this simple reason: I hope that this motivates you to think that, if this guy who grew up off Simpson Road in Atlanta, Georgia, in the zip code 30314, who wasn’t supposed to make it, has grown the largest African American tenant rep firm in the country from nothing, indeed you can too! Happy reading.
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If you work in the commercial real estate industry or aspire to, this book is a must-read. It will inspire, challenge, motivate, and encourage.


The expression “in the black” is commonly heard in the financial world and refers to a company’s most recent financial status, its last accounting period. The phrase has a positive connotation. When a company is in the black, it is said to be profitable, financially solvent, and not overburdened by debt. The team at T. Dallas Smith & Company is “in the black” in many ways. The company is majority African American / Black, which is both positive and unique in commercial real estate. Its founder turned a negative into a positive by overcoming challenges to break into a nondiverse—and still nondiverse—industry as well as by reaching back and lifting as he climbs, mentoring, hiring, and inspiring people who look like him to realize their full potential.


My first interaction with T. Dallas Smith & Company was at the annual CoreNet Global Conference in Seattle, Washington, in 2018. I drove over that morning from the east side of the Seattle metropolitan area (Redmond, Washington), the home of Microsoft Corporation, to the Washington State Convention Center. After I registered, I started mingling with the attendees for more than a few minutes when a young gentleman approached me and asked, “Are you Michael Ford?”


“Yes, I am.”


“I’m Cedric Matheny from T. Dallas Smith & Company. We have been looking for you.”


“Why is that?”


“We wanted to meet the head of Microsoft’s real estate organization.”


The conversation continued from there, with the rest of the T. Dallas Smith & Company team joining in. Later, we attended a few breakout sessions together and enjoyed a group lunch, after which I invited the team to tour the Microsoft headquarters.


Microsoft is a massive organization that employs over 180,000 employees globally and has a diverse workforce. My career with Microsoft started seventeen years ago in Finance, and my Microsoft career path has given me the opportunity to work in different groups within the company. Approximately six years ago, I became the head of Global Real Estate. I immediately recognized there were only a few minorities in the commercial real estate team at Microsoft and quickly realized there were very few in the industry. I witnessed firsthand the challenges they faced. Diversifying the real estate team was a necessity and one of my top priorities.


Internal to Microsoft, I wanted to drive change by recruiting qualified and skilled employees from diverse cultures and backgrounds. I began personally mentoring employees and pushing them to meet their highest potential. We have also been successful at retaining diverse employees by continuously looking for ways to support and promote those who are eligible.


Externally, I wanted to find minority-owned businesses like T. Dallas Smith & Company to work with and support. I could see that Dallas and I shared the same goal of making commercial real estate an industry that welcomes diversity. We both believe in reaching back and lifting up those who have been historically excluded from the profession.


T. Dallas Smith & Company is responsible for helping Microsoft procure ninety acres of land in one of Atlanta’s predominately African American and distressed neighborhoods. Microsoft is creating spaces for this community to live, work, and play by building affordable housing, creating jobs, and giving residents a place to unwind, recharge, and thrive. Supporting and revitalizing the neighborhood is a historical event for Microsoft and Atlanta. Our community-first approach will allow Microsoft to work with the local government and community to give African Americans a neighborhood they can be proud to call home. As the head of Microsoft’s commercial real estate organization, I am proud of the history we are making, and T. Dallas Smith & Company deserves the credit for helping us find a neighborhood we are excited to support.


Microsoft and I understand that our suppliers should represent our diverse consumer base. So long as minorities continue to be underrated and underrepresented, we will continue to make history by supporting and investing in diverse businesses.


I’ve always believed that diversity is the key that unlocks unlimited possibilities in business. The ideas and skills that employees from diverse cultures and backgrounds bring to the company are invaluable, and policies and habits of inclusion and respect for people with different opinions and beliefs create a dynamic that promotes growth.


Breaking into a nondiverse industry may be challenging, but it is not impossible. T. Dallas Smith & Company is proof that arduous work and fierce determination lead to success. Dallas understands that representation matters, that entry-level employees need to see executives who look like them.


T. Dallas Smith is on a mission to make history by diversifying the faces of the commercial real estate industry, and this book is sure to inspire, challenge, and ignite readers’ passion for dreaming and achieving along with him. I know Dallas agrees with me about the importance of thinking big, striving for greatness, and remembering to pave a path for future leaders as you climb the ladder to success. In other words, I think we are in agreement about the value of staying In the Black!


Michael Ford


Microsoft CVP of Global Workplace Services
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Anyone I’ve ever known—Black or white—who’d met David Schwartz during their time as a student at Georgia State either loved him or hated him. If you talked to almost anybody Black, you’d hear that Dr. Schwartz was the biggest racist you were ever going to meet. If you talked to any of the white students, you’d hear that Schwartz was the biggest asshole. Only occasionally, you’d talk to a person—Black or white—who’d tell you that David Schwartz had absolutely changed their life for the better.


I’ve always been the kind of person who needs to see for myself. I’m just hardwired that way. Intrigued by what seemed like a helluva contrast between his haters and his admirers, I’d registered for one of Schwartz’s introductory two-hundred-person classes and gotten myself a front-row seat the first night. At the time, I was already working in commercial real estate. That meant I was showing up to evening classes in my work attire: suit and tie, French cuffs, perfectly polished shoes.


If he’s horrible, I thought, I’m just going to quit school at the end of the night and focus on my career full time.


Georgia State is the largest school in Georgia, both now and when I attended in the early 1980s. Back then, less than 5 percent of the students at the university were African American, and in this class, as with several others, I was the only Black person.


The classroom was a big theater-style hall with a lectern set up on a platform at the front. As we were all waiting for the professor to arrive, the door swung open to reveal a frail-looking man in a suit and tie smoking a cigarette. He drew a last leisurely puff, then put the cigarette out right on the No Smoking sign. From my front-row seat, I could see all the other divots where I assumed he’d put out hundreds of cigarettes before.


Okay, I thought, this is different.


Schwartz lurched his way toward the podium with a very pronounced, almost Herman Munster–quality limp. He put down his things—briefcase from one hand, loose papers from another—then carefully tucked his cigarettes into his breast pocket as he got up onto the stage. He leaned into the microphone and in a surprisingly raspy voice announced, “My name is David J. Schwartz, and I am the CEO of this class. You, you are all my employees. I will not pay you with money, but I will pay you in grades.”


He turned to the two-story chalkboard behind him and pushed one panel to the side. In huge print—you would have had to use a ladder to get up so high—was a list of positions within the classroom “corporation”:


One president = A


Ten vice presidents = Bs


Sixty-four managers = Cs


Seventy stock boys = Ds


Fifty-five janitors = Fs


It all added up to a neat two hundred. When Schwartz announced that there would be only one A grade in the class—reserved for the class president—about fifty people picked up their things and walked out.


I was even more intrigued.


Next, Schwartz switched gears. “You heard from me; now let’s hear from you.” He looked at the audience and pointed at me, so I got out of my seat and walked up onto the stage. Schwartz was still standing behind the lectern and did not move.


“Excuse me,” I said politely, but he didn’t move. “Excuse me,” I tried again. Dude, I thought, you want to hear from me? I need you to be out of my way. I’m going to tell you my story, but I need you to move. Okay?


After the third polite ask, well, I gently moved him to the side myself.


“Hello,” I said into the microphone. “My name is Dallas Smith. Currently I’m working for Atlanta Air Center Realty. I was just promoted to marketing director. And I’m in this class to find out more about marketing because I know it’s going to change my life.”


I don’t really remember the rest of what I said, but I do remember that in the middle of me talking, Schwartz started banging on the desk.


“What is your name?”


“Dallas Smith.”


“Smith, let me tell you: you have it! Whatever it is, you have it! Twenty years from now, when all of you are at a reunion judging people by the size of their limousines, your limousine is going to stretch longer than this building. You’re going to sit on boards. You’re going to be an influential advisor …”


He went on, naming all these things that in my heart of hearts I wanted but had never uttered to another living soul. Here was this white man I’d just met telling a room full of white people my secret desires.


I was hooked.


I became president of the class; ultimately, Schwartz became a trusted mentor and advisor, and later both a client and a friend. He died in 1987 at the age of sixty, and not a day goes by when I don’t think about all that I learned from him and from the book he wrote that so influenced my development, The Magic of Thinking Big.


I took every class that Schwartz taught and changed my major from real estate to marketing after the day he made the following argument: “You can be a doctor, a lawyer, a whatever, but if nobody knows that you’re a doctor or a lawyer, you’re going to be a broke doctor, lawyer, or whatever you are. Whatever you do, you’ve got to be able to sell, sell, sell!”


I came to believe that Schwartz was neither a racist nor an asshole. Instead, he was someone with a strong distaste for people who didn’t work hard. It didn’t matter if you were Black, white, Asian—if he didn’t think you worked hard, you were going to have a hard time with him. That’s how he was hardwired.




There’s a commonality I’ve noticed in the way that billionaires and other extremely successful people talk … they don’t use any limiting words.





Schwartz’s lessons mean so much more to me now than they did when I first got to know him in my midtwenties. I’m still realizing the true magic of thinking big—and of speaking big too. There’s a commonality I’ve noticed in the way that billionaires and other extremely successful people talk. The way I’d explain it is this: they don’t use any limiting words. They don’t say, “No, I can’t do this or that,” and they don’t hesitate. They don’t even use tentative words like try or maybe. Their speech is as big as their ideas; there’s absolutely no limit. Exciting possibilities, even risky ones, are met with a hearty “Let’s do that!” Jeff Bezos wants to go to the moon? “Okay, let’s go to the moon!” Schwartz was essentially giving us all a lesson in getting to the moon, but he also expected us to put in the effort necessary to take the trip.


Being Schwartz’s protégé turned me into something of a monster. It made me popular with the other students, and I let that go to my head, forgetting that some of the attention they directed toward me was simply to get on my good side. You see, the class president was the one who got to help Schwartz assign everyone else’s grades. That meant there were always a lot of people who wanted to ride with me. I’m pretty sure they figured that if they could be friends with me, they’d at least come out with a B in the class.


By the third of Schwartz’s classes, I had amassed a whole group of Dallas fans. When I was late to register for my fourth class with him, I also arrived late to the classroom and peeked through the narrow window before opening the door. I caught sight of the other Black person in the class, Yolanda Anderson, who mouthed to me, “Are you in this class?” When I nodded my head yes, her eyes grew wide, and she put her hand up to her mouth. I looked over at the desk at the front of the room, and instead of seeing Schwartz there, I saw a student I did not know sitting there talking to the group. I knew immediately that he was president of the class.


Okay, that’s that, I thought, before opening the classroom door. I’m in my career; I’m making money, so even though I’m trying to sneak into the room, I’m still the only Black man there, and I’m dressed in an Armani suit—white shirt, red tie, to be exact.


Everyone noticed when I entered the classroom, and when Schwartz saw me, I launched into an explanation. “Dr. Schwartz, I apologize for being late. There was a problem, but I’m registered now.” I started making my way to the back of the room. “I’ll just take that empty seat over there.”


That’s when Schwartz said, “Hold on, hold on …” then turned to the class. “How many of you know Smith?” Half the class raised their hands. They knew Smith.


“Half these people don’t know you, Smith. Come up here. Go sit down,” he told the guy perched up front on the desk, who also didn’t know Smith and whose face had turned crimson.


“Class,” Schwartz continued, welcoming me to the front of the room, “I want you to meet your new president.”


I soaked up every second I could of Schwartz’s free time. I’d walk with him to and from class, knowing that just being around him was going to make me feel seven feet tall and bulletproof. A couple of days after that class, we were walking to his office when he handed me a piece of paper, saying, “Look at this!” It was a course withdrawal slip from the guy who had spent some minutes as class president before I’d shown up late. Schwartz followed up with “I knew he didn’t have what it takes!”


Schwartz liked big. So I gave him big. People from outside of class would come to see my presentations just to see how I was going to top what I’d done the last time. Newt Gingrich’s second wife, Marianne, was in one of my classes, and she planned ahead to make sure that Newt could be there when I presented. After class, Newt approached me with an offer to work with him in DC. If I had any political aspirations at that time, they were vague enough that the desire to remain in Atlanta won out over the invitation to start on a new career path in the nation’s capital.


In my final class with Schwartz, everyone was waiting to see how I could possibly top my other presentations. And everyone in class had started copying me, which is to say that they were coming in with bigger and bigger presentations of their own. If I was going this big, then they were going to try to go even bigger. I should clarify that the aim in Schwartz’s classes wasn’t just to emulate the president; it was to try to take the president’s job. It was a very competitive environment that he created. In past presentations, I’d brought in props, models, music—everything you could think of. But by that last class, I’d noticed that everyone had started copying me, so I took my final presentation in a completely opposite direction.


The assignment was to present what we were going to do for the rest of our lives.


Schwartz was perched on the very edge of his desk. “Smith, are you ready?” he rasped. “Where’s your PowerPoint?”


“I don’t have a PowerPoint.”


“Where are the models and the live music?”


“I don’t have any of that.”


“Well, what do you have?”


I took a single piece of chalk out of my jacket pocket, walked up to the board, and wrote my name—T. Dallas Smith—and underneath that, The Dallas Group. I continued to explain the details as I diagrammed a plan for my own commercial real estate firm. I was going to hire ten brokers, and each broker was going to make a half million dollars … and on I went, mapping out the entire project.


Then I turned to my fellow students, whose responsibility it was to punch holes in my vision. I knocked out answers to their questions left and right. When we finished, Schwartz said quietly but with a big smile, “I’ve never seen any shit like that before.”


He was proud. I was proud because he was proud. And that is the story of the first time I shared what I intended to create. Essentially, I mapped out the very work I’m doing today at T. Dallas Smith & Company, though at the time, I didn’t know that I would first run away from that calling before committing to go after it with everything I had.





Schwartz’s book had made him famous, selling over three million copies in its first years after publication. He’d joined Georgia State as one of the biggest-name professors in the department, but eventually a new guy came to town: Thomas Stanley. Stanley’s book, The Millionaire Next Door, had also sold big.


I enrolled in one of Stanley’s classes, ready to impress him with all I’d learned from following Schwartz. Picture me having taken every Schwartz class, with The Magic of Thinking Big as my main reference point, turning out more and more over-the-top final presentations. Then I get into Stanley’s class, and my instinct is to do the exact same thing. My first assignment was a case study of a company that made small motors. Naturally, my presentation began with a friend of mine playing the keyboard—the theme song from the hit TV show Dallas—as I walked into the room. The keyboard he played used one of the company’s motors. Next, models in bikinis passed out virgin piña coladas made with a blender that also used one of the company’s motors.


If you’ve ever read Stanley’s book, The Millionaire Next Door, you’d know that it could not be more opposite from Schwartz’s. If Schwartz was big, big, big, Stanley was all about small, small, small. The typical millionaire, he argued, lived quietly in a $250,000 house, drove a Ford F-150 pickup, and didn’t wear fancy suits. And there I was bringing Schwartz to his class. I also brought my entourage of people who’d gotten Bs in the last class they took with me, thinking I could do no wrong. After we finished the presentation, I sat there thinking, Yeah, we killed it; we just killed it!


We got our grades the next class. I earned a C. I was like, What the hell? Of course, I needed to go immediately to Dr. Schwartz’s office like I was running to my daddy.


“You won’t believe what happened!” I was still reeling as I threw the grade in front of Schwartz. “Look at this!”


“Come on,” he said. “Follow me.”


Together, we marched down to Tom Stanley’s office, Schwartz already gearing up to straighten him out.


“Tom, do you know this man right here?” he inquired, as Stanley continued to read the newspaper stretched out before him at arm’s length.


“Yeah.” Stanley didn’t even look up from the page.


Schwartz handed over the piece of paper. “Smith doesn’t get Cs. Smith gets As. And if you and I are going to continue to be friends, you’re going to change this grade from a C to an A.”


“Well, I guess we won’t be friends.”


Schwartz and I tucked our tails and walked solemnly back to his office.


“Well, Smith, you’re on your own on this one.”


On my own, I ended up figuring out two things quickly. First, these were two totally different guys with two totally different takes on success; I couldn’t bring a Schwartz presentation to a Stanley class. I’d forgotten that I needed to know my audience. Second, I wanted to learn from Stanley as much as I had from Schwartz.


So I just did that. No more models in bikinis. From then on, I was very Wall Street and stayed focused on the facts. Learning has always been a very tactile process for me, and I tend to learn by imitating, literally becoming like the people or ideas I’m trying on. I had to bring my suits down a notch to make that work, so I went to JCPenney and picked up a regular blue suit, a couple of button-down shirts, and some penny loafers. I knew how to be myself while also being a bit of a chameleon, and I wanted to try on Stanley’s point of view—to mirror him in every way, from his ideas down to his style—to see just how that felt.


What each of these two teachers had to give to me, I took in wholeheartedly. Schwartz boosted my confidence in a way that I continue to marvel at and appreciate. Stanley taught me to pay attention to practical concerns. I might have started out focusing on the guys with the gold chains and the Mercedes, but I came to realize that there were people who appeared to be rich and weren’t, just as there were people who appeared to be middle class, even poor, but were rich.
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