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Raising four kids is truly a blessing from God to my wife and me, and it comes with a tremendous responsibility. When you’re in the trenches of parenting, you can get caught up in directing instead of connecting. So I want to dedicate this book to my children, Elijah, Saheedat, Nasir, and Naomi, whom I love dearly. You know me affectionately as Dad, but I hope that this book will give you insight into my life experiences and a little more context to who I am as a person.



TIME TO BEGIN


April 10, 2013, was probably the worst day I ever had in my career. It was also my first day on the set of American Ninja Warrior. When I arrived at the Venice Beach location that afternoon, I was trembling with excitement and nerves. The enormity of the moment and what the opportunity meant for me was in the forefront of my mind. Don’t blow this, I told myself. I was scared, but it was a good fear, a respectful fear. The job was bigger than any I had had in my four years of broadcasting. As a former NFL athlete, I had gotten my start calling college football games, offering insightful analysis and color commentary to augment the action on the field. It was a medium I had worked hard to master up to this point, and I believed that the effort I had put into my craft would show on ANW.

What I quickly learned when I entered broadcasting is that to talk well in front of a camera isn’t natural; it’s a skill I had to learn. The way you talk to your friends and family just doesn’t work when you’re talking to millions of viewers. I spent years developing this new skill and I became good at it—good enough at least to land a spot on the NFL Network, and then on ANW. I knew the format would be slightly different, but the gist was the same: The audience would feel my words; they would be able to taste my excitement, as each competitor jumped, climbed, and pulled their way to the next obstacle. At the same time, I understood the stage I was entering was larger than any I had ever walked on. The show was in its fifth season and had a passionate, devoted fan base. Would they accept the new guy whose claim to fame was football? Would I be able to understand this compelling, new sport well enough to analyze, dissect, and appreciate what these amazing ninjas were doing?

I felt like I could. I had spent the previous month since being hired watching countless episodes as a crash course on all things Ninja Warrior. I felt ready. This was my moment. There I sat in my trailer, about to go out and tape the introduction.

Someone hands me a script. “Memorize this!” I look down and see more than a hundred words staring back at me on the page. I look at the clock. Thirty minutes till taping. Thirty minutes to memorize this? It’s possible, if everyone could get out of my trailer and give me time to concentrate. But that’s not how television works. You’re never alone on set. I hold the script to my face as someone applies the makeup. I look at the clock. Twenty-five minutes. Someone else enters my trailer.

“New script!” they cry, handing me another sheet of paper.

New script? What about the one I had spent five minutes absorbing? Never mind that. Please, would everyone just leave me alone for the next twenty minutes? I stare at the script, digesting the words. A sudden fear grips me: This isn’t my voice. I don’t talk like this. . . .

Wardrobe! Have you ever tried to memorize something while someone helps you dress? Because I never had. I look at the clock. Fifteen minutes.

My stomach grumbles, and I suddenly remember that I’m going to be on set for four hours without a break. I look around for some food, reading the script as I cram something in my mouth. Then I think about the bathroom. I should probably go. Four hours is a long time.

I look at the clock. Ten minutes. No time. Keep reading. Keep memorizing. Do I have it? I try to recite the script and stumble on the first sentence. I don’t have it. I look at the clock. Five minutes. Time is running out.

Then I’m rushed out of my trailer and hurried to the spot in front of the cameras. My cohost, Matt Iseman, a veteran of the show since Season 2, is already there, looking cool and collected. Someone pushes me onto my mark; the lights are blinding. Someone else shoves an earpiece in my ear, and voices come alive in my head. More talking, more directing, someone screaming, “Smile!” I break out into a smile, maybe because it’s the only thing I can understand at that moment. Someone else yells, “Action,” and I’m on. It’s on. It’s starting. My moment. My chance. My opportunity. Here we go!

And I bomb.

The jumble of words in my head makes no sense. I try to repeat them, I try to remember, but they don’t come out. They stop the cameras. I try to collect myself. We go again. “Action!” But I can’t do it. I stumble over the words. It’s a cool night on Venice Beach, but I’m in a cold sweat. I can feel the heat of humiliation in my stomach, the streams of perspiration dripping down my forehead. Suddenly, I panic. I can’t remember what I just said.

I go several more times, and still nothing. Then I get a bright idea. “Can we use a teleprompter?” I ask. I had never used a teleprompter before, but how hard could it be?

Someone rolls out a teleprompter. Great! This will work . . . except I can’t read a teleprompter. It sounds so stupid—and you feel so stupid when you can’t do it. I feel like everyone looking at me is thinking the same thing: Can’t this guy read? This went straight to the heart of my insecurities as a child and a student—that little kid inside me who always suspected I wasn’t smart enough. Except that I could read. I loved to read. So why couldn’t I read a teleprompter? I don’t know, but what made it all worse was that I was the one who had suggested it!

Eventually, the executive producer decides to end my suffering. “Why don’t we just go to the runs?” they say, meaning, let’s go to the live-action part of the taping. It was the part of the job at which I felt most confident, because it required those skills I had honed calling live football games. There aren’t any “takes” or scripts to memorize. The competitors take their turns in quick succession and Matt and I do our thing. But I’m already in my own head. My focus is shot. My confidence is in tatters. My career? My career is likely finished.

How did I ever think I was good enough to do this?

•  •  •

My whole life I have had to fight to achieve my dreams. Since I was a child growing up in South Central Los Angeles to that first day on the set to today, I have faced moments of trial, hardship, and extreme, almost crippling, self-doubt. Yet we live in an age that doesn’t have much patience for feelings of inadequacy. Sure, we’re told we can fail, time and again. The great ones of sports, business, tech, politics, and the arts have all failed. Failure is part of success! We get that. I get that. And, boy, have I failed spectacularly. But to admit that we can’t do something? That we aren’t good enough? We recoil at the thought. Admitting weakness lets people behind the curtain of our carefully constructed image—an image we nurture on social media, on holiday cards, and even within our own circle of friends—of a happy, confident, successful person. Look at my beautiful family! Look at my beautiful career! Look at my beautiful life! Don’t you wish you had the things I do?

But failure, hardship, obstacles—these aren’t the things that hold us back. What holds us back is the little voice that whispers: “You’re not good enough.” This voice comes to us when we dare to imagine ourselves achieving something truly great. It’s a voice that is quiet, but sinister. It can destroy our confidence before we ever set foot on the course. Before we’ve had a chance to see if we can overcome that obstacle staring us in the face, the voice tells us we can’t—so why try? It’s so much easier and safer to present an image of success than to walk the hard road of confronting our own insecurities.

Yet as I reflect on my own life, I see those moments when the voice nearly overcame my desire to succeed, and I wonder where I would be had I listened to it. I wouldn’t be the host of American Ninja Warrior. I wouldn’t be on the NFL Network. I wouldn’t have made the NFL as an undrafted free agent. I wouldn’t have made it out of my neighborhood of South Central Los Angeles. I wouldn’t be who I am. I wouldn’t be what God wanted me to be. That first day on the set of ANW wasn’t the worst for me because it was hard. It was the worst because it seemed to confirm that voice in my head, the one that said I wasn’t good enough. I didn’t belong there. I shouldn’t have aimed so high.

Because we’re unwilling to admit to one another that this voice exists, we too often think that we’re alone. That we’re the only ones who feel this way. Everyone else seems to pursue their dreams and ambitions just fine! What’s wrong with us? What’s wrong with me?

That was the seed for this book. I realized that I wasn’t alone. Everyone has these fears and moments of agonizing self-doubt. Some of us can overcome them; many of us can’t. What separates the ones who do from the ones who don’t? What separates me, someone who has found some success, from someone who can’t seem to put it all together? I have been blessed many times in my life with people who have helped me overcome not just my own doubts but the obstacles and hardships that blocked my own journey. They helped me see the solutions, the answers to the riddles that boggled me. Some were mentors, some were friends, some have been ninjas on the show, and two were my parents.

The lessons I have learned from them all have helped me achieve the things I wanted in life. But I’m still learning. I would never say that I have “made it.” I don’t look at my dreams this way. I am on a journey that never ends, and I want you to walk with me down this road. This book is a collection of the lessons and ideas that I have learned over my life so far. In looking back on what I have done, and trying to understand how I did it, I see patterns and themes. Over and over, I see something that resembles a game plan. Now, I can’t say that I consciously followed this game plan my whole life, but I did accomplish the goals I had set for myself, whether as a child growing up with dreams of an athletic career or pursuing my passion for broadcasting. I know what it takes to get me to the point on the horizon that God has told me to go to.

And if I have learned these things, then I want you to know them as well. I don’t believe that success is something that is reserved for a select few who have the right amount of determination, work ethic, and discipline. What separates those who have achieved their dreams and goals in life from those who haven’t isn’t luck. It isn’t that they’re better. I’m not better than anyone. I was blessed with talents that God wanted me to hone and strengthen so that I could do what He wanted me to do. But everyone is blessed with talents and strengths, and our dreams—those wistful ideas that seem so unrealistic, yet draw us out of our safe, comfortable lives—are messages from God. This is where He wants us to go.

But the journey isn’t meant to be easy. Obstacles will confront us from the very beginning. Before we even lace up our shoes, we’ll encounter them. We might even find the strength and determination to overcome the first one, and then the next one. Then we will find an obstacle in our path that we don’t think we can overcome. And that’s what stops us. It’s not that we have a problem getting started; it’s that we have a problem with consistency.

Success isn’t always about being the best. It’s about applying ourselves consistently so that we train our minds and bodies to confront each fresh obstacle as we confronted the previous ones: with determination, fortitude, and confidence. Consistent hard work will lead to success. And continual success leads to greatness.

•  •  •

Despite my first day—despite my first season—I have spent the past six years as cohost of American Ninja Warrior. I love my job. Every season, I am blessed to witness hundreds of men and women realize their dreams of competing on the show. Most of the competitors aren’t—and have never been—professional athletes. Their stories of how they made it to that starting line represent only part of what has made the show so popular. The other half is then watching them overcome obstacles so demanding that most won’t even make it to the final challenge, the 14.5-foot Warped Wall, atop of which is a buzzer you must press to officially complete the course. And if you are one of the millions of viewers tuning in each week, then you know how excited I can get for these competitors. I scream, I wince, I laugh, I cry, and I root enthusiastically for each one of them. Yet the show, while a competition, is unique in one important aspect: Most of the ninjas who step up to the starting line know they won’t get through the course. It’s a dynamic that I believe is special to the show; in fact, I think it’s one of the reasons the show has grown in such popularity over the years. Most of the competitors aren’t there to win. They’re there because they fought for their chance to be there. They are everyday Americans: single mothers, cancer survivors, former athletes, nonathletes, nine-to-fivers, and those who are unemployed. Some are young, some are old, some have diseases, while others struggle with a disability or an addiction. They are underdogs. They aren’t supposed to be there.

But none of that matters. Because at that moment, by stepping up on that platform, with the cameras rolling and the crowd cheering, they have already won. They have become great, even if they aren’t the greatest. They have overcome whatever circumstances might hold them back, whatever weakness has plagued their lives, and whatever doubt and fear told them they couldn’t do it. And yet they have proved beyond any doubt that they belong on that course. They are good enough.

How did they get there? Why are they there? Why didn’t they just stay home? Why did they bother to endure all the pain, all the sweat, all the sacrifice to attempt something they know they’ll likely fail at?

I realized that the answers to these questions could be found in my own journey toward achieving my dreams. Too many of us believe that if we can’t be the greatest, then we shouldn’t try. Yet never in my career have I been the greatest at anything. Not when I was in the NFL, and certainly not now. But was my goal to play in the NFL any less realized because I will never have a bronze bust in the Hall of Fame? No, because I accomplished what I had set out to do—a dream that was first formed while a teenager growing up in the rough neighborhoods of Crenshaw, Los Angeles; nurtured while I played in college on a scholarship, even as I experienced the tragedy of my mother’s passing; and finally realized the moment the Raiders took a chance on an undrafted free agent. Not once during my NFL career did I feel secure in my position. I fought tooth and nail to make it to another season, to play well enough to make it onto the field. If this book was about how to be the greatest, then I wouldn’t be the one to write it.

Rather, this book is how everyone can achieve their dreams. And by doing that, we become great.

A brief word on the title: Many times over my tenure as host of American Ninja Warrior, I have spoken with fans of the show who have said to me, “You know, I think I could do what those ninjas do.”

So why don’t they? If they think they can do it, then why aren’t they doing it?

More to the point: Why aren’t you pursuing your dreams right now?

My answer is that many people simply don’t know how. They don’t know where to start, what to do, and where to go. They can’t decide what to give up or what to focus on. They don’t know who to ask for help or if they should ask for help at all. And, finally, they don’t think they can.

You can. Everyone can. That is why I titled this book Everyone Can Be a Ninja, because God has blessed all of us with talents and gifts and He has given us a vision for how to use them. Our dreams are His vision for us. We are supposed to strive for them. We are supposed to find greatness. We are meant to be ninjas in whatever way we define that word.

•  •  •

I started this book with an example of failure from my own life because I want you to see in my struggles your own struggles. I want you to see that you can relate to a six-feet-six former NFL athlete with an unusual name. As such, I rely on the triumphs and failures of my own life to impart the lessons I have learned.

I grew up in South Central Los Angeles with dreams of becoming a basketball player, but found my calling in football instead. I earned a scholarship to San Diego State University, where my older brother Kabeer also played football, and performed well enough to expect to get drafted into the NFL. Only that didn’t happen for me. I went undrafted but found a spot on the Oakland Raiders as a free agent. Making the NFL was the realization of a dream, a completion of a goal I had set for myself. I was a good football player, but never great. Every season I played I was in danger of getting cut. In fact I was cut, a couple of times, and bounced around the league, looking for that next team to give me a chance. During my NFL career, I also started to pursue broadcasting. I knew it was an industry I wanted to go into after my playing days were over, but I also knew that I wouldn’t be able to rely on my superstardom to get a job. If someone was going to hire me to be on television, it would be because I was a good broadcaster who fully understood the game, not for my football credentials. So I did radio and television analysis while still a player just to get a feel for the game. After I retired, I threw myself into broadcasting with everything I had. I was fortunate to get a job with the now-defunct Mtn. Network and then CBS College Sports Network, calling college games, but it was a struggle, financially and personally. My first big break came when I was hired by the NFL Network to join Fantasy Live. Less than a year later, I was the cohost of American Ninja Warrior, where I remain to this day.

That’s my career biography, and it has been a successful career. But biographies tell only part of the story. This book tells you the other, more interesting part of the story: the stuff that happens in between. No one who is successful got there by chance. Success, the realization of dreams, doesn’t just happen. I worked hard to get to where I am today, but hard work isn’t the only thing one needs to be successful. As I look back over my career, I see patterns, behaviors, and skills that helped me. Often I didn’t realize what I was doing or how I did it until years later, but this book is the summation of what I have learned and what I believe allowed me to achieve my dreams. As such, each chapter in this book is devoted to a specific lesson or idea that I believe helped me get to where I am today. I have tried to follow a chronological telling of my life, yet jumps from one stage of my life to the next are unavoidable. I want you to pay more attention to the ideas and themes being discussed.

But I never wanted this book to be just about me. No one realizes their dreams on their own, and I am so grateful to those men and women whose examples of sacrifice, heroism, and sheer grit have made me who I am today. As such, each chapter will also feature the story of someone from my life who I believe supports, augments, or, in some cases, presents a different take on the ideas and lessons being discussed. You’ll find people who have inspired me, helped me, and taught me so much, including some of the ANW competitors I rooted for from my cohosting perch above the courses. I must give thanks to the producers of the show, who were the ones who found these inspiring and amazing ninjas in the first place. Fans of the show will recognize many. For those who have never heard of Jimmy Choi, Kacy Catanzaro, or Zach Gowen, you are in for a treat. It was difficult to whittle down the list to those who appear in the book, but, as I think you’ll agree, their stories are truly amazing.

At its core, this book presents a simple idea: that our journeys toward our dreams aren’t all that different. Whether your dream is to compete on a television show, to run a marathon, to start a company, to overcome a personal condition, or simply to live a better, more fulfilling life, we all must pass through a similar gauntlet. We all experience similar tests, doubts, fears, sacrifices, and failures. We all must learn how to overcome them. We are all different, and we all want different things from life, but I believe the connective threads that bind us reveal that we can find a path forward together. My hope is that by the end of the book, you will not only feel inspired to start your own journey; you’ll know how to start and how to keep going. You won’t just have a little boost to get out of bed one morning; you will know how to get out of bed every morning and make a difference in your life. Inspiring stories and motivational words aren’t enough to find your inner ninja. You need to act. You need a game plan. You need to know how to begin.
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MAKE THEM SAY YOUR NAME

The first time I played football I hated it. I was a junior in high school and I was—and had always wanted to be—a basketball player. I was good at basketball, but I wasn’t great. By my junior year I had progressed from where I had started as a freshman, and my chances of making the varsity squad had improved. This is no small thing at Crenshaw High School, which has one of the best basketball programs in the country. It was my dream to make that varsity team. I had spent nearly my entire childhood honing my basketball skills, trying to overcome a talent deficit that I refused to admit existed.

At the same time I was struggling with basketball, my brother Kabeer was a football star at Crenshaw High School. My brother is two years older than me and had the same commitment to football that I had to basketball. He was highly focused and precise about the way he played the game. But he had a quality that I didn’t have: an innate skill for his chosen game. Kabeer was widely recruited by colleges and in his senior year was named the Los Angeles Defensive Lineman of the Year.

My brother and I were somewhat similar in size. But to those who didn’t know us, and who would judge us on our physical presence alone, I would have seemed to be the better athlete: I was slightly taller and had more weight on me. (A defensive end, Kabeer was tall, fast, and extremely strong, but he always struggled to keep his weight on.) I may have looked more like a football player than my brother did, but today, Kabeer is in the Green Bay Packers Hall of Fame. This goes to show how useful appearances are. I’m not going to be in anyone’s hall of fame (for sports, at least), but at that time in our lives, outsiders—specifically, hungry varsity football coaches—would think that I might become a better player.

As I entered my junior year at Crenshaw, Kabeer went off to play Division I ball at San Diego State University. Meanwhile, Crenshaw’s head football coach, Robert Garrett, had been after me for years to try football. I had absolutely no interest in the game, but I had seen my brother’s success get him a ride to a Division I school. If he could do it, couldn’t I? I decided to give it a try.

The challenge, of course, was that I didn’t have any experience, knowledge, or passion for the game. I showed up to my first practice in basketball shoes because I didn’t have cleats. That didn’t stop the coaches from finding some old size 15 Adidas cleats and shoving them on my feet. I looked at the pads they had given me and had no idea what went where. I ended up putting my shoulder pads on backward, my thigh pads inside out, and my knee pads upside down. I was a mess. Then they stuck a helmet on my head and sent me out to tackle some guys.

I hated it. Everything I loved about basketball—the grace of dribbling, the angling for position, the symmetry of the perfect shot and rebound—all of that was gone. In its place was this barbaric sport of smashing my body against someone else’s. Find the ball! Where’s the ball? Go to the ball! How can I find the ball when I can’t see a foot in front of my face? How can I tackle anyone when two guys are pushing against me with all their weight?

I am not a crier, but I will admit that I cried beneath my helmet on that first day of practice. I had spent years trying to improve my basketball game to the point where I belonged on the court. Now out on the field, I was again that lanky, uncoordinated kid who didn’t deserve to be part of the team. The coaches had expected me to play as well as my brother, and I felt that I was disappointing them. I wanted to go back to the sport I knew and I loved.

So I quit.

A CHILD IN THE HOOD



I am a first-generation American from a big, complicated family. Growing up, there were nine of us: two parents, six boys, and a girl. I was child number six, sandwiched between twins (a boy and the girl) and a younger brother not too far behind.

My parents came to the United States in the early 1970s from Nigeria and settled in the Los Angeles area. My father, Mustapha, had the entrepreneurial spirit that defines a lot of immigrants who come to America looking for opportunity. After a series of jobs, he started work as a plumbing technician for Melvin’s Rooter. Several years later, he had saved enough money to set up his own plumbing business. He worked out of an old blue Chevrolet van emblazoned with the company name, “Express Rooter,” and our home phone number, always letting people know that he offered “twenty-four-hour service.” He was a great plumber; he took calls around the clock every day of the week, went out on every call he received, devoted whatever time was necessary to fix his clients’ plumbing problems, and charged a fair wage for his services. Before the days of Yelp or Angie’s List, small-business owners like my father relied on word-of-mouth advertising, and the word about him was excellent. People respected his work and they respected him.

My mother had her own business as well. She did hair, and her clients loved her. “Lady B,” they called her, short for her first name, Bolatito. Like my father, she was there for her clients whenever they needed her regardless of the day and regardless of the hour. (I learned that hair emergencies are real.) My parents modeled for us an incredibly strong work ethic that they, in turn, expected us to bring to everything we did, whether it was academics, sports, or chores.

But beyond sharing a mutual homeland, work ethic, and commitment to raising their children, my parents had almost nothing in common. My father consistently carried himself with a quiet strength, while my mother could be loud, dramatic, and emotionally complex. My mother’s erratic behavior had a simple explanation—simple, but no less tragic and painful for her and for her family. She was an alcoholic. Her drinking led to wild swings in behavior and often resulted in terrible confrontations inside our home. Our house should have been a place of safety for us, a fortress protecting us from the dangers and temptations outside our front door. But my mother’s drinking often made life at home just as chaotic and frightening as anything the hood offered. My father and mother fought constantly, often in their native tongue of Yoruba. My siblings and I did not know precisely what they were saying, but we deeply felt the cruelty of their words and it was horrible. I would escape from these charged moments at home to the basketball court down the street.

Looking back, I realize now that it must have been a tremendous struggle for my parents to raise seven children on the pay of a plumber and a hairdresser. Our house was big and beautiful in my eyes, but the reality was that it was in the middle of a neighborhood that at the time was one of the toughest in Los Angeles.

We lived in the Crenshaw District in South Central Los Angeles. When I was growing up, South Central was rightly considered one of the most dangerous areas in the country. Today, the community has done a lot to turn itself around, but at that time, South Central was best known for its gangs, drugs, and drive-by shootings. Still, the list of notable alumni from Crenshaw High is impressive and includes sports figures like Darryl Strawberry, Olympians like Johnny Gray Jr., politicians like James Butts, and rappers like Ice-T. Boyz n the Hood, which came out when I was in elementary school, was set in my neighborhood and at my high school. The film, directed by John Singleton, was in many ways autobiographical for me. The story of how Ricky, Tre’s friend, tried to avoid the violence and gang life around him to focus on his football dreams resonated with me. The film was a critical and commercial success, but beyond the accolades, it gave voice to many of the challenges of growing up in my community.

To an outsider, it might be difficult to imagine how all seven of us stayed out of trouble, but my parents were strong-willed and strict. They had come to America to build a better life and were determined that their children would succeed. My father was a patriarch in every sense; he ruled the family and his word was law. One didn’t disobey Dad. In our household, any infraction or form of disrespect would result in strict punishment.

My parents were painfully aware of the dangers beyond the doors of our home. My father tried to ensure our safety by exerting total control over our environment. Just down the street from our corner-lot house there was a low stone-brick wall that lined the property of one of our neighbors’ houses. It wasn’t more than a hundred feet from our front yard, but it marked the limit on how far we could ride our bikes. My father wouldn’t allow us to go beyond the stone wall. I’ve never forgotten that, because it forced me to see two things: first, that there were dangers in the world beyond our control, and second, that my father’s rules had a purpose, as much as we kids chafed at them. My parents realized that beyond the physical dangers, our neighborhood offered temptations that could steer us off their chosen path for us. They embraced American culture but they also brought with them ideas from Nigeria, the foremost of which was the primacy of education. Everything we did as kids took second place to education. I can’t speak for the parents of my friends, but by and large in our neighborhood athletics was seen as the only way out. We understood our parents’ devotion to education, but for us, we studied because that’s what we had to do. Our father ruled our home with an iron fist, and we studied to avoid his wrath. We were a tight-knit family that loved to have fun and joke around, but we spoke to our parents and to one another with respect. We never swore. We were expected to get good grades. We were expected to be honest and to keep our word.

We were also expected to pray. Although my parents were both extremely religious, they followed different paths to God. My father practiced Islam, while my mother was a Christian. In our household, prayer was not a choice. It was required. Each morning, my siblings and I gathered to say our Muslim prayers in Arabic and our Christian prayers in English. I didn’t have a clear idea of exactly what I was saying, but that early exposure to prayer had a profound effect on me. I learned to believe in something more powerful than myself. As a child, it didn’t matter to me if He was from the Muslim faith or the Christian. What mattered was that I learned devotion to Him. There would come a time when this devotion needed more substance, and questions needed to be answered. But I am deeply grateful to my parents for instilling in me a belief in God, without whom I wouldn’t be who or what I am today.

Like most kids, I wanted desperately to fit in, but as is often the situation with immigrant children, many factors conspired to make me different. The kids I went to school with shared my skin color, but we had little else in common. All my siblings experienced the same ridicule. The kids teased us relentlessly about our African heritage. They sported Air Jordans and hip-hop-inspired street wear, while my parents occasionally had us attend school in traditional Nigerian dress. We stood out (and not in a good way) in dashikis and knockoff Jordans.

More than anything, though, the kids laughed at me for my name. To them, it was a string of incompatible letters thrown together for their amusement. They took joy in butchering my last name and taunting me for my first. (Thank goodness they didn’t know about my middle name!)

My teachers weren’t much better, although in fairness they were not trying to make fun of me. As a means of self-preservation, I learned to shout, “That’s me! That’s me!” during roll call seconds before my teachers had a chance to mispronounce my last name.

There were times I wanted to curse my last name, and my first name wasn’t much better. I had never met another Akbar in my life and nobody could pronounce—let alone spell—Gbajabiamila. (It looks a lot scarier than it is. Don’t say the “G” and pronounce the rest, and you have it.) Rather than feeling unique or special, I felt lonely and strange.

My dad was sympathetic to the way his last name intimidated non-Nigerians. When he came to the U.S., he even spelled it Gbaja-biamila, adding the hyphen for a time, to make it easier for Americans to say. But he did not understand or sympathize with my feelings about avoiding my name completely. He told me I should feel the confidence, strength, and power that my name conveyed. In the African culture, the naming of a child is extremely important, and I had been named deliberately: Akbar Oluwakemi-Idowu Gbajabiamila.

I had been taught how to correctly pronounce (and spell!) my entire name at an early age. More important, I had been carefully schooled in the meaning of each word. Akbar is Arabic for “great.” Oluwakemi means “God blessed me” in my parents’ native tongue of Yoruba, and Idowu, also Yoruba, means “born after twins” (referring to my older twin siblings—my brother, Kabeer, and my sister, Kubrat). Gbajabiamila means “big man, come save me.”

“Make them say your name!” my dad would urge me in his thick Nigerian accent, when my teachers butchered my name or my friends tried to make fun of it. “It is your name! Make them say it! Make them say your name!”

As a child, I wanted nothing more than to have a name like all the other kids. I wanted to dress like all the other kids and go by a “normal” name like Jason Smith or Dexter Gordon. My heroes at the time—including Earvin “Magic” Johnson and Michael Jordan—all had “normal” names. Why couldn’t I?

Today, however, I am so grateful for my name, which was carefully chosen by my father, and each day I endeavor to live up to it:

[image: Image] Akbar—I strive to be great.

[image: Image] Oluwakemi—I am grateful for the blessings of God.

[image: Image] Idowu— My commitment is to family.

[image: Image] Gbajabiamila—I live my life in service to others.

By the seventh grade, I had had enough. I was sick of the teasing and the bias against Africans. I realized that my only option, other than to embrace the temptations of the hood and find my identity in the gang culture, was to embrace who I was. I forced myself to take pride in my African heritage, going so far as to say that I was Nigerian, not American. Today, I am both, but when I was an adolescent my identity pendulum had swung so completely toward the African side of me that I could finally walk proudly, and start my life as Akbar.

FINDING MY PLACE



The story of my childhood is a story of fears, doubts, and insecurities. But it’s also a story of overcoming them. I ran up against seemingly insurmountable obstacles that blocked my path. I felt the urge to throw in the towel, call it quits, and slide into a life that was just a little bit easier, a little bit safer, and a whole lot less frightening.

Entering my freshman year of high school, I was fifteen years old and at six feet, two inches tall, I had little control over my lanky body. But through my older brother Willie, I had discovered the joy of basketball. I committed fully to the game, vowing to improve my skills no matter the cost. It was, after all, where kids “like me” made a name for themselves. We knew the odds of playing in the NBA were steep, but for many of us it felt like the only way to escape a life in the inner city.

I could not have picked a more competitive sport. Crenshaw High School had built a dynasty where basketball was concerned. Every year, more than three hundred kids tried out for the team. Only a handful made it. Coach Willie West Jr. was considered one of the best high school basketball coaches of all time. In his thirty-seven years coaching at Crenshaw, he led his teams to more than eight hundred victories. His teams won a record eight state titles, sixteen Los Angeles City Section titles, and twenty-eight league titles. His 1985 team finished the season 31–0, traveled to Denmark, and won the High School International Tournament Championship.

Coach West coached several players who made it to the NBA, including Marques Johnson. More than forty of his players went on to play at four-year colleges, including former Cal State LA men’s basketball coach and current Oregon State assistant coach Stephen Thompson, who starred at Syracuse. In 1995 the Crenshaw High School basketball gym was renamed the Willie E. West Jr. Pavilion. I played under Coach West for two years at Crenshaw High. I played on the junior varsity team before moving to varsity in my junior year. During that year and the next, our team won back-to-back city and state championships. It felt good to be a winner.

With the rich history of basketball at Crenshaw, maybe now my decision to quit football makes more sense. My whole life was basketball. I believed with all my heart that I would one day make the pros (which was about as likely as my becoming a professional tennis player). I gave football a try because I saw my brother’s success and assumed I could play as well, despite never having stepped onto a football field. After a week, I had decided I hated it. That’s why I quit.

My father, however, would have none of it. He marched me right back to the football field. “If you start it, you will finish it,” he proclaimed.
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“This is a book to inspire the wartior inside all of us.”
—MICHAEL J. FOX
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