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To Mom and Dad, Clida and Leonard


Introduction
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MY COUNTRY


It was a surprisingly cold Tuesday morning on January 20, 2009.

I sat in an area designated for members of Congress, a few feet from the podium where Barack Hussein Obama would be sworn in as America’s forty-fourth president. Before he took the oath of office, Aretha Franklin stepped up to the podium to sing “My Country, ’Tis of Thee.”

As she began to belt out that song, I forgot the cold.

Maybe I was moved by the solemnity of the moment, or maybe by the rich power of her voice (or maybe my body was numb from the cold), but my mind drifted to another thought.

It occurred to me that maybe I was witnessing America’s final step toward actually becoming that “sweet land of liberty.”

From the beginning, America was, as President Abraham Lincoln said in the Gettysburg Address, “conceived in Liberty.” Yet in 1863 when that speech was delivered, America allowed millions of human beings to be held in bondage.

I thought to myself, here we were at the heart of American liberty—in front of the United States Capitol, built mostly by African American slaves—witnessing a man of African descent being sworn in as president, less than 150 years after the abolition of slavery. If anyone needed further proof of how far we’d come, there I sat: a Muslim by faith, elected to the United States Congress less than ten years after 9/11.

On August 28, 1963, Dr. Martin Luther King Jr. stood at a similar podium on the opposite end of the Mall, on the steps of the Lincoln Memorial. That day he gave his famous “I Have a Dream” speech, marking the end of the March on Washington. Before he proclaimed, “Free at last, free at last, thank God Almighty, we are free at last!” and before he talked about letting freedom ring from the hills of New Hampshire to the Lookout Mountain in Tennessee, he discussed hope and faith.

He said that little black boys and little black girls would be able to join hands with little white boys and little white girls as sisters and brothers. Then he reminded both those gathered before him and all Americans that this hope of his, this faith, was rooted in the promise of America. It was written in our very Constitution.

And he recited the words to this song:

My country, ’tis of thee,

Sweet land of liberty,

Of thee I sing;

Land where my fathers died,

Land of the pilgrims’ pride,

From ev’ry mountainside

Let freedom ring!

The lyrics to the familiar song were written in 1832 by Samuel Francis Smith, while a student at Andover-Newton Theological Seminary in Massachusetts. Every American knows this song. It embodies the essential tension of the American ideal. How fitting for Martin Luther King Jr., the great-grandson of slaves, to stand in Washington and recite those words.

And how equally fitting for Aretha Franklin, also a descendant of slaves, to sing of liberty at the swearing-in of America’s first black president.

Liberty has had to evolve. It may have been our birthright, but it wasn’t always our circumstance. We had to create liberty out of a hope for liberty. Liberty needed to be established after it was declared.

Just as one relay runner hands the baton to another, we’ve had signal moments in our history where someone stepped up and took that baton to reach the next runner to get us to the finish line—to that ultimate goal of liberty and justice for all.

In the past, our country has struggled with racial inclusion, and it still does today. We’ve righted some wrongs, too. Black people have secured full rights as citizens. Racists can try to deny those rights, but the government has laws in place to ensure that liberty is upheld.

Beyond that, it’s not socially acceptable for people to make racial comments or be openly racist. In 2007 radio shock jock Don Imus stirred up a tremendous backlash and ultimately was fired for referring to the Rutgers University women’s basketball team as a bunch of “nappy-headed hoes.” A sports commentator on ESPN was fired in 2012 for referring to the Washington Redskins’ quarterback Robert Griffin III as a “cornball brother.” And that commentator was black. On the racial front, we as a nation have certainly turned a corner, even if we have many more corners to turn.

Americans have suffered from a wide variety of bigotry. At one time, Catholics were frowned upon by the majority, which is why John F. Kennedy’s election as president caused such a stir in 1960. Nor was it easy to be Jewish in America. Throughout the Jim Crow South, signs in front of restaurants, hotels, and theaters would read “No Niggers, No Jews, No Dogs.”

Those of us originally from Detroit have an unhappy hometown example. In the 1930s, Father Charles Edward Coughlin was perhaps the most influential and vocal anti-Semite in the country. This was before my time, but if you lived in Michigan, you knew of Father Coughlin. He was a Roman Catholic priest at the National Shrine of the Little Flower in Royal Oak, just outside Detroit. His Sunday afternoon radio show, The Hour of Power, carried over the CBS network, was one of the first to command a huge national audience, estimated at forty million listeners. Coughlin was the Rush Limbaugh of the Great Depression. He appealed to “the common man”—the white working class—railing against “the Jews” and defending the rise of Adolf Hitler and the Nazis in Germany. The radio priest’s hateful philosophy was spreading like a plague, but a few courageous leaders shone a light on his hatred, providing a beacon for good, decent Americans.

My adopted hometown, Minneapolis, was once a very anti-Semitic place, but Mayor Hubert H. Humphrey stood firmly against bigotry. He fought to get Jews admitted to Anglo-Saxon clubs, declared that discrimination was wrong, and passed the first municipal civil rights ordinance in the nation.

Over the years, courageous people have died fighting for the rights of all our people, but in time the cause of liberty has won out for more Americans.

Our new national stain is hatred of Muslims. As has happened many times, we have both a short memory and a sense of detachment—that it’s not a problem as long as it’s not happening to us. That is not the American way.

I can’t begin to list how many American Muslims have told me stories of how they were humiliated, snatched off airplanes, harassed on their jobs, or fired because of their faith. Mosques have been burned, vandalized, and picketed. The law says that you can have a house of worship anywhere in America, but in places like Lower Manhattan and Sheepshead Bay, Brooklyn, and Murfreesboro, Tennessee, the law is deemed irrelevant.

People have been beaten, had their rights violated, and have been killed simply for “looking like” they might be Muslim. People and congregations have been spied on, not just by their fellow citizens but also by law enforcement authorities. You might think that this was a post-9/11 backlash, yet if you compare statistics on Muslim harassment and cases of assault right after 9/11 with those for today, the numbers have continued to rise. Why?

Groups exist in the country whose purpose, in my opinion, is to spread anti-Muslim hate. They stoke the flames of fear and keep them burning. These groups are urged on by conservative bloggers such as Pam Geller and Robert Spencer. Even some members of Congress have chimed in. These individuals have an agenda, and they spread their stereotypes and politics of fear in the public debate.

We need people who are willing to stand up to them and say, “You do not represent America.” Every American is entitled to liberty.

In 2013 a colleague of mine, Representative Walter Jones, who represents the Third Congressional District of North Carolina, stated that he didn’t want a local community college library to have books on Muslim culture. When he was challenged for being anti-Muslim, he said, “I don’t hate Muslims. Representative Keith Ellison is my friend.” To that I responded, “Walter Jones is a friend of mine, but on this he is wrong.”

Former representative Tom Tancredo of Colorado’s Sixth Congressional District said that if another terrorist attack were launched on America, we should bomb Mecca in Saudi Arabia, the cradle of Islam. This sort of blanket condemnation makes no sense. He basically said that 1.5 billion people are all the same, think the same, and behave the same; if one of them does anything harmful, all should pay. In fact, Muslims throughout the world are incredibly diverse.

Just because you’re a member of a religion doesn’t mean that you subscribe to the views of its most extreme believers. Even before Osama bin Laden was killed in 2011, he spoke for very few Muslims.

I’m an African American with an English name, so I’m not obviously in the target group. I’m a Muslim and I could get a “pass,” but I choose not to. When hate is allowed to go unchecked it persists.

I’m reminded of a quote attributed to the German pastor Martin Niemöller:

First they came for the Communists, and I didn’t speak out because I wasn’t a Communist.

Then they came for the Socialists, and I didn’t speak out because I wasn’t a Socialist.

Then they came for the trade unionists, and I didn’t speak out because I wasn’t a trade unionist.

Then they came for the Jews, and I didn’t speak out because I wasn’t a Jew.

Then they came for the Catholics, and I didn’t speak out because I wasn’t a Catholic.

Then they came for me, and there was no one left to speak for me.

If hatred runs rampant, there is only one result. Americans, while having their issues with hate, have always eventually risen above it. I’m hopeful that we will do so toward Muslims. Look how far we’ve come on race. I can see the tide turning on religion as it relates to Muslims. For example, I might have been the first Muslim elected to Congress, but I am not the last.

In 2008 Representative André Carson was elected in the Seventh Congressional District of Indiana. His grandmother Representative Julia Carson was the first woman and the first African American elected to Congress from her district. He won in a special election, and he’s been a great addition to our body.

That’s progress.

In April 2011 Terry Jones, pastor of a small church in Florida, decided to hold a Quran-burning rally in Dearborn, Michigan, a city of about one hundred thousand, including one of the largest Muslim populations in America. This boneheaded move was akin to a Chicago neo-Nazi group’s threat in 1977 to march through Skokie, Illinois, which had a large Jewish population—seven thousand of them Holocaust survivors.

Jones wanted to agitate in the heart of a Muslim area. And guess what? The people of Dearborn stood up against him. Christians, Jews, atheists, and Muslims came together to let him know that bigotry and hate weren’t welcome. The people of Dearborn outnumbered Jones’s group by five to one. There was an outpouring of protest against hate.

I was invited to attend the anti-Jones rally, but first I reached out to one of my colleagues, Congressman John Dingell, who represents Michigan’s Twelfth Congressional District, which includes Dearborn. He told me, “If you want to make Terry Jones irrelevant, then don’t go. If you want to add to the circus and give Terry Jones a larger platform, then go and make the most fiery speech you can.”

The advice made a lot of sense. I called the leaders in Dearborn and told them I wasn’t coming. They held their vigil peacefully and showed the haters that love conquers all. Jones ended up bringing people together—for all the right reasons.

The community of Dearborn is a shining example of the hope and promise of America, and not just because it stands against people like Jones. The community has an active sports scene, and many Muslim athletes play on the local high school teams. One year preseason practice fell during the holy month of Ramadan, a time when Muslims fast during the daytime, abstaining from food and water. In the heat of August, players would certainly pass out without water, so the coach of Fordson High School decided to hold his double sessions after sundown, when the fast ends. This action was a beautiful expression of interfaith solidarity.

When Americans are challenged, we generally rise to the occasion. When we’re fearful, we generally become divided. When we’re courageous and have good leadership, we unite.

This nation was founded on the notion of religious freedom, yet in the wake of 9/11, we somehow forgot our way. The 2001 Patriot Act, enacted just six weeks after the attacks of 9/11, and similar local laws adopted since, have been abused in some cases to deny American citizens our rights. Some of these measures have been passed out of fear rather than justice. Now it’s time to be rooted in our strengths and act with courage, hope, and faith.

Yet we have clearly begun to achieve a measure of racial equality and liberty.
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After Aretha finished singing, and Barack Obama came to the podium with his family to be sworn in by Chief Justice John Roberts, I understood this as the fulfillment of our promise. But we still have more to do. What we accomplished on January 20, 2009, was an unmistakable sign of evolution and growth. But on a deeper level, we still face challenges surrounding race, gender, sexual orientation, and religious diversity.

America is still a land of contrasts.

I learned at an early age alternate words to “My Country, ’Tis of Thee.” This was an abolitionist version, penned in 1843 by A. G. Duncan. He wrote:

My country, ’tis of thee

Stronghold of slavery, of thee I sing;

Land where my fathers died,

Where men man’s rights deride,

From every mountainside, thy deeds shall ring!

My native country, thee,

Where all men are born free, if white’s their skin;

I love thy hills and dales,

Thy mounts and pleasant vales;

But hate thy negro sales, as foulest sin.

And it ends with this:

Trump of glad jubilee!

Echo o’er land and sea, freedom for all.

Let the glad tidings fly,

And every tribe reply,

“Glory to God on high!” at Slavery’s fall.

Both versions are patriotic. Both indicate love of country. One smooths over the ugliness of slavery, and the other sees only that ugliness. The first lifts us up as a nation, but the second keeps us firmly grounded, facing the tough realities that we must overcome to be that land of liberty.

It is not unpatriotic to acknowledge America’s flaws. No country is perfect. All nations have blood on their hands. But our country promised liberty. We have been making progress toward it, albeit inconsistent and choppy. Setbacks, and advances made by imperfect people, still represent progress, especially when we look back across the decades. This is why I love both versions of this song.

Like the first version, I am hopelessly optimistic. But like the second, I am aware of America’s unkept promises and its yet-untapped potential for advancing humanity to greater heights. We can’t reach the top of the mountain if we don’t work together to confront injustice.

I was reflecting on all of this while Aretha Franklin sang. This great-granddaughter of slaves, this daughter of the civil rights icon Rev. C. L. Franklin. This daughter of America. I’m sure her father couldn’t have imagined that day. Barack Obama’s father couldn’t have imagined it, and I know that my maternal grandfather, Frank Martinez, a civil rights worker in rural Louisiana in the 1950s, would have been dumbfounded.

But what did it mean? Nirvana? Heaven on earth? No. Just more struggles. More challenges. But since we have ascended past hills, we know we can climb the ones before us.

Two years before Barack Obama took his oath to serve our country, I stood before Nancy Pelosi—the first woman Speaker of the House—for the symbolic swearing-in to the 110th US Congress. I felt humbled, awestruck, inspired, and grateful to be there. Among my family in attendance were my mother, a devout Catholic, and my older brother Brian, a Baptist minister who’d donated to George W. Bush’s campaign.

The ceremony took place in the Rayburn Room of the US Capitol building. I was the first among the newly elected congressional members to take the oath. I had attracted so much national attention, I guess they wanted me to go first and get it out of the way.

I raised my right hand and placed my left on the Quran, which was being held by members of my family. Suddenly I was blinded by a cascade of camera flashes.

My swearing-in caused so much controversy because of that Quran.

What started out as a simple question posed to me on a late-night Somali-language public access cable TV station turned into a national debate over whether a Muslim should serve in Congress and whether that Muslim should be allowed to swear on anything other than a Bible.

I believe that my oath taken on the Quran was truly an American moment. It was a fulfillment of all of those words written in the Constitution by Benjamin Franklin, James Madison, Thomas Jefferson, and the other framers about their vision for this nation. I’m sure they never could have imagined an African American Muslim from the state of Minnesota serving in Congress, but they created a Constitution that would make it possible.

The Quran on which I chose to lay my hand belonged to Thomas Jefferson, one of the most complex figures in our history. His lofty vision did not align with the way he lived, on a plantation with slaves, but it’s our ideals that distinguish us, leading us through the everyday process of redefining this nation and what it means to be American.

What does define an American? It’s not race. It’s not religion. It’s not culture. You can go to most neighborhoods and find Chinese takeout or an Italian restaurant. You can buy black hair care products from a place run by Koreans or milk from a corner store run by folks from Central America, the Middle East, or India.

So what’s an American?

An American is defined by an attitude. An ethos.

America operates under the notion of equality before the law. Basic fairness is an article of faith. We may not all agree on everything all of the time, but we select our leaders together. The people who lead us are of us. We send them to office, and we can send them home. America proves that people can govern themselves.

Before the United States was founded, most believed that an elite class was needed to govern because the people were too ignorant. We were the first to succeed at this experiment in self-governance. We can’t forget that. We can’t forget who we are. As Lincoln said a century and a half ago, “We are engaged in a great civil war, testing whether that nation, or any nation so conceived and so dedicated, can long endure.”

And we should never turn back.

What other nation has our history? Barack Obama has no equivalent in ancient Rome or Greece—or in any modern-day nation, for that matter. Can you imagine a black man being president of China? I’m sure that an African college student somewhere has had a baby with a Chinese woman. Could that child grow up to one day lead China? Very doubtful, perhaps impossible.

But in America, it’s not only possible, it’s been done.

I’ve traveled to many countries in Europe, and I can’t imagine a nonwhite person being elected the leader in any of them. France has black leaders in its French Socialist Party, and Poland has a Nigerian-born man in the Parliament. But would Poland or France ever elect a black person as its president or prime minister?

If you look beyond European countries, the chances appear slimmer. In countries such as Saudi Arabia, it is very difficult to even become a citizen if you aren’t born there. I met a woman recently who was born of Sudanese parents in the United Arab Emirates. She had never set foot in Sudan, but she could never be a citizen of the UAE because her parents were Sudanese. Not here. If you’re born in America or legally naturalized, then you’re as American as the president. I believe in the greatness of the people in each of these countries, but it is clear that America is a unique place, even exceptional.

In 2010 Tim Scott was elected to represent the predominantly white First Congressional District of South Carolina. He was the first black Republican to represent South Carolina in Congress since 1897. He is a Tea Party–backed Conservative, in a district where Civil War reenactments are held regularly. Many of his constituents have roots in the Confederacy and bemoan the outcome of the Civil War. In fact, one of our congressional colleagues from neighboring Georgia referred to the American Civil War as the “Great War of Yankee Aggression.” Whatever.

Yet Representative Scott represented Charleston, where probably more slaves arrived than anywhere else in the country. Now Senator Scott represents the entire state of South Carolina. There is irony in this story: in 2013 he was appointed to the US Senate by South Carolina’s governor, Nikki Haley, whose parents immigrated from India.

Only in America!

What do I make of it? I believe that America is a country that is fundamentally fair. If you stick with it, you will not be permanently locked out. But you will need to stick with it, and organize.

Slavery in this country began in 1619, when the first African slaves arrived by ship in Jamestown, Virginia, and it didn’t end until 1865. Slavery was permitted in America for nearly 250 years. Blacks were enslaved longer than they have been free. During the period of freedom, however, we’ve had a black secretary of state, a black secretary of defense, black Supreme Court justices, a black president, several black CEOs of companies such as American Express, Time Warner, and Merrill Lynch, and a few black billionaires.

This movement toward inclusion has not been easy or linear. It took a Civil War and a civil rights movement. Now we see other countries, such as those in the Arab world, fighting for their rights and their identity. But we have led the way.

That’s why everyone has an opinion about the United States. I’ve run into many types of people in my life, but there are two types that I find frustrating. The first are those who have nothing good to say about America. Some of our own citizens, who live under a flag that guarantees their freedom, won’t acknowledge that America has made world-leading strides in the cause of human freedom. Then there are those who believe that America is perfect, has always been perfect, and needs no fixing. They will deny the atrocities committed against Native Americans, African Americans, women, and Japanese Americans.

Both of these views are wrong, just as both versions of “America” are correct.

Despite our history and our individual differences, we abide by an awesome promise of liberty and justice for all. It’s our job to fulfill it. In order to form a more perfect union, we must continue to extend our promise to everyone.

That’s our duty. That’s our charge. That’s our America.
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FROM THE BLACK BOTTOM TO CANE RIVER


I have lived my adult life in Minneapolis, Minnesota, but I was born in Detroit, Michigan. My American journey actually began long before that. My story is best told through the people who raised me, because their history shaped the man I have become. Both of my parents grew up in a Jim Crow America where opportunities for people of color were limited. Both of them managed to fight through adversity to build success, but their paths were quite different.

My mother was nurtured and even cosseted by a strong family unit that provided the opportunity for her to grow. In fact, her nickname was Pet. My dad, however, had to fight a culture, a city, a nation, and sometimes his own family. His constant battles made him tough and callused enough to forge ahead to success but, at the same time, left him altered by the experience.

Leonard Ellison Sr. was born in Detroit in 1928. Today it is one of the most complex cities in the United States, filled with both great pride and serious challenges. It has some of the most culturally diverse neighborhoods in the country and also some of the most racially polarized. It has some of the most beautiful architecture surrounded by some of our most dilapidated communities. It is the original home of Motown Records and General Motors. It brought the world everyone from Eminem to Madonna, from Dr. Ben Carson to Charles A. Lindbergh, from Henry Ford to Berry Gordy.

Though we were both born in Detroit, my dad and I grew up in different times and in different cities. I was raised on the West Side, which was relatively affluent and safe. It’s where my father wanted to live as an adult.

The Detroit of his childhood was best known for the Black Bottom, made famous in August Wilson’s play Ma Rainey’s Black Bottom. Many people think that the area got its name from the color of the people who settled there, but the real reason was its black soil.

Before World War I, the area was predominantly Jewish, but after the Great Migration of black Americans from the rural South to the northern industrial cities like Detroit, the color of its inhabitants began to match its soil. The Black Bottom evolved into Detroit’s central community of black-owned businesses, lodges, churches, and nightclubs. It became renowned for music and entertainment: blues, swing, and jazz.

Every major urban area has a center of black culture, and certain streets have an iconic status. In Detroit, it was Hastings Street, which was to the Black Bottom what Bourbon Street is to New Orleans, Beale Street is to Memphis, and 125th Street is to Harlem.

My dad loved to regale my brothers and me with stories about Paradise Valley, another name for the Black Bottom. As a teen, he would sneak into the nightclubs on Hastings to see Duke Ellington, Count Basie, Billy Eckstine, and Pearl Bailey. Aretha Franklin started her singing career in her father’s church, New Bethel Baptist, also on that street. By the time I was growing up in the 1970s, most of Hastings Street had long since been bulldozed to create the Chrysler Freeway segment of Interstate 75. But my father talked with pride about the hustlers who displayed such class and cachet that they almost had celebrity status on the streets. He made the era sound so thrilling and exciting that I could vividly imagine it.

This was my dad’s world during the height of segregation—segregation northern style. There were no Whites Only signs per se, but you knew where you could and could not go. Blacks everywhere faced structural isolation and denial. The silver lining of this oppression was social cohesion. The doctors, undertakers, and lawyers, as well as the pimps and the hustlers, all lived in the same segregated community and contributed to the tapestry of the Black Bottom. My dad was exposed not only to the greatest entertainers and most successful professionals but also to the worst of the criminal element, and he was influenced by it all. The Black Bottom contributed to my father’s character and soul as much as his unique upbringing.

My father was the son of a farmer turned factory worker turned entrepreneur. My grandfather Zollie Crawford Ellison, born in 1896, was a part of America’s Great Migration, detailed in Isabel Wilkerson’s The Warmth of Other Suns. He originally hailed from a farm near Sardis, in Burke County, Georgia. His father, Crawford Ellison, was born into slavery in 1862. And his grandfather Jacob Ellison lived and died a slave.

We knew all this family history because my father and his only brother, Uncle Bob, would sit around and talk about these men. They drilled those names and their stories into my four brothers and me. They gave us a sense of belonging and meaning and purpose. We knew we had a slave heritage, but it wasn’t given to us with shame. My dad always exuded pride and strength. For him, that heritage was a source of pride, a mark of perseverance, of survival over terrible odds.

As a young man, Grandpa Zollie left the farm and “went north” to work in Detroit’s factories. He wasn’t educated—not in a classroom—but he was a genius when it came to understanding how to succeed in this world. Grandpa Zollie was smart and industrious. In addition to working in the factory, he also saved his money and acquired several residential rental properties and opened a neighborhood store.

My grandfather was a driven man and not someone to mess with. I will never forget jumping in the car with my dad to check on Grandpa Zollie after we got a call that some guy had tried to rob his store. My grandpa, who stood just five foot four inches, had thrown the would-be robber through the display window.

“A strong farm boy,” my dad joked, shaking his head as we stood surveying the broken glass on the sidewalk. Grandpa Zollie had a few scratches on his knuckles but otherwise was none the worse for wear.

I spent a lot of time with my grandfather. He would take my brother Brian and me to our Little League baseball practice, and to see the Detroit Tigers play at Tiger Stadium. We’d sit in the senior citizen seats for just fifty cents. On the weekends and during the summers, my brothers and I used to help cut the grass at his rental properties. He would ask us to make out the rent receipts while we were there.

“I can’t find my glasses,” he would say by way of an excuse for not doing it himself.

“But, Grandpa, your glasses are on your head,” I would point out.

“Boy, just fill out the receipts!” he’d fuss.

One day, after cutting the grass, as I was rummaging through the kitchen for something to eat, I asked my mother, “How come Grandpa always tells us to write out the rent receipts?”

My mother, who was usually mild mannered and patient, shot me a stern look. “What did you say to him?” she asked.

“Nothing, really. He said something about not being able to see, and I told him his glasses were on his head.”

“Don’t you ever embarrass your grandfather like that!” she said angrily.

“What?” I was confused. I didn’t think I had embarrassed Grandpa.

“You know Grandpa never had a chance to go to school like you.”

It had never occurred to me that my grandfather couldn’t read. He was one of the smartest men I knew. He seemed to know everything. Plus, everyone else in my family was educated. My father was a doctor: a psychiatrist. Uncle Bob was a dentist. My mother had her degree. My mother’s deceased father had been college educated, as was her mother. I just assumed that everyone knew how to read. I couldn’t imagine the times in which my grandfather was raised in Georgia, just a generation removed from slavery.
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In such a hostile environment, choices were limited, especially for women. My paternal grandmother, Marian, married Grandpa Zollie when she was just nineteen and he was thirty. I never knew whether they fell in love or if they joined forces for convenience. Whatever the case, their marriage didn’t last long. You know it had to be bad, because hardly anyone got divorced back then.

After his parents split, my dad and his brother were raised by their grandmother, Marian’s mother. Grandpa Zollie had to work, and to the best of my knowledge, Grandma Marian started a new life.

My dad’s grandmother died when he was about ten. After that, he and Uncle Bob lived briefly with their mother, but that didn’t last long. My father was headstrong, willful, and boisterous. I imagine he was resentful about his broken family as well, although we’ve never talked about it. In any case, his mother couldn’t manage him, and he was sent to live with Grandpa Zollie’s sister, Carrie, who had moved up to Detroit and, like Grandpa Zollie, was quite enterprising. Aunt Carrie, according to family legend, operated an after-hours establishment.

My father recalled that he liked staying with Aunt Carrie. For a while, he made good money on tips, bussing tables and getting cigarettes or drinks for Aunt Carrie’s guests.

Someone finally decided that it wasn’t a good idea for a teenage boy to be living in that kind of situation, so my dad moved in with Grandpa Zollie, who had remarried. That arrangement didn’t work out for very long, either. The new wife didn’t take to my dad, and at this point, my father wasn’t trying to accommodate anyone.

So, at fifteen, near the end of World War II, my father finagled his way into the United States Army. He was stationed in Hawaii and remembered that he spent a lot of time in the library, but he didn’t talk much about his army time. The rampant segregation must have made his stint very lonely and difficult.

When he was discharged, he came back to Detroit, finished high school, and enrolled in college. The GI Bill gave him the start he needed. He joined Uncle Bob at Wayne University (now known as Wayne State U), majoring in pharmacy science. He was on his way to graduation and a better life when he ran out of money and had to drop out. But he went to work in one of Detroit’s auto factories and saved up enough to go back to college. When he finished at Wayne, he was a little older than the other grads, but he made it.

With a background like that, my dad never made any excuses. His mantra was, “There are no handouts or handups.” So guess what? None of his sons would have any excuses either. If he could make his own way in the world, so could we. Period. End of discussion. And believe me, no one gave my father any back talk.

He had lived what some would call a rather rough life. He had to work for everything he got. He had watched his own dad build a business by the sweat of his brow, with no help and no educational foundation, so he knew that the effort would pay off.

My father knew what so many Americans believe: that if you put your mind to something and are willing to work hard, you can achieve your goals. My dad wanted to be a doctor. He wanted to see Dr. in front of his name. After graduating from Wayne State, he enrolled at the University of Michigan Medical School and got his medical degree with a specialty in psychiatry.

While at Michigan, he met my mom, Clida. She was, on paper, his polar opposite. But she provided just the balance he needed in his life. She had the right kind of strength to match his fire.

So I was raised by two very different but equally strong-willed personalities.

My mom is ten years younger than my dad. She was born in Cane River, Natchitoches Parish, Louisiana, in 1938. It is an isolated, self-contained place on the banks of Cane River Lake—a tributary of the Red River that got cut off long ago—where the inhabitants survive on farming. A distant ancestor of my mother, Augustin Metoyer, the patriarch of a set of interrelated families who populated the area hundreds of years ago, built the Saint Augustine Catholic Church, in Melrose, around 1829. His portrait hangs in Saint Augustine Church to this day.

My mother’s father, Frank Martinez, was the product of a Spanish father (from Seville) and a black mother. People often mistook him for something other than black. My mother’s mother, Doris Balthazar Martinez, was the distant granddaughter of a French merchant, Thomas Pierre Metoyer, and Marie Therese, known as Coincoin (pronounced “KO-kwe”), a slave. Metoyer freed Coincoin and gave her several acres. My mother was born on one of those plots of land.

My mom, an only child, was raised with a ton of love and support on a farm with a host of aunts and uncles, her grandmother, and chickens, pigs, dogs, and horses. Mother describes her childhood as wonderful and smiles when she recalls her horse, Pocketbook. Growing up like that must have been fun.

She worked on the farm alongside everyone else, but mostly she attended school. She was sent to Holy Rosary Institute, a boarding school in Lafayette, Louisiana, because my grandparents wanted to protect her. Grandpa Frank, you see, was a civil rights activist, fighting for civil rights and voting rights, and the Ku Klux Klan used to harass him. My mom tells the story of how one time they set up a burning cross outside her family’s home on Lee Street (which is now Martin Luther King Jr. Drive). After high school, she went to New Orleans to attend Xavier University of Louisiana, where she graduated with a degree in medical technology.

Education was a priority in my mother’s home. My grandma Doris, whom everyone called Dot, taught the neighboring farm kids reading, writing, and arithmetic in a one-room schoolhouse. Children of many different ages gathered in that classroom, some attending only sporadically, but she managed to make sure they learned the basics. Grandma Doris’s father was also a teacher, specializing in industrial arts.

As I mentioned, Doris was the distant granddaughter of Coincoin, who was a medicine woman, trained in pharmacology and nursing—skills that she passed along to her children. Both of Coincoin’s parents were straight off the boat from Africa, and I’m sure they handed down some old-country knowledge to her. We know that she was from the Ewe (pronounced “EE-vay”) people who inhabit the coastal nation of Togo.

I didn’t know the impact my grandmother had on the community until her funeral. I stood there with my mother at Saint Augustine Church on Cane River as person after person came up to her.

“Your mama would be there day after day and made sure us children got our lessons,” one said, clutching my mother’s hands.

“Some of us never had no schooling ’cept what your mama gave us,” another said, tears in her eyes. “I really thank your mama.”

My mother was so proud of Doris. My mom also clearly adored her father too. He died in 1957 when a tractor overturned on him. His brother-in-law, my great-uncle Boo (Carroll Balthazar), tried to lift the tractor off him, but it was too heavy. Uncle Boo sat there holding my grandfather’s hand until he took his last breath. Uncle Boo, my mother’s uncle, was a farmer and industrial arts teacher like my grandfather. He was such a loving and supportive figure in our lives, I wonder if he thought of himself as looking out for his dead friend’s grandchildren. He was so awesome, I kind of think so.

My mom always talked wistfully of her dad. Besides being an activist, he was also a skilled mechanic. He trained black soldiers to fix airplanes during World War II. After the war, he continued to teach young black men how to fix trucks, cars, and planes.

She was very much a daddy’s girl and also a bit of a tomboy. Probably because she was his only child, he taught her all the things he would have wanted a son to know. So while she learned to take care of a home, she also could build things and work around the farm. My mother was raised to be confident, resourceful, and self-reliant, and I am trying to raise my daughter, Amirah, the same way.

I remember the day my mother got it into her head that she wanted her children to have a sandbox. She was tired of packing us up and trekking to the local park when we had a perfectly nice-sized backyard to play in.

She decided that she would build this sandbox herself. The only problem was that she couldn’t haul the materials in her own car. So she took my dad’s brand-new white Cadillac convertible with red leather interior (and whitewall tires, of course) and headed to the local hardware store. With the top open, the Cadillac was perfect.

It was a running joke in the neighborhood that my dad had all of these nice cars—including a Ferrari and even a Rolls-Royce at one time—and my mom drove around in these old, modest cars. But if you knew my parents, that was perfectly normal. My father was a flashy, over-the-top personality. He wore tailored suits and was opinionated. A real character. My mother was down-to-earth. She was no wallflower, but she was never loud or boisterous. She was levelheaded and even-keeled. The only time she would really show a lot of passion was when it came to her kids. If we needed something or she decided she wanted us to have something, nothing was going to stop her.

That day, she put us all in the front, so she could load up the backseat of Dad’s convertible. She put down plastic to protect the precious interior from the bags of sand, pieces of wood, nails, and fasteners. Once we got back home, she built us that sandbox. I was about five years old, but I still remember her determination to get it built. And I remember the fun my brothers and I had in it.

My father, who worked fourteen-hour days at his practice and didn’t drive the Cadillac convertible except on weekends—his get-around car was a Pontiac Sunbird—didn’t get home until late. You can imagine the argument that erupted when he noticed sand on the precious red leather of his baby. Apparently the plastic my mother had put down didn’t protect against all of the sand.

She heard him out but wasn’t fazed by his anger, and she wasn’t apologetic. She’d done what she had to do. She was taking care of her children.

This fierce desire to protect us played out a number of times while we were growing up. The year before, we had moved into a mixed neighborhood in Detroit, and a rash of robberies occurred shortly after we arrived. One of our neighbors who lived across the street started telling everyone to “watch out for those Ellison boys.” He claimed we were the ones committing the robberies.

When my mother caught wind of this, she gathered us all up and said, “Come with me!” We didn’t know what was up, but we all stopped what we were doing and followed her. She marched across the street with us trailing behind, went up to this man’s house, and knocked on his door. When he came to the door, he looked shocked.

“Sir, these are my boys,” she said firmly. “They are not doing anything to your property or anyone else’s. Before you start saying what the Ellison boys are up to, you should know what you’re talking about.”

She then turned and walked back across the street with us following, leaving that man standing there with his mouth open. She had made her point. My oldest brother, Leonard, was only nine. I was six. In other words, we were all little kids. There was no way that we were the menaces this man was claiming, and my mother wasn’t having anyone talking badly about her boys. We all thought it was funny: “Man! Mom is tough! Ha-ha.”

My mother usually worked outside of the home, but she was involved in the PTA and the neighborhood watch, she came to our various sports games, and she was very active in the community.

When we were all old enough to go to school, she went to work at my father’s practice, running his office. But she was always home in time to cook us dinner. She was the one who made sure that we had lunch packed for school, did our homework, and got to bed on time. She was a disciplinarian, but her biggest threat when we misbehaved was “I’m going to tell your father.” None of us wanted that. We were all scared of that. We didn’t want her telling him anything.

We kept in line—all five boys—primarily because our mom instilled in us a sense of right and wrong. We didn’t get into much trouble, because to have done so would have reflected poorly on her.

I believe she was the right woman to raise five boys because she had the right father to raise her. My grandfather may have died before we came along, but my mom made sure we knew about him. She embodied a lot of his strength and wisdom. His picture hangs in my home as a reminder. And I’m certain that it’s the spirit of Frank Martinez that enabled my mom to bring up five boys. She knew exactly how to handle each of us.

While my father showed us valuable lessons through example—getting up every day and going to work, working hard, demanding excellence from himself and everyone around him, and carrying himself with immense pride—my mother was more hands-on in teaching us values, humanity, and what it meant to love one another.

Together they raised five men who by society’s standards have done well. Because of our parents, my brothers and I had a chance to live the American dream. I can speak for them when I say that we all, in our own ways, work to extend it to everyone.
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    NO MERCY FOR THE WEAK


As I reflect on my upbringing and the way in which I raise my own four children, I am struck by how we as a nation care for our children. According to the US Centers for Disease Control and Prevention (CDC), ours may be the first generation not to outlive their parents, as a result of obesity and other controllable factors. We are also lagging behind our parents in income and achievement. As a nation, America is trailing in education—we are eighteenth among industrialized nations. More than one in five children live below the poverty line. Programs serving children in poverty, such as Food Stamps (now called the Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program) and Project Head Start, face the budget ax in this age of austerity, while loopholes for Big Oil and Big Coal go unclosed.

The quality of our children’s lives has eroded. Today’s kids face so much more violence, crime, and tragedy than my generation and even my parents’ generation encountered. And that’s saying a lot, considering that both of my parents were raised during a time of discrimination against people of color. But what they had that we don’t seem to have today was a sense of community. While signs may have banned them from certain public places, they had at least one place where they absolutely belonged. There was also a sense that if the world was going to deny them rights, they were just simply going to work so hard that they would make their own way.

That was my dad’s philosophy. Work hard. Excel. No excuses.

I was raised, as the middle child of five boys, by a man who thrived on pushing the limits. My mom had a major hand in our rearing—she provided the love and balance—but my father set the tone.
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