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PRAISE FOR STRIVING FOR JUSTICE





“Nat Glover’s Striving for Justice is the engrossing story of a young Black man who rose from the then-segregated city of Jacksonville, Florida to become one of the nation’s most respected law enforcement professionals. I saw the impressive work Nat Glover did as an inspiring leader in his community, and his moving and important book is a powerful testament to one man’s commitment to justice, crossing racial divides, and making the world a better place.”


—President Bill Clinton, 42nd President of the United States, 1993—2001, Author of My Life and numerous other titles


“In Striving for Justice Nat Glover takes readers on his lifelong journey. We vividly see both where he came from and where we as a nation came from. He forces us to consider the often-troubling relationship we currently have between law enforcement and people of color and the fragile relationship between government and citizens. Glover’s book is thoughtful, provocative, and a fascinating view of race, law, and society through one man’s eyes and his journey through life.”


—Justin Brooks, Director, California Innocence Project, California Western School of Law, Author of You Might Go to Prison, Even Though You’re Innocent


“Like so many of our nation’s true patriots, Nathaniel Glover’s unwavering commitment to public service was grounded in his struggles and triumphs while growing up in a segregated community. As you read his memoir, Striving for Justice, and learn about his amazing rise to becoming one of our nation’s most respected and effective sheriffs, you will quickly realize that courage, true grit, and determination were at the center of it all.


“Sheriff Glover knows firsthand that America’s greatness is not the product of fear or inaction, but the result of one’s willingness to boldly go above and beyond the call of duty.


“As a native of Jacksonville, Florida, and a veteran law enforcement officer who served as Orlando’s 36th chief of police, I was blessed to have Sheriff Glover as a mentor, and I am proud to endorse this magnificent work. From his chilling account of Ax Handle Saturday to the day Sheriff Nathaniel Glover stepped up to meet the challenges of keeping his community safe while treating people with dignity, I am grateful Sheriff Glover chose to share his powerful story.


“When we know better, we are supposed to do better, and I believe that each person who reads his story, including those in the law enforcement community, will be inspired to accept nothing less than the best of who we are, and, more importantly, the best of what we can accomplish when we all Strive for Justice.”


—Val Demings, former US Representative of Florida’s 10th Congressional District and former Chief of the Orlando Police Department


“Rarely do you come across someone who impacts your life in a way that can only be described as divine. Nat Glover is that kind of man. After surviving insurmountable odds, Nat didn’t surrender to justifiable excuses. He decided to persevere with love, demonstrating that a person can be compassionate and forgiving even in the face of adversity.


“Nat has dedicated his life to finding ways to help others see and believe in their potential and to trust that the impossible can be possible. His memoir underlines the redeeming value for anyone to realize that while the challenges they see in front of them may seem larger than life itself, trusting in God’s plan will open their hearts to receiving and achieving what is divinely intended for them.


“Nat uses his experiences to paint a vivid picture of the obstacles he had to overcome and how instead of claiming defeat, they became the very situations that propelled him into becoming the first Black sheriff in Jacksonville, Florida, and the first Black sheriff in the state of Florida in over a hundred years. His tenacity, compassion, collaboration, and desire to succeed forged a leadership style that garnered both great support and great opposition, the inevitable reality in law enforcement.


“This memoir is a must-read for law enforcement professionals, particularly those in any leadership capacity. Using our strength, knowledge, experience, and expertise, along with Nat’s wisdom, can catapult lasting and effective change within and beyond our sphere of influence.”


—Steve Casey, Executive Director, Florida Sheriffs Association


“I first met the legendary Nathaniel Glover in the late 1980s at the annual National Preventing Crime in the Black Community Conference. At the time, I was an Orlando police sergeant and I remember the buzz when both division chiefs Glover and Jerome Spates made appearances. I saw them as role models and remember conversations about their rise in rank.


“I celebrated when I heard the news about Nat Glover’s election as the first Black Florida sheriff in 1995. His rise was inspirational to me and served as a catalyst for my own rise in rank as a law enforcement executive and politician. I was appointed as the first Black police chief in Orlando in 1998 and one of the first persons whom I called for advice was Sheriff Glover. In 2008, I was also elected the first Black sheriff in Orange County, Florida, only the third in Florida. I owe a debt of gratitude to Nat for the sage advice he gave me.


“I credit Nat Glover with encouraging me to run for mayor. He offered feedback on pitfalls to avoid based on his own experience. I am completing my fourth year as the fifth elected Orange County mayor, and I am presently seeking reelection. Given the tone of the times in which we are living, I agree with Nat that there is no better time for police reform than now! However, I must say that during my nearly four decades as a law enforcement officer, there were calls for police reform during the entire period. In other words, present-day calls for police reform are nothing new. America remains an imperfect nation but as we strive for perfection, America will change when we focus on our similarities as an ethnically diverse nation, rather than when we focus on our differences.


—Mayor Jerry L. Demings was sworn in on December 4, 2018, as the fifth elected mayor of Orange County and is the first African American to serve in the role. He is married to former US Representative Val Demings.


“The Nathaniel Glover story is the story of America, the best and worst aspects of life as a Black man in America. This emotional autobiography is a masterpiece of storytelling that takes its reader on an emotional journey that leads to the pinnacle of law enforcement and a celebrated life and career. The early setbacks in the life of Nathaniel Glover set the stage for a major comeback on a grand level in spite of trials and tribulations that would have stopped an average man dead in his tracks. Every chapter peels back a layer of agony, pain, and triumphs. Nathaniel shares his story without even an ounce of resentment or bitterness, the sign of an extraordinary spirit and a remarkable human being who never gave up on himself or his dreams.”


—Alvin Brown, Mayor of Jacksonville, Florida (2011–2015)
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DEDICATION


Mama, Daddy, and Eugene.


Thank you, my angels in Heaven, for always watching over me.










FOREWORD


By Kenneth B. Morris, Jr. Publisher, Frederick Douglass Books


Frederick Douglass, often called “the father of the civil rights movement,” was one of the most celebrated intellectuals of his time and the foremost leader of the abolitionist movement in nineteenth century America. Born into slavery in 1818 and self-emancipated in 1838, he would become a bestselling author, journalist, newspaper publisher, and suffragist and serve as an adviser to President Abraham Lincoln throughout the Civil War. Douglass is still revered today for his unparalleled oratory, stirring writings, and tireless fight against racial injustice. As his great-great-great-grandson, I am humbled and proud to announce that his descendants are continuing the Douglass literary legacy by publishing Nat Glover’s Striving for Justice under the newly launched Frederick Douglass Books imprint of Forefront Books.


When we were considering the first book to publish in the new venture, I kept gravitating toward Nat’s manuscript and his remarkable life story. I could not help but think that Frederick Douglass would find tremendous satisfaction in Nat being the first African American elected sheriff in Jacksonville, Florida, and the first Black sheriff in the state of Florida in over a hundred years in the post-reconstruction South since Douglass was a “first” in law enforcement. In 1877, President Rutherford B. Hayes nominated my great-ancestor as the U.S. Marshal for the District of Columbia. When the U.S. Senate confirmed his nomination, he became the first African American ever confirmed for a presidential appointment. So it is perhaps divine providence that Nat’s memoir be our “first” publication.


My great-great-great-grandfather would have appreciated how Nat prioritized effective public speaking and communication in his law enforcement agenda. Frederick Douglass is admired as one of the greatest orators in American history. Like Douglass, Nat understands that words have power and that what you say is just as important as how you say it. Perhaps inspired by the Great Abolitionist, Nat prioritizes communication skills for his law enforcement colleagues, and he understands that great oratory can impart dignity and agency. Throughout Douglass’s life, he used his extraordinary rhetorical skills to speak truth to power and fight against social injustice, and he advocated for human rights for all people.


More than these similarities to Frederick Douglass, what kept drawing me back to Nat’s memoir is that his life’s journey is intense and compelling. With clear and captivating prose Nat tells the story of being born into one of the deepest enclaves of segregation and institutional racism in the Old South. He experienced unimaginable racial violence, yet he decided at an early age that the love of his community and his commitment to the bedrock values of justice and fairness would lead him to a career in law enforcement.


It is fascinating to follow Nat along the path that eventually led him to “… the very top of a once-racist law enforcement agency, ultimately leading officers who decades earlier barely tolerated my presence.” Striving for Justice is not only a gripping memoir, it’s also a powerful call to Americans to have the courage and the perseverance to understand why so many Black and Brown people distrust law enforcement.


Nat does not avoid speaking hard truths about the profession to which he dedicated his life. With the moral authority and determination of a leader who has “walked the walk,” he pulls no punches when challenging leaders in law enforcement to address those practices and dynamics that continue to sow mistrust and resentment today in marginalized communities. I cannot help but think that Frederick Douglass would have appreciated Nat’s courage and readiness to speak truth to power: an enduring part of the legacies of Frederick Douglass and Nat Glover.


Frederick Douglass once wrote, “If there is no struggle, there is no progress.” Striving for Justice is a fitting title for this book. The struggle for justice and equality continues today. I am confident that Nat’s examples of heroism, determination, and action will inspire you to be change agents, just like Frederick Douglass, and carry freedom’s torch forward.










PREFACE




If your mind can conceive it, you can achieve it.





Morning descended on downtown Jacksonville, Florida, with temperatures simmering at eighty-three degrees by 11 a.m. and heading to an afternoon steam bath in the high nineties. Oppressive humidity, nary a passing cloud or breeze. A blistering, brutal, and ultimately notorious day in the Deep South. The date? August 27, 1960.


Tyrannical racial segregation still was being enforced in Jacksonville and throughout the South. But the thick summer air was beginning to stir with protest, challenge, and action. Young African American men and young African American women were demanding change.


These small groups of civil rights activists advocated and adhered to a policy of nonviolence. Their strategy was to peacefully demand a bus seat of their choice, a classroom with white peers, and a cup of coffee at a segregated lunch counter.


These things don’t seem like much to us today, do they? A bus seat? A decent education? A cup of coffee? But they were important. For us, these were the most fundamental elements of momentum toward true equality.


Now, during the summer of 1960, the national media was paying attention. White supporters were joining the cause and sometimes the protests. Musicians and other artists were taking notice. Before long, the whole world was watching—and listening.




We shall overcome


We shall overcome


We shall overcome, some day


Oh, deep in my heart


I do believe


We shall overcome, some day


We’ll walk hand in hand


We’ll walk hand in hand


We’ll walk hand in hand, some day


Oh, deep in my heart


I do believe


We shall overcome, some day





In the sweltering heat of a summer day in 1960, in the segregated Deep South city of Jacksonville, Florida, a small group of young Black men and women risked their lives for the cause of justice. They bravely sat in an intimate space with rabid racists whose hot breath and spittle coated the young people’s necks. The indomitable protestors would return the next day to face the vitriol again. And again. And again.


But one day, the predictable pattern of segregationists shifted, bent on more violence.


One of the white segregationists drove a truck chock-full of baseball bats and axe handles into the town square in order to beat the nonviolent Black protestors—but not only them. This mob’s terrorism was unleashed on every Black person—young or old, man or woman, adult or child—within their crazed reach. Innocent blood ran in the streets from the mob’s indiscriminate attacks.


No Black person was safe.


There were myriad shouts, curses, and two-handed swings. The air was filled with the dull thuds of wood meeting flesh, and the pavement was laden with streams of blood.


About an hour after the onslaught, a seventeen-year-old Black boy left his dishwashing job at Morrison’s Cafeteria, across from the park. Warned earlier by his white supervisor of the violence that was taking place outside, he chose to stay at work to complete his tasks. When he was ready to depart for home, he found himself the only Black person now on the street. While the protestors had been run off, the angry mob lingered in the area. The young man stood out like a sore thumb and was quickly surrounded by a group of indignant vigilantes.


The assailants’ faces, twisted with the rage of social dominance under the perceived threat of extinction, taunted the young man.


“Hey, boy!” an angry voice commanded from the crowd.


“Hey, nigger!” Another voice followed with just as much ferocious hate.


“What you doin’ here?”


And then the menacing blows began. Through the blows, the teenager pleaded to a white officer observing the violence nearby: “Please. Help me!” The officer didn’t move. With a smirk, he looked the other way. The teenage boy was at the complete mercy of the mob and the indifference of the law.


The day became known to history as Ax Handle Saturday.


I was that young man.


My name is Nat Glover, and I was there.





That was six decades ago. Sixty years. Our situation has changed somewhat. Our ambitions have advanced somewhat. Our lives have improved somewhat. But not enough. Not enough. Not any of it. Not. Enough.


Today, sixty years later, Black Americans are being shot dead by police for driving while Black.


Today, sixty years later, Black Americans are being shot dead for walking while Black.


Today, sixty years later, Black Americans are being shot dead for jogging while Black.


And today, sixty years later, Black Americans are being shot dead by police even for sleeping while Black.


When it comes to character, I try to give everyone the benefit of the doubt. I believe people deserve that until they prove otherwise. Also, it just makes strategic sense. Even if someone has a poor reputation and a history of bad behavior, I might have to work with that person or their supporters at some point down the road.


But there are limits, so I will be particularly measured during these next few paragraphs.


While many of these abuses against Blacks and others of color took place, too many of our “leaders” in Washington, state capitals, and local governments—some of whose lives were stained by racist statements and actions—looked the other way. During their catastrophic tenures, they openly embraced white supremacy and the violence it triggered. In addition, they facilitated the disease-ridden deaths of hundreds of thousands of Americans, including a disproportionate number of African Americans and other minorities. They and their enablers worked overtime to intimidate minority voters and suppress their right to cast ballots.


When one of these people, Donald Trump, sought reelection as president in 2020, he failed. But he was supported by nearly 47 percent of American voters—exactly 74,216,154 of the people with whom other Black people and I live in this country.


I almost wrote “share” in that last sentence—“… the people with whom other Black people and I share this country.” But that would be inaccurate.


To share is to have an equal part, to be given an opportunity to shine. I believe that shining is displaying and exhibiting one’s distinct and impactful abilities. People should be hopeful and expect to be placed in positions where they will shine, and Black people do not have that yet. Not any of that. Not even close. Not now, when police brutality, explicit and implicit racism, and deeply embedded white privilege remain so evident and prevalent, and wrong. Nevertheless, I believe that I have something to share and that I have been placed in a position to shine and to help others reach the place where they will shine. After all, I rose to the very top of a once-racist law enforcement agency, ultimately leading officers who decades earlier barely tolerated my presence. That is why I wrote this book, despite initial misgivings.


For years, friends and associates have urged me to put to paper the challenges I have confronted, the experiences I have endured and enjoyed, the setbacks, and the triumphs. “You have overcome,” they would say. “You have achieved. You have been lifted up by others. You have an obligation to do the same, to show the way, to give back.”


To be honest, I believe I have done that throughout my life, the work I have done, and the examples I have striven to create. I did not and do not want to appear arrogant or to be seen as what we would call back in my childhood neighborhood a “chest thumper.” But I want to do more. I want to talk to you, the reader, about the circumstances I endured—my failures and successes—so that you can learn from my life.


Put concisely, I want this book to have redeeming value for others and to serve as a road map for getting there. I think—I hope—that it does.





I was born into and grew up within what generously could be called an underprivileged environment, an area that many would call a ghetto. There were obstacles, to put it lightly. Not every path I’ve taken has pushed me in the right direction. I have made mistakes, plenty of them, but I learned and overcame my errors, often with the assistance of remarkable people.


One of the secrets of whatever success I may have achieved is that I don’t mind failing. In fact, some of my failures have turned out to spark some of my greatest victories. Even when I lose, I walk with a sense of knowing that there’s another path. My path has been tweaked and adjusted, and I’m continuing to head toward something else that’s been divinely orchestrated.


In the end, it comes down to this: I have life experience, and I know deeply that I have the responsibility to share it with others. Especially if you are young and impressionable. Especially if you are galvanized by the newly emerging challenges confronting law enforcement and the people it serves. Especially if you are considering a life in any challenging endeavor. It is incumbent upon us to leave the world a better place than we found it.










INTRODUCTION




When you’re the only anything, when you’re the first something, you’re under constant scrutiny.





It pains me to say this, but unfortunately, much of white America looks upon Black Americans as somehow both the instruments of violence and the unsympathetic, even deserving, victims of violence.


According to federal health statistics, homicide has been the fifth-leading cause of death (pre-COVID) among Black men of all ages. Homicide also has been the second-leading cause of death of Black women below the age of twenty and the fourth-leading cause of death of Black women between twenty to forty-four years old.


At the same time, even after all the publicity, protests, and promises, extreme racial disparities remain when it comes to fatal police shootings. When researchers from Yale University and the University of Pennsylvania looked at the nation’s 4,653 fatal police shootings between 2015 and May 2020, they found that unarmed Black suspects were killed three times more often than unarmed white Americans. Among armed suspects, Black people were killed 2.6 times more often than whites.


Three times more likely to be killed by police. In the United States of America during the twenty-first century.


As a law enforcement officer, now retired, it also pains me to say this, but police and sheriffs’ departments now are considered by much of Black America as threats equal to or even greater than the criminals and other bad actors law enforcement officers are supposed to be… policing.


The proliferation of video and other recording devices in the hands of most citizens, along with body cameras now worn by many officers, intensify the scrutiny now imposed on and shouldered by police officers.


I will summarize some solutions here and delve into detail later in this book, but first, let me address this question to my white American readers: What if “protect and serve” suddenly didn’t apply to you anymore? How would you conduct your lives? Teach your children? What if the people charged with enforcing the law and keeping the peace didn’t trust, believe, or value you? Imagine fearing for your life, your spouse’s life, your son’s (especially your son’s) or daughter’s life, or your grandchild’s life every time they leave the house. And now, after the 2020 shooting death of twenty-six-year-old Breonna Taylor of Louisville, Kentucky, whom police officers fatally shot as she left her bed, we are fearing for our lives and their lives, home or away, every second of every day and night. Think about fearing that you or your loved one will be shot dead by police because you’re assumed guilty, dangerous, or threatening—simply because of the color of your skin. This still is our Black reality in the United States. Every second of every day and every night. This is our reality—a reality that typical white Americans simply never must contend with.


After achieving my unlikely childhood dream of becoming a police officer and detective, after moving up the ranks of the typically Southern sheriff’s department of Jacksonville, Florida, I was elected in 1995 to lead that department as sheriff. I was the elected Black sheriff of a city previously known as a hotbed of racism, the first elected Black sheriff in the Deep South state of Florida at least since the Reconstruction Era—and I served in that capacity for eight years. I had a clear path to winning reelection to a third term, unopposed, but I decided instead to seek office as the city’s first Black mayor. There will be much more about this later, but for now, know that this was not easy. I had to suppress my anger in favor of calculation and strategy to achieve what I did.


When you’re the only anything, when you’re the first something, you’re under constant scrutiny. Some are praying for your success; many others are hoping for, waiting for, or even working toward your failure. Nevertheless, I instituted a variety of reforms that served the citizens of that county and city and served the officers sworn to protect those citizens. Those reforms included,




	banning the infamous “choke hold”;


	creating a crisis intervention training program to help officers deal with emotionally disturbed people;


	initiating a community policing concept,


	placing officers’ names on their patrol cars;


	creating neighborhood substations,


	establishing citizen advisory councils;


	visibly and regularly walking through all fifty-one subsectors that included ninety-three police beats under my jurisdiction (walk-and-talk sessions affectionately called by others “fast-walk-chatter”); and


	leading teams of residents, inmates, and others on neighborhood cleanup missions to re-instill local pride.





When I won the job, someone created this sign: “New Sheriff in Town. Nat Glover.” When I retired from the department eight years later, the Florida Times-Union—then perceived by many as no friend of Black residents—published an editorial headlined “A Job Well Done.”


“Glover exhibited courage and leadership in redefining the department’s role in the community,” the newspaper editors wrote. “The community is better for the legacy and example Glover leaves for his successor… [He] is likely to be remembered for years by many in the community.”


So with that background understood, I hereby break with much of this nation’s current corps of sheriffs and police chiefs. I tell them now—and I tell you now—that, for too long, too many of them have tolerated bad, violent, and otherwise unworthy officers.


We—they—need to reform their departments and, in fact, the entire criminal justice system, including prosecutors, judges, and the prison system. The entire system is infected with implicit bias.


Don’t get me wrong. For the most part, these people and these entities have lived up to the motto of “protect and serve.” The vast majority of police officers and others in the criminal justice system are honorable people who take their responsibilities seriously, often at great personal risk.


Many police and sheriffs’ departments have been allowed to operate independently, even arrogantly, and without community oversight. Minority communities were and continue to remain more likely than other communities not to have significant or even any input into policing practices that are underway in their neighborhoods.


To be fair, it should be noted that some communities—both Black and white—have been perfectly willing, from time to time, to look the other way when officers mishandled situations or even abused their authority, just so long as the streets remained “calm.”


None of that changes two facts—that African American communities repeatedly cry out for more equitable, more sensitive treatment by police departments and that some officers simply are unsuited for police work. Their personality issues range from being overly aggressive and downright oppressive to being overtly prejudiced and unapologetically racist.


I am convinced that a number of the most grotesque slayings and beatings of Black citizens, from Rodney King to George Floyd to Breonna Taylor to so many—too many—others, could have been avoided if sheriffs and police chiefs had been more willing to confront these officers and, when necessary, their unions, and to cull these people from their departments.


When I was an officer and when I was sheriff, I certainly was able to identify the bad actors, and I am certain that today’s rank-and-file officers can do the same.


It must be done.


Racism remains a reality in this country and in too many police departments. It is endemic. It is systemic. It is murderous. It can, however, be pierced. It can be penetrated, though it takes enormous effort and persistence.


Please do not jump to conclusions. This book is not and will not be a racial screed. It will be informed by race, as it should be, but not with a monolithic, unambiguous point of view.


I am keenly aware that much has already changed for the better. Take Jacksonville, for instance. Not only was I twice elected sheriff and almost elected mayor of that city, but I paved the way for another Black man to win the mayoralty just eight years after I ran for the election.


In addition, even as I write these words, I just learned that two Black councilmen were elected to serve as president and vice president of the city council, the second and third most powerful positions in Jacksonville. This is the first time that people of color have held both posts simultaneously in this predominantly white city-county.


At about the same time, the school board voted in June 2021 to rename six Jacksonville schools that carried names associated with the Confederacy and those who had enslaved some of the ancestors of students who currently attended those schools.


The arc of history is long, but it bends toward justice, as Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr. said, and Jacksonville’s citizens, both Black and white, are bending justice’s way too.





Nuance is the name of the game here, as is individuality, and we can never forget that. Too often, Black Americans allow all white people to be considered as a whole, and that is wrong. There always have been white people who want to do the right thing and who look for opportunities to do so.


For example, remember that seventeen-year-old who was washing dishes at Morrison’s Cafeteria? That youth who was me? Well, as I was walking home one night after work in 1960, I was stopped by two white police detectives.


One thing led to another, and I was arrested and charged with petty larceny for the crime of—are you ready?—having two cloth napkins in my back pocket. We often used these napkins from Morrison’s as handkerchiefs, given the perspiration generated by our work in the steamy dish room of a Deep South restaurant, but let’s not dwell for now on the merits of the case.


Were the cops racist? Possibly. Others thought so. Perhaps influenced by those people, I’ve always thought so as well. They could have given me a break, and I can’t imagine them arresting a white teenager in such an incident. To be completely fair, though, I suppose one could make the case that they were just doing their jobs.


But here’s the thing: after spending a traumatic night in jail, I was met in the courtroom by my white boss, who vouched for me, and by my father’s white boss, who vouched for my family. We all appeared before a white judge, who dismissed the charge and told me, “I never want to see you down here again.” Later, the entire episode played a major role, rather contradictorily when you think about it, in my becoming a police officer—after the direct, affirmative intervention of the city’s white mayor.


So you see my point here. Getting arrested by two presumed racist white cops turned out to be a transformational experience for me largely due to the response of people—who also were white—who leveraged their influence to vouch for me. This situation ended up being for my good and for the good of my community.


I believe foundationally in the Golden Rule: we should treat others as we desire to be treated, regardless of the circumstances. As sheriff, my community approach to policing reflected this mantra: “If a young person is killed on the Black Northside of Jacksonville, mothers on the white Southside of Jacksonville also should weep.” I expected my officers to respect all members of the community we served. My expectations constructed a set of leadership philosophies that evolved over time.


As sheriff, I knew it was my task to sow seeds of leadership throughout the Jacksonville Sheriff’s Office (JSO), placing my officers in a position to shine, in turn fostering trust and loyalty throughout the command. By focusing on my officers’ individual skill sets, I became confident that I could send any member of our team to complete a critical assignment, from the richest to the poorest neighborhoods.


Key to this was my insistence that every member of my leadership staff attends public speaking training sessions, despite their frequent resistance. I had received such training, and I knew it to be a crucial asset for anyone who needs to communicate effectively with the public and even with colleagues. If you can’t articulate your position, you’ll never convince anyone of anything. (I also allowed and encouraged young inmates in the correction system to take public speaking classes. I wanted to enhance their confidence and self-esteem.)


Becoming a clear, comfortable, informative public speaker was particularly instrumental in my ability to win over the white community during times of tense law enforcement crises, as well as during my political campaigns. Let’s face it: history was not on my side, and I felt the need to go the extra mile to demonstrate my ability to do the job I sought to be entrusted in doing so fairly, justly, and effectively. When you hear whispers such as, “Do you really think those white people are going to turn all those guns over to you?” you know instinctively that public communications skills are going to come in handy.


Foundationally, I always have believed in reaching across the aisle, whether politically or religiously or demographically. The Jacksonville Sheriff’s Office is now fully integrated. Not only that, but around 30 percent of the current (white) sheriff’s command staff is African American. I mention this because it is important to highlight the progress that has been made, although there’s still much to be done. More widely, no one in our community should have been surprised when I supported protections for the city’s LGBTQ community as part of our closer attention to human rights for all. That expansion added sexual orientation, gender identity, and gender expression to the list of protected categories. This ensures or at least tries to ensure that no one endures discrimination in the workplace, in the housing market, or in public accommodations such as restrooms and locker rooms.


In fact, after being elected sheriff in 1995, one of my first official acts was to promote the first openly gay female officer to the department’s command staff. Carol Hladki richly deserved the position as assistant chief and zone commander. Carol continued her rise through the ranks until she retired in 2016 as director of patrol and enforcement, the number-three position in the entire department.


Often during community gatherings, I’m asked to sit at the head table and deliver the opening prayer. I’m always humbled by these requests, which come from individuals of virtually all faiths and denominations. At the end of my life, when people ask, “Did Nat Glover make a difference in someone’s life?” I would like someone to stand up and say, “Why, yes. Yes, he did.”


And all of it began with a young boy’s dream in a “shotgun” house at 734 Minnie Street in an all-Black neighborhood of northwest urban Jacksonville. A mother, a father, four sisters, and one brother. All of us crammed into two bedrooms. These were my people, and these were my formative years.










CHAPTER 1 EARLY LIFE AND FAMILY





I have not a moment to waste.





Everyone has a genesis story. Mine was forged by taking the hand I was dealt and making it work. It was forged in the crucible of the work ethic of my mother; the spirituality of my father; the pervasive feeling of poverty that doesn’t quite leave; the tenacity of my brother, Eugene; the gift of community support; and the grumbling of discrimination. Yet I firmly believe divine intervention was the main force at hand throughout my life’s story.


Throughout my life, many people have seen things in me that I do not always see in myself: determination, wisdom, and trustworthiness, among other qualities. I enjoy mentoring because, so many times, I see similarities between my experiences and that of my mentees—and I can coach them out of making the same mistakes I did.


All of this starts, as it does in one way or another for everyone, with parents and parenting. My parents were Arsie Glover, born in Ocilla, Georgia, on June 28, 1918, and Nathaniel Glover Sr., born in Walterboro, South Carolina, on October 15, 1912. Ocilla, incorporated only twenty-one years before my mother’s birth, was little more than a secluded cotton-loading railroad stop of 1,100 residents. Walterboro, then a remote hamlet of 1,600 people, was known as the “Front Porch of South Carolina’s Low Country.”


In both cases, we’re talking about the deepest of the Deep South. Black people suffered under conditions all too similar to enslavement—we were held hostage to the whims of white folks when it came to housing, education, employment, and quality of life. Nobody wants to live in an invisible prison. These were the places of my parents’ origins and the sources of their expectations.


When she was able to find work, my mother generally performed domestic duties for white people. She also spent several years working in the housekeeping department of the now-defunct Duval Medical Center in Jacksonville. Even when she couldn’t find regular work, she frequently served white former employers who brought clothing to our house for her to launder and iron. She had a tenacious work ethic. She went above and beyond the call of duty, taking on multiple tasks and completing them effectively and efficiently, never complaining, and always abiding in giving the same effort and energy at home. Her work ethic was so contagious that I caught it, and it has remained with me throughout my life.


This work ethic also was shared by my father, though in a quieter way. He was a plasterer and a finisher of pools. He sang in a spiritual quartet for many years and later became a minister of the gospel. He ultimately achieved the distinction and honor of being the pastor of his own church.


The six of us children—four girls and two boys—survived adolescence and beyond. In order of birth, we were Eugene, Bessie, me, Virginia, Shirley, and Bertha. Eugene, Bessie, and Virginia have died, but I remain in close and constant contact with Bertha and Shirley, both of whom are married and blessed with children. Another sister, Patricia, died shortly after birth. I later learned, just before my father’s death, that I had two other sisters, Gloria and Vanessa. These sisters were from my father’s side.


My mother was a strict disciplinarian. Nothing she said ever was challenged by any of her children. She had, at best, a third- or fourth-grade education, and she was determined that we would advance in school much further than that.


One day it occurred to me that I was the only one in the neighborhood in my age group who was going to school every day. Still, I was overly influenced by three dropouts I hung out with. They seemed to have been doing very well—one always seemed to have a pocket full of money, one had a car, and one had a girlfriend. I didn’t have any of those things.


I went to my mother with the brilliant idea of also quitting school. She found my plan less than brilliant. To be precise, she actually stopped me midsentence and said, “Let me help you with that. Son, if you’re going to stay in this house, you’re going to school. Period.”


And so I did.


At that moment, I didn’t think that she was the coolest mom. The coolest mothers, I thought, allowed their kids not to go to school. But I was so wrong, and she was so right.


To this day, I believe—no, I know—that my mom saved my life right there. Peer groups often are good for us, but sometimes they can sweep us in the wrong direction. If I had dropped out of school, I almost certainly would have ended up in prison or prematurely in the cemetery.


Like my father, Momma was a deeply spiritual and devout person, with values that she tucked into her children. She was a mother of mothers. She ingrained spiritual values into my siblings and me by demonstrating a life of compassion, faith, generosity, civility, trustworthiness, and honesty. Her words, actions, and deeds always aligned, never leaving us feeling like we didn’t know exactly what she meant, felt, or expected.


Our father, who also had, at best, only an elementary school education, was not a strong disciplinarian. To the contrary, he generally tried to mitigate some of the punishments or sanctions imposed by our stern mother. Pardon the obvious remark from me (the former sheriff), but in this sense, my father and mother played the stereotypical roles of good cop / bad cop.


Daddy died on October 15, 1987; Momma passed on September 24, 2010. We miss them dearly and daily.





The house we rented, at 734 Minnie Street, stood between Beaver and Logan Streets. As I’ve said, this was an all-Black neighborhood, and it existed a bit uneasily about one mile northwest of downtown Jacksonville.


Now my former home is the site of a business development center and several social-benefit service agencies, which I find rather satisfying. Everything changes over time, not always for the best. But this—a building that serves my community and sits on the site of my childhood home—yes, I’ll take that.


Generally speaking, however, the neighborhood, now somewhat cut off from downtown by the roaring, intertwined ribbons of Interstate 95, has fallen into disrepair. In order for any neighborhood to thrive, it needs intentional care, commerce, and access to community resources. The old neighborhood shows signs of neglect as a result of being intentionally cut off from these things. You can’t choke an area and then be angry that it stops breathing.


Back in my day, Minnie Street was lined primarily by two types of houses. Two-story houses would shelter two families, one upstairs and one downstairs. The other type of residential building was called a “shotgun house.” It was a single-family home divided into a tiny front porch, two bedrooms, a kitchen, a single bathroom, and a vest pocket back porch.


A shotgun house is where the Glover family lived. Two concrete steps atop the dirt. Creaking wooden floor. Walls that barely seemed to defy gravity. That was our house.


Why were these houses, here in Jacksonville and in many other places, called shotgun homes? Because, due to the design and room layout, a person could stand in front of the open front door, aim and fire a shotgun, and the pellets—theoretically, not actually, thank God—could fly straight through the place and out the open back door without touching anything. It was here that my mother, father, and younger sisters slept in the front room while I, along with my older brother and older sister, slept in the back room.


As renters who sometimes fell behind in our payments, we often were subjected to “inspections” by rental agency employees who rather threateningly took “inventory” of our possessions. This, of course, was the clearest possible signal that we better figure out how to catch up on the rent.
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