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INTRODUCTION


HAVING BIG VISIONS


A MARION BARRY, JR.




Most people don’t know me. They don’t know my work ethic, and they don’t know me as a person. They know me from ten-second sound bites. They don’t know about all of the fighting I’ve done to manage a government that was progressive and more oriented to uplift the people rather than to suppress them. That’s what I want my legacy to be. I was a freedom fighter, and a fighter for the economic livelihood of not only black people but all people. However, I recognized that black people, my people, needed the most help, so I created government policies to help them. And it wasn’t about favoritism or corruption; it was about providing an equal opportunity for more people to make a living and to be successful.


More white people, and some black people, only remember me from the Vista Hotel twenty years ago. And it’s important that I impart and draw attention to the things that I’ve done to develop more knowledge, skills and professional experience in the Washington community.


I want people to gather the truth from me rather than from a T-shirt. I want them to gain knowledge about all of the things I was able to do and the challenges that I was able to overcome.


It took a lot of courage to achieve in the community what I call big dreams and big vision. I’ve always been a big vision person. The promise is too great to think small. You have to think big. With small vision you have a small effect, small solutions and small successes. But with big visions and big dreams, you have big changes and big successes.


So I used these big dreams and visions that God gave me as a tool to create strategies to assist people. I built bigger programs to help the community learn job skills and to create more employment. And not only did I create opportunities for one color of people, I worked for all of the people who needed help: women, gays, Jews, the underprivileged and the educated. Whether you are poor or have money or don’t have money, your kids still need milk and food. So there had to be some programs and things that I could do, using the political structure, to help the people whom I represent.


I would say that God has given me a lot of gifts, and I have taken those gifts and used them for the benefit of a whole bunch of people.


In the Christian Church, we learn that God doesn’t anoint everybody the same way. So if God gives you these gifts, you have a responsibility to give them back instead of holding on to them. What’s the point in that? If God gives them to you, you don’t keep them to yourself; you use them!


The correct way to serve people with these gifts is to be more of a giver than a taker. You want to be more selfless than selfish. You want to be more helpful, rather than deprive people of things. And you want to be a loving person rather than being one who spends time hating people. Love is better than hate.


These are all character traits of good leadership. It’s also good to have tenacity, courage, accountability, integrity, and a love of people. It’s all about the people. You want to lead those people who don’t have a voice, or don’t know how to use their voices. You want to lead the people who won’t stand up, or don’t know how to stand up. Or people who don’t know how to fight or won’t fight.


You have to possess that desire and strength to lead inside of you, especially as a black man, to withstand allowing your past or cultural history to hold you back. You should never allow your future to be determined by your past. I continued to teach people that, and I still do. Black people are the only group who arrived in the U.S. in chains during slavery. And there are many of us who remain psychologically enslaved.


When I came to Washington in 1965, black people’s minds were still psychologically confined to a certain extent. We still needed to learn how to develop the type of skills to effect politics and to make a difference. But when I got here, we weren’t even allowed to be elected officials. Once we changed that and were elected, we had to do what we were supposed to do. You couldn’t promise people things that you were not trying to give them. You had to give them what you promised; otherwise, you were merely blowing hot air.


When I first won office as mayor in 1978, the District of Columbia government had about 4,000 youth working during the summer months. I grew up in segregated Memphis, Tennessee, selling newspapers, rags, wallets, pop bottles, and washing cars; anything to get a dollar. I told myself, if I ever got any power, I would do something about that. I understood that these young people had nothing to do with politics; they simply wanted a job. So they would stand on the corners and do whatever they could do to survive.


When I took office, I told my work team that I needed 25,000 young workers. I told them, “Let’s go out there and find them, and sign them up all over Washington.” I didn’t discriminate. I promised and delivered meaningful jobs to anyone who wanted to work.


But my team was more concerned about what 25,000 young workers were going to do, and how were we going to do it. So they told me they would think about it.


We thought about it and set it up, and it was a nightmare for the first two years. We didn’t have computers or any type of organized methods in place. When we finally got it all together, it became the biggest thing, where thousands more of these young people had a summer job, and we gave them something to do with training. That’s what I mean by big dreams and big visions.


It’s not about standing on your vision with only 4,000 young people with jobs; you have to expand it to more of the community. If you’re going to be a leader, you can’t be the same old kind of leader that you just got rid of. You have to be drastically different with a diverse approach to your leadership. You want to affect more of the people who elected you. But as a young man, it was never my intention to get involved in politics; I was simply trying to survive in a segregated world, while fighting for what I thought was right.


So I made that promise with programs and whatever else was needed from the government to make sure that certain resources and opportunities were available to the people and small, minority-owned businesses, whether it was in education, health, jobs, or merely improving a person’s quality of life. I was interested in building neighborhoods that could be functional rather than dysfunctional. That became extremely vital to me. And the only way you could do that was by raising the level of life of the people who lived there.


In the Eighth Ward of Washington, D.C. alone, 82 percent of the households are headed by females. It’s tough enough to raise a child and family with two parents in the house, let alone one. These black women try to raise these kids, but many of them say: “It takes a man to teach a man.” They try as hard as they can, but it’s difficult; it’s a disadvantage for a man to take a check from a woman. If a man can’t hold his own, it becomes hard for him to function in that environment. A good job can mean the world to that man and to the stability of his family.


So people have to recognize the history of our blacks in this country and the things that have been taken away from us that make us whole. With so many of our neighborhoods and communities being jobless environments, where we don’t own anything, it makes everything a more complex predicament to fix. So in those pockets of poverty, you want to build them up on a neighborhood level instead of throwing them away. Those neighborhoods are still a part of your city and community, and you have to remember that they elected you. So you have a job to do.


Most successful mayors and governors pick out five or six big dreams and visions that make an incredible difference in the eyes of the people. In Washington, D.C., over my sixteen years as mayor, as well as after my sixteen years, over 100,000 young people got jobs, and we put thousands of families in new housing. We put it in the budget and made it a priority for these youth and their families. We wanted to make sure we had more jobs and training for young people and adults and affordable housing for more people to live.


The biggest victory I had in office was with minority businesses, and making sure that the people in the community owned something. We had to make sure that the people could offer services and make products in the community that they could use. In other words, they needed opportunities to become self-sufficient. So the first thing I tried to do was strengthen the neighborhoods.


I tried to build up strong neighborhoods, and then I wanted to build a strong downtown; that way you have a strong city altogether. You can’t have one without the other; you have to have both for your city to thrive. Then you’ll have stronger people, who make a stronger downtown and the entire city strong. That’s what I had a big vision to do when I first became the mayor.


In 1965, most people in Washington had no use for downtown. They had only one huge building on the north side of Pennsylvania Avenue, an FBI building. They had no business buildings and nothing of interest for the people. There were no high-rises; no fabulous architecture. But come to Washington, D.C. and look at it now. It’s a fabulous downtown! And I was able to do a lot of things in the city because of my big vision, my ethics, my leadership and my hard work.


I quit graduate school at the University of Tennessee at Knoxville in 1964. I couldn’t see my life moving forward, while fighting white folks for an education. So I joined the Civil Rights Movement and got involved in voter registration, fighting for the homeless, sit-ins, bus boycotts and integrating schools.


With the Civil Rights Movement, we had a big protest at the Democratic Convention in Atlantic City, New Jersey in 1964. At that time, we were trying to unseat an all-white Democratic Party delegation for the state of Mississippi, but we were unsuccessful.


There had been a lot of racial activity going on in the South with an assassination in Mississippi that year, and the Student Nonviolent Coordinating Committee (SNCC) went out and raised close to $1 million from direct mail, with bags of money sitting up in an office in New York. People sent cash, money orders, personal checks and anything they could afford.


So James Forman, who was the executive secretary of SNCC, told me to go to New York and get these bags filled with money out of these office rooms and deposit all of it in the bank. SNCC had a New York office with volunteers, and I was sent up there for about two months, gathering all of this money together to do as he had instructed. So I was used to efforts to raise money to benefit the people before I ever came to Washington.


After being in New York, I told James Forman I wanted to go back down South, to continue fighting white people for justice and equality. I didn’t want to be up North in some office. I wanted to be where people were still active. Down South, people were still trying to vote and having sit-ins. People were still going to jail. People were still fighting against segregation and trying to get others to change their way of thinking. There was still a lot of work to do down South in the Civil Rights Movement.


So when James told me to go to Washington, I asked, “Why?”


I was imagining heading farther South than Washington. Outside of making speeches on the lawn, I didn’t know of anything going on there.


James Forman replied, “Washington is a majority black town with a current white SNCC director, Jim Monsonis, running the offices. That’s not right.”


He wanted me to go there to become the director of Washington’s SNCC office, lobby Congress and raise money for our efforts in the South. So I went to Washington, and once I got there, I discovered all kinds of problems. There was a 75 percent white police force. There were no recreational or structured activities for the community. Many blacks were living in the same old poverty as everywhere else.


It was the typical thing you would see back in the fifties, before the Black Power Movement emerged with Stokely Carmichael, who changed his name to Kwame Ture and later left the country for Africa. You also had Kwame Nkrumah, who was educated in America and went back home to Africa to fight for his people against British rule and became the President of Ghana. They called it the “Gold Coast” back then. So I fell right in line with the Black Power Movement and wanted to take a stronger position in politics to make a difference. We were all young leaders who were dedicated to seeing the global uprising of blacks.


At that time, D.C. didn’t have any elected officials. The city was governed by three commissioners, who were appointed by the President. So we fought to get our first elected school board in 1968. Then we fought for our first elected city council and a Washington, D.C. mayor, Walter Washington, in 1974. He took office on January 2, 1975.


I was immediately moved and inspired by the many possibilities of the city. But with everything else that we had to fix, we had to make sure that downtown was ready. So we had to get involved in the big businesses, particularly the major construction companies that were all owned by white people. When I got in office, the black community received less than 3 percent of the contract business in the city, even though we made up the majority of the population. And with my minority programs, when I left office, we had increased from 3 percent of the major contract business to 47 percent of the total city.


That was the hardest thing to get black folks to see: the power of economics. That’s what white folks really care about. They don’t sit around talking about what we do or don’t do, as long as it doesn’t bother their money. So they’ll let you protest. They don’t care anything about that, as long as it doesn’t affect their bottom line. But once you start messing with white people’s money, or money that they were used to getting all of, that’s when you start having problems.


A lot of whites inherit businesses, and some of them come up with genius ideas, like KFC, Google, and Facebook. But the biggest impediment of black folks developing the same type of businesses is the lack of capital. The banks purposely won’t give most black businesses the money to start out because they don’t really want us to succeed. Some of the banks realize that would only create more competition for whites. I felt a need to set up small business programs so blacks could get in and start something that they could own.


In the black community, we still manage to spend a total consumer amount that is greater than all but nine countries around the world. We spend something like $2 billion in the beauty and hair products business alone.


When you go from 3 percent to 47 percent of $2 billion in business in Washington, and that money’s going from whites to blacks, that’s what they care about. That’s when some white people really start to pay attention to what you’re doing. When you start giving black people real money, opportunities and a real sense of pride in themselves that was taken away from us, that’s when outside people get mad.


That’s what the sting at the Vista Hotel was all about. It was all planned out by the FBI, and it cost them at least $10 million. They went through my mail, my credit card accounts; everything they could get their hands on. That happened after I started giving opportunities to so many black folks to make real money. You had the local newspapers of Washington and the U.S. Attorney for the District talking all about corruption and so-called “friends of Mayor Marion Barry,” but they couldn’t find any. The drugs, alcohol and women; they don’t really mind all that. They care, of course, but they get extra sensitive when you start hitting them in the pocket. That’s what the truth is.


White folks may let you in their country clubs to play golf, invite you out to dinner, take you out to play tennis, but when it comes to dividing up the money, that’s a whole ’nother story. They didn’t want me creating all of these opportunities for black folks. So when the FBI set me up at the Vista, they were really trying to kill me. If they killed me, they wouldn’t have to worry about me anymore.


That was the first time in history where they allowed someone to inhale a substance. Usually they would barge in before you inhaled. So they wanted me to overdose on some potent stuff. And they pushed it on me. You can see it on the tape.


They wanted to catch me up in the room with a crack pipe. Everyone in the community could see that, and they all recognized it was a set-up. I believe the FBI even told Rasheeda Moore that they would lock her up for five years for committing perjury in California if she didn’t go through with it. But they couldn’t lock her up without a trial or a court case. So once everything came out in the trial, I finally forgave her over time. Being a Christian, I forgave her. She was a pawn of the system too. I understood what they put her up to do. But it did make me think more about everybody I associated with.


I was embarrassed by the hotel sting. Sure I was. The federal government circulated the video to American embassies all around the world, and they sold them to discredit everything that I had done in the city. But I never stopped working. That’s what they wanted me to do.


Even with the drug dealing and violence that hit D.C. and made us the so-called “murder capital,” I never stopped working hard to make things better. The drug and crime epidemic was going on all over the country. There were drug wars, violence and people killing each other all over America; three and four hundred a year in D.C. Before that, New Orleans was the murder capital, where more poor blacks would kill each other, while trying to survive segregation and fighting one another over street money.


But when this drug thing hit the streets of Washington, the government didn’t know how to deal with it. The law enforcement didn’t know how to deal with it. And I didn’t know how to deal with it.


It hit so fast, it crippled us, and it was so violent. We hadn’t seen three and four hundred homicides like that in ten years. It also began to sway some of the young people that we had every year in our summer programs. Some of them didn’t want to do our jobs anymore; it wasn’t enough money. They started making a G a day on a phone. They weren’t going to make that kind of money on our summer jobs. So what were you going to do?


These are all the things that people don’t know about when I was the mayor in office. But I kept working for the people, and I never stopped working and fighting, no matter what they tried to do or said about me. That’s why I keep teaching, you can’t allow your future be determined by your past.


The big vision in writing this book is to enlighten, educate, motivate, empower, inspire and envision black people to use their various instruments and gifts to achieve success and greatness.


I would say I did an outstanding job to help develop the people in the Washington, D.C. community. It was incredible. I did extraordinary things. I did the impossible with my successes, overcoming the odds and was able to get back up after being knocked down. I got bigger than what Congress could control. They wanted to control the way that residents in Washington worked and had power over their quality of life. With this book, I simply want people to understand the truth.


One time, a white politician told me, “You can do all kinds of big things, but if nobody knows about it…you ain’t done nothing.”


That’s politics; you’re only as good as what you did for the people you represent. And I want the people to know that I did a lot, for all those who judge me but don’t really know me. For the people who heard about me, but who don’t know all about me. And for the people who never knew my record.


I always felt like I was two different people in politics; one as a personally religious man who was quiet with a lot of doubts and frustrations; and the other as the politician who had to be brave and courageous, while representing the desires of the people. I seemed to be brave enough to take on anything for the people. But deep down inside, I hurt like anybody else.


As you read this book, I don’t want people to see this as just another memoir, but a book that gives hope, that’s uplifting, and will help other politicians govern a major city and be aware of the many tricks that some in the media play.





CHAPTER 1


SON OF THE SOUTH




I remember overhearing conversations my mother had when I was young, where she talked about being tired of having babies with no money. She had smooth, brown skin—as brown as mine—and she was tall, like five feet eight, and she bragged about having big legs. She had a gentle spirit, but she was firm.


She said, “I’m tired of being poor and not being able to do what I want to do. This is not how I want to live.” I can’t remember who she said it to, probably a family member or a friend or somebody. But I do know this; my mother sent my oldest sister, Lillie, up to Chicago to live with our grandmother, then she left my father in Mississippi and took my baby sister and me to Arkansas.


I always think back to that as one of the strongest memories of my mother, because she packed us up and left. She wasn’t just talking about it. We left Arkansas six months later for Memphis, Tennessee, on our way to Chicago.


Had my mother not done that or felt so strongly about what she wanted to do, I may still be in Mississippi to this day. I didn’t really think about it much before, but I believe that’s where I got my get-up-and-go spirit from; my mother gave it to me. I guess you can say she showed me the way to protest. You don’t talk about making a change; you do something about it.


She was eighteen years old when she had me in Itta Bena, Mississippi. It was LeFlore County in 1936, during the era of the Great Depression and black people’s migration north to the big city of Chicago. Thousands of black folks moved there from Mississippi, Arkansas and Tennessee. They had neighborhoods in Chicago where an entire town of Southern people had settled in the same area. A lot of black people from Texas migrated out to California.


My mother’s plan was for us to take a bus to Chicago to join my sister and grandmother, but when my grandmother sent for us to come, my father took the money. I guess he opened my mother’s mail and found it or something, and he wanted us to stay there on the farm with him. He didn’t want us to leave Mississippi. He was already used to it there.


Sometimes people are so indoctrinated into a certain way of life that they don’t know how to break it. That’s how some people are; they get used to things being a certain way and that’s all they know. A lot of people down South were that way. That’s the way it was in segregation. There were no black politicians in Mississippi at that time, and the people there were trying to survive. They accepted segregation and poverty for what it was. Many of them didn’t know anything different.


My father was forty-six when they had me. He was a very dark brown man from spending so many years out in the hot sun as a farmer. He was over six feet tall, about six-two, and robust. You had to be built like that with farming. I don’t know if he had other children from a previous marriage or from other women. I don’t know if he had even married my mother legally. A lot of people were married by common law in those days, especially in the Deep South.


In Mississippi, I was the oldest of three children in my family and the only boy. My two younger sisters were Lillie—named after my grandmother on my mother’s side—and Elizabeth. My father’s name was Marion Barry—where I got my name from—and my mother’s name was Mattie from the Bland family.


I remember learning that Epps Bland was my great-great-grandfather, and that he and his four brothers were born into slavery before gaining their freedom. So I had Bland family members who had moved to various places at different times. Nobody kept family records back then, so I don’t know where everyone moved to and when. I only knew they were in Chicago, Detroit, Cleveland, Gary, Memphis, Arkansas and Mississippi.


Before we moved from Mississippi, my mother had picked and chopped so much cotton that her hands were curled. She would chop and part the cotton fields with a hoe, and use a switchblade to cut crabgrass. That was what my sisters and I were born and raised into: picking, chopping and separating cotton as sharecroppers.


We lived in a segregated society on Mississippi farmland, where a white man would lease you the land and some cotton seed to harvest the cotton. You would pay him off by picking and selling your crops. They called it sharecropping, but you weren’t sharing anything. It was a slick way of being slaves again. The white man owned the land and you worked it for him unless you could afford to buy some land of your own, or inherit the land.


But few of the sharecroppers ever made enough money to pay the landowners off, unless you had a big enough family to pick all of the cotton you needed to sell to make a profit. That’s why you had so many large families with five or six children on the farms. On top of that, the white men would always buy the cotton for less than what they sold it to you for. So they would make their money both ways, and you would be poor and in debt until you decided to leave.


We lived in what they called a shotgun house that went straight from the front door to the back door. The house had a tin roof that made a bunch of noise whenever it rained. We had an outhouse to use the bathroom, a pump for water and a kerosene lamp for light and for heat. We often went barefoot or had shoes that had holes in them. So we would strap cardboard on the inside to the bottoms. But on many days I went barefoot.


As the only boy, I wore mostly shorts and T-shirts or no shirt at all in the summertime. My father wore bib overalls for farming. My mother and sisters wore dresses made of cotton. It was nothing fancy, only the bare necessities. That’s the kind of poverty my mother was talking about when she complained. She couldn’t see herself and her family being that way for the rest of our lives. Sharecropping was a hard way to live.


On our farm, we had chickens, pigs and a mule for long-distance travel. We also used the mule to carry the cotton to the cotton shack and to take us to church or to the schoolhouse. We would strap a wagon to the back of the mule and climb in the wagon.


For food, we ate chicken and every part of the pig but the squeal. We ate pig feet, ham, pork chops, chitterlings, sausage, pig tail, pig knuckles; everything. I remember my mother and father would raise and kill the pigs by jabbing them in their sides with a sharp knife. And the pigs would go eerrkk!


From the time I was a young child, I remember my mother carrying and picking cotton with two sacks on her shoulders—one on her right and one on her left. The sacks hung over her shoulders on a strap, and she would pick cotton with both hands. With no babysitter during her field work, my mother and father would often drag me on the end of the cotton sacks. My mother said she would pick nearly 250 pounds of cotton a day. That’s what she told me; I was too young to weigh it. I just know she was chopping and picking cotton from sunup to sundown.


I started picking cotton around five or six years old, and we would put three or four, forty- to fifty-pound sacks on the mule to take to the cotton market. We had a short sack and a long sack that held more cotton. The short sack was for me. I couldn’t pick nearly as much cotton as they could. And we had crops of tall cotton and short cotton. For the tall cotton, you would walk over and pick it standing up, but for the short cotton, you would get on your knees to pick it. Sometimes we wore kneepads to prevent our knees from getting scuffed.


Outside of picking cotton all day, there wasn’t much for kids to do. I remember walking for miles and going to church or to the convenience store with my mother to buy the groceries. Even our neighbors lived a mile or more away.


I remember playing out in the yard and going to the schoolhouse, where they had one big room for students, no matter what age you were. I liked going to the schoolhouse; it was something to do. I don’t know if we learned anything in there, but I didn’t think anything bad about it. And I liked the sweet Carnation milk they gave us at the schoolhouse.


I helped my mother to pick cotton until I was around seven or eight. That’s when she started teaching me to chop the cotton. But that process was hard and it would hurt your hands. I didn’t like that. So I told my mother, “I can’t do this no more.” That was a hell of a way for a young kid to spend his days. But that was Mississippi sharecropping for you.


All of that led to my mother wanting to leave Mississippi. That’s when she sent my sister, Lillie, to Chicago to stay with our grandmother in anticipation of us going to join them later. The plan was for my grandmother to send my mother, Elizabeth and me some Greyhound bus fare. That’s when my father found the money and took it to prevent us from leaving. You were raised in that system in 1936, and my father accepted it. But with my mother, she may have been poor financially, but she wasn’t poor in spirit, and she’d had enough of poverty.


So she took Elizabeth and me on the ferry boat across the Mississippi River to stay with my uncle and his family in West Helena, Arkansas. My uncle had a job cutting timber to build houses, and when my mother took us over there, that was the last time I ever saw my father. There were reports about my father being dead before we left Mississippi, but I only told people that later on in high school to avoid the shame of not having my father in my life anymore. It was embarrassing for me, so I said he was dead when people asked me about him. I don’t know if it was true or not. I never tried to find him. But my father had never abused me or anything, like some of the other kids’ fathers. He tried to give me anything that I asked for. On weekends, my father ran a corn liquor operation.


When we arrived in Arkansas, black people were still segregated, but the schools were more structured and the families lived closer together. We were all able to play out in the streets and at the playgrounds and schoolyards. The schools in West Helena had everyone separated by their age groups instead of having us all in one big room at the schoolhouse, like they had us in Mississippi. So I was back with kids my own age.


My mother became a domestic in Arkansas, working in white women’s kitchens. But she had a rule where she always insisted that she go in through the front door and not through the back. She told them to call her by her last name, Ms. Barry. She was a good worker and a good cook. She also babysat for families. But she wouldn’t take anything from them as far as people trying to put her down. My mother earned her respect and showed me how to earn it.


Sometimes she took me to their houses with her, but I would never get too friendly or try to play with the white women’s kids. I may have played with a boy a bit, but definitely not with a white girl. That was suicide. I recognized that early on. You didn’t mess with white women; white girls or women. Nobody had to tell us that; we automatically knew what not to do in segregation. It was ingrained in us. That’s how segregation was. And you didn’t ask why.


I mean, I was curious. Sure. But that was it. You didn’t go there, or at least not me.


We only stayed in Arkansas for about six months before we left for Memphis. My mother had relatives from the Bland family who lived there. I was about eight years old and in the third grade.


When we moved to Memphis, we stayed with my Aunt Mattie in Hyde Park, North Memphis. We later moved to an area called Douglas on Sydney Street at 1492. How we got to Douglas, I don’t remember.


I enrolled in Douglas Elementary and High School. The school went from kindergarten to the twelfth grade. The story was: the white politicians of Memphis did not want to name a school after Frederick Douglass, the abolitionist, so they insisted they name it Douglas with only one “s.”


I remember I was still bothered by my name when I got there. I never liked the name Marion. I thought it sounded like a girl’s name. Marion was too close to Mary and Mariam. I didn’t like my mother calling me “Junior” either.


I told my mother, “I don’t like you calling me that.” I didn’t want to be known as a junior. But she didn’t stop saying it. I guess that was her way of respecting my father even though we had left him.


In my fourth-grade year, I met Richard Kirkland Bowden, who was in the fifth grade. I competed against his class in the spelling bee. I was representing the fourth grade and he was representing the fifth grade, and I won. Richard still talks about losing to me in that spelling bee to this day.


I had a reputation of being very smart in school. And after the spelling bee, Richard and I became good friends. He lived two blocks away. I remember we shot marbles and played football together around the neighborhood. Richard later became a Deputy U.S. Marshal for Washington, D.C.


Memphis, Tennessee was still segregated when I lived there, like it was in Mississippi and Arkansas, but the school system was a lot more organized, even more so than it was in West Helena. Everyone had their own rooms and was in their right grades. The teachers were better trained in Memphis, and they were mostly women. You had a few men teaching math, science, history and coaching sports teams, but not a lot.


We used to go to the meat packing company called Fineberg after school and for lunch to get hot dogs and buns to eat. We had guys who would walk two or three miles from the school and back to go to the meat company. They also had more of the sweet Carnation milk that I liked.


We moved to 1492 Sydney Street when my mother married Mr. Bacon, who became my first stepfather. We later moved from Sydney Street after the closing of the packing company, where my mother had worked as a meatpacker. He took me around town to a few places but not many. Sydney Street was his house, which did not have any gas. There were two stoves in the house—one for heating and one for cooking. The cooking stove had an oven that was fired by coal. Instead of a refrigerator, we had an ice box, where you had a fifty-pound block of ice on the top part of the box with a swinging door to open it.


I don’t remember what happened with my mother and Mr. Bacon, but my mother later married Prince Jones, who had three daughters and a son from a previous marriage: Gwendolyn, Amy, Jacqueline and Sammie. So my mother, Elizabeth and I moved from the north side of Memphis to the south side, and into Prince Jones’s house. I don’t remember much about it, but I do know the house wasn’t big enough for eight family members. My mother had two more daughters with Mr. Prince Jones: Gloria and Shirley, creating a household of ten people, where I was the oldest of only two boys. So I learned a lot about leadership and responsibility, even in our own household. And I was surrounded by young women.


As a kid, I was never punished much or abused or anything. Sometimes my mother used to discipline me for falling asleep in church, but that was about it. She’d pop me in a minute for not paying attention, but she was never abusive to me. Sometimes you deserve punishment.


So my mother would catch me dozing off in church, and pop!


“Boy, wake up and pay attention!”


I got a whupping one time for leaving my sister at the movies by herself in a community called Hollywood, close to Douglas. I didn’t want to see the movie anymore and she did, so I left her. I got home and my mother asked me, “Where’s your sister?”


I said, “I don’t know.”


My mother whipped me good, and I screamed every time she hit me, “Momma, it hurts!” But she kept going and she and I walked the three or four miles back downtown to the movies to get my sister.


Sometimes, my mother used to whip me with the ironing cord. She would say, “This hurts me more than it hurts you.”


I would say, “Well, stop it then.”


I wouldn’t ever say we were a close family, though. My mother and stepfather were always doing separate jobs and things. One of them would cook for one night and not be home or around for the next. That’s part of the reason—years later—that I wanted my own family to gather around at the table at night for dinner. I wanted to create a feeling of togetherness that I missed in my own upbringing. I liked for my family to be able to talk to one another about our day around the table. I think that’s important in a family.


Thinking back, I didn’t like how I looked when I was growing up in Memphis either. There was nothing in particular that I didn’t like; it was my overall look. I didn’t like my face. But when I got older, I began to like my looks and my name; no one else had it. I guess you can say I went through a natural evolution. God gave me my name, my face and my look. It was the only name and face I had so I had to live with it. I didn’t complain too much and I worked hard for everything I got in life.


The biggest disappointment I had as a child was finding out there was no Santa Claus. I always wondered how he got himself and all those toys down the chimney. So when I finally found out that it wasn’t true that Santa Claus left us toys, I was devastated. I felt like we had been lied to for all those years. But I got over it. I still enjoyed the pop guns and Christmas toys that they gave me, regardless of whether Santa Claus existed or not.


My mother worked as a domestic in Memphis. Sometimes I would cut the grass at the women’s houses where she worked and tag along with her to help out when she asked me to. But I still didn’t bother with the women’s kids; Memphis was still segregated. We lived in an all-black part of South Memphis, but black people lived all over Memphis: East Memphis, North Memphis, South Memphis.


Memphis was run by a powerful white man named E.H. Crump. We called him “Boss Crump.” He was the former mayor of the city, but from a political context he was the governor. We didn’t know where his money came from—black people didn’t ask questions like that—we only knew that he had a lot of power in the city. He ran all of the city’s politics and was the czar of black people. He made sure whoever he wanted to be mayor got elected.


There were no black politicians in Memphis at the time, and everybody knew that Boss Crump ran the city. Nothing happened in Memphis without him being a part of it, no matter whom the mayor was or who was in office. We all found it fascinating that this man was able to run the city like that. I think it may have influenced me in some ways to make an impact on city policies when you’re empowered to. I didn’t want to be like Boss Crump, but I would rather have been a man who could have an influence than not. What’s the point of being a leader if you have no influence?


Once my large family got settled in, we needed a larger place and moved again to Latham Street, where I graduated from the Florida Street Elementary School in the eighth grade. I went there in the seventh and eighth, and I remember the first girl who gave me a kiss.


She said, “Come here,” and called me back into the cloak room, where we hung our coats. I walked back there with her and she kissed me on the lips. I almost fainted. I didn’t have that much experience with girls. My heart was racing a mile a minute.


Around that time, in the early 1950s, Benjamin Hooks, A.W. Willis, Jr. and Russell Sugarmon, Jr. were the first black officials and lawyers to put the city of Memphis on the map with their activism. They were three black people who stuck out and began to fight against the practices of segregation in the city. We were all proud of them, and they went down as some of the first freedom fighters in the city of Memphis. They influenced me as well. They were all educated black men who used their education and popularity to do something with it for the benefit of the people. What wouldn’t you admire about that? There are too many educated people who don’t use their degrees for the benefit of the people, but to be a good leader, you have to use them. You have to use everything that you have to make a difference.


Benjamin Hooks later became the head of the NAACP, Russell Sugarmon became a high-ranking judge and A.W. Willis became the first black elected official to the Tennessee General Assembly since the Civil War era in the 1880s. They were an inspiration to us all.


After graduating from Florida Street Elementary School, I went to Booker T. Washington High School. Booker T. was another segregated school in Memphis, but I was happy to go there. We won Tennessee state titles in everything we played: football, basketball, track and band. Our colors were green and gold and our school name was the Warriors. It seemed like we went to the state finals nearly every year. So I learned how to be a part of a winning tradition, even if I couldn’t play on the teams.


I was proud to go to Booker T., and the athletes got a whole lot of attention there from the girls. The girls liked jocks and the athletes were the most popular guys in school. So it was a perfect match. But in my freshman and sophomore years, I was too small to play any sports. I didn’t have the size to play football and I wasn’t tall enough for basketball. I hadn’t played that many sports before high school, so I wasn’t any good at them. But I wanted to be popular for something, so I focused on academics.


The first time I brought my report card home in the ninth grade, I had done so well in school that my mother broke down and cried. She couldn’t believe it. That made me feel that getting good grades was definitely something that I could do to be popular. So I kept at it, knowing that academics could take me places and give me something to toss my hat in.


I still wanted to be involved in sports and other things at school, though. So I took up boxing and band. In boxing, I used to go down to this gym in Memphis without my mother’s knowledge. I got a little bit of attention from the girls with my boxing. I even won a few fights. I had about fourteen or fifteen fights, but I stopped after my last two. I had moved up from the 112 weight division to 118, and I got punched in the face so hard I saw stars. I didn’t go down, but it felt like I was out on my feet. My head was aching and spinning like a top. I was saved by the bell that night. Then I had my next fight and I finally got knocked down.


I said, “Yup, that’s the end of me boxing.” I told my coach that it wasn’t for me. I guess I didn’t have boxing in my blood. I didn’t want to keep getting knocked down with my head hurting. But I understood the courage and the preparation that it took to go into a good fight. My experience in boxing helped me to view everything as an opponent. It was you against them in a big ring and everybody was watching. I always wanted to do well in a fight.


When I went out for the school band, I tried to play the trumpet. The music director let me take a trumpet home with me to practice. You couldn’t be in the band if you couldn’t play an instrument. You had to know how to play. Then they told me I would have to buy my own instrument, so I quit. We couldn’t afford it and they didn’t have instruments to allow you to rent, so I had to quit.


I had a lot of fun in high school. We had some good teachers at Booker T. Washington who really cared about us. I was pretty popular and hung out with all of the athletes, but I didn’t get my growth spurt until later on. I grew about three more inches in college. But in high school, I hung out with all the popular guys who played sports.


One time I had to set a few football players straight in my English class. These guys were shooting rubber bands around the classroom with their fingers, goofing around and being disruptive in the back of the room. The teacher turned and asked me, “Mr. Barry, are you shooting these rubber bands?”


I said, “No, I’m not shooting any rubber bands. I don’t know what you’re talking about.”


He was thinking that I was doing it because some of these football players were shooting these rubber bands right around me. So after around two or three weeks of this rubber band shooting, I got tired of it and after class, I told them, “Y’all gotta cut that shit out.”


I was all right with the football guys and the other athletes, but I took school seriously and I didn’t want them to jeopardize what I had going academically. I wouldn’t shoot off rubber bands or try to mess up their football or basketball games, so I didn’t want them doing that in my classes. Sometimes you have to speak up as a leader, even when it involves people that you know and like. They knew it was the right thing to do so they didn’t really argue or complain about me saying anything about it. All the guys already knew that I was into my schoolwork.


On my weekends in high school, we would sometimes go to a party in North Memphis, and you would have your typical neighborhood fights with guys from the other side.


They would start complaining, “Hey, man, leave our girls alone.”


We would always end up in a fight, but after the fights were over, I would keep dancing. We had a lot of fights in Memphis, but the fights never stopped me from having fun. I never allowed any circumstances to stop me from doing what I wanted to do or achieving my goals. Even as a teenager, I noticed how some people would have a bunch of excuses in life, but I didn’t. I never made those excuses; I would simply find a way to push forward. I was always able to focus through chaos.


I remember we would have Friday night football games against Manassas—an all-black high school on the North side—and after the games, we would have fights with the school’s fans. So the school system moved the Friday night games to two o’clock in the afternoon to avoid any fights. So you would only have the home team fans at the games since we couldn’t get to the other school in time to see them.


On the weekends and during the summertime, we would go downtown to Beale Street to the Old Daisy and New Daisy movie theaters. They were the theaters that black people frequented. We went to the Hippodrome—a skating rink and ballroom on Beale Street—where they had events, parties and shows. We would ride on the Main Street trolley and have a ball, pulling the strings to stop the car.


With the shops downtown and around Memphis, I would always look at the price before I would buy anything. That’s what poor people often learn to do with clothes and groceries. We couldn’t focus on brand names or quality. We focused on the price. But I figured when I got some money, I would look at the quality first.


We even had doo-wop groups in high school, listening to Sam Cooke’s “You Send Me” and other songs that we liked, including songs from The Clovers and The Midnighters.


We had this one song from The Midnighters, where we sang, “Annie had a baby / can’t work no more…”


I had a bunch of good times in high school. I had a sweetheart named Vernell and I kept my good grades in school. I even took up speaking and going to poetry events back then. I wanted to learn “House by the Side of the Road” by Sam Walter Foss and make my own version of it. I would hear other people recite it, and I told myself, “I’m gonna learn this poem myself.”


I liked this poem because of the message about life when you live in a house by the side of the road. But it wasn’t the only poem I liked.


I listened to Harold Sims, a church member who performed “The Creation,” a poem by James Weldon Johnson. This poem, written by a black man, discussed the creation of this world and God’s role in it, and I wanted to learn this great, long poem to enhance my speaking as an orator. And Harold Sims became the acting head of the National Urban League right after Whitney M. Young in 1971.


I had an older colleague from church, William J. Hawkins, who was in school at LeMoyne-Owen College around that time. He would take me around to some of these poetry events on campus, and he was a member of Alpha Phi Alpha Fraternity. Going to these poetry events on campus made me want to go to college and pledge for Alpha myself. Reciting poetry also helped me with my public speaking and confidence. So I’ve always had a strong affection for poetry and how using different words and sayings could fire up and inspire an audience.


Looking back at it all, I realize how many of my early experiences helped to prepare me for the big stages of my later career. Sometimes, when you look back at a person’s life and experiences early on, you can see the traits of what kind of a person they will become. And my very humble and determined beginnings definitely helped to make me the leader that I would become. So if you really want to understand who I am now and what made me do the things I did to become the leader that I wanted to be, you have to first understand the people and the places where I was raised and how I adapted to those environments to survive and to make progress—like how I used to always find odd jobs to make money when I was young. Coming from the cotton fields of Mississippi, I was used to hard work. It didn’t bother me.


I used to do all kinds of odd jobs growing up in Memphis. One of my main jobs was a newspaper carrier. The man who was the director of the newspaper distribution for The Commercial Appeal for that part of South Memphis, said that they had openings for paper carriers. So I asked them for a job carrying newspapers. In Memphis, like in most cities, you had a certain geographical area where you would deliver your papers. We would go to pick up the papers early in the morning and we would fold them up in fours and put rubber bands on them. Then I would put them in two bags and deliver them on a bicycle. We liked to fold them inside of an early breakfast restaurant, but the black carriers couldn’t eat inside there, so sometimes we would order something to go.


I had about a fifty-fifty split of white and black customers that I would deliver newspapers to. Most people paid me on time. However, there were some people who didn’t pay me. Newspaper carriers had to submit subscriber payments every Saturday. Sometimes, my mother lent me the money for the nonpaying customers out of her meager earnings until I could collect the money.


I had fun doing it, though. I was still making some money, but some subscribers would tell us, “Come back tomorrow,” when it was time for them to pay.


At that time, if you got a certain number of new subscribers, say fifteen or more, then they would send the white kids to New Orleans as a bonus. We found out about that, and we could see the money that everyone was getting from the things they were buying with it. It just so happened, I had a cousin who was delivering papers on the North side of Memphis, who was going through the same thing with inequality. Since we were networking around Memphis, we decided to stop delivering the papers. There were no computers back then, only notebooks to keep track of everything.


So a few other black carriers and I decided not to deliver our newspapers for three or four days. We saw these white newspaper carriers getting sent to New Orleans and black carriers only getting new bicycles, and we didn’t think that was fair. We were delivering these papers just like they were. This inequality in relation to newspaper distribution was an extension of the segregation we had in our own schools, barbershops, churches, beauty shops and funeral homes.


Our elders were not used to asking white people for fairness or fighting back. But here you had a group of young fifteen- and sixteen-year-old boys mixed into segregation and we were striking against inequality and fighting back for our rights. That was a little different for our parents and for older people in our community to accept. Most black people in Memphis didn’t do that. The deepest custom of segregation was that those who were colonialized would take on the habits that the colonizers wanted them to take on. But we knew, as young people, that it was something wrong with segregation and how we were treated as opposed to how they all treated white people. We wanted to be treated the same way the white boys were treated for carrying the same papers. But that kind of mistreatment with segregation was so customary in the South that people thought it was the right thing to do.


We withheld our lists of subscribers from everyone and we decided that we weren’t going to deliver any papers. It lasted for about three days. The Commercial Appeal then gave in and provided us the same bonuses as the white carriers and sent us to St. Louis, which was better for us anyway.


That was one of the first times I stood up to segregation, but it definitely wasn’t the last. I realized that if you didn’t fight back in Memphis, and if you weren’t willing to get your behind beat, then you wouldn’t get anything. People wouldn’t just give you what you wanted. You had to organize yourself with plans to take it. I realized that early in my life. If you want change, you have to make change happen for yourself.


To tell you the truth, I don’t know where I got my militancy from, but I got it. I can’t attribute it all to my mother either. She was surprised herself by some of the things I did. Sometimes I even tried a sip of the cold “white” water from the segregated water fountains. I remember when my mother saw me drinking from a fountain. She snatched me from the fountain and said, “You better watch yourself, boy. You’ll get locked up.” I had decided that I wanted to drink some “white” water.


Blacks were only allowed to go to the Memphis Zoo on Thursdays. One time a group of five of my friends managed to walk into a segregated state fair in Memphis without being stopped. But after about ten or fifteen minutes, the Memphis police officers arrived and put us out. I didn’t consider it right that only white people got to go. Blacks lived in the state of Tennessee, too. How come we couldn’t go to the state fair?


I figured I had to get some of my defiance from my mother, and from being young and not knowing any better. But with most of the older black people in the South, they accepted things for what they were. We didn’t call it racism back then; we called it segregation. I didn’t have enough contact with white people to call it racist.


I remember we used to have this game we played with some of the white paper carriers called “The Blood Bowl.” We would play football in this vacant lot on Third Street, black against white. They knew that some of us went to Booker T. Washington High School, and they wanted to see if they could beat us in football. That’s how popular my high school was for sports and winning.


We called this football game “The Blood Bowl” because we played with no pads, helmets, nothing. We were really trying to draw blood out there. It was a tough game, where we went hard to battle and beat each other. The first time we played it, though, the police caught us and tried to break it up, but the white boys wouldn’t let them do it. They wanted to play us to prove they could beat us so bad that they didn’t let the cops stop it. Then we started mixing up the teams with black and white. That was the only way we could get around the cops trying to break up our playing. That was something else. Sports have always had a way of evening out the playing field between the races. Either you can play or you can’t. And either you win or you lose. There’s no politics in that.


Willie Herenton, another paper route carrier who was four years behind me, became the first black mayor of Memphis. We had been childhood friends for years. He often ate at my house, and I ate at his. We talked all about distributing newspapers in the old segregated Memphis.


I spent four or five years in a segregated Boy Scouts unit to become an Eagle Scout. We had all-black and all-white units back then. So whenever we did big events with the other Boy Scouts, we would have meetings with our black scout masters to talk to us about what to do and how to act. My friends didn’t want to finish or go on as long as I did, but I wanted to be an Eagle Scout, so that’s what I did. I always worked to be the best, and an Eagle Scout was considered the best. I don’t remember being the first black Eagle Scout of all of Memphis, but I was the first amongst my friends in my unit. I was determined to finish what I had started.


But segregation was like that. You had to be determined to fight it because it ran through every part of society. That’s why it was going to take the kids and young people to be able to break it. We even had a bus line back then, where you would ride through a black neighborhood, and the passengers would be mostly black. The same bus would cross into a white neighborhood, and it would be the reverse, with all white folks. The few blacks that were on the bus had to move from the front to the back. In fact, in New Orleans and other places, there were signs on the buses separating the seating. So when the bus would ride down Fourth Street, with a significant amount of white folks on it with the windows open, we used to throw water on the white people.


We didn’t know what we were doing back then; we felt something was wrong about how they treated us and we were angry about it. I’m not saying that it was right, but animosity directed toward you can make you show the same animosity toward someone else. This was before I learned anything about nonviolent resistance. We didn’t know anything about that. All we knew was how to fight.


The Memphis City Schools system even had a Central High School in Memphis, with all white students who called themselves the Warriors with the same green and gold colors. But they weren’t state champions or anything like we were. So years later, after Brown v. Board of Education, we had a dispute to see who was going to change their school name and colors, and it wasn’t going to be us. We had established ourselves in the state and they had not. So eventually, Central High School changed its mascot name to something else.


The segregation of Memphis never stopped our fun in high school, nor did it stop me from finding jobs and trying to make some money. In my junior and senior years, I could work after school, so some of my high school friends and I took jobs plastering houses and church buildings that were new or being remodeled. I had taken plastering in high school and we were allowed to work part-time. This was long before drywall. I went to a Baptist church with my mother and family, but there were Episcopal churches that would hire us for the plastering jobs.


I took a job as a waiter and a busboy at the American Legion in my late years of high school, but it only lasted for two weeks. The American Legion was an all-white veteran club in Memphis, where they served liquor in bottles with the American Legion name on them. In Memphis, you couldn’t buy liquor by the drink, so they had you buy these blue tickets in order to get a drink. And if you wanted five drinks, you would buy five blue tickets. You had to have several tickets for a drink.


While waiting tables there one day, this one white man said, “Hey, boy! Nigger!”


He was very loud and disrespectful to me, so I said, “That’s not my name.” I was mad and embarrassed by it, so I told the management that they needed to get him out of there before I punched him in his mouth.


They made the disrespectful patrons leave, and the same thing happened a few days later, so a couple days after that, I quit. I had a natural fight in my spirit that wouldn’t allow me to accept that kind of disrespect from white customers, where other black kids would. They could never understand that from me, my fight for respect. But I waited tables at white establishments throughout my college career at different places where I made sure that the customers respected me and didn’t call me out my name. I never allowed that one incident or anything else to stop me from doing what I wanted to do. That was a common trait throughout my life. If I have it in my mind that I want to do something, I’m not going to allow anyone to stop me.


I remember the Peabody Hotel downtown was segregated back then, too, and they had a Peabody Duck March. The ducks had their own penthouse at the top of the hotel and everything. They treated those ducks better than they treated us. Of course, they let blacks work there, cleaning up rooms and taking out the trash, but we couldn’t go in certain parts of the hotel that the ducks could go in. We used to see the ducks waddle around in the hotel and couldn’t believe it. Then the Peabody closed down for a long time. But when it reopened years later, when I became the Mayor of Washington, I went back for a visit to Memphis and I ordered the biggest penthouse suite in the hotel. It was my way of making a statement and showing that I had risen up past all of their segregation, had overcome all that I had been subjected to and returned home as a black man in power.


Before I graduated from high school, at age eighteen, I registered for the United States Draft, which at that time, was required of all young men. I also joined the Naval Air Reserve at seventeen as a high school junior. I became one of the first black Naval Air Reservists in Memphis. In fact, I may have been the first in the entire state of Tennessee. I joined the Reserve because I was on a tour of a naval air base at Millington, Tennessee, right outside of Memphis, when I noticed there were no black reservists on the base.


I asked the white commander of the base, why there were no black Reservists and he said, “Why don’t you join?”


So James Truly, another black student who was interested, and I joined the Naval Air Reserve. I became an aerial photographer with duties of one weekend out of every month, and ninety days during the summer. We also were paid, which made it easier for me to want to join. My fondest memories of that time were when we went to Treasure Island, right near San Francisco, over the summer after my graduation from high school.


I graduated from the first class of Booker T. Washington that had a brand-new gymnasium in 1954. I was also inducted into the National Honor Society while in high school at Booker T. It was our shining moment to graduate from a proud high school of winners. However, a lot of my high school friends didn’t go to college. Most of them finished high school and went looking for jobs or entered the military. We didn’t have all of the scholarships for sports back then, or a lot of my athletic friends would have gone to college. We didn’t have a lot of school counselors or anything to prepare us for college either, so most of my high school friends and classmates went right to work after high school, if they could find a good-paying job. A lot of them were unprepared and didn’t know what to do. I didn’t take the SATs and I had no idea how to go to college myself; I knew that I wanted to go, so I got in motion again to make it happen.


I can’t remember everything about my early years in Mississippi and Arkansas, or everything about my upbringing and high school days in Memphis, but I feel like I want to say more about my family and the people that I grew up with. I feel like there are still so many gaps to fill in. You can’t remember it all; nobody can. But from what I can remember, my foundation was already set for what I would need to do to evolve into the man and leader that I would become.





CHAPTER 2


OFF TO COLLEGE




William J. Hawkins wasn’t the only person I knew in college, but very few people in my neighborhood went. You have to understand that college was a very special privilege for black folks in those days. It was the early 1950s when black students still couldn’t go to certain elementary and high schools, let alone attend major white colleges and universities. So I became the first one in my family to attend college, and many of my classmates were the first in their families to go.


In my junior year of high school, we had no one to counsel us on how to fill out a college application or any of that. Most blacks didn’t know how to fill out applications either. Knowledge was very limited. Before my junior year of high school, I didn’t even know what college was. It wasn’t part of everyone’s dream back then. I believe that was another byproduct of segregation. A lot of young blacks didn’t think of college as a realistic option.


The white universities in the South were not inviting us to go to college back then, and we didn’t have the money to go if they did. I didn’t even know what schools I wanted to apply to. I only knew that I wanted to be able to have enough skills to do something with my life. A number of my friends from Booker T. Washington High School didn’t have those same goals, so they didn’t go to college. I’m not saying that they didn’t have any goals, because for a lot of them, getting a factory job, a house, a wife and a car to start a family with were goals. Those basic life goals were not only for black folks back then, but for a lot of white folks at that time as well.


To prepare myself for college, I read the newspapers and picked out the names of some schools I thought I might want to attend: Fisk, Talladega, Tennessee State, Arkansas State, Dillard University and Morehouse. They were mostly black schools in the South and the Midwest. With black college students from Memphis, a lot of them went to Tennessee State or Fisk, or if they left the state, they went to colleges in Alabama or Arkansas.
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