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        “As Ben Jealous says in his introduction to Reach, "We cannot imitate that which we have never seen, heard, or read about"—and I am grateful for these powerful stories showing us all the kinds of leaders our Black boys can grow up to be."— Marian Wright Edelman, President, Children's Defense Fund

        “Reach is more than a collection of individual stories. At its core it’s a book about choices, about how each one of us has the option to live a life with meaning and purpose.”— Ilyasah Shabazz, author of X: A Novel, Malcolm Little, and Growing Up X

        “Energetic and inspiring  . . . . This is a moving book that will motivate readers to join these agents of change.” –Publishers Weekly

        “. . . . the contributors offer their inspiring stories of personal struggle and triumph as a source of encouragement as well a blueprint for success to their communities.” — Vanessa Bush, Booklist

        “Inspiring stories of personal struggle and triumph.”—Booklist 

        "This bold, illuminating and often surprising collection of first-person narratives is essential to understand the lives of black men in America. It reveals pathways, deeds and dreams that rarely make the news."—David Bornstein, author, How to Change the World

        “This book is seriously ground breaking. Not to mention addictive! I couldn't stop reading the essays and was especially taken with D'Wayne's and Yusuf Shakur's journeys of hope. It should be a requisite part of America's English curriculum.”—Alisa Swidler, Town & Country

         "The leadership that pours out of the pages of Reach is priceless. The lessons, the wisdom, the know-how of these great leaders will touch and transform the present as well as generations to come inspiring them to Reach for so much more."— J. Ivy, poet and author of Dear Father

        “There is a great need right now for more positive conversations about Black men in America. Reach is an excellent resource to guide those conversations. The men whose stories are shared in this book make a powerful argument for the value and grace of every human being.”—Archbishop Desmond Tutu

        “A serious book of essays . . . . These powerful accounts will prove immensely useful for all readers who want to understand the titular points of living, leading, and succeeding.”—Library Journal

        “Reach truly packs a punch . . . . I can definitely see it being a great gift for any young man on his way to high school, college, or post-college life.”— Terri Schlichenmeyer

        “. . . . a primer of success stories from Black men, some of them prominent public figures . . . . But it’s the uplifting, heart-warming accounts from the need-to-be-known that are equally inspiring.”—Herb Boyd, New York Amsterdam News

        “A wonderful reference tool for youth groups and organizations who all strive for the common goal to positively impact the lives of young black men.”–LaShawn Williams, Soutrain.com
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BEN:


To my children, Jack and Morgan, and my nieces and nephews Nina, Dylan, Emma, Tristan, and De’Juan.


TRABIAN:


To my grandfather Kennis Hutchons, whose love made me want to honor men like him, and to his wife, Irma Lee Hutchons, whose love transformed my grandfather’s life.




Special thanks go out to Nicole Levey, Kweli Washington, and Ben Wrobel for their tireless dedication and commitment to this project.





FOREWORD


Russell Simmons


We lived for that loud, ghetto, b-boy hip-hop. For Run-DMC, that was our only real inspiration. We hated disco and R&B. We were rock ’n’ roll from day one. When we made beats we would sample from artists like Billy Squier and Aerosmith. Sometimes it was jazz artists like Bob James who influenced us, but it was mainly rock ’n’ roll. We were loud and abrasive, and rock ’n’ roll had the beat. Most folks didn’t see us as rock ’n’ roll (shame on the gatekeepers), but progressive critics recognized our sound. From “Jam Master Jay” and “Sucker MCs” to Raising Hell and Tougher Than Leather, we were always hard, rebellious spirits.


The funny thing is that back then, black people didn’t seem to like rap music. They rejected it at first. It was actually the white press that made us popular. The first time I heard my record on the radio was in Europe, in Amsterdam. In fact, if it wasn’t for a white, British A&R director in 1979, who believed in our music, we may never have been able to take over the world.


♦


Although our style of music was first embraced by white audiences, don’t think that I ever forgot what it’s like to be a black man in America. No matter what industry I was breaking down the doors of, I was constantly reminded of the color of my skin. I still am. I’m aware that, for black men today, racism is still an obstacle that causes tremendous anger and suffering. Our communities are still recovering from years of soul-destroying policies and programs. And recently there have been undeniable roadblocks placed in our path toward greater freedom and prosperity. Whether it’s the kind of racially charged violence that led to the deaths of Trayvon Martin, Mike Brown, Jordan Davis, and countless other black, unarmed young men; or the predatory mortgages that invaded our neighborhoods, which also helped bring our economy to the worst economic recession our generation has ever known; or the high unemployment rate that continues to devastate our communities; or the continuation of America’s obsession with warehousing millions of us in prisons and jails across the country—our people have been hit hard.


There are times when it seems that we have been beat over the head with a baseball bat, over and over again. But, somehow, some way, we are able to get back up. We are able to stand back up on our own two feet and try again to climb to the top of the mountain. This has been the story of our people, the story of black people, the story of black men. This has been my story.


♦


Our ancestors survived the slave fields and somehow persevered. And they not only passed on these two necessary skills—survival and perseverance—to the generations of black people that followed, they also taught us ingenuity. With very little they were able to continue living through brutal and harsh conditions. Since slavery, the conditions have certainly gotten better, but for many of us, we still struggle to survive. If I hadn’t remembered the lessons of our ancestors during my own struggle, that essentially I could not fail until I quit, I know I would have not gotten to this point in my life. I definitely would not have been asked to write the foreword to this book from my dear friend Ben Jealous. I might not have even made it out of Hollis, Queens. I might have given up because I thought it would be too hard to overcome the obstacles in my path.


Instead, I’m reminded of a mantra that those who practice yoga constantly repeat: “Smile and breathe in every pose,” no matter how difficult or painful the pose might be in that moment. No matter how great the challenge is, you must breathe deep and keep pushing through. That is what the great men in this book have done during the course of their lifetimes. That is what Ben Jealous has done. Never have any of us taken the easy route, as the easy route didn’t even exist on our map.


♦


As I reflect back, I certainly could have let those who judged me by the color of my skin decide how my life would turn out. But instead I decided to challenge every norm that society had to offer. First I put rock ’n’ roll on rap albums. Then I put the logos of black fashion designers on shirts worn by kids of all races all across the world. I made late-night HBO a place where great black comedians had the chance to make you laugh no matter the color of your skin. I created a financial services industry that provided access to the American Dream for millions of “unbanked” people in the United States. And finally, in my latest Hollywood adventure, I am uplifting talented folks in our communities so that they get a fair shot at having their stories heard.


This is my rhythm—a loud drumbeat that contains a brighter outlook and a stronger purpose for us black men. A song we can all sing with a beat that raises hell and is always tougher than leather.





INTRODUCTION


Ben Jealous


I was blessed to grow up in a home where stories of great black men and women were served up as frequently as spoon bread and fried apples.


My grandmother told and retold stories of ancestors who had been born slaves and went on to found universities and banks and become statesmen during Reconstruction. My grandfather maintained an informal basement bar where I spent valuable evenings and weekend afternoons listening to his friends, all of whom were born into segregation but rose up above the walls of limitation. My parents told me bedtime tales about their experiences fighting Jim Crow with the Student Nonviolent Coordinating Committee (SNCC), the Congress of Racial Equality (CORE), and the National Association for the Advancement of Colored People (NAACP).


Together, these stories inspired me to dream big dreams of helping to increase opportunity for all people. Perhaps even more importantly, they instilled in me the habit of seeking out the stories of others. Their stories and the dreams they inspired started me on my own path toward leadership.


Since the beginning of time, imitation has always been the first step for those who achieve great things. Children pick up sticks to reenact the battles of great soldiers. Toddlers preach to congregations of teddy bears and puppets. Babies step into their parents’ shoes and try to walk. However, here’s the rub: each of us can only imitate what we know. We cannot imitate that which we have never seen, heard, or read about.


♦


Despite the rapid advances of technology, young men of color today often lack access to positive images and stories about others who look like them. With the exception of stories about one black man who lives at 1600 Pennsylvania Avenue, the reporting we see about men of color on the nightly news often leaves little good to imitate.


Occasionally, the images of our greatest heroes do break through. Black-and-white film reels of Martin Luther King Jr. and Thurgood Marshall flicker in classrooms on rainy days across the country. However, the grainy images place these icons in another era, in a time when the battles seemed perhaps simpler, the outcomes predetermined. Their lives are remembered in a way that makes them so flawless, so impossibly angelic, that their stories and achievements seem unattainable.


This is a book of everyday heroes. It is a collection of men known and unknown, most of whom have grown up since desegregation, all of whom have faced challenge, and all of whom have lived their lives in ways that are relevant to each of us. It is offered as a gift of gifts: each man featured in these pages sat down with us to tell his story so that it could be combined with the stories of others and handed down from parents, godparents, aunts and uncles, older brothers and peers to young men seeking to find their way.


My hope is that this book will empower you, as my family’s stories empowered me, with examples of black men who have overcome great challenges to do even greater things. I encourage you to read these stories, to ask your elders for their own and, ultimately, empowered with that new knowledge, to live a life of meaning that will leave a legacy for generations to come.





INTRODUCTION


Trabian Shorters


You could hear a pin drop when I told my board of directors at the John S. and James L. Knight Foundation that I would step down in three months to build a new network called the BMe Community. The sudden hush was followed by raucous applause.


Through the course of my work at the Knight Foundation, I enjoyed incredible access to elite people and their information, and I stumbled upon a number of discoveries that made it imperative to launch BMe.


We are in the middle of the biggest cultural transfer in the history of the nation. The baby boomers, who have defined the American story for decades, are aging out at the exact moment that the millennial generation is coming of age. The millennials are inheriting the narrative left behind by these analog immigrants to their digital world, but they aren’t necessarily embracing it.


On the contrary, America on the millennials’ watch will no longer have a racial majority. All of the social myths will be updated, for better or for worse. If we make a concerted effort to understand each other over the next decade, I think we can change them for the better.


This optimism is based, in part, on the social science that has permeated popular culture over the past few years—the research and writing of Daniel Kahneman, Chip and Dan Heath, and others. Our brains use all sorts of shortcuts to process information. People make decisions based not upon facts, but upon their perceptions of reality, and these perceptions are primed by the stories already running in our heads. As a result, we are prone to certain consistent, persistent mistakes in perception.


One of these mistakes is that “what you see is all there is.” When black males are portrayed everywhere we look in a negative light, our brains—no matter our race or sex—are prone and primed to believe that this portrayal is correct, even the norm. In fact, it’s not. Not by a long shot.


People, however, need more than just statistics to change their perspectives. Statistics are often rejected if they do not reinforce preexisting beliefs. On the other hand, stories involving relatable characters are “experienced” by the mind. When we hear a story, we put ourselves in that person’s shoes for a minute. The story gives us an opportunity to reconsider our perspective and position. And we tend to choose the perspective that leaves us looking the best, even if that means discarding a mistaken position from before.


This is a book of stories about men whom you know but perhaps have not been perceiving fully. They are normal black men. They are good men. They are imperfect men, flawed, with struggles just like yours and decisions just as good or just as poor as some that you’ve made. Every one of the men in this book is also a community builder, somebody who wants us all to live in a more caring and prosperous world.


♦


We encourage everyone, of all races and sexes, to explore life through the eyes of these men. Once you do, it will become very easy to see brothers like these in your day-to-day life.


The mission of the BMe Community is to build caring and prosperous communities inspired by black men. All proceeds from the sale of this book will go to support that positive aspiration. Anyone can join the BMe Community, regardless of race or sex, because our mission is actually about building communities, not about saving the black man. We believe in building upon positive people, positive aspirations, and positive opportunities to tell the truth to one another and work together for a better future.





STORIES






D’Wayne Edwards
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AGE: 45


TITLE: Founder of PENSOLE Footwear Design Academy


COMMUNITY: Inglewood, CA


There’s a Bruce Lee quote that goes, “To hell with circumstances, I create opportunities.” That’s been a motto for me.


Ever since I was eleven years old, I knew I wanted to design footwear. I knew that before I even knew what a designer was or that you could make a career out of designing footwear. And believe me, there were a lot of doubters, a lot of people who said it couldn’t happen. But they were wrong.


I grew up in Inglewood, California, right down the street from the Forum, where the Lakers played. Inglewood, at the time, was one of the roughest cities in America. I was the youngest of six kids. My mom raised us by herself. She was a bookkeeper at Centinela Hospital. She worked hard to ensure that we all had what we needed, even fighting through a severe back disability that caused her to undergo over fifteen surgeries until the last one took her life.


Two of my brothers, Ronnie and Michael, were blessed with artistic gifts. Both of them could draw beautifully. When I saw what they were doing, I wanted to do it too. I started out by taking what they’d drawn and trying to repeat it. Then I’d show it to them and they’d sit with me and show me the steps. They help me realize that I too had an artistic gift: I could really draw.


I was a good student in school and played sports, but my real passion was drawing. The Lakers used our high school gym as a practice facility—that was how the NBA was at the time—so we had close-up exposure to NBA players like Magic Johnson and Kareem. I loved to draw athletes. After I mastered the human body, I became fascinated with drawing the athletes’ gear, inventing crazy designs for their shoes. I realized that there was limitless potential to make their footwear really complicated, really unique.


It was around that time that my older brother Michael died in a car accident. I was sixteen when he passed. It was a milestone moment for me; I knew I had to make something out of my life. He had really encouraged me to pay attention to my gift, and not waste it. After he died, I redoubled my resolve to design footwear as a profession.


♦


In high school, I didn’t know anyone who worked as an artist or a designer. To me—and most of the people around me—artists were people you never really heard of until they were dead. And design? Didn’t know what it was. When I told my high school guidance counselor that I wanted to create footwear for a living, she shook her head and said I was crazy. I remember taking that as motivation—it made me determined to figure out a way.


When I was a senior in high school, I entered a national sneaker design competition sponsored by Reebok. And I won. The prize for winning the competition was a job, but Reebok couldn’t even offer me a job since I was still in high school. Receiving that recognition and by such a large company was just the confidence booster I needed. Still, because I was the youngest of six siblings, there was no money for college, no money for design school upon graduation. So I had to figure out another way.


♦


The first real adult mentor I had was Robert Greenberg, the founder of the shoe company LA Gear. After I won the Reebok competition, Robert saw my potential. When I graduated from high school, he gave me a job at LA Gear as a file clerk. That was all I needed—I just needed to get in the door.


Failure was not an option. I was determined to prove that Robert had not made a mistake by bringing me in. I was determined to succeed in my role so the next person coming behind me who looked like me (and there were so few of us) could be given the chance as well.


At LA Gear’s headquarters, there were suggestion boxes in every department so employees could submit ideas to make the company better. For the next six months, every day, I put a sketch of a new shoe design in that box. Each sketch also had a note suggesting that I be hired as a footwear designer. My persistence paid off, and after six months of trying, I was hired to work in the design department.


A few years later, I followed Robert to Skechers, where he gave me another big shot: the chance to head up the design department. Remember, at this time there were only three other Black designers in the entire footwear industry. This was rarefied air.


♦


After several years at Skechers I was recruited by Nike, and then in 2000 Michael Jordan recruited me to come work for his brand. Working with him was a powerful experience. I had grown up drawing my own versions of the Air Jordan, but I never could have imagined that I’d have the chance to work for Jordan himself.


I remember when I was given the nod to design the twenty-first and twenty-second editions of the Air Jordan shoe. It was truly a rare opportunity—only five people had ever done it before me.


It was a dream come true, but the opportunity also posed a challenge: people didn’t really care about the twenty-first and twenty-second editions. The twentieth edition was big because that was a major milestone. The twenty-third edition was expected to be the last; the collection would finish with the number Jordan made famous. So I had to do something that made my editions really pop.


I did some research on the number 22 and discovered that there was a stealth fighter jet that had used the number. I got inspired by the concept of “stealth,” as in, these editions of the Air Jordan sneaker were going to sneak up on people. I began to work out this concept of stealth, the art of deception, creating an illusion that masks mastery.


I presented the concept to Michael Jordan, and the first thing I asked him was how and when he became “stealth.” How did he master his craft and how did he disguise his genius from people so he could exploit their weaknesses? I wish I had had a tape recorder. He talked about how when he was dialed in, everything around him slowed down. When he was on the court, he was the only person moving full speed; everyone else was moving in slow motion. This ability helped him anticipate what others would do before they did it.


Michael’s message really boiled down to living and playing in the present. And I’ve translated that approach to how I design and how I exist, how I live my life. The Jordan 22s were a success—they generated $100 million in sales.


♦


In 2007 I started having a conversation with Nike about the future of design talent. I explained to them that I didn’t enter design in the traditional way—like a lot of kids from my background, I didn’t even know what design school was. So I proposed a design competition to level the playing field.


Up to that point, Nike recruited designers from colleges. I said to them, what would happen if you invested in kids at an earlier age? I looked at the competition as an opportunity to do the same sort of talent search that the Nike marketing department does to find the next great high school basketball player. Rather than scouring gyms for people showing promise in running and dunking, we would do a nationwide design competition and find the kids who love sketching and doodling and don’t know they can actually build a career out of it. I called the competition Future Sole, and Nike agreed to sponsor it.


The Future Sole competition had a successful four years, including endorsements by Lisa Leslie and Carmelo Anthony. The competition proved that there was so much young talent out there. It motivated me to follow through with an idea I’d had for years to create a school for young designers, and to help bring more diverse talent into the footwear industry. I named it the PENSOLE Footwear Design Academy—a tribute to the #2 pencil I’ve always used for design, and the product that our students create.


Footwear in the United States is a $50 billion industry. Black Americans in particular spend a huge amount of money on sneakers. We are the largest consumer of the product. Sneakers have become a significant part of Black American culture and style. So much so that we hit a point where we started to kill each other over the product. Sneakers became more important than somebody’s life? Sneakers became more important than paying your bill? Sneakers became more important than opening a checking or savings account?


My goal with the PENSOLE Academy is to show kids that we can do more than have that lust and desire for a sneaker; we can also make a really good living off of it. We can stop being consumers and become contributors. Our path is not limited only to wearing the sneakers and playing sports—we can also be involved in so many other aspects of the business, like design or marketing.


My theory is that young people respond to what they are exposed to. If all they see are athletes, that’s the path they believe is available to them. That was the case for a lot of my high school classmates—we’d see the Lakers on campus and we would idolize them.


On the other hand, if young people see me and I’m telling them about the career I’ve built designing footwear, it opens up new realms. If they learn about marketing, sales, finance, and the other functions that support the production, distribution, and sale of footwear, their options are expanded even further. It allows them to say, “I’m a great communicator. Why don’t I study communications in college and then get a job in sales where my talents and skills can be deployed productively, where I can build a career?”


I’m proud of how far PENSOLE has come. At this point I have mentored more than fifty Black designers currently working in the industry. We have created a robust pipeline of talent that is getting the guidance and support they need to make an impact in the industry down the road.


We’re helping young people build their confidence, helping them understand that they are capable of mastering their craft, of transcending their circumstances and creating their own opportunities. We want them to understand that they are stealth, like Michael Jordan—that they have the power to slow down the environment around them so they can navigate through it for maximum success and realize their true potential.





Rashaun Williams
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AGE: 20


TITLE: Cofounder and President/CEO, Phresh Philly; DJ; Director of Youth and Millennial Initiatives, Techbook Online; BMe Leader


COMMUNITY: Philadelphia, PA


I’m a DJ. I’m an environmentalist and a social entrepreneur. I’m a business owner. I’m a mentor. I’m an artist. I’m twenty years old. I’m black. I’m committed to changing my community.


I’m from Philadelphia; born and raised all over Germantown. My mom and dad separated before I could walk, but I’ve had very loving and fulfilling relationships with both my parents. I’d spend weekdays with my mom and grandmother and some weekends with my father, and even though they both struggled with the personal and professional dimensions of poverty, nothing ever stopped them from giving me unconditional love. We may have had to ration our meals until the next paycheck, but we never went hungry, always leaving home with a healthy breakfast and lunch to carry us through the day.


One specific and lasting memory I have was moving a lot when I was growing up. I recently counted fifteen moves. That constant transience numbed me a bit, giving me a sense that nothing in life was permanent.


By the time I reached middle school, I was a master communicator and very actively involved in extracurricular activities. Since I was already a geek, already a nerd, already deeply involved in fifth-grade student council, middle school would just be time to take everything to another level. Whenever there was an opportunity to get more involved in my school community, I was there. If there was an opportunity to volunteer, take an art class, represent the student government, take part in poetry and oratory contests, join the drum squad, or pick up violin lessons, I was there.


By eighth grade, I was the president of the Student Council, and as I continued to bring an unbridled natural energy to anything I did, it seemed as though my school’s staff members and other students began to respond positively to that.


♦


When I was in middle school I began to really form my identity in Philadelphia’s teen “party scene.” I was still finding myself, still involved in extracurricular activities, but I started to party a lot as well. Newly introduced to the nightlife, I always celebrated with my right-hand man Troy, one of my best friends to this day. Our bikes were our cars—we would ride our bikes all around the neighborhood to meet with family members and friends almost every day of the week in the summertime—but it was probably our mutual love for music that made us brothers, fostering and inspiring the DJ inside of me.


I remember walking into a club the first time: the DJ was phenomenal, leaving no room for inertia on the dance floor, making the overall experience truly amazing. Though it may be perceived negatively, partying was never a negative thing for me. Music gave people in my neighborhood and beyond the opportunity to meet, listen to new music, make new friends, and build new memories. To be a part of that experience was one of the most positive things to ever happen in my life.


By the time I hit high school, I was deep into music and healthy living. I was also kicking ass in terms of my grades and extracurriculars. With experience producing music both live and electronically before, I began to make beats. Eventually with the merger of me making music in my spare time and my love of parties, people said I should DJ, and by tenth grade, it was official.


With a couple of parties under my belt, I participated in a weeklong entrepreneurship camp at the Enterprise Center in West Philadelphia. There were about four hundred kids in the program, and I was among the youngest, probably one or two grades below the other participants. We had a competition for the best entrepreneur based on presentation, understanding of demographics, and marketing, and the winner got $500 to start his or her business. I won the competition by pitching an idea to make customized items like sneakers. I used my awarded $500 to purchase a turntable simulator. I was setting myself up to become a DJ professionally.


Over time, DJ’ing took me all over Philly and places outside of Philly. It became my business, and it led me to experience other people’s cultures. I DJ’d for families from Pakistan, Latino families, Jamaican families. It gave me a deeper appreciation for the collective challenges we face in Philadelphia and beyond.


♦


I mentioned healthy living, and that is another real passion of mine; something that I’ve been able to tie in with my love of music and my love of the people in my city.


Many black people in communities of poverty go to the corner store to buy Doritos, Hugs (which are sugary drinks), Twizzlers, and that sort of thing. That was breakfast for so many kids in my high school and around my neighborhood. That’s not even really food. It’s just sucrose. It’s the type of thing that gives you a sugar rush and then you crash.


I was fortunate in that my mom imposed a structure at home wherein I always started the day with a healthy breakfast. That made me a very conscious eater—I became a vegetarian in the eleventh grade—and it was one of the best decisions I’ve made in my life.


Looking back at my earlier years, I know that every young person I shared a classroom with was just as sociable, artistic, and effective at communicating as me. But they didn’t end up with the same opportunities. One reason is that they were starting from a deficit if they didn’t have access to healthy food. When it comes to junk food, I’ve internalized the difference between “brain food” and “attention deficit disorder food.” It’s hard to contemplate being attentive, being creative, and making social and economic progress if our young people are starting from such a deficit with respect to their personal health and nutrition.


♦


My work has woven together DJing, advancing healthy living, and improving the environment in which we live through social entrepreneurship. I started an organization with two friends, Douglas Wallace and Anthony Torrance, called Phresh Philly.


Essentially, Phresh Philly started as a vehicle for community organizing with a special emphasis on high school volunteerism and social entrepreneurship. Our goal was to literally clean up Philly. Philly consistently ranks as one of the dirtiest cities in America, while Pennsylvania is the eleventh most polluted state in the nation. I knew all this stuff because I could see it every day as I walked through the neighborhood. As my friends and I witnessed the over sixty thousand vacant houses in the city, we wanted to improve the quality of living. It struck me that if we could get people to care about their neighborhoods, about cleaning up communities, we could kick-start real value creation.


We started Phresh Philly while still in high school, doing small initiatives: community cleanups, cookouts, and other things that improved our “hood.” With the help of some of my mentors, we secured funding and support from other organizations around Philly. We came up with creative ways to get young people engaged. On any given day, we’d bring out thirty to fifty kids from our school and other schools to volunteer around the neighborhood, helping to get the word out about environmental sustainability and participating in services to improve the environment directly.


When I spoke to kids and adults in the neighborhood, it was clear to me that we really needed to promote entrepreneurship as well. Since then, Phresh Philly has evolved so that we’re training young people in social entrepreneurship so they can create their own opportunities that serve the global community.


♦


In the end, I believe that everybody really wants the same things: safety, health, wealth, and love. When I summarize my life to date, I put it in these terms: music, mentorship, and motivation. These, I believe, are important underpinnings to the work that I do and critical pieces in ensuring that black males, and indeed all human beings, are genuine assets to their communities.


After high school I attended Temple University. In the fall of my sophomore year, people asked me how my summer went and I told them about the successes we had achieved with Phresh Philly. After I got finished telling them, they all said, “Well, it seems like you’ve got it figured out already.” Eventually, I believed that statement for myself and stopped going to school so I could take more time to work on my social entrepreneurial goals. Since then, I’ve been a full-time entrepreneur working every day to build communities, mentor young people, save the environment. Taking this leap is the best professional decision I’ve made in my life.


Whenever I’m asked about what other young people should decide to do about college, I always tell young people to imagine their future and determine for themselves what the best vehicles are to get there. Get a degree in your dreams, graduate from your goals, create your career, and love the life that you’ve learned to live.


I’m often reminded of a Native American proverb that says “we don’t inherit the land from our ancestors, we borrow it from our grandchildren.” In a nutshell, that’s what my life is all about—empowering young people to build their futures and live environmentally sustainable lives here in Philadelphia, and the rest of the planet.





John Legend
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AGE: 36


TITLE: Musician and Philanthropist


COMMUNITY: New York, NY


When I was young and my parents took us to the library, I was always attracted to stories about civil rights leaders and abolitionists, the great leaders who made huge social change happen. One of the key themes that connect all those people’s lives is that they dedicated themselves unconditionally to their cause, to approaching their work with love and a willingness to sacrifice. Like them, when I signed my first record deal with Sony, I knew I wanted to find a way to give back, to put my success into the service of something bigger.


I was raised in Springfield, Ohio. My dad, Ron Stephens, worked on the assembly line at Navistar, a large truck manufacturer, for thirty years. My mother was a part-time seamstress and never worked outside of the home.


I grew up in my maternal grandfather’s church. He was the pastor, my grandmother was the church organist, my mother was the choir director. My father was a Sunday school teacher and a drummer, and he sang in the choir as well. When my grandfather retired, his son—my uncle—took over as pastor. So I was, in some part, raised by my extended family in addition to my mother and father.


My maternal grandmother was particularly influential for me musically. She taught me gospel music when I was young. Her musical style greatly impacted much of my early development as a pianist.


♦


When I wasn’t singing or playing the piano, I was being homeschooled along with my siblings by my mother. As Pentecostals, my parents wanted us to have a Christian education. We’d started out in a private Christian school. However, over time, we couldn’t afford the tuition. My parents opted to teach us from home with advisors from the private school as support.


Homeschooling was an important aspect of my upbringing. I was a voracious reader and learner, and so the independent study model played to my strengths. I could dive in deeply and forge ahead. The experience of being homeschooled provided me with a strong educational foundation that I might not have gotten if I had gone to a traditional public school.


♦


At age ten, when my maternal grandmother passed away, I don’t think I’d ever been so sad. Understandably, my mother really struggled with the loss of her mom. She became depressed and had a very difficult time coping. Things were not the same for my family following the death of my grandmother. My parents decided to divorce when I was eleven years old.


My father took full custody of my two brothers, my sister, and me. As the most present male figure in my life, he’s been hugely influential to me: my outlook on life, the way I treat people, how I carry myself. My father is a very gentle soul and is even-keeled, not terribly emotional. I think I’m similar to him in a lot of ways.


There have been other role models and mentors too who’ve helped shape me, helped me set my goals and pursue them. My mother’s brother, Uncle Raymond Lloyd, played a key role. He took over the church when my grandfather retired. He would take us to the gym every week, and we’d spend the night at his house a lot. Having both him and my father in my life was really positive because they were responsible, caring gentlemen who exhibited the character traits I wanted to embody as I grew older.


A lot of their teachings were biblically based, but the characteristics they promoted were things you’d want to promote no matter what your religious leanings. They emphasized being a gentleman, being humble, being giving, being considerate of others. As I think about it, this emphasis on character was a big part of how my extended family operated. We talked a lot about, and did our best to live up to, concepts of good character.


There were two other male figures who helped me along, especially during my high school years. One was Michael Dixon, my guidance counselor. He was one of the few black men on staff at my school. Mr. Dixon set me a very high bar and held me to it. He saw my potential and wanted to make sure that I didn’t mess it up. It’s important for a young person—even a self-motivated young person—to have that sort of guidance and support. Mr. Dixon was someone I was accountable to at school, someone whom I trusted and knew had my back.


Another key figure was Arlin Tolliver, the director of the community choir in our town. I started developing a reputation as one of the kids in town who could really sing. Arlin invited me to join the choir, which I participated in for several years. Like Mr. Dixon, Arlin pushed me a bit, held me accountable, knew what to do to ensure I wouldn’t let things slide. He saw my potential and wanted to help me maximize it. So he would get me a lot of gigs as a singer and pianist on the local church circuit, playing concerts, weddings, and funerals.


♦


After high school I attended the University of Pennsylvania. In addition to providing me with a phenomenal education experience, the decision to go to Penn had a profound impact on my music career. I didn’t specifically know it when I decided to attend the school, but Philadelphia was a great place to be in the mid-1990s as a young musician.


The Roots and their crew were very active; they fostered a real flourishing of great music coming out of the city. Anytime they hosted an open mike, I’d go there and watch and try to perform. There were so many great artists who were either from Philly or who spent quality time there: Erykah Badu, Common, Musiq Soulchild, Bilal, the Roots. I didn’t work with any of them at the time, but their presence provided me so much inspiration, it gave me a model as an artist when I was able to do my own thing. I met two of my musical collaborators, Dave Tozer and DeVon Harris (aka Devo Springsteen), while I was in Philly. DeVon is cousins with Kanye West, and so I met Kanye through DeVon. It’s hard to say what would or would not have happened had I not gone to Penn, but it’s safe to say that going to Penn put me around people who could help me move forward as a musician.


♦


When I say move forward, I should be clear that my music career didn’t take off immediately. Even though I was passionate about music, I believed that I should not seal off other options that were available to me. If music didn’t work out, I wanted to have other choices in life. My education gave me options. As I was pursuing my music, I worked at jobs that offered great career paths as well. I started my career at the Boston Consulting Group (BCG), providing analysis and strategic guidance to Fortune 500 companies. I also worked at Management Leadership for Tomorrow (MLT), a diverse talent leadership development organization whose board I now sit on. I had a reputation among my colleagues for delivering on what I said I would do. So my approach was never about “forget school” or “I don’t care about the job I’m working in.” It was about a commitment to excellence in whatever I was doing. If I didn’t get a record deal, I would still be okay.


I worked for the BCG and MLT for several years while performing at small gigs around New York City and showcasing my music to record labels. There were a lot of nos before there were any yeses, but I was committed to break through with music, something that I love, something that I believe brings goodness to the world. Through perseverance, luck, and help from friends like Kanye West who saw my talent and vouched for me, I was able to secure a major label deal with Sony in 2004. It was a dream come true, but I knew then that it was just the start of the journey, not the culmination of it.


♦


Nowadays, I compose, write, and record music, perform at concerts around the world, and work in television and movies.


When I was growing up, I wrote an essay in which I said I wanted to become a musician and then use my talents to help advance the causes like civil rights that I’d found inspiring as a young person. When I finally signed my first record deal with Sony, I started to look for ways to give back, to put my success into the service of something bigger.


♦


I started the Show Me Campaign as a vehicle for giving back. Our efforts began with supporting Jeffrey Sachs and Millennium Promise in the challenge of ending extreme poverty. I was able to see how Jeffrey and other philanthropists, like Bill Gates, are doing substantial work to support communities and make real progress on challenges that a lot of people thought were intractable. It made me want to get more involved.
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