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To my fearless ancestors, whose strength and courage forged a remarkable legacy that has survived and thrived for more than two centuries.






PROLOGUE

It should come as no surprise to hear that the suspicions of America’s slaveholding white men were easily activated. Court dockets of the time are full of cases of the enslaved being charged for murdering their masters using such means as poison and arson. Masters could never be absolutely certain that these men and women working in their homes were free of a thirst for vengeance. How could they ever really know what rage might be smoldering behind that fake smile?

And there was always the palpable fear of insurrection. From the seventeenth century all the way through to emancipation, whites were distrustful of any gathering of more than two slaves. In the early eighteenth century, it was illegal in North Carolina for slave owners to construct houses of worship for the enslaved. The North Carolina legislature passed a law later in the century making it illegal for the enslaved to travel at night and to gather in white people’s kitchens or even in their own quarters.

“Negroes who violated this law by visiting were to receive forty lashes on the bare back, and those receiving the visitors were to receive half as many lashes. A master, however, could send his slave on an errand; but if he was to be out after night a written pass must be given him,” author James A. Padgett noted in “The Status of Slaves in Colonial North Carolina.”

It was in this environment that my great-great-grandfather Moses and his crew of builders (themselves enslaved just as Moses was) made their way across the North Carolina countryside, traveling to their various projects.

Slavery in North Carolina took on a wide variety of appearances and practices, largely dependent on the temperament and occupational interests of the owner. Moses’s owner, William McKissack, saw himself as a builder, taking advantage of the growing desire among North Carolina residents for homes with shingles and bricks, replacing the old log cabins favored by the early settlers. The early 1800s saw a greater diversity in staple crops, such as corn, tobacco, cotton, and wheat, which resulted in a greater demand for the building of barns, tobacco houses, and warehouses. This undoubtedly gave the enterprising McKissack a market for his services.

McKissack trained his slaves to be expert artisans in areas like carpentry and bricklaying. He must have seen talent and leadership traits in Moses, because word passed down through my family says the young man was promoted as high as foreman of McKissack’s building crew. When McKissack sent his builders out across North Carolina and other portions of the South, Moses was in charge. Historical accounts contend that the slaves of masters engaged in nonagricultural occupations tended to have more liberties and be treated more humanely than those who spent their days toiling in the fields. The artisan enslaved were of greater value—worth almost twice as much as field hands—and in much demand.

While entertainments like Gone with the Wind and Roots have painted a picture in our mind’s eye of vast plantations filled with dozens or even hundreds of slaves bent over endless fields of cotton, numerous historical accounts claim that slavery in North Carolina bore little resemblance to these portraits. North Carolina’s slavery was smaller in scope—yeoman farmers working their relatively small plots alongside the handful of slaves they might own, if they owned any at all. Such closeness tended to create more humane living conditions for the enslaved.

Sometimes when I visit one of the sites my company, McKissack & McKissack, is constructing now, I try to imagine what it might have been like for Moses to move around the South with his crew 200 years earlier—a slave unaccompanied by his master, nervously trying not to draw the suspicion and ire of every white man he encountered.

While the fears of whites—and the risk of the violence their fears might trigger—were always wafting through the air, the peculiarity of slavery allowed for a wide variance in the treatment of Black people. For instance, slaves in Wilmington were given so many liberties that it wasn’t unusual for them to use funds they gained from hiring themselves out to rent houses and tenements for their families.

However, by 1823, the North Carolina legislature cracked down on the practice of self-hire, declaring it illegal. More common was the master hiring out his slaves to others who were in need of laborers. According to historian John Hope Franklin, “the newspapers carried advertisements of slaves for hire, and not infrequently the masters sent the enslaved worker into town to earn money during the dull seasons.”

“Since many masters in antebellum North Carolina worked side by side with their slaves, they felt that they knew them and had the problem of discipline well in hand,” wrote Franklin. “When the slaveholder clamored for more restrictive legislation, it was for the purpose of bringing his neighbor’s slaves under the surveillance of the law rather than his own. Under these circumstances, it is not difficult to conceive of a situation in which many slaveholders refused to enforce the law in regard to their own slaves, which resulted in a general laxity of law enforcement over a large area.”

In fact, so many slaves were fleeing the more brutal form of bondage practiced in the neighboring states of Virginia, South Carolina, and Georgia that the North Carolina legislature in the early 1800s passed laws more carefully regulating the militia and slave patrols and circumscribing even further the activities of slaves, according to Franklin. But there still were well-known examples of slaves in North Carolina who were given liberties seen by just a tiny number of their contemporaries.

One of the best known of these was George Moses Horton, a slave owned by a farmer in Chatham County named James Horton. George spent much of his time on his master’s farm, tending to the corn and wheat crops. But when George desired, his master allowed him to “hire his own time,” meaning he paid the master fifty cents for a day of freedom. Beginning when he was about age twenty, he used his “free” time to travel the eight miles from the farm to the University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill. George, who had taught himself to read when he was a child, sold poems to students that he wrote incorporating the names of their sweethearts, charging twenty-five, fifty, or seventy-five cents per piece. He did this for several decades, becoming a beloved figure on campus. He had an especially enthusiastic fan in Caroline Lee Hentz, a novelist and professor’s wife, who helped him publish his first printed poem in her hometown newspaper in Massachusetts, The Lancaster Gazette, on April 8, 1829. A Raleigh printing press later that year published Horton’s In Hope of Liberty, which was the first book published in the South by a Black man. In the 1930s, a school for Black children in Chatham County was named after him; after integration it eventually became Horton Middle School. In 1978, North Carolina governor James B. Hunt proclaimed June 28, 1978, as “George Moses Horton Day.”

While the practice of hiring your own time wasn’t commonplace, there were many other slaves in North Carolina who were granted this “privilege.” There is no evidence that Moses McKissack ever hired his own time, but he likely had a great deal of control over his time as the foreman of a crew of enslaved laborers that constructed buildings throughout North Carolina and other portions of the South.

Another sign of Moses’s status on the McKissack plantation came in 1820, when he was allowed to marry an enslaved woman named Miriam. A common custom among slaves was for the groom to jump over a broom handle to indicate the union was binding; sometimes the bride and groom held hands and both jumped over the broom. The groom usually offered the bride some sort of gift, such as a toy or brass ring. Historians have written that if an enslaved woman bore no children within two or three years, her master might urge her to take a second husband. If that union also produced no children, she might be obliged to take yet another bedfellow. Because offspring was a way for owners to increase the value of their holdings, enslaved women were encouraged to have numerous children. In this regard, Moses and Miriam didn’t disappoint: They had fourteen children. Miriam had already given birth to Wesley, Emily Jane, and William Thomas before Moses II was born on March 25, 1830. But he lived for only about a month before he passed away. Ten years and eight children later, on November 8, 1840, Miriam bore a child they named Gabriel. He soon became known in the family as Moses II.

It’s long been a mystery to my family how my great-great-grandfather Moses became cargo on a slave ship heading for America. Born in 1781, Moses was an Ashanti, the dominant group in West Africa throughout the 1700s and 1800s. While the Ashanti Empire acquired its riches through the plunders of war and from trading gold, which was abundant in the region, by the late 1700s the empire had become a major player in the slave trade. Historical records indicate that when the Ashanti conquered groups like the Denkyira and the Dagomba, the Ashanti sold members of these conquered groups to British and Dutch slavers in exchange for weapons and other European goods. Millions of Africans passed through ports in Ghana to be shipped to the Caribbean and the New World, where the demand for labor was intensifying.

But if Moses was a member of the powerful Ashanti, how did he wind up on a slave ship to America at the tender age of eleven?

“There has always been a question in my mind as to how Moses got over here,” my father DeBerry McKissack said in 1972 during an interview with a Fisk University student, Mitchell Jerome Harris, who was writing his master’s thesis on the history of the McKissacks. “The Ashanti was the tribe in Africa that captured the other tribes and sold them into slavery. So this makes me wonder, how did Moses get captured unless he was a volunteer to come to America?”

However he found his way to that ship, at age eleven the young Ashanti made the unspeakably brutal and dehumanizing journey across the Atlantic—a trip that could take up to three months and was so mortally dangerous for the Africans that sharks routinely followed the ships waiting for the inevitable bodies to be dumped overboard. Some estimates put the mortality rate for the Africans crossing the Middle Passage at 13 percent.

When he arrived in the New World in 1790, the young Ashanti was quickly placed on the auction block in Charlotte, North Carolina. He was purchased by William McKissack, an Irishman who is believed to have arrived in the New World about twenty-five years earlier, a decade before the American Revolution. McKissack bestowed the young Ashanti with the name “Moses”—a nod to his own religious faith and that of the region he’d come to call home. Moses now resided in a state with 100,572 slaves, according to the 1790 census. The number of white inhabitants was about 300,000.

Before the start of the Civil War, master McKissack expanded his construction business with the aid of his son, also named William. The young William II married a woman from Tennessee named Maxwell and moved to Tennessee with his bride to start his own family. William II and his wife profited from the custom whereby each family would give the bride and groom the gift of a slave, a common occurrence in North Carolina and across the South. After William II moved to Spring Hill, Tennessee, he eventually brought Moses II (Gabriel), a gift from his father, to Tennessee as well. Years later, Moses II married a young Maxwell slave named Dolly. It’s not clear whether Dolly was also a gift to the young couple from the Maxwell family. Moses and Dolly’s first child, Almanda, was born in 1871.

In Tennessee, William II continued the family business and trained his slaves in the building trade just as his father had done. Moses II, like his father before him, was made the foreman of a slave crew that constructed buildings throughout middle Tennessee. This was a significant development in my family’s history, as it solidified that the construction business was now an inheritance that would pass through the bloodlines.

Amid the lush greenery of the Tennessee countryside, about thirty miles south of Nashville, sits a grand Greek Revival style antebellum mansion. That was the house William McKissack II built in 1845 when he moved to Tennessee—a house that is still standing in 2025, though now fighting a losing battle with grime. Although Moses II was too young to have been involved in its construction, the building does offer a window into the quality of the buildings McKissack and his slaves were constructing—180-year-old buildings that look just as sturdy as if they were finished last year.

By the time Moses II arrived in Tennessee with his master, the state had exhibited a growing strain of antislavery sentiment, particularly in the mountainous eastern regions, where residents had little need and less regard for the institution. Lawmakers had gathered in 1834 for a constitutional convention, where they considered abolishing slavery entirely, eventually backing down because of the vociferous voices of the pro-slavery forces in the west, where the large cotton plantations were king.

The historian William Lloyd Imes noted that killing a Black or mulatto slave in Tennessee was actually deemed a murder, punishable by death—though Imes went on to say he could find no example of a white Tennessean ever indicted under such a charge.

“We do have a case of a famous old slave-holder in a community not far from Nashville being tied to his gate post and severely whipped by his neighbors, because of his brutal murder of one of his slaves,” Imes wrote.

Moses II and his crew, under the direction of William McKissack II, erected several buildings of historical significance. One of these was the Maxwell House Hotel in Nashville. Construction began in 1859 but was halted by the outbreak of the Civil War. Historical accounts describe the hotel as being conceived by Colonel John Overton Jr.—he named it for his wife, Harriet (Maxwell) Overton—and designed by architect Isaiah Rogers, but built by “mostly enslaved labor.” Those three words found in several historical records represent the only “official” mention of my great-grandfather Moses II’s contributions. When it was officially completed in 1869, the Maxwell House Hotel was Nashville’s largest hotel—with five stories, 240 rooms, steam heat, gas lighting, mahogany cabinetry, brass fixtures, chandeliers, ladies’ and men’s parlors, billiard rooms, barrooms, shaving saloons, and a grand staircase to the expansive ballroom. The still unfinished hotel was put to use by some interesting figures: in Room 10, former Confederate general Nathan Bedford Forrest in 1866 was inducted into the Ku Klux Klan, of which he was named grand wizard; and the first national meeting of the KKK took place there in April 1867. The hotel eventually would host seven US presidents and such dignitaries as Jane Addams, Sarah Bernhardt, Enrico Caruso, Thomas Edison, Henry Ford, Annie Oakley, George Westinghouse, and Cornelius Vanderbilt. During a 1907 visit to the hotel, President Theodore Roosevelt reportedly said the words “good to the last drop” after he finished a cup of coffee—and that became the genesis of the Maxwell House coffee brand that was served at the hotel and the advertising slogan used to market it.

Moses and his crew also built the Giles County Courthouse in Pulaski, Tennessee, which was completed in 1859 and was described on a Giles County website as “constructed of the best materials by the finest workmen available at the time.” During the Civil War, the courthouse was occupied by federal troops and had the Union flag flying over it.

Back in Charlotte, North Carolina, Moses I and his wife, Miriam, both died in 1865—Moses on August 26 and Miriam on December 29. As they were both older than seventy-five, it is difficult to state with certainty what the last months of their lives looked like. There were Blacks in places like the South Carolina low country who tasted freedom as early as 1861, when the Union troops arrived. But in other parts of the South, emancipation didn’t come until much later, in parallel with the movement of the Union army across the region. There were reports from federal authorities that as late as September 1865—five months after Confederate surrender in Appomattox, Virginia, on April 9—they were still encountering Black people who were unaware that they were free.

While the roads were filled with newly freed men and women trekking long distances in search of a better life or for family and loved ones they had been separated from, conditions were precarious for the sickly and elderly. Many planters left their most vulnerable former slaves to scrape together a bare subsistence as best they could, or to die in hunger and squalor. I truly hope that Moses and Miriam, having borne all those children, had someone to make sure their final days were as pleasant as possible—and that they both tasted freedom long enough to appreciate its sweetness.

After emancipation, Moses II moved to Pulaski and established his own independent construction business, which he called McKissack Contractors. He was part of a wave of Black people starting their own businesses during the period known as Reconstruction. Many of them used the skills they acquired during slavery to go out on the open market and try to make a living. The most common businesses were beauty shops, barber shops, cleaning and pressing services, and shoe repair shops. Whites had long been accustomed to having these services performed by Blacks, so it wasn’t difficult for these Black businesses to attract white customers—at least in the early years of Reconstruction. Often, Black businesses offered their services at a cheaper rate than competing white businesses.

These years after emancipation were incredibly exciting, though fraught, scary, and dangerous for the newly freed men and women in the South. For almost three hundred years they had been property with “no rights which the white man was bound to respect,” in the infamous words of US Supreme Court Chief Justice Roger Taney in the March 1857 Dred Scott decision. They had been forced to function within the bounds of a system that didn’t see them as actual human beings. Suddenly, they were their own agents—within reason—able to go and do as they pleased. Within reason. The momentous shift must have been almost impossibly hard to fathom.

Making matters even more complex for the newly freed, the whites in their midst were harboring resentments of almost immeasurable size, their feelings moving from—in most cases—disregard to outright hatred. This development was recounted in painstaking, devastating detail by writer, journalist, and sociologist W. E. B. Du Bois in Black Reconstruction in America, 1860-1880. First published in 1935, this work catalogues the virulence of the hatred whites had for these newly emancipated people. The situation in states like Mississippi, Alabama, and Georgia, with their large Black populations, was ugly and dangerous. While nearby Tennessee, with a smaller Black population, might have been spared somewhat from the worst events of the era, things were bad all over.

Du Bois described the dawning of the poor whites’ recognition of their new status alongside free Black men:

“It seemed after the war immaterial to the poor white that profit from the exploitation of black labor continued to go to the planter. He regarded the process as the exploitation of black folk by white, not of labor by capital. When, then, he faced the possibility of being himself compelled to compete with a Negro wage worker, while both were hirelings of a white planter, his whole soul revolted. He turned, therefore, from war service to guerrilla warfare, particularly against Negroes. He eagerly joined secret organizations, like the Ku Klux Klan, which fed his vanity by making him co-worker with the white planter, and gave him a chance to maintain his race superiority by killing and intimidating ‘niggers’; and even in secret forays of his own, he could drive away the planter’s black help, leaving the land open to white labor. Or he could murder too successful freedmen.”

So, as they became more successful, freedmen at the same time became more of a threat and a target for poor whites. In many ways, this presaged the racial dynamic that would cleave apart white and Black laborers for generations and mark more successful Blacks as a menace to the white working classes. To illustrate the feelings of the white community, Du Bois turned to the writing of Carl Schurz, a highly educated German immigrant who was decidedly on the side of freedom for the former slaves. President Johnson hired Schurz to travel south and write a report on “the existing condition of things” to help the president make decisions going forward that would be based in fact.

“Wherever I go—the street, the shop, the house, the hotel, or the steamboat—I hear the people talk in such a way as to indicate that they are yet unable to conceive of the Negro as possessing any rights at all. Men who are honorable in their dealings with their white neighbors, will cheat a Negro without feeling a single twinge of their honor. To kill a Negro, they do not deem murder; to debauch a Negro woman, they do not think fornication; to take the property away from a Negro, they do not consider robbery. The people boast that when they get freedmen’s affairs in their own hands, to use their own expression, ‘the niggers will catch hell.’ ”

Du Bois’s work is full of examples of Black laborers who continued working the fields for their former masters, but when it came time for them to be compensated, the masters refused to pay them. In Mississippi and other Southern states, freedmen were killed on a daily basis by whites. The assistant commissioner for Mississippi’s Freedmen’s Bureau reported that an average of two or three Black men per day were killed in Mississippi—and those who returned from the war wearing their blue uniforms were a favored target.

“My expectation concerning them is that they are destined to extinction, beyond all doubts,” said Governor William L. Sharkey of Mississippi, a Unionist who had opposed secession and was appointed provisional governor in 1865 by President Johnson. “It is alarming, appalling, I think they will gradually die out.”

Speaking specifically about Tennessee, Union General John P. Hatch described the hatred he witnessed among poor whites for the newly freed Blacks:

“The hatred toward the Negro as a freeman is intense among the low and brutal, who are the vast majority. Murders, shootings, whippings, robbing and brutal treatment of every kind are daily inflicted upon them, and I am sorry to say in most cases they can get no redress. They don’t know where to complain or how to seek justice after they have been abused and cheated. The habitual deference toward the white man makes them fearful of his anger and revenge.”

In the midst of this dangerous new world turned upside down came Moses II’s move to Pulaski—seventy miles south of Nashville—where he started his own construction business. I consider this perhaps the most consequential move in the history of the Black McKissacks, charting a course the family would follow for the next 150 years. It was one thing to do what the McKissack masters wanted and run a slave construction crew; it was another thing entirely to step out into this new world as a Black businessman reliant on both whites and Blacks to earn a living.

McKissack joined a wave of Blacks who were not scared off by white hatred and endeavored to become entrepreneurs. In his book The African-American History of Nashville, 1780-1930, historian Bobby L. Lovett chronicles some of the noteworthy Black businesses that emerged in the years after emancipation: William Sumner, Benjamin F. Hadley, and George Trimble’s saloon on Capitol Avenue; Henry Harding’s expansion of his blacksmith business to include a saloon and boardinghouse; William Sumner’s Sumner House Hotel; William Houston’s harness shop. Joseph Williams, a former sergeant in the US Colored Troops (USCT), opened a “Counselor’s Office” to help USCT veterans get their bonus money. In addition, Black craftsmen formed the Colored Barbers Association in 1865 and the Colored Mechanics Association in 1866.

Because of the hostility that now greeted them from many whites, Black businesses increasingly had to rely on Black customers. The cause of racial solidarity became a motivating force for the Black community to patronize these new Black businesses. While Moses II had some early success in Pulaski finding white customers for his construction business, he gradually began to establish a reputation in the Black community. After organizing in Pulaski in 1866, the KKK would target Black people who showed too much independence, such as by establishing schools or serving in leadership positions. But the growth of the KKK apparently did not deter Moses II in the expansion of his business, possibly because the Black McKissacks had gained the grace of some of the more prominent citizens of the town. In Pulaski, Moses and Dolly saw their family grow to a large brood of seven boys and seven girls. Moses II taught his seven sons the skills of the construction trade, including how to design a building. Two of those sons were Moses III and Calvin. The McKissack construction family was poised to jump into its third generation.







CHAPTER 1 McKissack & McKissack


I was moving around in my house in New Jersey with the drone of the television keeping me company, as it often did when I was home by myself. The television was tuned to NY1, New York’s twenty-four-hour news station, our local version of CNN. I was only half listening, preoccupied with my thoughts, when the news anchor said something that halted me in my tracks. I moved closer to the screen.

The anchor announced that real estate developer Bruce Ratner was buying the New Jersey Nets and bringing the basketball team to Brooklyn. A basketball team in Brooklyn? Wow.

My next thought came straight from the construction company CEO lobe of my brain: Where will they play?

I knew instantly that this project would quickly become the talk of the city, particularly in the real estate circles where I spent most of my days.

Then I had another thought: McKissack & McKissack has to get on board.

That idea would soon become a preoccupation of mine, bordering on obsession.

McKissack & McKissack was on the verge of taking over a string of big projects that would establish us as a major player among Northeastern construction firms: among them an impressive new student center at Medgar Evers College in Brooklyn, the Emergency Response Program contract for the New York City School Construction Authority, and the stunning Perelman Center for Advanced Medicine at the University of Pennsylvania in Philadelphia. I was ready for McKissack to take off into the stratosphere. A major role in the construction of a Brooklyn home for the Nets could be exactly what we needed to breathe the kind of rarified air that my family’s company hadn’t yet sniffed in our 210 years of existence.

Brooklyn had never really recovered from the psychic wound left by Walter O’Malley in 1958 when he moved the Brooklyn Dodgers across the country to Los Angeles, about as far symbolically as you could get from gritty, working-class Brooklyn. Though the Dodgers played at Ebbets Field in Flatbush, O’Malley had wanted to build a domed stadium in Brooklyn at the intersection of Flatbush and Atlantic Avenues, the borough’s two most famous streets, but city officials—namely, the imposing planner Robert Moses—had other ideas. O’Malley fled the city, bringing with him the iconic Jackie Robinson, who had become an instant hero to African Americans in Brooklyn and throughout the land when he smashed baseball’s color barrier in 1947.

The succeeding decades saw Brooklyn plunge deep into despair, abetted by poverty, crime, corrupt politicians, racial unrest, and a sense that the financial and political power centers in Manhattan had little care for the well-being of the millions who resided on the other side of the bridge. But if Brooklyn could have its own sports franchise once again, maybe the team could serve as a positive force in helping to foster community revitalization amid the borough’s hardship and suffering.

I didn’t know Ratner, but I knew people who knew him. And I also knew many of the Brooklyn players whom I figured would be influential brokers in the development of this enormous project. I had watched my mother, Leatrice Buchanan McKissack, for years wield her considerable charm and influence to build relationships throughout the South that would enable the family business to secure major projects. Mom knew how to get into the rooms where decisions were made, where important things happened. I had learned from the best. And I had been in New York long enough to know that while the accents might be different, New York was also a place where relationships determined the directions in which the money flowed. I pulled out my Rolodex and went to work.

Ratner, who was from a wealthy Cleveland real estate family, happened to be an associate of one of my former bosses, an attorney named Darryl Greene. Greene had been the director of the New York State Urban Development Corporation when I worked there as a summer intern in 1983; he became a mentor to me. The NYSUDC was a partner in the construction of the Jacob Javits Convention Center, which was being built during the summer I interned. After my graduation from Howard University, when I came to New York in 1986 to work with Weidlinger Associates, I had informal weekly meetings with Darryl. So, it made sense to me when I started The McKissack Group dba as McKissack & McKissack in New York in 1991 to use Darryl as our de facto political consultant and attorney. More than a decade later, I knew my connection with Darryl would be helpful if I was going to attach McKissack & McKissack to the Brooklyn Nets.

Numerous factions in Brooklyn soon rose up in deep opposition to the grandiose plan—and their enmity, if not addressed, could grow into a movement that would squash the multimillion-dollar project before any workers ever donned a construction hard hat. The neighborhoods that surrounded the proposed location of the arena near downtown Brooklyn were diverse and multilayered, representing both the working-class struggles and the middle-class aspirations of the borough. If this thing was going to get off the ground, the planners would need to figure out how to appeal to both groups.

Of the 2.5 million residents of Brooklyn in 2002, African Americans made up slightly more than a third. Black people needed to be deeply involved in this project and would not be shy about announcing that fact. If McKissack was going to make a move, I felt like that was my path. I had to galvanize a coalition of African Americans to help my cause. With McKissack’s historical legacy and our growing prominence as successful builders in New York, we were in a unique position.

If not us, then who?

That’s the case I made when I met with influential politicians including Brooklyn Assemblyman Roger Green, Brooklyn Borough President Marty Markowitz, Brooklyn Assemblyman Al Vann, State Senator Velmanette Montgomery, and State Senator Carl Andrews. My supporters presented the argument to Ratner and Darryl Greene that the Black community needed strong Black involvement in the project—and not just subcontractors but prime Black contractors. Namely, McKissack & McKissack.

Darryl told me that despite the power players I had met with, the most important person I needed to get a blessing from in Brooklyn was the most forceful and effective activist in the borough, a take-no-prisoners Black woman named Bertha Lewis. Smart, savvy and tough, Bertha had turned protest into art. She wasn’t universally loved, but she certainly was respected because of her unselfishness. She wasn’t driven by ego or seeking attention; like Superman, Bertha was out for truth and justice. As the president of the grassroots Association of Community Organizations for Reform Now (ACORN), Bertha rode next to New York City Mayor Michael Bloomberg on his private jet, advising him about the community’s needs. ACORN, through voter registration, had helped to raise the minimum wage in fifteen states, creating the national momentum for an increase in the federal minimum wage. The prevailing thought was that no politician in Brooklyn could be elected to a major post without Bertha’s support. As a testament to her influence, Crain’s NY Business would later choose her as one of the 100 most powerful women in New York in 2007.

When I got to Bertha’s office, I sat there for at least a half hour waiting for her. The office was filled with a bunch of what I would categorize as “around the way” girls, to steal a phrase from LL Cool J—Black girls from some of the tough neighborhoods of Brooklyn who probably wouldn’t feel at home in corporate America. Bertha came out looking very Afrocentric, as usual—hair in a wrap, clothed in African fabric. She was so smart and sharp; I could sense how quickly she could read people. When I told her the family history of the McKissacks, she latched on right away. From there, we grew closer. She invited me into her home; I thought of her as a friend. She took me on as a protégé of sorts. She knew I didn’t understand the streets of Brooklyn, so she took it upon herself to teach me how to maneuver and exert my influence. She became an invaluable connection for me. Whenever she called, I was there for her to provide whatever she needed. If it was a fundraiser, she could count on a check. I will forever remain indebted to her.

I found out that Bertha and Bruce Ratner had some history. In 1996, after Forest City Ratner opened the Atlantic Center, a shopping mall on Atlantic Avenue in Brooklyn, Bertha and other activists were upset that too few African Americans had been hired to work in the stores. A few weeks before the opening, lines of people—mostly Black and desperate for work—wrapped around the corner under the hot sun. For months Bertha, joined by community members and Rev. Al Sharpton, picketed in front of stores in the mall, telling potential customers not to shop in stores like Old Navy if the stores wouldn’t hire people who looked like them.

“What’s going on? Why are you doing this to me?” a confused Ratner asked Bertha when he finally met with her.

Bertha explained to him that there hadn’t been any community hearings on the Atlantic Center project. Bruce listened and, although it was too late to make any changes, that was the beginning of a strong relationship between Bertha and Bruce.

Bertha said she realized as she got to know him that he was different from other developers, even different from his family members who made up Forest City Ratner. He was dedicated to Brooklyn and had placed a huge bet on the future of the borough. She saw that he was a developer with a conscience.

With my allies pushing for McKissack to have a major stake in the Nets project, I finally got my meeting with Ratner, organized by Assemblyman Roger Green. It would take place in the offices of entertainment attorney L. Londell McMillan, who represented high-profile clients, including Prince and Michael Jackson. Roger told me that rapper Jay-Z, from the same Marcy Houses projects where Londell grew up in Bedford-Stuyvesant, was investing in the project. Roger and Londell were trying to organize a coalition of entertainers to raise one hundred million dollars to invest. Londell invested one million dollars himself. Bruce was looking for more money from Jay-Z, who also invested one million, but Jay-Z gave him the star power that he needed.

With Jay-Z’s participation, I knew that the developers would need some level of non-white participation in the project. Forest City Ratner was already getting pressure from Black Brooklyn; now they were using Jay-Z as their main promoter. I thought that bode well for my chances of getting a piece.

During our meeting, Darryl said great things about our firm. I guess Bruce was convinced that we were the real deal because he told me that he wanted me to meet his head of construction, a man named Bob Sanna. He was old-school New York construction—tough, no nonsense. Ratner was one of the larger developers in town, so Sanna was used to contractors trying to placate him. They had already given Turner Construction Company, my former employer, the deal to build the arena as the prime contractor.

“Cheryl, I just don’t know where I can put you as a prime,” he said.

“Well, you know, I’ve been working on real projects for a very long time,” I said. “Why don’t you give me the railyard?”

In order to clear the space for the arena to be built, the Long Island Railroad storage yard had to be moved two blocks from its original site, and a temporary yard had to be built. I had done some consulting work with the Metropolitan Transportation Authority (MTA), though I was hardly a rail expert.

“Let me think about that,” Bob Sanna said.

The meeting had taken place on Thursday. The following Monday, a huge package arrived at my office. I had assumed the developers wouldn’t bite, so I was surprised when I pried open the package. The note inside read, Please, give us a proposal. I thought, What am I supposed to do with all of this? The plans stretched nearly across our conference room, more than 500 pages. We were given a week to submit a proposal. I guessed that they figured the documents would overwhelm me and I would tell them I couldn’t do it. But instead, my response was, “Let’s figure this thing out!” They wouldn’t get rid of me that easy.

One of my employees, Craig Belize, was friends with an engineer at the MTA named Mike Kaleda, whom he thought could be a huge help to us. I knew Mike from my early days working in New York; he had been one of the senior project managers on a job with the New York School City Construction Authority. And I was almost certain that he didn’t like me. When I would meet with him, he would barely look at me. I had Craig call him for me. Mike responded that he needed to sit down and meet with me to hear the company’s “vision.”

During that meeting with Mike, I threw everything at him.

“This is the arena!” I said. “It’s going to be the biggest project happening in New York. And you’re going to lead this effort.”

Finally, after a three-hour-long lunch, I convinced him that McKissack & McKissack was a viable company. I still had no idea whether we were even going to be granted the project. But I was convinced that they were building something big. Mike decided to join McKissack. I was so ecstatic that I called Bob Sanna and said, “Bob, not only do I have the perfect person to do this, but he looks like you, too!” We met their deadline; Mike created an excellent presentation for us.

I think Bob was shocked that we had pulled it together. But he had grown to like me in his own way. He understood that Bruce Ratner needed to do something significant for Black people on this project. And again, if he didn’t select me, then who was it going to be?

Before he made a decision, Bob called one of the bigwigs at Turner Construction, Jim McKenna, to get some intel on McKissack. But I knew Jim, too. When I first got to Turner, Jim McKenna was my big brother. As I’ve learned over and over, so much of success in business—and in life!—is about relationships.

Jim McKenna told Bob, “You need to hire these people as soon as possible. As a matter of fact, if you think Cheryl needs help, I’m here as the backstop. I will help Cheryl on this project.”

After he talked to Bob, Jim McKenna called me immediately and reported on their conversation. The proposal we submitted was for a small portion of the yard, totaling about $230,000.

A few days later, Bob called me at our Manhattan office with three words: “Let’s get started.”

I started attending the weekly meetings with the other players on the project. One week, Bob said, “We have to do this whole portion of the yard. The engineers are working on it, but we don’t have anybody who’s gonna do that estimating.”

Without any hesitation, I said, “McKissack will do it!”

That became my motto. If I heard anything that needed to be done, I’d say, “We’ll do it!” It didn’t matter whether we had any idea how to do it or not. I had a talented staff; I knew we could figure it out.

The project just kept growing and growing. We became the construction manager for the entire undertaking to move the rail across the street. We had to take down a bridge, demolish the existing railyard, rebuild the railyard two blocks from its original site, reconstruct the bridge, and build the subway station that entered the Barclays Center. This all had to be completed before they could start on the entertainment and sports arena. The pressure on McKissack was enormous. In fact, ours was a more complicated project than building the actual arena—though it certainly wasn’t as sexy. We started out at $250,000, but the price tag for our portion of the development kept increasing, eventually reaching $300 million.

The entire arena development encountered so many delays that there were many times when I thought it was going to be shut down.

To get the land they needed, Forest City Ratner started a lobbying campaign to get Brooklyn officials to support eminent domain—buying community residents’ property and relocating them. This was not a politically popular plan and was opposed by most of the elected officials in the borough. There were endless court battles between Ratner and opponents of eminent domain, in addition to gentrifiers in the borough who were concerned that parking spaces would be limited, and those who had safety concerns. The delays inflated the entire project’s costs into the billions of dollars.

I sensed that failure was imminent. Ratner considered selling the basketball team and dumping the project. Billions of dollars seemed on the verge of sailing away into the capricious Brooklyn wind.

“The community is already vital,” one of the most vocal opponents, Patti Hagan, told demonstrators at a rally. “And guess who revitalized it? All of the folks who have been living here for twenty and thirty years. It’s a very vibrant community. The way to destroy it is to bring in something like this, a monstrous project… the Manhattanization of Brooklyn.”

Bertha Lewis conducted a poll with her ACORN members to determine the organization’s position. Originally the project called for 4,500 luxury apartments adjacent to the arena. Bertha didn’t care much about the arena, but she did care about affordable housing. She and her team asked Bruce Ratner for a 50/50 program—for ACORN to support the project, half the units should be affordable housing.

“Poor people will always be with us,” Bertha told Ratner. “You will not win if you have all the luxury apartments here. Politically and practically, affordable housing will be the engine that makes this project go. We are going to make sure that Brooklyn people that were here when it was the ‘Wild Wild West’ will get a piece of it.”

Within the proposal, she demanded renters be integrated on every floor, people who would be displaced should get first dibs on affordable apartments, ten percent of the units should be set aside for seniors, six hundred units should be affordable condos to purchase, and the apartments should be rent-stabilized for forty years. She asked that Forest City Ratner relocate all renters who would want to return to the neighborhood, and they also should pay the difference in their rent during their absence.

Bruce agreed to everything she asked. Local politicians were reportedly incensed that they had not been invited to negotiate with him.

A Brooklyn resident named Daniel Goldstein, was one of the most vocal residents who opposed the arena. Goldstein, along with longtime resident Patti Hagan, created an opposition group, Develop Don’t Destroy Brooklyn.

Goldstein argued that because the Atlantic Yards project sat at the intersection of Atlantic and Flatbush Avenues, it would cause increased traffic and could be a potential terrorism threat. He claimed the stadium was too close to the street to shield it from an attack.

Develop Don’t Destroy Brooklyn filed a lawsuit and won. Bruce Ratner appealed it, and then he won. Then Develop Don’t Destroy Brooklyn took it to another court to fight some more. This went on for six years. Forest City Ratner was still investing millions of dollars into a project that could very easily be scrapped. In the six-year time span, thirty-five lawsuits were filed against the project.

In 2007, in the midst of the crisis, a scandal hit. James Stuckey, second in charge under Bruce Ratner, left abruptly amid sexual harassment charges. Carl Andrews, a state senator representing Brooklyn, was working as a consultant for the Barclays project. He was also working with Attorney General Eliot Spitzer. In March 2008, after he was elected governor Spitzer was forced to resign when he was exposed for hiring $1,000-per-hour sex workers from an elite escort agency.

At the time, I was fighting my own private battles: I was going through a divorce. My husband Fred worked as a contractor; he was highly intuitive and persuasive and would give me solid advice whenever he attended company meetings. But I found him to be very controlling. Eventually it became unbearable.

In 2008, as we all know, the stock market and the housing market collapsed. The nation plummeted into the full-blown economic crisis dubbed “the Great Recession.” Bruce dropped famed architect Frank Gehry and his 1.2 billion-dollar-design price tag for the arena. Bruce took a few clandestine trips to visit arenas in the Midwest to talk to architects. Ellerbe Becket, who designed nearly half the NBA arenas in the nation, signed on as the new architect. Bruce told Beckett he wanted the Brooklyn arena to be as good as or better than other arenas they’d designed in major cities, including Philadelphia’s Wells Fargo Center and the Capital One Arena in Washington, DC. They agreed at half the cost that Gehry had submitted.

When the economic crisis hit, many projects were stopped cold. Everyone expected Ratner to walk away. He was reportedly under pressure from the Forest City family each time he returned to them requesting additional money. He was taking hits from the development community because of the 50/50 housing agreement. They did not want to set a precedent.

The timing for Bertha Lewis’s undoing couldn’t have been more unfortunate—or fortunate, depending on which side of the argument you were on.

During the 2008 presidential campaign, ACORN, best known for advocating for affordable housing, helped to register more than one million low-income voters. But thousands of registration cards with phony names and addresses had been submitted. ACORN workers reported the suspicious cards, but Republicans seized on the controversy and ACORN was branded a criminal enterprise. Then things really got weird.

In 2009 conservative blogger Andrew Breitbart posted undercover videos in which right-wing provocateurs James O’Keefe and Hannah Giles dressed up as a pimp and a sex worker, appearing to get help from ACORN workers for illegal activity such as child trafficking. There were rumors floating around that Bertha Lewis was having an affair with Bruce Ratner and that they had a love child in the Bahamas. None of it turned out to be true. Congress voted to cut off federal funding for ACORN; President Barack Obama signed off on it.

After an investigation involving the Brooklyn district attorney, it was found that the Breitbart tapes were heavily edited and completely misleading. ACORN employees had not facilitated prostitution. By then Congress had stripped their funding—a move that was later ruled unconstitutional—and Bertha Lewis’s reputation was ruined.

In 2010, Congress cleared ACORN of any wrongdoing. A thirty-eight-page report, probing how ACORN used federal funds, stated that the organization “showed no evidence of fraud, lack of oversight or misuse of funds.” In fact, the probe showed that ACORN had accounted for $40 million worth of grants that aided poor Americans: combating lead poisoning, housing discrimination, and lack of job training. But it was too late.

People were scared. Many who had worked with Bertha suddenly seemed not to want to talk to her or anyone at ACORN because they felt like they would be next. Only a handful of people stuck by her—and one of those people was Bruce Ratner. Bruce loaned ACORN one million dollars unsecured. Bruce never wavered. He told reporters that he remained loyal to ACORN.

Meanwhile, the project appeared to be dead and stinking. Bruce couldn’t find investors in the States. The banks had backed out when the market crashed. Forest City Ratner was still in litigation with opponents while they were authorizing work.

In December 2008, just a few weeks before Christmas, Forest City Ratner called everyone on the project.

“We want everybody off the site by the end of the week. The project is on hold until further notice,” Bruce told us.

They told us to stop work. We had to carry our people for a couple of months, which was unnerving for us. We thought the project would just be over, but Bruce was trying to get funding to finish it. Ratner needed a savior. And one finally came in the form of a good-looking, six-feet, eight-inch-tall Russian billionaire, the exciting bachelor Mikhail Prokhorov.

No one was 100 percent certain how Prokhorov had made his money. But that just added an air of mystery and intrigue to this handsome entrepreneur who seemed to fly in from nowhere to save the day. In September 2009, Prokhorov offered Ratner $200 million for 80 percent of the Nets franchise and 45 percent of the arena. It would take nearly nine months for them to negotiate the deal and for Prokhorov to become a majority owner of the Nets.

Prokhorov’s and Jay-Z’s pictures were plastered on a giant billboard across the street from the Knicks’ home at Madison Square Garden. Brooklyn, and New York City, for that matter, had not seen anything this electrifying in years.

But the court battles weren’t over yet. The New York Supreme Court had ruled that Ratner would be able to use the power of eminent domain to move residents out of the area of the new arena by purchasing their property at above-market rates. Opponents to the arena appealed the court decision. If the case was held up beyond December 31, 2009, it would have cost Forest City Ratner another $150 million dollars. Bruce had to break ground by the end of the year to be eligible for tax-free bonds.

On November 24, 2009, the New York State Court of Appeals ruled in favor of Forest City Ratner, and they were allowed to use eminent domain for the project.

We worked on other projects while we waited for the Barclays Arena project. We finished the renovation of the Philadelphia Eagles stadium—Lincoln Financial Field—and the renovations for Harlem Hospital. We opened our Harlem Workforce Development office for the community in 2005.

McKissack & McKissack finally broke ground for the rail project in March 2010, six years after we had begun pursuing a contract.

That project was a game changer for us. From there we won more transportation work and brought more dollars to the company. We showed that we could be the prime contractors for something that big, which allowed us to become prime contractors on other big projects moving forward.

In October 2012, I sat in the audience as Jay-Z took the stage at the newly opened Barclays Center arena.

“This has been a long journey to get here…. What’s up, Bruce?” Jay-Z said, looking mischievously into the darkened arena for his new friend Bruce Ratner.

It was a day of historic firsts. We had rebuilt Atlantic Yards as a Black-owned construction firm. In April 2012, the Nets officially moved to Brooklyn. There were Black investors in the Brooklyn Nets and the borough finally had a professional sports team.

A collage of pictures that spoke to Brooklyn’s history flashed on the jumbotron—the Brooklyn Bridge, Ebbets Field, Al Capone, Jackie Robinson, Jean-Michel Basquiat, Michael Jordan. One of Brooklyn’s most beloved natives, Barbra Streisand, still battling her lifelong stage-fright affliction, would come home to perform songs from her new album Release Me on the Barclays stage the day after Jay-Z performed. It would be her first public performance in her native borough.

“I’ve been on many stages. I performed at the Grammys. I tore Coachella to pieces… but nothing feels like tonight, Brooklyn. I swear to God,” Jay-Z shouted as old-school gold rope chains bounced off his chest. “BROOOOOOOOOOKLYN!”

The crowd’s roaring response pierced the air.

“You know they’re waiting for us to fuck up,” Jay-Z added, grinning conspiratorially as he looked out at the crowd.

I grinned back at him. I knew exactly what he was talking about. More than 220 years had passed since my great-great grandfather Moses had learned the building trade on the McKissack plantation in Charlotte, North Carolina. The journey of my ancestors to that powerful moment inside the Barclays Center had been an arduous, terrifying trek through some of the ugliest and most challenging trials Black people have ever endured.

Filled with emotion, I had a singular, illuminating thought:

If my ancestors could see me now…
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