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What People Are Saying About 
Chicken Soup for the African American Soul . . . 

“Warning! This book will definitely make you feel better!”

Suzanne de Passe 
television producer 

“Sharing and celebrating the inner and outer victories of a courageous, creative and heart-centered people, this collection of human experience won’t leave a dry eye in the house! It represents a milestone in storytelling that will endure, just as its people have.”

Michael Beckwith 
author, founder and spiritual director,
Agape International Spiritual Center 

“Foundation in life is critical both spiritually and naturally; undoubtedly Chicken Soup for the African American Soul will help the seeker of foundation bridge the gap between the two worlds. It is a must-read for all.”

Bishop Gilbert Coleman Jr. 
Bishop Of Freedom World Wide Covenant Ministries 

“Heartwarming and uplifting, powerful and real—Chicken Soup for the African American Soul will stir your emotions and soothe them at the same time.”

Dr. Jeff Gardere 
author, Smart Parenting for African Americans 
and Love Prescription, Healing Our Hearts Through Love 

“Soul travel needs traffic signals, stop signs, cautionary crossings, testimonies, the spoken and written word to guide us along the way. This book provides that and more. From soup to nuts, Chicken Soup is now African American inspired, taste-tested and it’s so-o-o good!”

Dr. Gwendolyn Goldsby Grant 
advice columnist, Essence Magazine 
and author, The Best Kind of Loving 

“While the cover image itself is worth a thousand words, the words inside the book speak volumes of passion, persistence and pride.”

Elvin “The Big E” Hayes 
NBA Hall of Famer and
one of the 50 All-Time Greatest NBA Players 

“Chicken Soup for the African American Soul is a touchdown deserving of the End Zone Dance!”

Elmo Wright 
former NFL player, Kansas City Chiefs
and inventor of “The End Zone Dance”

“I know that we are built from strong roots, but this book was an amazing reminder of both how strong and determined we are!”

Sheila Jackson Lee 
U.S. Congresswoman (Texas) 

“You deserve to give your heart something extra to smile about. This is it. It will make you laugh, it will make you cry, it will remind you how great our people are. Read it, love it, embrace it now and thank me later. This is a ‘must-read’ for every person of color.”

Michael Colyar 
comedian and humanitarian 

“Reading this book is almost as good as a meal. My stomach is still smiling.”

Ossie Davis 
Actor/Stage & Screen 
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Foreword

When I was asked to co-author Chicken Soup for the African American Soul, I had to say yes, if nothing else just to shock my old schoolteachers. I mean, it isn’t every day that a C-student (at best) like me gets this kind of opportunity. 

But it’s amazing what we can do if given the chance. The odds get even better if that chance is backed up with encouragement, support, guidance and high expectations for success.

I got all those things in my little town of Tuskegee, Alabama. I grew up in a community full of black folks with something to prove. The people in my community were always busy upgrading everything from their cars to their add-on dens; in fact, whoever sold wood paneling to Tuskegeeans should have been filthy rich! In spite of the segregation and racism that loomed over the South at that time, they set high standards for themselves and their families. They weren’t settling for “as good as;” they wanted to do better! And more importantly, they believed they could.

I’ve done a lot of thinking over the years about my hometown and its “can-do” spirit, and I’ve wondered what made it so unique. For one thing, much of its population was made up of men and women, like my parents, who moved there to participate in the Tuskegee Airman program, which was really an experiment that set out to prove that black men could fly planes! They were young, college-educated, success-oriented people who were willing to take a chance. Everybody, of course, didn’t make it as an airman. My daddy washed out of the program, but worked until he retired at the V.A. hospital. My mother was hired as a secretary for the program, but what she really did was use her writing skills to make her bosses look a lot smarter than they were!

But much of the can-do spirit possessed by the people that lived there can be credited to my alma mater, Tuskegee Institute, a black college founded by Booker T. Washington. It was the heart and soul of the town.

As I began reading what the writers contributed to Chicken Soup for the African American Soul, I was reminded of how our lives can be shaped and inspired by the wisdom, success, pain and sorrow of others.

Growing up I’d spent countless hours watching and listening to men and women who shared their stories. Like the writers of this book, those who contributed to my life ran the gamut from people of prominence to guys running their mouths at the barbershop. If I’d had the forethought I would have carried around a notebook and jotted down some of what I heard and saw and put it in a book. It would have included Tuskegee Airman Chappie James, George Washington Carver, Mrs. Ritchie (Lionel’s mom), Booker T. Washington, Rosa Parks and many more. I didn’t realize it then but Tuskegee really was a happening place. Everybody that was anybody in black America, or Negro America as it was considered back then, made a stop in Tuskegee to speak or perform, and my family made sure we were right there to see people such as Malcolm X, Leontyne Price and James Brown—not all on the same bill, of course!

The Tom Joyner Foundation, which raises money to help students who have run out of money at Historical Black Colleges and Universities (HBCU), is an outgrowth of what I gained from a town that gave me the confidence and desire to believe that I could be anything I wanted to be. My wish is for every black child to get the chance to go college. That’s a tall order. A more realistic one is making sure that those who have chosen to attend HBCUs get what’s needed to keep them there—support, encouragement and expectation of success. Like chicken soup, the meal and the book, a variety of ingredients ensure a winning outcome.

My role as host of the Tom Joyner Morning Show allows me to reach millions of African American radio listeners daily. We have fun together, but we also try to make a difference by encouraging our audience to take a more proactive role in their health, education and the political process. That’s what a community is all about, and whether our community consists of 15 hundred or 15 million, our responsibility to our neighbors doesn’t change.

I see this book as an extension of our efforts to reach the souls of black folks all around the country, and I’m very proud to be a part of this project.

Chicken Soup for the African American Soul includes stories of inspiration, humor and wisdom that we all can relate to. There are perspectives from everyone from Colin Powell to Yolanda King. From Sojourner Truth to Snoop Dogg. . . . Okay, Snoop Dogg is not included, but you get the picture. There are also great quotations from Frederick Douglass, Rosa Parks, Reggie Jackson, Jesse Jackson, Ralph Waldo Emerson, and the list goes on and on. The pot is full and seasoned just right! You can take a big helping all at once or dip a little at a time.

Enjoy the book! I hope it warms your soul as much as it warmed mine.

Tom Joyner 



Introduction

I pray each day, that I not stand in my way, so that I can do what I have been created to do . . .  I keep remembering it isn’t just about me, it’s about who I touch.

Lisa Nichols 

When I was first asked to submit a proposal to coauthor Chicken Soup for the African American Soul, I had two challenges that needed to be resolved before I could move forward with this awesome project and opportunity. First, I had a challenge with considering myself a writer. I believed my college English professor when she failed me in her class, saying, “Lisa, you are the weakest writer I have ever met in my entire life.” I promptly began a career in speaking and successfully avoided any profound writing. Therefore, the thought of being a coauthor for Chicken Soup for the African American Soul—to be read by the millions of people who love and respect the series—did not ring possible in my mind. During six months of procrastinating, a close friend repeatedly said, “Lisa, if you can speak powerfully, then you can write powerfully.” I finally chose to break through my self-doubt and self-dialogue and pursue the opportunity. I started by writing my own stories and, much to my relief, I discovered that my English teacher had inaccurately assessed me.

I now know who I am to be responsible for this project: 
Education, preparation, motivation, 
With a dedication to my community. 
Public speaking is my occupation, 
School of hard knocks is my certification. 
People of color are my orientation, 
Yes, folks, you can speak to me later for clarification.

I speak bold, I speak strong, I am three wrapped in one 
Malcolm X’s desire for cultural cultivation, 
Martin Luther King’s yearning for total liberation, 
And I do it all with a smile, with God’s motivation. 
There is a great mother figure wrapped around my tongue, 
She helps clarify the three-n-one, 
She leads me, she guides me, 
She lets me know which way to go 
Beside my three-n-one sits Mrs. Maya Angelou. 
I’m Lisa Nichols and I am on my way. 
Listen closely, you will hear me another day, 
For I represent the strong people of color that are here to stay.

My second challenge was that I needed to know this wasn’t just “another book” for Jack Canfield and Mark Victor Hansen and that these men (both white guys) had an authentic emotional or heart connection to what this book offered to African Americans. I needed to know that the production of this book offered something significant in terms of celebration, healing and the opportunity to share our culture, and that it would contribute to our children, literacy, economics and other areas of systemic change and advancement. My life has been about personal and cultural empowerment, so before I could enter into a contractual agreement to dedicate every free moment and several years of my life to this project, I had to look Jack Canfield and Mark Victor Hansen in the eyes and personally understand their intentions.

After meeting several times with Jack, his conviction and personal passion for this project were clear to me. His amazing fight to teach African American children their history and worth started over twenty years ago when he was a teacher in an all-black school in Chicago. His eyes clearly said that though his commitment to stand for change had returned to him some great personal pains and hurt, he would do it all again to make a difference—as would we. Then I met Mark and saw firsthand, that through his life of celebrating, learning and spiritual growth, he understands our cultural differences but chooses to focus on our human similarities. I could comfortably say I saw character, integrity, authentic compassion and respect in both of my soon-to-be colleagues. Knowing a percentage of the proceeds from book sales would be given to the Tom Joyner Foundation to financially assist African American college students, I had what I needed to move forward. The result is this phenomenal collection of stories—in our words—celebrating and sharing our culture.

Chicken Soup for the African American Soul is a tribute to a culture that prides itself on survival, resiliency, healing, prayer and perseverance. These stories offer an opportunity for African Americans and our friends of other cultures to understand who we are. This book is not only a tribute to what has been in our history, but also to what still can be in our future. This volume of Chicken Soup is filled with stories of transitioning from the test to the testimony and from the battles to the victories.

Lisa Nichols 
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FROM
STRONG
ROOTS

The ultimate measure of a man is not where he stands in moments of comfort and convenience, but where he stands at times of challenge and controversy.

Dr. Martin Luther King Jr.



A Journey on Cane River

Success always leaves footprints.

Booker T. Washington 

Growing up, I knew for an absolute fact that no one on the planet was stronger than my mother. So when she told me stories of who she admired growing up, I paid attention. She was clearly in awe of her grandmother Emily. She described her grandmother as iron-willed and devilish, physically beautiful and demanding of beauty from others, determined to make her farmhouse in central Louisiana a fun place to be on Sundays when family gathered, and fanatical and unforgiving about the responsibilities generated from family ties.

My mother drew parallels between her grandmother Emily and Jacqueline Kennedy. “Emily was class,” she would say, describing her physical attributes: her long, graceful neck, her tiny, tiny waist. “Emily was class, Emily was elegant, just like Jackie.”

How my mother came by this first-name familiarity with the president’s wife I couldn’t begin to imagine, but as I grew older and listened carefully to other stories about my great-grandmother Emily that was the least of my bafflement. The pieces wouldn’t fit. On the one hand, Emily, refined, graceful, elegant, soft-spoken, classy. On the other, Emily, a woman from the backwoods of Louisiana, possibly born a slave right before the Civil War, unapologetic about dipping snuff, buzzed on her homemade muscadine wine each and every day. Not exactly “just like Jackie.”

Emily intrigued me and the puzzle of this woman simmered on the back burner of my conscious mind for decades, undoubtedly triggering questions about who I was as well. Not until 1995 did the search really start to heat up, for the simple reason that I was no longer gainfully employed and suddenly had massive quantities of time on my hands. I had been a corporate executive, vice president and general manager of Sun Microsystems in Silicon Valley, when I decided to change my life by stepping off into the great unknown. I quit my job. Not a sabbatical. No looking back or second-guessing. Just walked away.

“When does your new job start?” asked my mother. Actually, what I heard was, “How could you possibly walk away from a good job you got only because I sacrificed to put you through school, and by the way, I spent fourteen hours in labor to get you here in the first place.” She didn’t really say the last part, at least not out loud, but that is what it felt like she said.

“I refuse to take a job for at least a year,” I replied, trying to sound confident. “I need to listen to the silence, find the inner me, reengineer myself outside of the confines of corporate America.”

My mother had no patience with this drivel. “Who’s going to pay you to do that?”

“I’ve saved enough for a year or two.”

“Can you get your old job back?”

“I don’t want my old job. It’s gone. There’s something else I’m supposed to be doing,” I said. “I just don’t know what it is yet.”

“You’re supposed to have a job.”

I let the silence build. For some things, there is no response.

“So what are you going to do for the next year?” she pushed.

Here was the critical moment where a persuasive argument could win her to my side, put her mind to rest, reassure her of my ability to adapt.

“I don’t know,” I said, which unbeknownst to me would become my mantra of the next few years.

I couldn’t explain it because I didn’t understand it, but I felt compelled to leave my job and research my ancestry. Gradually, and then overwhelmingly, I slipped into the dark, shadowy, addictive parallel universe of genealogy. Entire days disappeared from my life when I entered the bowels of the National Archives to pore over census records. Secretive trips to Louisiana to chase down fragile leads in local courthouses, newspaper archives and libraries followed. I began to lie to my friends, telling them I was “just relaxing, taking it easy, enjoying my newfound free time.”

Meanwhile, the relentless search for dead relatives consumed weeks and then months. I lost all sense of shame, carrying tape recorders into nursing homes to interview people who couldn’t remember what they had for breakfast but could spin sharp tales of events from eighty years ago. I craved one more fact, one more connection, one more story, but one was never enough. I had to have more, to know more about the people in my family, dead for a hundred years. I was hooked.

So hooked, I traced my mother’s line to a place in Louisiana called Cane River, a unique area that before the Civil War housed one of the largest and wealthiest collections of free people of color in the United States. I decided to hire a specialist on Cane River culture, a genealogist who could read the Creole French records that I could not. The task I assigned her was to find my great-grandmother Emily’s grandmother.

“Let’s get the facts we know on the table, starting with her name,” the genealogist said.

“I don’t know.” (The mantra echoed.)

“No first name or last name?”

“No.”

“Okay. Was she from Cane River?”

“Maybe,” I said encouragingly. “Her daughter was.”

“Okay. Was she slave or free?”

“I don’t know. I can’t find any trace of her in the free census records, but I’m not sure.”

The genealogist seemed doubtful, but she took the job anyway. I was, after all, paying her by the hour just to look.

No job, no paycheck, so how long could this foolish obsession to find my unnamed great-great-great-great-grandmother last? Turns out, for eighteen months, by the hour, until the genealogist recovered a document that banished any doubt I would write a historical novel based on the characters revealed. In a collection of ten thousand unindexed local records written in badly preserved Creole French, she found the bill of sale for my great-great-great-great-grandmother Elisabeth, who was sold in 1850 in Cane River, Louisiana, for eight hundred dollars.

I wondered whether my great-great-great-great-grandmother spent as much time envisioning her descendants as I had spent envisioning her life. I held the bill of sale in my hands, awed and humbled, curious what any one of the women who came before me, born slaves, would think of one of their own having the opportunity to become an executive at a Fortune 500 company. Could any of them have even dreamed of that possibility in 1850 as they changed hands at auction from one property owner to another? I wondered what they would think of the world we live in today. What would Elisabeth have thought of my quitting my job and spending far more than her selling price to find any evidence she had existed?

At this point, I had no choice. I had to write their story and document their lives—my history. They were, after all, real flesh-and-blood people. I pieced their lives together the best I could from over a thousand documents uncovered in my years of research, re-creating what life must have been like for them during the 1800s and 1900s. The result was Cane River, a novelized account covering one hundred years in America’s history and following four generations of Creole slave women in Cane River, Louisiana, as they struggled to keep their families intact through the dark days of slavery, the Civil War, Reconstruction, and the pre-civil rights era of the Jim Crow South.

The rest—the dog-work of writing the novel, finding an agent, finding a publisher and doing the book tour—was as grueling and exciting as discovering my ancestry. Within days of being sent to several publishers, Warner Books purchased the novel. Once again, my family was on the auction block but this time in a more satisfying way, honoring instead of dishonoring. Things had certainly changed over the last hundred and fifty years. I wished I could show my great-great-great-great-grandmother Elisabeth the price our family commanded this time.

Three months after the publication of Cane River, the phone rang as I was packing for yet another book-signing trip.

“Hello, this is Oprah.”

“Yeah, right!” I said, wondering which of my friends was playing this cruel practical joke. I waited for laughter that never came.

“This is Oprah,” the distinct and ever-so-familiar voice said again.

As recognition registered, I mustered my most professional corporate voice in the midst of my total embarrassment and surprise.

“Hello, Ms. Winfrey. What can I do for you today?” My heart pounded so hard I could hardly hear what followed. 

She had called to tell me she selected my novel for her book club, which ultimately led to Cane River spending seventeen weeks on the New York Times bestseller list and a readership broader than I dared dream.

My mother has conceded once, and only once, that quitting my job wasn’t as disastrous as she had feared. But she still thinks I should be out interviewing for a corporate position, as a backup. The women in my family are strong, and strength is a mother’s legacy. Worry, on the other hand, now that’s a mother’s prerogative.

Lalita Tademy 



Ain’t I a Woman?

If we study the lives of great men and women carefully and unemotionally we find that, invariably, greatness was developed, tested and revealed through the darker periods of their lives.  One of the largest tributaries of the River of Greatness is always the Stream of Adversity.

Cavett Robert 

Well children, where there is so much racket there must be something out of kilter. I think that ’twixt the Negroes of the South and the women at the North, all talking about rights, the white men will be in a fix pretty soon. But what’s all this here talking about?

That man over there says that women need to be helped into carriages, and lifted over ditches, and to have the best place everywhere. Nobody ever helps me into carriages, or over mud-puddles, or gives me any best place! And ain’t I a woman?

Look at me! Look at my arm! I have ploughed and planted, and gathered into barns, and no man could lead me! And ain’t I a woman?

I could work as much and eat as much as a man—when I could get it—and bear the lash as well! And ain’t I a woman?

I have borne thirteen children, and seen most all sold off to slavery, and when I cried out with my mother’s grief, none but Jesus heard me! And ain’t I a woman?

Then they talk about this thing in the head; what’s this they call it?

[Member of audience whispers, “Intellect.”]

That’s it, honey. What’s that got to do with women’s rights or Negroes’ rights? If my cup won’t hold but a pint, and yours holds a quart, wouldn’t you be mean not to let me have my little half measure full?

Then that little man in black there, he says women can’t have as much rights as men, ’cause Christ wasn’t a woman! Where did your Christ come from? Where did your Christ come from? From God and a woman! Man had nothing to do with Him!

If the first woman God ever made was strong enough to turn the world upside down all alone, these women together ought to be able to turn it back, and get it right side up again! And now they is asking to do it, the men better let them.

Obliged to you for hearing me, and now old Sojourner ain’t got nothing more to say.

Sojourner Truth (1797–1883) 



Five Garbage Bags and a Dream

I attended high school in Syracuse, where I was not the greatest academic achiever. I did okay. My sports ability, however, attracted a great deal of attention from small colleges in the region. I received letters from most of the New York state schools. I chose Wagner College.

College was an eye-opening experience for me. I played football, and started with a lot of potential. Two of my friends and I were the top incoming freshman players. All of us were excited about school and all that it had to offer, but I didn’t realize how unprepared I was for life away from home, and I began to lose focus during the first year. I started to fall away from the values that caused me to be invited to the school in the first place. Freedom from home became freedom to do what I wanted to do, and this was the beginning of a hard fall; I ended up quitting the football team. I chose not to focus too intensely on academics, and after my first year, I quit school with no plans to return.

It was very difficult being the first person in the family to pursue a bachelor’s degree. I had no one from whom to seek advice. Once back home, I took a job as a dishwasher and stayed for almost one year. Being a dishwasher wasn’t my quest in life; it was, though, what I had to settle for. The job wasn’t difficult and the pay was low. Nevertheless, it afforded plenty of time to think about my future. 

In my earlier years I had a plan: I was going to make it big playing sports (admittedly, 95 percent of my community had this plan, also). Once I made it big, I was going to use my name to become a motivational speaker, affecting the lives of youth and adults worldwide. I began to dream about this on a regular basis. I realized that as much as I loved sports, it was merely a means to an end—I wanted to speak publicly. My biggest problem was that I didn’t have a clue how to make this happen. I started to tell myself, I have to go back to school; it’ll be the only way I can effectively pursue my dream.

I happened to run into a high school friend a few days later, who told me he attended a little school outside of Philadelphia called Cheyney University—the nation’s oldest black college. Cheyney was a good school and their focus was on helping students graduate.

This seemed a perfect opportunity. I contacted the school, the coach and others, to discuss attending the college. Then I set up a going-away party at my mother’s home. My family and friends were excited for me and my future. One thing they didn’t realize—I was going to this school on faith. I hadn’t registered, and I didn’t have any money.

When I say I didn’t have any money, I really mean I had no money—only enough for a one-way ticket and food along the way. I didn’t even have luggage. Instead, I used garbage bags—five to be exact. But I had a dream to obtain my college degree and follow my passion. So, I packed my garbage bags with all of my possessions and said my good-byes. I had no family in Pennsylvania and no idea where I was headed. I’d never visited the campus nor even seen pictures of it. I’d never been to Philadelphia. I only knew one thing: Where I was going had to be better than where I was. For me, it was now or never. I refused to continue living a life of mediocrity and blaming people for my failures. I realized that if I was going to make it, I had to go.

I took a bus, and then a train, to the 69th Street Station. When I got off the train, I was almost hit by a trolley car— my first time ever seeing one! As a result, I dropped my bags, three of which ripped open. The people at the station stared at me. I got on the bus to Cheyney and took up two seats with all of my stuff, still determined.

On campus, long lines led to the registrar’s office, and I was hot and hungry. At the last possible hour, just before closing, I arrived at the front of the line. The lady in the registrar’s office asked to see my identification; she intended to pull up my registration and then talk about payment. I told her I didn’t have either.

“Did I hear you correctly when you said you didn’t have payment and you’re not registered?”

“Yes, ma’am, that’s what I said.”

“Have you lost your marbles?”

“Yes, ma’am, that’s why I’m here today.”

“How do you plan on paying for your education?”

“Ma’am, I don’t have any money, but you do,” I responded.

She looked at me with amazement. “You expect us to pay for your education?”

“Yes, ma’am, and I know you can do it.”

“Anybody who has the heart to do something as crazy as this must be serious about his education. Where did you come from?”

“Syracuse, New York, ma’am. I came here with everything I own in these five garbage bags, and I plan on going to school. I’m here to succeed. I know I’m going to make it.”

She looked at me for a long moment, “Wait here for one second.”

After talking with the business director, she asked, “Do you have a place to stay tonight?”

“No.”

“Go and see the dormitory director; she’ll put you up for the night, and we’ll discuss this first thing in the morning.”

“Thank you.” I picked up my bags and went.

“You’re the young man who’s become the talk of the day,” the dormitory director greeted me.

“Yes, ma’am, I will graduate from this school, and one day be the talk of this university.”

She smiled. “I like you, young man. We’ll put you up for the night, and somehow we’ll help you get into this school tomorrow.”

The next day, I returned to the business office to learn of my fate. At the end of the day, a miraculous thing happened: The business manager found some available funds through a scholarship called the Wade Wilson Scholarship. I also received Pell Grant money and registered as a student at Cheyney University. Four years later, I graduated with a degree in business administration.

I left home with five bags and a dream. I had no money, no connections and no family—nothing except passion. As a result of both my determination and some helping hands, I am now a motivational speaker, author and trainer helping thousands of people pursue their own passions in life. My message is simply this: Don’t be afraid of the unknown when pursuing your dreams. Many times they are waiting, hoping you will find them.

Darrell “Coach D” Andrews 



Something Unbelievable

Never be limited by other people’s limited imaginations. If you adopt their attitudes, then the possibility won’t exist because you’ll have already shut it out. You can hear other people’s wisdom, but you’ve got to re-evaluate the world for yourself.

Dr. Mae Jemison, astronaut 

When I turned sixteen, my Ghanian parents decided to make the ultimate sacrifice. They sold all of our earthly possessions and bought me a plane ticket back to America where we’d lived years earlier. I would have a better life than those before me.

When I returned to the States, I had fire in my blood. I was ready to take on the world. I was unstoppable. I arrived at Charlotte International Airport in North Carolina, and then traveled south to Florence, South Carolina, where I would finish high school. In those early hours, North Carolina seemed like Las Vegas to me, with all the lights, billboards, neon cowboys on taverns, twitching crucifixes on small Southern churches, and streets with names like Avalon and Magnolia. I was mesmerized, amazed, inspired. In one of the first letters I wrote to my family, I called it a sight to behold.

On the first day of school, I sat in the front row of my English class just as I had done so many times back home. The teacher was an aging Southern belle named Ms. Smith with leathery skin and blue eyes turning gray with age. Her voice was pleasant and her twang delectable. I remember her well, but not just for the accent.

With about six minutes of the first class remaining, Ms. Smith announced that an African was amongst us. The students looked around for a real-life National Geographic experience. I honestly didn’t know she was talking about me. After all, I’d never been called “the African.”

“Come on now! Introduce yourself to the class and tell them what your name means!” Ms. Smith insisted.

She walked over to my desk and told me to stand up. Everyone stared. I was mortified. I knew they were looking for tribal marks, some proof of my ethnicity.

“Good day,” I said proudly, after a moment’s hesitation. “I bring greetings to you all from Ghana. I am Mary Akua Spio.”

My words fell like laughing gas bombs. With each syllable, the class laughed louder and louder. My manner of speech apparently amused the entire class. And my outfit didn’t help matters any. In my attempt to look American, I wore cowboy boots and a large belt, similar to the one boxers receive when they win a match. Huge and shiny.

“Mary? What about Obtunde or something like that? What? Did you change your name at the airport?” one student yelled out.

“You speak English good for an Afkan,” another student quipped. Doesn’t she mean, “I speak English well”? I thought to myself.

I became a piñata for the class’s questions and insults. “What did you do with the tree you lived in when you left Africa?” I remember one student yelling.

Hoping to return control to the class, Ms. Smith interrupted. “So, Mary, what are your dreams? What do you want to be in the future?”

Blinking back tears, I answered, “A rocket scientist.” Once again the class exploded into laughter.

“Oh dear! That’s like saying you want to be the Easter Bunny! You ought to study something like physical education, where you get a chance to swing around, just like back home. Besides, you gotta be real smart to be any kind of scientist!” Ms. Smith was now having her own fun with me.

Soon after, the bell rang and everyone dispersed. I sat frozen for a few minutes, feeling numb, filled with disbelief. Later that day, I met with the guidance counselor and things grew worse. Without giving me any evaluative tests, she concluded I wasn’t smart enough to take classes like physics and calculus. The counselor’s words were the final jabs through my soul. In an instant, all my dreams seemed to go down the drain.

Although I had completed physics and calculus courses in Ghana, I was put back into basic algebra. Teachers and counselors told me my primary focus should be getting rid of my African accent. I felt hopeless. If they were right, if my IQ really was low, what could my future possibly hold?

After graduation, I left South Carolina for New York and got a job at McDonald’s. I knew I could flip burgers and mop floors, but I wanted to be so much more. After hearing a commercial I enlisted in the air force and served for almost five years, earning enough money to attend college full-time. I studied hard, received an additional scholarship and headed off to Syracuse University to study electrical engineering.

Several years later, I found myself trudging through the brutal Syracuse winds, arms and legs frozen cold from the icy snow. It was time for my senior design review, the event every engineer dreads. The design review panel consists of a couple of professors and representatives from the engineering industry, and they can be an intimidating bunch.

We stood in the back of the class, squirming impatiently, as we watched the review panel approach our lab stations one by one. I was reminded of Don Shaw, our lab instructor, and the inspections we had endured for semesters. During Don’s inspections, he would always stop at Lab Station 10 and ask, “Do you know whose lab station this is?” He’d then answer his own question with a mouth full of theatrics. “This is the lab station of Eileen Collins, the first space shuttle commander! Yes, this is the station that Eileen used.” Even though I had used Lab Station 10 for more than three years, everyone still called it the Space Commander’s Lab Station.

As the review panel approached Lab Station 10, the head of the panel asked in a booming voice, “Whose lab station is this?” I could hear my heart pounding as I made my way to the front of the classroom. This time the question would have far greater implications than ever. I hesitated for a few seconds, biting my lips, tears not far from my eyes, and I answered their question with these words, “Ahem. . . mine.” I glanced over at Don Shaw, wondering if he had a better answer for the review board. Smiling through tears of his own, he nodded in encouragement.

The panel drilled me about my design. I tried to remain calm throughout the endless torture. I spoke slowly, answering their questions, but soon the words flowed with the inspiration and reason behind my senior design project. My words were not perfect, but this time I knew they were beautiful. I felt it. Everyone in the room did. In that instant, nothing else mattered. The African had spoken; this time they were proud. They were happy to see her. I felt the unique reverence for life that only a death-defying (or life-defining) moment can create. I didn’t want to stop speaking. I wanted to be heard forever.

Then came the announcement that I’ll never forget: “Congratulations, you are this year’s winner of the IEEE (Institute of Electrical and Electronics Engineering) Design and Implementation Award!” The class cheered. People came over to talk to me. Some people asked me questions about the project, while others asked me about things they had been dying to know since our freshman year. Still others expressed their deep respect and admiration. Later that week, I learned I would be graduating number one in my electrical engineering class. It was an honor and a blessing.

After leaving Syracuse University, I continued on to Georgia Tech for graduate studies in deep space communications. I have since worked on heat-seeking probes for the NASA SETI (Search for Extraterrestrial Intelligence) program, designed orbits for rockets bearing communication satellites, sent a rocket into space with my signature on it, and engineered technology that allowed George Lucas to deliver Star Wars episode II digitally. The Boeing Company recently bought and patented four of my inventions in deep space science.

Ms. Smith was right. The Easter Bunny and a rocket scientist do have something in common: the unbelievable. Today, I walk through life proud of the African heritage of which I was once ashamed. Who knows what that class back in South Carolina felt in the instant they almost crushed my dreams? Maybe, through the teasing, they caught a glimpse of the woman I would ultimately become: Mary A. Spio, independent inventor and American rocket scientist. Something unbelievable.

Mary Spio 



Miz Moore

How simple a thing it seems to me that to know ourselves as we are, we must know our mothers’ names.

Alice Walker 

I grew up in a time when you could leave the doors unlocked while you took a walk to the A&P for groceries— back when there were real grocery stores in a black neighborhood. Back when you knew most of the neighbors and who their children were. Back when folks seemed to be mindful of who was hangin’ out with your kids. Back when you knew that if your children did something they shouldn’t have, someone in the neighborhood would let their momma or daddy know for sure. And back when everybody knew “Miz Moore.”

Miz Moore had six children of her own, but at some point she became Momma to almost every child in the neighborhood. Everyone, that is, except the bully and the “evil one” (today they’d probably call him a sociopath). We lived in a neighborhood where nearly every household had two working parents struggling to make sure the newly acquired mortgages were paid. Newly acquired, because when we first moved in, there were only two black families in the neighborhood. Within five years, few white families remained.

Miz Moore made the conscious decision to stay home and raise her children. To compensate, she did lots of things to save money, from returning milk bottles for a refund to canning or freezing anything she could get. She would pick vegetables out of someone’s overabundant garden and turn them into something fantastic. We looked forward to the chow chow or relish she made to go with a pot of beans and a skillet of hot cornbread. We’d shuck bushels of fresh corn for hours on the back porch, peel tomatoes or whatever else for canning in anticipation of her making something special, like homemade ketchup, or her special grape juice.

Carol Jane, our next-door neighbor and best friend of my younger sister, used to love to come over every day and ask for a couple of thick, salty slices of Miz Moore’s homemade canned dill pickles, sometimes staying to talk over whatever was on her mind. Most kids who knew her thought Miz Moore could solve any problem. I distinctly remember the day when Larry, Carol’s older brother, went limping over, blood pouring from his knee, with a couple of his friends. He and his friends had been playing with a BB gun, and he’d been shot. The problem was that his mother had ordered him not to play with guns. He sat there with his leg propped up in the green vinyl-covered chrome dining room chair, trying to convince Miz Moore she could somehow fix his knee, even though it was clear the shots had caused some major damage, far more than a Band-Aid’s worth.

He kept saying over and over, “Miz Moore, you can fix anything; I know you can.”

After several minutes, she convinced him that she had to call his mother—a nurse.

Miz Moore was a peacekeeper, a friend, a bit of a superwoman. Once, she stood at the end of the walk, her five-foot-two frame drawn to full height. She shook her finger at a considerably taller and mean neighborhood child, telling him to get on back down the street after he had chased down another boy. He had run for his life and stood behind her, shaking his fist at the retreating figure as though he could actually do something.

She was a child advocate before it became popular. Back then, child abuse was not treated as the crime it is today. We knew who was being mistreated on the block. After we begged her, she even went down the street and tried to talk with our friend’s mother about her drinking and the beatings that came with her drinking. I remember how we nervously listened outside the front door while Miz Moore calmly spoke with her. I don’t recall whether it helped in the long run, but I think he got a few days’ reprieve from the beatings.

Miz Moore knew how to relate to the young. I still remember the day when we were practicing one of the latest dances—the Four Corners. She came in and watched for a while, much to our embarrassment. Back then, this dance was deemed risqué.

We expected disapproval, but she just remarked, “That doesn’t look much different than the ‘snake hip’ we used to do when we were young.”

We asked her what that was and without warning, she broke out into a hip-swinging, gyrating move that brought howls of surprise from all of us. Miz Moore could dance! She not only knew how to do the snake hip, she could cha-cha, bop, swing and waltz. And she taught us all of them.

As poor as the family was, she always managed to have a meal on the table at dinnertime. You could tell when funds and food were low. If it was the middle of the week and there was yellow puddin’ cake with a creamy, warm, chocolate sauce or a blackberry cobbler, you knew she was trying to make up for having served whatever she’d concocted for dinner, which was always somehow extra tasty to us.

If we asked her to repeat a dish from the week before, she’d say, “I’m not sure what I put in it; I just used whatever I could find in the freezer.”

The old freezer in the basement was magical: There was always something in there, even when there seemed to be nothing. Miz Moore could see past the surface; she was a little magical herself. I believed she could make lemonade without lemons. She always found a way.

Recently, we sat around her house in the afterglow of a tremendous Thanksgiving feast with childhood friends and relatives streaming in from their own family dinners. I reflected upon the results of all the caring, the tears, the sharing, the fears that came with the journey she had taken to this point in her life. It was especially touching to see grown men from the old neighborhood, sitting around laughing about old times and paying Miz Moore the respect and the love she had earned from the days long ago—while they relayed stories about their adventures they thought she didn’t know.

It was even more wonderful to consider that with her courage, her innovation, her strength, creativity and tenacity, she managed to bring up six children, none of whom are in jail or on drugs. Being poor was not an acceptable excuse for not being the best you could be— whatever you decided to become. And those who decided to marry brought up their children with the same style and class. All of her grandchildren completed college; one is pursuing a Ph.D. All of them see some connection between their success and Miz Moore, also known as Grammy, Gram, Grandmother, even Mom by adults who tend to adopt her as their own.

I find myself smiling sometimes, when I am seeking a solution to a seemingly impossible task or when I have been victorious in a given situation. My creativity and tenacity were often the only things I brought to the table. I recall what Miz Moore always told me, “Nothin’ beats a failure but a try.”

In my own way I’m hoping I become a Miz Moore, passing on the same strong wisdom, love and life example to the generations to come. Since Miz Moore is my momma, I know I’m off to a good start!

Edwina Joyce Moore 



Living History

I  made  up my mind not to move.

Rosa Parks 

Working at the Greensboro Health Care Center was rewarding. Especially knowing David.

David came to the nursing home after I had been there but a short time. Possessed of a quiet countenance and mild demeanor, David worked as a custodian. He was color-blind. I don’t mean literally, but rather David didn’t see black or white when he looked at people. He saw what he called “gray.” Observing his daily contact both with the elderly residents and the staff of the home, I discovered David treated all with dignity and respect.

He was a nature lover and often took his lunch outside, where I would find him reading Thoreau. I would frequently “brown-bag” as an excuse to join him and listen to his wisdom on the beauty of God’s gifts to be found in nature. Our friendship grew, yet remained casual (work-related), so I was quite surprised when one day in late January 1983, David asked me to join him for breakfast on February 1 at the downtown Woolworth’s lunch counter. The date and occasion of our breakfast didn’t register in my mind as significant. That would change forever.

You can imagine my shock when I walked into the Woolworth’s on February 1 to find the lunch counter packed and reporters with cameramen from all the national television networks focusing on David and three other African American gentlemen.

What in the world . . . ? I asked myself. David caught my eye, smiled and motioned me through the throng of onlookers and the media to take a stool beside him.

“David,” I whispered. “What is all this about?”

“Gary, I wanted you to join me for an anniversary breakfast.”

“Anniversary? Whose anniversary?” I asked dumbly.

“Today is the twenty-third anniversary of the Woolworth sit-ins.”

“You mean . . . you?”

David just shyly smiled and nodded. I quickly learned that “David,” the same man who would take the time out of his busy day to read to an elderly nursing home resident or spend his lunch hour watching the birds and flowers, was David Richmond, one of the four students from A&T University in Greensboro, North Carolina, who took a seat at the once “whites only” lunch counter at Woolworth’s and thus began the nationwide movement known as “sit-ins” to desegregate restaurants. I was in the presence of living history.

It was cold on February 1, 1960. The icy winds sweeping down North Elm Street in downtown Greensboro were second only to the icy reception that David Richmond and his three fellow students received at the Woolworth’s. Taking stools at the counter, they endured the dagger stares from the secretaries, bankers, clerks and lawyers having lunch.

“Fear?” David remembered. “Sure we were afraid. We were four scared college kids challenging the status quo. Separate but equal was being defied. Jim Crow, nearly one hundred years after our emancipation, was on his deathbed.

“We were four very frightened young men, but our quest for recognition as equals allowed me and my fellow students to overcome that fear. We were only four, but we were not alone. The spirit of our fathers—their bondage, their blood, their tears and sweat from which this republic was built, their sacrifices made, both at home and on the battlefields overseas, to keep this nation free—their courage was in us.”

It’s true, there were only four, but on February 2 there would be ten; then fifty. Across this great land the numbers grew daily to merge into one voice, one message, one song: equality.

David Richmond passed away in 1991. His friendship, guidance and belief in a “gray society” will forever remain a part of my heart, mind and soul. His quiet wisdom, thoughtful perspective, rare insight and deep understanding of the human condition is something I shall always miss.
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