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To all who love truth, who have vision,
and who tackle life fearlessly
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righteousness; and all these things shall be added
unto you.
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Keep writing!



PROLOGUE
Wake Up, People. Wake Up!

THERE MAY BE a black man in the Oval Office, but the journey toward true success for black people in America is far from over.

In the summer of 2009, Henry Louis (Skip) Gates Jr., a noted Harvard professor and historian, was arrested, fingerprinted, and booked. His crime? Being on his porch while black. The reports will tell you that police knew who he was when they ordered backup (for this unarmed, fifty-eight-year-old, diminutive man who walks with a cane). They knew who he was and that it was his house when they asked him to step onto his porch (because they couldn’t arrest him inside his home without a warrant).

Gates was charged with disorderly conduct (charges that were later dropped) for allegedly yelling at the officers and saying something about one of their mamas. But the question still remains: if Skip Gates were a white Harvard professor returning home from China who had to push into his home because his door was stuck and police arrived, would he have been arrested, fingerprinted, and booked?

The controversial event even dragged President Barack Obama, who said that the police acted“stupidly,”into the fray. The president of the United States of America was called a racist for understanding the nuances of race and knowing that profiling and racism or prejudice can so often be talked away and called something else. But those of us who have experienced it, know it when we see it. Just as there has never been an unarmed white man shot eleven, thirty-eight, or fifty times in America, had Gates been white, we would never have heard this story because it would have gone something like this:

Officer: “Oh, so sorry, sir, we had a report and had to follow up. You have a nice night now.”

The president called it a“teachable moment.” I call Gates-gate a moment of truth.

Truth No. 1: There is still a stigma attached to being black in America.

Truth No. 2: There is nothing that we can do about it. No matter how wealthy, how cultured, how educated, how well-spoken, you may be, if you’re black, it doesn’t matter—you may still be treated like a nigger.

It didn’t matter in 1953 when Dorothy Dandridge (who was the first black woman nominated for a Best Actress Academy Award and the first to appear on the cover of Life), who was performing at an upscale hotel in Las Vegas, threatened to take a dip in their pool and they drained the pool to keep her from swimming in it.

It didn’t matter in 2009, when a suburban Philadelphia pool revoked the swimming privileges (which were paid for) of a group of black and Hispanic day-care children because, as the swim-club director said in interviews, the youngsters changed the“complexion” and the“atmosphere” of the pool.

It didn’t matter in 1958, when Mildred Delores Jeter, a black woman, wanted to marry her love, Richard Perry Loving, a white man. The two had to go to Washington, D.C., leaving their hometown in Virginia, which banned marriages between any person of color and any nonwhite person under something called The Racial Integrity Act.

After returning to Virginia, police raided the Lovings’ home in the middle of the night, arrested them, and charged them with the criminal offense of miscegenation—a felony punishable by a prison sentence of between one and five years. This case was fought for almost twenty years, making it all the way to the Supreme Court where it was unanimously ruled in Loving v. Virginia (1967) that the races could indeed mix and marry.

But that didn’t matter in 2009 when Keith Bardwell, a Louisiana justice of the peace, refused to marry a black man and a white woman, saying,“I just don’t believe in mixing the races that way.”

Despite the law and the governor calling for his resignation, Bardwell stood behind his position.

We have still not overcome.

But here comes Truth No. 3: So what to Truths 1 and 2.

It’s time we focus on our lives and use the obstacles as stepping-stones. It’s time we tighten our collective game and make racism and prejudice irrelevant to us the way so many other groups have done, because the real truth is, we, as black people, spend far too much time trying to get white people (and others) to accept us.

We want to live in their neighborhoods (hey there, Skip Gates), attend their schools, become members of their clubs, and go essentially where we aren’t wanted. While we have every right to do so, and we should have the right (my dad was arrested helping to integrate South Carolina and Georgia, so I get that), we do so to the detriment of our own community.

While people like Gates move into“white” neighborhoods—where his neighbor called the police on him in the first place and not one of them stood up and said,“Hey, wait a minute, officers, that’s Skip Gates, he’s our neighbor, he lives there!”—black neighborhoods are crumbling and are full of crime, poverty, and desolation.

Wouldn’t it be cool to have a professor, a doctor, a lawyer, a principal, a businessperson, all living in the so-called hood? Wouldn’t that change the“complexion” dramatically and give those people—particularly the young—a great example of what to strive for?

While blacks run to“white” schools, historically black colleges, which were started when we had no options, are going out of business. Now some would say that perhaps we should let those schools close. Why do we still need black schools and black neighborhoods and black businesses? And I would love to say we don’t. But the truth is,“white” colleges and teachers aren’t preparing our children for the real world. They aren’t teaching our children who they are. They aren’t challenging them to strive for more. They aren’t raising the bar on them.

“White” neighborhoods don’t always welcome us and give us the community feel we deserve, and“white”businesses don’t necessarily employ us and give us opportunities to prosper. During Jim Crow, black business and ownership and community thrived. We even had a hotel in Harlem where Fidel Castro and many other dignitaries stayed.

We are at a turning point in our history. We have a black president, and America will over the next three decades become a nation of“minorities,” or rather, a nation where whites will be in the minority.

At the same time, blacks lag behind every other group in just about every category. We own fewer homes, own fewer businesses, have the highest dropout rates, the lowest reading scores; we lead the nation in every health-risk category from cancer and diabetes to HIV and infant mortality.

While we certainly have so many more opportunities, we have so much more work to do, and if we don’t roll up our sleeves and do it now, we may never will. Because what is also happening is that fear is setting in. I predict that race-related incidents will increase over the next few years, as white men fear that their power base has dissipated.

I’m not worried about that. What I am concerned about is, how prepared are we?

In June 2009, the U.S. Supreme Court ruled in a five-to-four decision that white firefighters in New Haven, Connecticut, were unfairly denied promotions because of their race. There was a test given to 118 candidates seeking promotion to captain or lieutenant. Twenty-seven blacks were among the eligible candidates. Not one—not a single one—scored high enough to qualify for the fifteen available positions.

Instead of saying,“Oh, well, too bad, I guess we won’t have any black captains or lieutenants this year,” the city threw out the test and promoted nine blacks. The city was sued by twenty white (one of whom is described as white and Hispanic, whatever that is) firefighters who all passed the test yet were denied a promotion. The Supreme Court ruled in their favor, overturning a decision by a lower court.

For the record, I am all for affirmative action. Had it not been for affirmative action, my black behind would never have made it into the Daily News, the first major newspaper ever to lose a discrimination lawsuit. That slot as a sportswriter where I began my career was slated for a“minority.” I fit the bill.

But what I clearly understood then and now (which these black firefighters and the city of New Haven, Connecticut, apparently don’t) is that if I’m going to take a position set aside for a“minority,” I better well be qualified for that position.

I was so paranoid about being good enough that I kept books on writing in my desk, consulted veteran writers and editors at the News, and had them check my work before I submitted it. I continued to work on and hone my skills. Being black may have got me in the door, but it wouldn’t keep me there.

We can’t whine and complain about racism when we don’t step up and pass the test and make the grade.

“Boo-hoo, the test is biased,” some may say.“Waaah, waaah, they have uncles and fathers and friends who are firefighters who can help them pass.”

So what! Since when have black people worried about the deck being stacked against us? Since when has it not been?

That never stopped George Washington Carver, Booker T. Washington, W. E. B. Du Bois (who had to start all over again when he entered Harvard, despite having an undergraduate degree). And it didn’t stop Nannie Helen Burroughs.

The test is biased? Give me a break! It’s the same excuse used for why blacks don’t do as well on the SATs. How long have we been living in America? Come on, people! If we are going to compete in this world (which may be biased), we have to study, read, work, and do whatever we have to do to pass their tests. You want to go to“their” schools, pass their tests. You want to work in“their” workforce? Pass their tests.

It’s just that simple. And if you don’t like it, start your own (which I actually favor).

Those twenty-seven black firefighters from New Haven could have got together and had a study group. They could have found someone who passed the test before and picked his brain.

Now there is a Supreme Court precedent set for reverse-discrimination claims. Now many mainstream corporations have an out for not setting aside positions for blacks. Now they have an excuse not to hire us. Thanks, you mediocre, lazy New Haven black firefighters. You’re officially part of the problem.

This is why I’m writing this book. We’re at a crucial time in our history, and if we don’t wake up right now, we stand to lose many of the gains that people died for throughout Jim Crow and the civil rights movement.

All of that marching will have been in vain.



INTRODUCTION
Please Stop!

I’VE BEEN WORKING in the background most of my career—ghostwriting and collaborating on many bestselling and critically acclaimed books, such as I Make My Own Rules with LL Cool J, Ladies First with Queen Latifah, and Al on America with Al Sharpton. I worked at the New York Daily News for sixteen years, and even as a columnist I was able to hide behind that picture in the tiny box. My words, while all mine, were muted and oftentimes softened by editors to appeal to the demographics of my paper. I couldn’t say exactly what I wanted to say, how I wanted to say it, and that, at times, was frustrating.

By the time I landed on WWRL in 2003 with my own morning talk show, I had learned how to give my opinion in a manner that was palatable. I learned how to have and share my voice while also doing so in a way that allowed others to have theirs. The formula worked. While I never let a guest off the hook—from Hillary Clinton to Ann Coulter, from Michael Steele to the Reverend Jesse Jackson (whom I asked about his out-of-wedlock child)—I was doing so for the listener. I was their champion. I was their advocate. I was their voice.

This book, the kid gloves are off.

For years, I’ve been blessed to be in the back rooms of big business. I have seen and heard a lot of things. I have done a lot of things that few black people have an opportunity to do—such as start a business with a million-plus dollars from a major Wall Street firm.

What I’ve learned over the years is that my blackness has power. When I embrace who I am (and this goes for anyone of any ethnicity), I command whatever it is I want to happen. I have been frustrated as I watch black people collectively in so many positions of power simply hand that power over out of fear, out of low self-esteem, and out of a sense of not belonging.

On the one hand, we can get behind a candidate for president and we can hope and we can believe and we can watch him take the highest office in the land. But on the other hand we watch as our communities crumble, as our households and families are a mess and as our businesses and business base dwindle. How can we, as a people, have so much—perhaps more blacks are in positions of power today than ever before—and yet gain so little?

For me, I can’t be successful and think that I’m the exception to the rule and that’s okay. Because I was taught at an early age that I am my brother’s keeper and that a chain is only as strong as its weakest link. Any success that I have is undermined by the number of blacks enslaved in our prison system, is undermined by the number of blacks not graduating or reading at grade level, is undermined by the number of failed black businesses or the plethora of Korean-owned hair-care places in our communities. My success is undermined unless as part of my success I incorporate reaching back and grabbing folks to go with me.

This crab-in-a-barrel mentality, where we only let a few out at a time or we drag anyone who tries to make it out back in, has got to stop. Now.

I was fortunate to grow up in a household where a notion of community was fostered. My dad had a community corner store in Newark, New Jersey. He kept it open seven days a week, from six in the morning until midnight—rain or shine, holiday or not. His store was in the neighborhood in which he grew up. My grandmother, his mother, lived over the store, as did one of my aunts and five of my cousins.

My father knew just about everyone who came into the store. He had charge accounts: if people didn’t have the money, they could get what they needed and pay when they could. He would have little parties during the holidays for the neighborhood at which he gave out gifts and had drinks (alcohol, too), for the customers.
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