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AUTHOR’S NOTE

This is a work of nonfiction.
Conversations have been reconstructed
to the best of my recollection.











I’m a bluesman in the life of the mind,
and a jazzman in the world of ideas.

— Cornel West











PART I

A SHILOH BAPTIST
 KIND OF BROTHER



ON THE MOVE

PLANE’S DUE TO TAKE OFF in a few minutes. Awfully tight here in the coach compartment of the big 747, but, as the O’Jays put it, “money can do funny things to some people,” and my money’s been funny for years, so coach will have to do. Coach is cool. It’s a blessing to be on this plane at all. Blessing to be alive. Blessing to be on this journey of love.

I take my phone from my vest pocket and call my blessed mother in Sacramento.

“Off to see Zeytun,” I tell Mama. Zeytun is my eight-year-old daughter who lives in Bonn, Germany.

“You give that beautiful child a kiss for me, son.”

“You know I’m going to do that. Stay strong, Mama.”

I look around the cabin and see that just about everyone is equipped with a laptop computer. Everyone except me. Haven’t caught up with the high-tech world of the instant Internet. I have a bag full of books and a writing pad. A good pen is all I need.

It’s enough to bring along volumes of the poets I love best— John Donne, John Keats, Walt Whitman—and the philosopher Søren Kierkegaard, whose questioning approach to the deep notions of existence and knowledge help keep me halfway humble. It’s enough to scratch out my ideas on the pad, enough to drift off to sleep and dream unremembered dreams that quiet my mind and relax my body.

A week in Bonn with my precious daughter Zeytun. I can’t wait to see her and give her a hug. Midday walks along the Rhine and thoughts of Karl Marx, who attended the ancient university in this very city and whose attraction to Jesus as a teenager attracted me to him as a graduate student intrigued by the ethical dimensions of feeling and thought.

At the end of the week, it’s back to Princeton. This is my sabbatical year, but I’m returning to my home university for a joyous occasion: “Ain’t that a Groove”: The Genius of James Brown Conference, the first such academic assembly to take the Godfather seriously, that funkafied genius whose “Get Up Offa That Thing” lifted me high during low days at Harvard. I give the keynote address. I acknowledge that JB is integral to the formation of my spirit and my soul. I say that, like all of us, James was a featherless two-legged linguistically conscious creature born between urine and feces. Like all of us, he was born out of the funk and, like the great Victorian novelist Thomas Hardy, he was still-born. JB was abandoned by both parents, saved by an aunt, raised in a brothel, and yet, through it all—or because of it all—the man managed to transform social misery into artistic delicacies of the highest order. His funk raised us and renewed us. His funk got us through.

I’m getting through.

I’m pushing on.

I’m a bluesman moving through a blues-soaked America, a blues-soaked world, a planet where catastrophe and celebration— Frankie Beverly and Maze call it “Joy and Pain”—sit side by side. The blues started off in some field, in some plantation, in some mind, in some imagination, in some heart. The blues blew over to the next plantation, and then the next state. The blues went south to north, got electrified and even sanctified. The blues got mixed up with jazz and gospel and rock and roll. The blues got on the radio, got in the movies and went all over the world. The blues had to grow.

Like the peerless Russian writer Anton Chekhov and the matchless Irish author Samuel Beckett, the bluesmen sing of real-life, here-and-now experiences of tragedy and comedy even as they offer up help. They offer up strategies for survival. They share their coping skills. They get us to dancing and laughing, rapping and exposing the hypocrisy of a soulless and sanitized civilization.

Bluesmen aren’t sanitized. Bluesmen aren’t deodorized. Bluesmen are funky. Bluesmen got soul. The great blues artists—Toni Morrison, Louis Armstrong, B.B. King, Sterling Brown, Koko Taylor, Marvin Gaye, Aretha Franklin, Lil’ Wayne, Alvin Ailey, Curtis Mayfield, Giacomo Leopardi, Sarah Vaughan, Gwendolyn Brooks, Bruce Springsteen, Muriel Rukeyser, Savion Glover, Bob Marley, Bob Dylan, Thomas Hardy, Ella Fitzgerald, August Wilson, Mary J. Blige, Jacob Lawrence, Federico Garcia Lorca, Duke Ellington— fight the good fight by doing what they can and moving on.

But what does it mean to be a bluesman in the life of the mind? Like my fellow musicians, I’ve got to forge a unique style and voice that expresses my own quest for truth and love. That means following the quest wherever it leads and bearing whatever cost is required. I must break through isolated academic frameworks while, at the same time, I must build on the best of academic knowledge. I must fuel the fire of my soul so my intellectual blues can set others on fire. And most importantly, I must be a free spirit. I must unapologetically reveal my broken life as a thing of beauty.

I try to give heart to intellect by being true to the funk of living. For me, this can only be seen through the lens of the cross and realized in the light of love. This is the reason that I greet each person struggling through time and space in search of love and meaning before they die as brother or sister no matter what their color. I affirm them as brother or sister to acknowledge their human struggle and suffering. It’s not simply a greeting that Christians reserve for other Christians, or even an acknowledgement reserved for and between black people. Both are too narrow.

In a dark world, this means making pain and sorrow my constant companions as I engage in an endless quest for healing and serving others. If I can touch one person—you, holding this book right now—to examine the funk and the capacity to love in your own life so that you become more truly you at your best, then I will not have labored in vain.

So I try to fight the good fight and keep moving on. I’m flying down to Venezuela where, in Caracas, a brother is introducing me to a huge community audience as “Hurricane West.” He says, “I call the good professor Hurricane West because when the force comes through, everything and everyone is unsettled. After you feel the impact, you will never be the same.”

I’m moving on to New York to catch a few plays. I have this burning passion for Broadway theater and especially the musicals of Stephen Sondheim. I’m also going to drop by the Oak Room at the Algonquin Hotel and catch Sister Maude Maggart, one of my favorite new cabaret singers. Then on to Atlanta to catch up with Clifton Louis West, my super-talented thirty-one-year-old son, a gifted novelist, poet, and hip-hop artist, who’s also acting in a play. When he puts his mind to it, Cliff does it all. And it’ll also be wonderful to spend some time with my beautifully mild-mannered and sharp-minded grandson Kalen. I thank God for him.

Back in Princeton, back in my bedroom that is a fortress of books and records, I’m fortified by long listening sessions with the sanctified music of John Coltrane. Trane: another celestial genius whose sacred voice gives me hope. And by hope I mean bluesinflicted hope that is morally sound; hope learned and earned in the harsh realities of daily struggle; hope that remains on intimate terms with death; hope that is life-renewing and opposed to the cheap optimism of market-driven America where Disneyland is sold as heaven on earth.

Three days later I’m in Los Angeles, helping to inaugurate a black arts center. I talk about the miraculous and ongoing rebirth of a people who, inspired by their artists, preachers, teachers, actors, singers, dancers, painters, writers—bluesmen, blueswomen— have overcome the social death of slavery, the civic death of Jim Crow and Jane Crow, the psychic death of self-hatred, and the spiritual death of despair.

Back to New York for the New York Times Arts and Leisure Weekend, where I was interviewed by the prophetic and courageous Frank Rich. This “Political Dialogue” in which I lambasted Imperial America was televised by C-SPAN. I turned a spotlight on the Ice Age of Indifference that casts a cold eye on the least of these, the most vulnerable among us—the orphans, the elderly widows, the relatively helpless children, and goes on to embrace poor people, working people, people of color, victims of violence, domestic or international. One wants to look at the world continually through the lens of those people you want to be in solidarity with. This solidarity is manifested best by being part of activities connected to the worlds and experiences of the least of these.

On the long flight to Japan, where I’ve been invited to lecture at several universities over several weeks, I consider how deficient I am in deep knowledge about the country I’m about to visit. I’ve been on a steady diet of books on Japanese history, culture, philosophy, and religion, but there’s no doubt that I’m marked by a certain parochialism. Like everyone, I bear the limitations of the province from which I’ve emerged. And yet in Tokyo, when I respond to a question from a Japanese sister, when I say that we find out who we are on the most profoundly human level only when we stand before the dead bodies of our loved ones, the good sister breaks down. Her dad has just died. The provinces of our pasts converge. Grief binds us.

Off to New Orleans, where grief is still palpable. More talks, a college, a church. Someone asks if I’m a lapsed Christian. “Lord, no! I’m a believing Christian,” I say. “But my faith can be renewed by lapsed Christians like the author Samuel Beckett. Even as Beckett wrestles with despair, his compassion comes through, and his compassion inspires me to feel more deeply for others.”

Back to Princeton, back to Germany—I see precious Zeytun every six weeks—a quick lecture at Yale, a listening party for my new spoken word CD in L.A. I’m on Bill Maher’s Real Time with Mos Def and next morning I’m on the first plane out. Minneapolis for two days, North Carolina for a day.

Bluesman singing for his supper.

Bluesman born of a blues people trying to serve all people a healthy portion of no-nonsense, stick-to-your-ribs blues.

Bluesman recognizing the fact that the blues is rooted in gutbucket funk. A true bluesman commands respect but doesn’t give a damn about respectability.

Bluesman connecting on the college circuit but also working to connect with those the incomparable Sly Stone called “Everyday People” or the magnificent James Cleveland called “Ordinary People.”

Bluesman considering the nature of this new song, this attempt to explain himself—and his calling—to everyone.

“We want to get to know the real you,” says my dear brother and closest friend, Tavis Smiley. “The real Cornel.”

I admit it: I’ve never taken the time to focus on the inner dynamics of the dark precincts of my own soul. Like St. Augustine once said, I’m a mystery to myself.

“Well, explore the mystery,” says Brother Tavis. “Just tell us who you are. Just lay it out.” Where to start?

The plane’s landing in Sacramento and, praise God, I am one grateful Negro! Haven’t been home in months. Going to see Mom! Going to see my dear sisters, Cynthia and Cheryl! And going to get to witness the ordination of my hero, my beloved brother Cliff, as deacon in the church of our childhood, Shiloh Baptist. What an honor!

Sitting in the pew next to Mom, I see tears streaming from her eyes as her oldest son stands before the congregation wearing the red tie symbolizing his deaconship. It’s a beautiful thing. And sitting there, I’m experiencing a beautiful feeling. I realize that when all is said and done, I’m a Shiloh Baptist kind of brother. This is where I grew up and this is where I’ve returned. These are my roots, my righteous beginnings.

It is in this holy sanctuary, surrounded by family—those present and those gone off to Glory—that I understand where my story starts. It starts in this church.



JANUARY 1, 1961

I CANNOT POSSIBLY CONCEIVE OF two brothers being any closer than Cliff and Cornel West. I followed him every minute of the day from sports to music to church. He taught me how to read when he first learned how to read. The way he walked and talked and related to people was the way I wanted to walk and talk and relate to people. He was my model in every sphere of life. On the streets and in the classrooms and sanctuaries of our childhood, the West brothers were indivisible and inseparable. Cliff was my model in every sphere of life. In fact, he made history as one of the first black kindergarten students enrolled in Topeka, Kansas after the 1954 Supreme Court decision, Brown v. Board of Education of Topeka.

Over the Christmas holidays Cliff said, “Time for us to get baptized.” We made the decision together, two brothers on a mission.

I thought about it. Thought about how, for years, I’d been watching my daddy’s daddy, the great Reverend Clifton L. West, Sr., come to deliver guest sermons at our church. He was a pillar of strength and a man dedicated to service. For years I’d been sitting under the teaching of our own deeply loved minister, Reverend Willie P. Cooke, whose humble person-to-person pastoring could bring the most cold-blooded sinner to salvation. We decided to make Jesus our choice on Christmas Day and to be faithful unto death with baptism on New Year’s Day. We vowed to never forget it.

We never have.

I was seven, Cliff was ten. I was seized by a spirit and, owing to the gravity of the decision, trembled with joy. I decided to love my way through the darkness of the world. We decided to go under the water. Even then I had a good sense of what it meant. We were making a choice. We were choosing the kind of love represented by a Palestinian Jew named Jesus whose hypersensitivity to the sufferings of others felt real and right. A lifetime later, it still feels real and right.

My parents sat there beaming. Their boys were following the same path as their parents and their parents’ parents. Following Jesus was no small matter in the West household. I remember someone asking, “Do you have pictures of Jesus all over your house?”

“We don’t have to,” I said. “We have Jesus in our hearts.”

This declaration, made arm in arm by two young black boys in Sacramento, California, in the early days of what would be one of the bloodiest and most disturbing decades in American history, would gain momentum and meaning as their bodies grew and their minds blossomed.

Jesus Christ at the center.

Jesus Christ as model and motivator, Jesus Christ as moral instructor, Jesus Christ as source of unarmed truth and unconditional love.

But that love, no matter how powerful and life-altering, was accompanied by other emotions far less ennobling.

THOSE WERE YEARS WHEN I was called Little Ronnie—Ronald is my middle name—and for Little Ronnie rage was perhaps the main ingredient. Like morning thunder, rage came early and rained over the first part of my life. I’m not sure I can explain it entirely. Psychological theories won’t do. I’m unable to name the cause of this restless anger that led to the violent behavior marking my childhood and troubling my parents to no end.

Little Ronnie was, in short, a little gangsta. When it came to confrontations of any kind, Little Ronnie was always up for big drama. Facing the most formidable opponent, he just wouldn’t back down. As a little kid, his hands were sore from fighting. He’d take on kids older and meaner and, more often than not, he’d prevail.

What were his motives for such outlandish behavior? Hard to say. He certainly wasn’t angry at his folks. Fact is, he adored them. Mom was a schoolteacher, a remarkably energetic woman with a rare gift for teaching young children to read. She would make her mark as a legendary educator. She taught first grade, became a principal—the first black person in both roles—and when she retired, so great was her contribution that the Irene B. West Elementary School was named in her honor.

Mom was in perpetual motion, a woman of dynamic intelligence, grace, and dignity. She was a quiet storm of charitable work and extraordinary instruction. Because of her sensitivity for children, it’s no surprise that her oldest son Cliff became a model student. You might assume the same for Little Ronnie, whom she showered with endless love and affection. But I’m afraid you’d be wrong. Little Ronnie was out of control.

Dad tried his best. And Dad, the sweetest and gentlest of men, was always cool. When he entered a room, his smile lit it up. He worked at McClellan Air Force Base for thirty-six years buying and selling parts for fighter jets, and was the most popular guy on the base. He was a college grad and, as an active Alpha, was also the most popular brother in his fraternity. (Later I, too, became an Alpha man.) Everyone loved Clifton L. West, Jr.

Nothing flustered Dad, not even Little Ronnie’s rebellious antics. Like Lester Young, the poetical laid-back saxophonist who floated over the beat like an angel floating over fire, Dad never got flustered. Mom might call Dad during the day and tell him that Little Ronnie had messed up again, gone after some kid in his class for God knows what reason. Mom would put me on the phone.

“Little Ronnie,” Dad would say, “when I get home, have the strap ready.” He’d arrive home, cool as a cucumber, give Mom a kiss—“How you doin’, baby?”—and then turn to me. “Boy, when you ever gonna learn?” After the whipping, he’d hug me and say, “Hope this is the last one.” Then we’d eat dinner and he’d watch sports or his favorite shows, like Bonanza or Gunsmoke.

No, I wasn’t rebelling against Mom and I wasn’t rebelling against Dad, who headed Shiloh’s social outreach program and, along with the other fathers, like Mr. Peters, in our neighborhood, created our Little League and built our ballparks with their own hands. When it came to my parents, I harbored no anger. Then, what was it?

In second grade, our teacher was Miss Silver, a lovely woman, who simply couldn’t deal with so many bad Negroes. Little Ronnie was the baddest of the bad.

“Where’s your lunch?” kindly Miss Silver would ask my classmate Linda.

“Mama forgot to pack it,” Linda would answer.

But I saw that every single day Linda’s mama forgot to pack her daughter a lunch. That was a funky situation. Shouldn’t have been. Linda needed to eat. So when I saw Bernard strolling into the classroom, a boy big as a barn with a lunch bag stuffed with goodies, I had to jump the brother, beat him up, and give some of his food to Linda. Drove poor Miss Silver crazy.

Miss Silver, though, had it easy compared to Mrs. Yee, my teacher in the next year. I loved Mrs. Yee, but Mrs. Yee and I had the worst encounter of my childhood. Happened in 1962 when I was nine.

“Students,” said Mrs. Yee, “please rise for the Pledge of Allegiance.”

Everyone got up—except me. I didn’t move.

“Please rise, Cornel,” she said. I still didn’t move.

“You heard me, Ronnie.”

I heard her, but I wasn’t rising. Even at that age, I had issues with America. Most of my fights had to do with bullies beating on weaker kids. Yet Mrs. Yee wasn’t a bully—she was a sweet woman who also happened to be pregnant—and she wasn’t preying on the weak. But she was insisting that I pledge allegiance to a flag that stood for some things I didn’t like. Her request stirred up ugly memories of racist treatment of my family in Jim Crow Texas during the summers and the piercing story of how my great uncle was lynched and his broken body was left hanging, wrapped in the American flag. In my little boy’s mind, I saw saluting the flag as an insult to my family and an imposition on my free will. If I didn’t want to pledge allegiance to the flag, I didn’t have to pledge allegiance to the flag.

“You will pledge allegiance to the flag!” she demanded, coming over to me and slapping my face. Something snapped inside me. Her slap stung and, just like that, I socked her in the arm. Hard in the arm. She ran out of the room and came back with the principal. Principal had a paddle and went after me. My partners and I jumped the principal until he had to back off. It was practically a riot. The principal expelled me.

When told what had happened, Mom wept. Dad gave me the whipping of my life. And when that was over, I decided I had to leave. I had to run away from home. I packed my little bag and started leaving the house when Cliff saw me.

“What happened?” he asked. I told him about hitting the teacher. I said that to me the flag stands for a nation that treats us bad. I went on about how when we visited our grandparents over the summer we had to sit in the balcony of the movie theater, unable to sit on the ground floor where the white kids sat. I said that our dad and uncles fought for our country but our country didn’t treat them right.

“Well, all that’s true, baby bro,” said Cliff, “but where you off to?”

“Away.”

“Away to where?”

“Far away.”

“What’s that gonna do?”

“I don’t know.”

“When you get back, you just gonna get a worser whipping.”

I thought about what Cliff said, but I left anyway. Went down to the street to stay with a friend and his folks. But then a funny thing happened. My friend and his brothers ran around the house doing whatever they wanted. For some reason, that didn’t sit well with me. I disliked being there because their household had no rules. Rules, I realized, could be good, and often came from a place of love. So that very evening I took my little bag, went back home and, as Cliff predicted, got a worser whipping.

My rage, my antagonism, my aggression.

Why, where, and how?

Maybe I saw myself in some heroic Robin Hood role. I’d notice that poor kids came to our school without lunch money. Others had money to spare. So I forced the haves into giving to the have-nots. If anyone resisted, I’d beat them until they forked over their nickels and dimes. In the fighting itself, I turned into an unapologetic brute.

Mom would try to reason with me: “It’s not your responsibility to distribute the money among your classmates.”

Dad would try to reason with me: “You might think you’re helping some of these kids, but doing it by hurting others makes no sense, son.”

Reason, though, didn’t calm the storm raging inside me. Besides, it wasn’t just the money issues that triggered me. Big kids who teased littler kids got me just as incensed. I took it personally and beat up the big kids as if they had been picking on me. Every week my parents were given reports of a new incident, another fight, some classmate whose nose I had bloodied or even broken. In one encounter, I pinned a boy down on the ground and rubbed sand in his eyes. His whole family came after us. Were it not for Dad’s super-cool diplomacy, the thing could have blown up into full-scale warfare. Other times, I came close to actually killing some of my adversaries. I was a dangerous thug.

Only big brother Cliff could restrain me. That’s because big brother Cliff could handily kick my behind—and did so whenever I was out of control.

For all this bullying of the bullies, I wasn’t a big kid. In fact, I remained small until I went off to college. I wasn’t a kid who harbored negative feelings about my family. Not only did I feel deep love for Mom and Dad, but I had mad love for my grandparents as well.

Dad’s dad was Reverend C.L. West, Sr., pastor of the Metropolitan Baptist Church in Tulsa, Oklahoma for forty years. A small, handsome man, he was a tower of strength and a paragon of Christian compassion. His life was all about self-sacrifice and spiritual growth. His drive to break through the boundaries that would imprison most men was extraordinary. Born in Hamburg, a hamlet outside Alexandria, Louisiana, he went through grade six only to learn that’s where the black school stopped. But Grandpa couldn’t be stopped. He walked, hitch-hiked, and rode borrowed bikes into Alexandria for six years straight years until he earned a high-school diploma.

One summer, I couldn’t have been older than four when Grandpa took me and Cliff, along with Mom and Dad, way out into the fields to meet his dad. This was my great-grandfather, James West, and his wife. They were sharecroppers and former slaves. I was fascinated by their grace, dignity, and old ways but was frightened by their frail appearance. They looked like skeletons, ghosts from a God-forsaken past.

After marrying Grandma Lovie O’Gywn, Grandpa moved to Tulsa when my dad, the baby of their children, was an infant. Granddad got a job as a bellhop in an upscale hotel while Grandma, the most elegant of women, built up her culinary skills to the point where she was catering for the governor of Oklahoma. These were some highly motivated folk. University of Tulsa wouldn’t admit even the most motivated Negro, though, so Grandpa held down his hotel job as he commuted to Langston University, an historically black land-grant school located about a hundred miles from Tulsa, where, in true West fashion, he didn’t leave before graduating. Later Grandpa and Grandma Lovie divorced—she told me that she never wanted to be married to a preacher—but both remained an integral part of my life when we visited Tulsa every summer.

Big Daddy—Mom’s father—was one bad brother. Born in Crowley, Louisiana, he chose to be maladjusted to injustice. Big Daddy was my kind of black man. Looking back, hearing how he talked back to whites that disrespected him, I’m amazed that he lived a long and fruitful life. He lived without fear or apology. When accused of miscegenation—his Creole wife was often confused for white—he scoffed at his accusers so threateningly that they thought it best to back off. A churchgoer and believer, he also told the deacons where to go when they chastised him for operating a liquor store. “I just don’t work in the store,” he’d say. “I own the store. Don’t toil for nobody but myself.” He carried a piece and would lovingly crush a motherhucker for unduly messing with him or his family.

When Mom was three, her mother complained of a bad tooth. During the day, the pain became unbearable and Big Daddy took his wife to the only hospital in Crowley. The sole black doctor was working elsewhere that week, and no white doctor would touch my grandmother. She was told to wait outside on the steps. The infection spread and within a day or two she passed. She was thirty-one. Enraged, Big Daddy could not be contained. Fearing for his safety, his friends urged him to leave town. That’s how he wound up in Orange, Texas, just across the border. Of his seven children, five would go to college. His second wife, T’Rose, was a loving force in all our lives.

Mom went off to Fisk University in Nashville, where she met my father in August 1949. By year’s end they were married. She was seventeen, he was twenty-one. Dad had gone into the Army after high school to benefit from the GI Bill. There was no other way to pay for college. He served in Guam and Okinawa for two years, then showed up at Fisk, where he became a member of the service-oriented Alpha Phi Alpha fraternity. He was a star basketball player who, even with his average height, could dunk the ball authoritatively.

But the Army called him back and sent him to Fort Hood near Killeen, Texas. Meanwhile, Mom, who had given birth to Cliff in 1950, returned to college at Dillard University in New Orleans. When Dad was transferred to Fort Bliss, way out in El Paso, he wouldn’t dream of going without his family. Consequently, Mom’s college career, just like Dad’s, was cut short. Fort Bliss is where I was conceived, and Tulsa, Oklahoma, home of my father’s preacher daddy, is where we moved after Dad’s stint was up.

I was born in Tulsa on June 2, 1953. But University of Tulsa still refused blacks, so my folks’ next stop was Topeka, Kansas. For two years we lived on the campus of Washburn College where Dad earned his degree.

Around the time of the birth of my sister Cynthia in 1955, Dad found work at the Forbes Air Force Depot. When the depot closed, he applied for a teaching job in Washington, D.C. His credentials were superb and he was quickly accepted. The letter of acceptance, though, had one proviso. They demanded a photo of Dad before giving the final word. He sent the photo and the final word came back: Sorry, Mr. West, no job. They had presumed anyone that qualified had to be white.

My father was always a favorite in the workplace, and the senior officers at Forbes recommended him to three other bases: one in Alabama, a second in Pennsylvania, and a third in Sacramento. My parents knew California had the superior educational system, so they chose Sacramento.

Before we left Topeka, though, one incident from over a half-century ago continues to haunt me. On a sunny Sunday afternoon, the West family—Mom, Dad, Cliff, Cynthia, and myself— were out for a drive. For no good reason, the police pulled Dad over. He was told disrespectfully by an officer to get out of the car. The officer then looked in the car and called Mom the b-word. My cool, calm, and collected dad exploded. The next thing we knew, Dad was being hauled off to jail. Back home, Mom comforted us with prayer. “Just trust in the Lord,” she said. “Your father will be home soon.” And he was.

We moved to Sacramento in August 1958. Shortly after my sister Cheryl was born in 1959, Mom went right back to college. No brothers have ever been more devoted to and appreciative of their sisters. Cliff and I adored Cynthia and Cheryl. Cynthia, our oldest sister possessed incredible sensitivity and undeniable compassion. She was a member of the California State Hall of Fame in gymnastics. Her heart was always overflowing with laughter. Like all the West kids, she excelled in school.

Cheryl was our cherished baby girl. Early on, she followed her own path. That meant pursuing her deep love for animals. Her extraordinary ability to identify with others was always an inspiration to us. She enacted and embodied a tremendous empathy.

The West family looked like this: Corn and Cliff on one side, like white on rice; Cynthia and Cheryl on the other side, like wet on water; and Mom and Dad the loving bond holding us all together.

BY THE EARLY ’60S MOM had her degree in education and was teaching first grade in the Elk Grove school district. She had a heart and gift for teaching young people to read. I have no doubt that her heart was broken time and again when she saw how her second son was unable to control his violent temper. Teachers complained; parents of kids I attacked complained; and in the instance when I struck Mrs. Yee, the school principal himself brought the news of my expulsion to my mother. Given my love and respect for my parents, you would think I’d find a way to curb my fury. But Little Ronnie could not and would not listen to anyone. For reasons that remain mysterious to this day, Little Ronnie was born to rebel; the kid was primed to slug it out with anyone he considered an oppressor.

In consideration of Little Ronnie’s knuckleheaded nature, drastic measures had to be taken. Given their deep intelligence, my folks responded by turning to the solution they understood best: education. Seeing that I was already an advanced reader, Mom made certain that I take an IQ test for gifted children. When I received a score of 168, I was placed in the Earl Warren Elementary School, an institution dedicated to dealing with gifted children. That’s where I met my close friends: Brother Gary Schroder, of German extraction, and my Japanese-American brother, Randy Arai. Two loving teachers, beautiful white sisters named Nona Sall and Cecelia Angell, took me under their wings and taught me to fly. I immediately skipped the fourth grade and was put in the fifth. When I graduated I received the highest award, the American Legion Medal.

That’s when my change arrived.

WHEN SAM COOKE SANG “A Change Gonna Come,” he expressed the centuries-held hope of black folks trapped in a country that considered them subhuman. Sam’s song was played in millions of households, especially the West household at 7990 Forty-eighth Avenue in the Glen Elder section of Sacramento. To this day I consider myself a Glen Elder-styled Negro. Glen Elder was cool. Our neighborhood was populated by solid working-class blacks. Fact is, Dad was the only man on the block who wore a white shirt and tie to his job.

Sam Cooke’s “Change” brought with it a certain hard-earned sense of possibility tempered by reality. “I was born by the river in a little tent,” sang the singer, “and just like the river I’ve been running ever since.”

The West family had been running. Running from Texas and Louisiana to Oklahoma and Tennessee to Kansas and now out here to California. We’d been running after that change. My people saw that the best way to realize that change was schooling. So when one school shut us out, we’d run after another. Running was in our blood, and literal running became a big part of how Brother Cliff and I got over.

But back in the day when my rage got me into so much hot water most parents wouldn’t know what to do, Mom and Dad knew just what to do.

“Give this child more books,” they said. “Give him more trained teachers. Give him tougher lessons. Challenge his little mind. Keep him busy learning new things. Keep him intellectually stimulated and all that violent business will soon fall by the wayside.”

And it did.

And when I say, “Thank you, Jesus, for giving my folks the wisdom to push for my change—and push in exactly the right direction,” I mean it from the bottom of my heart.



MY CHANGE

THERE WAS THE SPIRITUAL CHANGE brought on by my baptism. Jesus Christ’s spirit surely entered my soul. Concurrently, there was the educational change brought on by a new school that stimulated my hunger for new facts and ideas.

The spiritual change had been anticipated by what had happened at my christening. Mom recently told me the story:

“Christenings are usually not that memorable,” she said. “The infant is carried to the front of the church, the pastor prays over the baby and the family returns to the pew. But yours was different, Cornel. It happened at Paradise Baptist in Tulsa. That’s the church Grandma Lovie attended. Well, son, as soon as your father and I carried you up to the altar where Reverend Branch began his blessing, something happened—something I’ve never seen before or since. The Holy Spirit just took over. Everyone began to shout. Reverend Branch himself started shouting—‘This child is anointed! This child is anointed!’—and then the choir started singing, ‘Jesus Be a Fence All Around Me.’ The celebration couldn’t be contained. Reverend was preaching about how ‘Jesus will be a fence around this child every single day of his life, oh yes, He will!’ Even after we returned to our seats, the rejoicing and praising and hallelujahs grew louder and louder. It was a phenomenon that none of us could explain.”

A few years later, in the same city of Tulsa, my grandfather, Reverend West, had me stand up in his Metropolitan Baptist Church and asked the choir to sing that same song, “Jesus Be a Fence All Around Me.”

“Jesus will protect this boy,” said Granddad. “Jesus will guide him throughout his life.”

Somewhere in my unconscious soul I hold these memories. The memory of my baptism, of course, is clearly conscious, as is the memory of my unconscious christening, my very conscious choice to be baptized, and switching to a school that would redirect my energy from fighting to learning were the major turning points in my young life. I cannot overstate the importance of my relationship to Jesus Christ and my relationship to books in developing my character. The Living Word of an outcast carpenter— fully human yet fully divine—and the written words of hundreds of authors, believers and nonbelievers alike, came together in the early years of my childhood. I did not look for contradictions between the secular and sacred, though those contradictions existed. I merely soaked it all in. I drank it all in.

My foundation consisted of three powerful elements: family; the Socratic spirituality of seeking the truth; and the Christian spirituality of bearing witness to love and justice. If the child is father to the man, then the Cornel who grew out of Little Ronnie was produced by a Christ-centered paideia. Paideia is an ancient Greek word that literally means “education.” When we use it today, it means a deep education that connects you to profound issues in serious ways. It instructs us to turn our attention from the superficial to the substantial, from the frivolous to the serious. Paideia concerns the cultivation of self, the ways you engage your own history, your own memories, your own mortality, your own sense of what it means to be alive as a critical, loving, aware human being.

Even as a little kid I was deep into paideia. Every week I’d run to the bookmobile that came to our neighborhood and leave with a pile of books that reached halfway to the sky.

“You gonna read ’em all?” the librarian asked with a smile.

“Yes, ma’am.”

“We’re having a contest,” she said one Friday. “The child who reads the most books in a weekend gets a little ribbon.” By Monday I’d read seven books. I got the ribbon.

I also got the benefit of living in a black community filled with love and care. Today they call it a ’hood. But back then, it was a sure-enough neighborhood, with ties of empathy and deep bonds of sympathy. What a joy to wake up in the morning and run the streets with my brothers Irvin Durham, Ronald Office, Leon Lewis, Ricky Peoples, and Don Brown! When Mom ran out of milk, sugar, or salt, all I had to do was go to Mrs. Burton, Mrs. Durham, Mrs. Stuckey, or Mrs. Knight, and everything was all right.

When I think of those early days, my mind also goes back to the home of Mr. Alfred Carr, father of my dear friend William. He was an early militant proponent for black dignity. He had copies of the Black Muslim newspaper, Muhammad Speaks, and the Autobiography of Malcolm X. He’d speak nonstop for hours on black history and black resistance. His arguments were powerful. And though I am a Martin Luther King, Jr. kind of brother, the fiery passion for racial justice and deep love for black people found in the often misunderstood lineage from Malcolm X to Minister Louis Farrakhan will always be a part of me.

That’s when, even at this early age, the question kicked in: is it possible to love oppressed people and not be a fanatic for fairness?

That same warm love I experienced in Glen Elder was there when I visited Aunt Pang, Uncle Nick, and Aunt Lilly in Texas and Uncle Earl and Aunt Tiny in Oklahoma. These were mighty loving folk.

And even though I was a serious child who struggled with the most profound paradox of all—certain death in the face of joyous life—I was moved mightily by other passions: I loved sports, I loved music, and, at an alarmingly early age, I loved girls. Sports, music, and girls ruled my young world.

Once I got past the urge to take on every bully in sight, I found myself walking more steadily in Brother Cliff’s footsteps. Cliff wasn’t just a good athlete. He was a great athlete who, before our childhood was over, would wind up in the record books. Many big brothers ignore or even terrorize their younger siblings. Not Cliff. Big Cliff was an encourager, a born teacher, and blood-loyal protector. As a model of discipline and devoted training, he not only gave me something to work for, he helped me get there.

And because Cliff loved music—he has a beautiful singing voice and, as an adult, would also develop into an accomplished songwriter—we shared that love virtually every hour of our lives. The musical love was present in our home, in our neighborhood, and in our church, where a young genius named Sly Stone, playing a ferocious organ, showed up at Shiloh Baptist with the Northern California Mass Choir. This is the same Sly who’d become a deejay on the soul station in the Bay Area and later turn his Family Stone into a pillar of forward-thinking funk.

The music that Mom and Dad played at home had an edge to it, a cool intelligence and sophisticated take on grown-up romance. I missed the sophistication but I could feel the salty sensual attitude emanating from these stellar sisters. It was Dakota Staton’s singing ’bout “The Late, Late Show,” Dinah Washington making her existential observation of “What a Diff’rence a Day Makes,” and Gloria Lynne’s bittersweet anthem of irony, “I Wish You Love.”

Every generation, of course, must find its own musical truths, and ours came largely out of that group of ’60s artists who profoundly shaped the way we moved through childhood. We were blessed that Mrs. Reed, the mother of one of our neighborhood friends, was a music lover who ran to the store to buy the freshest Motown hits. Not only was Mrs. Reed a deep lover of soul music, but she also believed in sharing the love. She loved when Cliff and I came and danced to the music. I was only nine, for example, when The Contours tore it up with “Do You Love Me.” Something about the song’s spirit made me crazy. Something about the groove got me to dancing like a half-pint Jackie Wilson, busting moves that amazed guys twice my age.

By then Cliff was moving into his teen years and dating a bevy of beautiful sisters. When Cliff would go to those garage parties, he let me tag along. He recently reminded me of those days.

“You couldn’t grow up the way we did and not be aware of style,” said Cliff. “You couldn’t ignore what it meant to be cool. Cool, of course, had to do with how you spoke, how you walked, and how you talked. But cool essentially had to do with how you handled your space. That concept became clear to me as a boy, and it became clear to you, Corn, at a very early age. Man, you were always ahead of the curve. Those garage parties were your first showcase. That’s when we’d shut the doors, screw in a red light bulb, and crank the phonograph loud as it could go. It looked like a teenage version of that Ernie Barnes painting for Marvin Gaye’s I Want You.

“We’d throw on The Contours, whose spoken intro had us tingling with anticipation:



You broke my heart ’cause I couldn’t dance,

You didn’t even want me around.

And now I’m back, to let you know I can really shake ’em down



“When the groove dropped, you’d grab a girl four or five years older than you and go to town. You’d show her all your moves. No one had hip action like you, Corn. Remember this line?



I can mash potato

I can do the twist

Now tell me, baby

Do you like it like this?



“That was the line that got you spinning like a top. You were the star attraction. You were the show, bro. The best parts were when we threw on the slow jams—like The Dells’ ‘Oh, What a Night!’ Smokey Robinson and the Miracles’ ‘You’ve Really Got a Hold on Me’ or Brenda Holloway’s ‘Every Little Bit Hurts.’ That’s when one of those older sisters—one of them stacked brickhouses—would ask you for a dance. You wouldn’t hesitate, Corn. You’d just knock it out, grinding up on her like nobody’s business. Everyone would be busting up. My partner would come up to me and say, ‘Your brother know how to handle that?’ I’d say, ‘Right now he’s just going with nature.’ You always loved those bow-legged gals. The cats would say, ‘You haven’t lived till you’ve seen Corn grind on a bow-legged honey.’”

Quiet as it’s kept, as a kid I actually made a little money winning dance contests here and there.

MY SEXUAL AWAKENING CAME EARLY, and it was beautiful. Those first instances of intimacy were especially sweet. I realized that, beyond the physical pleasure, the girl/boy bond was a glimpse into a poetry not unlike the songs of Curtis Mayfield, another towering figure from my childhood who continues to inform my soul to this very day. It was Curtis’s magical song called “Gypsy Woman” that became the underscore for another major moment in my pre-teen years. That moment, in opposition to the life force I found in the funk of music and the fun of dancing, was linked to the death force. Looking back from an adult perspective, I now call it the death shudder.



THE BRIDGE

THE BRIDGE WAS A METAPHOR, a symbol of racist neglect. It was also a symbol of the fragility of life and the easy fall to death. But the bridge was also literal. It was the path that I was forced to cross over to get to elementary school every morning.

The white kids came from the north and their road led directly to school. But we black kids approached school from the south. To get to the school building, we had to walk over a rickety bridge that looked like something out of Raiders of the Lost Ark. The bridge was always on the verge of collapse. Down below was Elder Creek, where rushing water ran over jagged rocks. Not only was the bridge on its last legs, it didn’t have rail guards and wasn’t wide enough for both a car and a pedestrian. If you were walking over the bridge and a car happened to come roaring by, you’d either be run over or thrown into the creek. It was a heavily trafficked road, so nearly every day I’d face the frightening challenge of trying to run over the bridge before an approaching car reached it first. Even then I knew that if white kids had been required to use the bridge a city ordinance would have quickly passed, either widening it or appointing a crossing guard. The city had no concern for the well-being of its black kids.

I envisioned myself falling off and cracking my skull in half. In the words of Kierkegaard, it was with fear and trembling that I imagined being struck head-on by a speeding Chrysler Imperial. The death shudder got all over me. What is the death shudder? I experienced it as a deep anxiety or dread connected to the overwhelming fragility of life in the face of death.

Cliff tells me that I came face to face with my terror at an early age: “There’s a defining moment that shows you what you’re made of. The bridge was your moment. You were only five years old, but you did what the big kids were afraid to do. You were an incredibly brave little dude. You made it to the other side.”

And it wasn’t just the bridge that had me shaking and tripping and thinking about this notion of here today, gone tomorrow. Though I had accepted Jesus into my heart, it was not my nature to dwell on literal notions of heaven and hell. In fact, when my Sunday school teacher, the wondrous Mrs. Sarah Ray, posed the question, “If there is only one place left in heaven, would you take it?” my answer was, “No.”

“Why in heavens not?” asked Mrs. Ray.

“Because I’d have to do the Christian thing, and the Christian thing would be to let someone else pass into heaven first.”

Mrs. Ray was amazed. “And you’d choose to fall into hell, Cornel?”

I just assumed that Jesus had promised to be with me even until the end of the world. So I just stand on his promise. I have always believed that ours is in the trying; the rest is not our business.

So what was “nonexistence” really about then? What did it mean to lose consciousness? Years later when I was a seventeen year old at Harvard, my tutor Robert Nozick, a superb philosopher, helped assuage my shudder by saying, “Life after death is no more problematical than life before life. What do you think it was like before you existed? You were born in 1953, Cornel, but what was it like for you in 1952? That year, 1952, was certainly not a problem for you. In the same way, neither will you have a problem during the year following your demise.”

As a child, I didn’t have the benefit of Professor Nozick’s wisdom; the death shudder would not leave me alone. In years to come, it would manifest itself differently. I’d later learn that certain figures with whom I felt deep rapport—Martin Luther King, Jr. among them—had also entertained the notion of nonexistence. As I said, the shudder came early to me—perhaps as early as age six—but to call it total fear would be a misrepresentation. Yes, dread and terror were involved, but also perplexity. Exploration. Where does nonexistence take you? What does it mean to be stripped of your own consciousness? How do we live with the idea that we are always tantalizingly close to death? At any moment the bridge can collapse.

On the other side of the bridge, and perhaps on the other side of the death shudder, was another symbol. This symbol had a name—Delores. Delores lived in the first house when you crossed over. She lived with her mother and, to my eyes, Delores was the most beautiful girl in the world. She had black hair and brown eyes, and when I listened to Curtis Mayfield and his Impressions singing “Gypsy Woman,” I knew he was talking about Delores:



From nowhere through a caravan around the campfire light

A lovely woman in motion with hair as dark as night

Her eyes were like that of a cat in the dark

That hypnotized me with love

She was a gypsy woman



As a kid, I didn’t even know what a gypsy was, but whatever she was, Delores fit the bill. I was drawn to her mystery. I was attracted to her shyness. She seemed unknowable, and yet I was moved to know her. Then why couldn’t I muster the courage to say anything to her? Lord knows I was an aggressive dancer. I pursued puppy love all the time. But Delores, who lived just on the other side of the bridge— which is to say, on the other side of death—was deeply different.

Delores existed as a young girl, but she was also an idea. She stopped the shudder. She stopped my heart. She took my breath away. She seemed to say, In this world where death is always imminent, always threatening, always frighteningly possible, I can make you happy with a simple smile.

Then there was Eliot’s smile.

Eliot Hutchinson was a schoolmate, a beautiful brother with a sunshine disposition. Easy-going brother, help-you-out brother, fun-to-be-with brother. Eliot wasn’t a gangster and Eliot wasn’t a bully. Eliot was cool people. Eliot got along with everyone, growing up with all of us, dancing, playing sports, joking, doing his homework, and living his life. Then tragedy struck. Eliot got a brain tumor and, just like that, cancer consumed him. Eliot died.

I’ll never forget Eliot’s funeral. The level of grief was extraordinary. The pain on his parents’ faces is something that still lives with me. The wailing, the crying out to God, the casket in the ground. Death came home to Glen Elder. Death took Eliot. And I couldn’t help but wonder—Why not me? Who gets to live and who gets to die? I had no answers. Wasn’t enough to say, God is in charge and we can’t understand or question God. Jesus was real and Jesus was love, but why couldn’t Jesus’s love have kept Eliot alive? The fact that my friend fell without warning or reason haunted me. Eliot’s death seemed so absurd it created a surd—a gaping hole—in my understanding of life. It excited a certain panic in my way of thinking and feeling. It sucked all the meaning and rich sublimity out of being alive. It had me fixated on this dead-end notion of nonexistence. For the first time, I understood that most common of expressions—I’m scared to death.

Yet I cannot characterize myself as a frightened child. As fascinated as I was by death, I was still deeply in love with life as it was lived in the black neighborhoods of Sacramento, California in the fifth and sixth decades of the twentieth century. I was deeply in love with life because I was deeply in love with music and girls and sports. I can’t overemphasize the role of sports. Because both Dad and Cliff were superb athletes, I was inclined to excel as well. I had no compunctions or conflicts about running out on the baseball diamond, putting on a glove, and fielding those hot grounders to second base until I absolutely perfected my double-play move. In fact, my father, along with our neighbors—other black men involved in their sons’ lives—built those diamonds with their own hands and organized our leagues themselves.

But how did the fiery passion for competitive sport and its breakneck energy coexist within the soul of a boy preoccupied with questions of mortality?
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