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PREFACE

Once, when I was fifteen, I had to catch a bus to meet a friend, and I was running late. We lived on the South Side of Chicago, near the corner of 54th Street and Wabash Avenue, so I raced south down Wabash past the white-walled commercial bakery that always smelled of sour yeast, across the weed-filled median on Garfield Boulevard, and east down a block past the liquor store, the Laundromat, and the shop that sold live chickens to housewives. The shopkeeper could slaughter the bird or the women could do it themselves at home.

I reached the bus stop just as the familiar green and white CTA bus pulled up, oily and wheezing. I climbed the steps, reached for my coins, and only then realized that I did not have enough for the fare. The driver, a world-weary black man with a gray grizzle and salt-and-pepper mustache, had already jerked the bus into gear and started down the street. He gave me a withering look and told me gruffly to sit down, pointing to a seat close to the door. I obeyed.

I braced myself for a stern lecture on the futility of trying to pull a fast one, and I assumed he would kick me off at the next stop. My mouth was suddenly dry, my stomach churning. Embarrassed and stammering, I stood again and started to explain that I had been away (I was a sophomore at a boarding school in New England) and did not know the fare had changed. He looked me over with the sure gaze of a man who had heard every excuse and was practiced in sizing up passengers. He turned his eyes back to the road. His expression abruptly softened.

“It’s okay,” he said. “Just pass it on, son. Pass it on.”

I thanked him and sat back down heavily, overwhelmed. Expecting humiliation, I instead received a simple act of grace, and for whatever reason—perhaps just the kindness in the face of certain reprimand—that moment left a lasting impression. It was a reminder that I should do for others what he had done for me.

Nearly forty years later, I can reflect on what a blessing it has been to encounter so many people who chose to help someone in need—not because they had to but because they simply could. They showed mercy or compassion, and through their action taught a lesson. Sometimes these deeds, bold in their scope and lofty in their ambition, create headlines. More often, they are performed anonymously, quietly, reaching no further than the heart they were intended to touch. In whatever form, such acts create their own legacy of hope and inspiration. They pass something on. This book is my effort to share some of the lessons that have imbued me with core values, shaped my identity, and made me want to be a better man.

My life is often described as “improbable.” Because I grew up in a broken home and in poverty, my academic career at Harvard College and Harvard Law School is sometimes called “improbable.” My legal career, which included winning an argument before the U.S. Supreme Court and suing an Arkansas governor named Bill Clinton, who later appointed me assistant attorney general for civil rights, is called “improbable.” My corporate career, which included service as a senior executive at two of the most highly recognized companies in America, Texaco and Coca-Cola, is called “improbable.” My political career is described variously as “improbable” or “impossible”: In my first race for elective office, lacking name recognition, connections, and money, I became the first African-American governor in the history of Massachusetts.

Of course, I acknowledge the unlikelihood of my good fortune. I also recognize the hard work and discipline that have made it possible. But above all I cherish and celebrate the many people who have taken moments to enlighten me, to renew my ideals, and to spur me to action. There have been teachers and preachers, supervisors and colleagues, friends and family. There have also been strangers, many strangers—whether on a dairy farm in Massachusetts or in the sands of the Nubian Desert—who through their words or deeds have delivered transcendent messages about life, faith, and friendship. I have always tried to listen. And they have made all the difference.

This book is a tribute to them. It is an effort to distill some of the many lessons that have made me the idealist I am and to convey them in a way that is meaningful and lasting. My journey is far from over. There are lessons yet to learn. But my experiences have been rich, giving me a broad window into the lives of others, and I believe these experiences offer a guiding light for other seekers. That’s a bold statement, but it’s grounded in a truth taught by my “improbable” life: Each of us, from the mightiest to the meekest, has the capacity to teach, inspire, and ennoble.

Pass it on.


Chapter 1
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In 1999, in a weekly meeting of the five most senior executives at Texaco, our boss, the chief executive officer, asked whether the company lacked vision. The global energy industry was in the midst of great consolidation, with legendary giants merging and famous brands disappearing. I was a relative newcomer to this world, and it felt like a game of billion-dollar musical chairs played around the circular table of a plush, walnut-paneled conference room. We sensed we were losing, and I was surprised by the muffled response to the boss’s question. If there was a vision for the company beyond just making money, no one in that room knew what it was.

The moment resonated with me for a different reason. According to scripture, “Without a vision, the people will perish.” I knew that lesson well.

Growing up with no money, I knew my family had a simple vision: to no longer be broke. Though we occasionally lived from hand to mouth, my grandmother hated for us to describe ourselves as poor. “We’re broke,” she declared. “Broke is temporary.” Splitting rhetorical hairs seemed odd when we were hungry. But my grandmother’s message conveyed a much larger truth, especially in that place and in those times. She taught us to imagine a life that was better than or different from our own and then to work for it.

The South Side of Chicago was like a small southern town in the 1950s and ’60s. Many of the inhabitants were recent arrivals from “down home,” as they called it—the cotton fields of Mississippi and Georgia, the tobacco fields of the Carolinas, or the railroad yards of Arkansas and Louisiana.

People spoke like southerners, with a lyrical quality to their speech. Subjects and verbs rarely agreed, and sentences had the rhythm and pace of the South. Everyone communicated by telling stories, often allegorical, never hurried. The old folks quoted scripture freely and from memory. My grandma Sally’s favorite was the Ninety-first Psalm, which she summoned when she was stressed: “For he shall give his angels charge over thee, to keep thee in all thy ways. They shall bear thee up in their hands, lest thou dash thy foot against a stone.” The elderly also carried themselves with a courtliness that belied their lack of formal education and proper English. You were expected to greet others on the street with “good morning” or “good afternoon.” Kids addressed adults as “sir” or “ma’am.”

Scowling down on us were the infamous Robert Taylor Homes, a miles-long stretch of identical seventeen-story “projects,” which would become synonymous with the public housing woes of urban America. But most people I knew lived in two- and three-story tenements, with an apartment or two on each floor. There was block after block of these squat, solid-looking brick or frame buildings, with rickety railings, chipped concrete steps, and porches whose boards needed replacing. Clotheslines were strung across postage-stamp backyards or connected to back porches from separate buildings. A few families kept chickens in a backyard coop for eggs and meat. The front stoops, with their folding lawn chairs, drew neighbors outside on summer evenings. Churches and schools provided stability.

The stockyards, where cattle and pigs were brought from the Great Plains for slaughter, were a short bus ride away. You could smell the stench in our neighborhood when the wind was right. In the summer, a horse-drawn wagon cruised our streets, the fresh fruit arrayed on a bed of hay and the driver yodeling “Watermelons!” to attract his customers. On those same roads limped a menacing man with a misaligned eye who pushed a crude wooden cart on bicycle tires, offering to sharpen knives on a stone that screeched when it spun.

Much of life seemed to center on food—getting it, preparing it, doing without it. Tiny, makeshift gardens miraculously yielded collard greens, tomatoes, and pole beans. Great pots of greens with ham hocks or fatback simmered all day long on small apartment ranges. Black cast-iron skillets sizzled with porgies or fish that were caught in Lake Michigan or even the Washington Park lagoons, gutted and scaled, rolled in cornmeal, and fried in bacon fat, the latter rendered from many a breakfast and kept in an old coffee can on the stove. Cornbread, easy, cheap, and filling, was served with everything. Whatever was for dinner, it was considered bad form not to offer something to a neighborhood kid who was hungry. And in that neighborhood, someone was always hungry. The smells were full of flavor and anticipation with one outstanding exception. When someone was cooking chitterlings—pig intestines stewed for hours in broth—the stink drove out all bystanders.

My earliest impressions of my parents were of a stern father who always seemed to be observing us critically, and from a distance, and a brooding mother who would lie in bed for hours, smoking silently and staring off in dark, deep thought. They seemed to have negotiated their way into their marriage. In an exchange of letters within days in 1954, they communicated both a hunger for and skepticism about each other and their future. He wrote: “If your choice matches mine, we match. I can show you but don’t intend to make you see it if you don’t want to. On the other hand, if you do agree, you’ve got a mate.”

She replied, “I have a great affection for you, and feel we could make it together. I hope and will do the best I can not to be selfish as far as this is concerned. I want to give as much to you as you have given to me.”

My father, Pat, was a jazz musician, and as this letter suggests, he seemed to have a take-it-or-leave-it attitude about their relationship. It would be on his terms, period. His greatest and first love was music. My mother, Emily, appears to have felt chronically misunderstood and responded favorably to his insights about her. An ardent romance it wasn’t.

But they tied the knot, and soon afterward, in August 1955, my sister, Rhonda, was born. I followed a short eleven months later, in July 1956. When I was born, the four of us lived in a basement apartment at 79th and Calumet, and there’s a favorite family photograph of me sitting on my father’s shoulders outside that apartment when I was two or three years old. I have vague recollections of living there, of being bounced around by my father in that apartment. I have a vivid memory of him pouring milk on my sister’s head at the kitchen table one night when he got upset with her. I thought it funny at the time.

Any sense I had of contented family life came to a jarring end when my father decided to leave and move to New York when I was four. I knew nothing of the tensions. My mother, who had dropped out of high school to pursue him, hoped he would return, a hope she nourished by sending him letters regularly. “We all love you very much, and are trying to understand you,” she wrote. “Try and do the same for us.” When Chubby Checker became a sensation, she wrote, “The kids have gotten so they twist on everything; every kind of beat.” She would include little notes from us in her letters. Rhonda’s penmanship was remarkably clear at age five or six. Mine was horrible.

My father sent some money once or twice a year, and the landlord was kind about waiving the rent for months at a time. But our finances went from tenuous to desperate, and we had to move. We were offered an apartment in the new Robert Taylor Homes, but my mother could not bring herself to live there, still hoping, I think, for her husband’s return.

There would be no reconciliation. My mother tried to make it on her own for a few years, mostly with the help of welfare, but feeling lonesome and needing help, she moved us into her parents’ apartment on Wabash Avenue. Since we spent so much time there anyway and I adored my Gram and Poppy, I thought this was a great idea. Little did I know that for my mother it was a sign of defeat, and that my grandmother made her feel like it was for many years.

The tenement that we lived in with my grandparents consisted of four apartments on two levels with two separate entrances. The apartments were identical, long and narrow. Ours was on the first floor. The door from the small, tiled vestibule opened on a dark, narrow hall. To the right, with a window on Wabash Avenue, was the living room with a gold upholstered sofa with clear plastic slipcovers, a dark green leatherette recliner, and a light brown stuffed chair, also covered in plastic, facing the television. That television, with its oversized cabinet and small screen, seems to have always been on and at full volume, whether for Gram’s soaps (her “stories”) during the day or the network news in the evening. It took a long time to warm up, so we had to plan ahead if there was something we didn’t want to miss. The firehouse across the street had two trucks with an uncanny ability to roar off, sirens wailing, just at the punch line of a favorite sitcom.

Next down the hall was my grandparents’ room, small and orderly, with twin beds, a matching dresser and chest in walnut veneer, and a large radiator painted white with a tin pan or kettle on top to generate a little humidity in winter. I was born in this room, in my grandmother’s bed. She and my uncle Sonny assisted. There was no doctor; labor was brief. According to family legend, after Uncle Sonny cut and tied off the umbilical cord, Grandma wrapped me in a blanket and placed me in the warm oven with the door open until the doctor arrived. Grandma told this story every Thanksgiving when she was dressing the holiday turkey in the very same roasting pan that once held me.

My mother and sister and I occupied a smaller bedroom across from the one bathroom. It was furnished with bunk beds that took up most of the space. For a time we could double up, but eventually we had to rotate so that one of us would sleep on the floor. Whoever’s turn it was for “floor night” followed a ritual: you would lay down newspapers, then a thin blanket, then a sheet, then a threadbare cover. Part of the morning ritual was to disassemble all of this and stack it neatly under the bed. The room’s one window opened onto an air shaft and the neighbors’ window fifteen feet across.

At the end of the hall was a dining room, off of which was a small, rude kitchen with one bare lightbulb that dangled from the ceiling on a frayed cord. At the end of the cord, just above the bulb, was the kitchen’s one socket, where Grandma plugged her electric mixer or iron, depending on the chore at hand. It could make running in from the back door hazardous.

We didn’t know to complain. It was home. The notion of having more than one bathroom or multiple sockets in the kitchen or a window with a view was not something I thought much about. We were better off than many. What we had was always orderly, even if our lives were not, as if making hospital corners on the beds each morning would keep the economic chaos at bay.

If we had been tempted by pity, my grandparents would not have allowed it. They came to Chicago from Louisville, Kentucky, in the 1930s, driven by ordinary middle-class aspirations for themselves and the family they hoped for. Their vision was simple and clear, and it helped shape my own. But, though they shared a vision for their lives, God could not have matched two more different personalities.

Sally Embers Wintersmith both embodied and defied the stereotypical grandmother. Grandma—or “Gram,” as we called her—baked cakes every Saturday morning, saving the beaters and bowls to be licked by the grandkids, and made every holiday and birthday an occasion. She could jump rope with Rhonda and her friends and read to me in ways that would make stories come to life. She also cursed so stridently and with such creativity that she would have felt at home in any barracks or locker room. The daughter of an Irish landowner and his black “charwoman,” she had bright red hair and hazel eyes and was light-skinned enough to “pass,” as the old folks used to say. When she and my grandfather would drive through the Jim Crow South, she would go into the diner first, get a table, order for herself and the family, and then call everyone in once the food was served. The proprietor was less likely to refuse them at that point, but the ploy didn’t always work. One time, a waitress said she would have to serve my grandmother and her family in the kitchen. Gram drew herself up, looked her square in the eye, and said, “We don’t eat in the kitchen in our own home.” She walked out with her family in tow, leaving the food untouched on the table.

Grandma helped manage our tenement for the nonresident owner, which defrayed the cost of the apartment. She would, among other things, collect the rent, arrange for repairs, and keep track of coal deliveries for the basement furnace. She collected the gossip as well, a job that occupied a good deal of her time.

As talkative as Grandma was, my grandfather was nearly as taciturn. Reynolds Brown Wintersmith, whom we called “Poppy,” was strong, slightly bent, and balding, not quite six feet tall. My grandmother adoringly said that in his youth, he was “built like a Roman soldier.” He wore a faint perpetual smile and had a twinkle in his warm brown eyes, but he rarely spoke directly to me or other family members beyond simple pleasantries. He had a delightful way of humming, though—indistinct tunes of his own composition, which seemed to keep trouble at bay.

Poppy’s work ethic kept us more stable than most. He was a janitor at the South Shore Bank at 71st and Jeffrey for more than fifty years. When he wasn’t sweeping the floors, he drove the executives. When he wasn’t driving the executives, he did odd jobs for their families or cleaned the nearby Laundromat. He was always pleasant, respectful, and dignified. At the bank, he was beloved by everyone from the tellers to the chief executive. At his memorial service, the bank president said that had my grandfather lived in a different time, he would have retired as the bank’s CEO.

Poppy put others at ease and was a good example of how to get along in the world. But in my youth, he remained somewhat impenetrable. When I helped him shovel coal and scrape out the clinkers from the coal furnace at home, he would say nothing save the barest instructions. I helped mop the floors of the Laundromats, but all he told me was what to do and what not to do. On the drives to and from those jobs, only his humming would break the silence.

Only on rare occasions would emotion break through his stoicism. After President John F. Kennedy was killed in 1963, when the Chicago schools closed out of respect, I watched the black-and-white broadcast of the national grieving and absorbed those powerful images: the flag-draped coffin on the caisson, the young widow in a black veil with her two small children, the riderless horse with the boots facing backward in the stirrups. The procession seemed to move in slow motion. All was quiet save the clippity-clop of the hoofs against the pavement. In our living room, no one spoke. When I looked back from my seat on the floor, I saw my grandfather riveted by the images and crying silently. I realized then that being a strong man does not preclude showing emotion. I was seven years old.

Gram and Poppy wanted us to see more than the South Side. They took us on road trips to Michigan, where we picked apples and brought them home in big baskets for pies, applesauce, and fried apples at Sunday breakfast. One weekend each month, while my great-grandparents were still alive, we made the long drive to Louisville to visit my family. My grandmother would pack a lunch of fried chicken or juicy hamburgers, cooked rare early in the morning, then wrapped tightly in aluminum foil to finish cooking until lunchtime. We would set off just before sunrise in Poppy’s Buick, the smell of lunch so intoxicating that we would beg for it until we were fed around eleven.

While I thought those trips were exposing me to a much wider world, I now realize how blissfully unaware I was. We would attend the Kentucky Derby every year and watch from the infield. I had no idea that black folks weren’t allowed in the stands; I just assumed Gram and Poppy thought the infield was better. I never really thought about why we stopped to pee at the side of the road instead of at a restaurant or motel or why there was so much anxiety over where we’d stop to eat or why we filled coolers or shoeboxes with food for the trip. Only later did I recognize that my grandparents wanted to avoid exposing us to the harsh realities of Jim Crow, to travel safely, and to broaden our horizon. They did not want me trapped by bitterness but liberated to believe that the wider world could be a special place.

My expectations—my sense of the possible—also expanded while visiting my father in New York. One summer in the early 1960s, I took my first train ride with my mother and Rhonda to see him. He had a tiny studio apartment in Lower Manhattan, and we all crowded in with him. We toured the sights, including a Circle Line boat trip and a memorable visit to the top of the Empire State Building, soured only when my father lifted me to see the view and accidentally speared my head on the sharp railing. On the train ride home, my mother had enough money for only one breakfast in the dining car, so the three of us shared a plate of pancakes. I thought it was elegant. In 1964, Rhonda and I flew alone to visit our father during the New York World’s Fair, where he performed with the Babatunde Olatunji band at the African Pavilion. We met the people, listened to the music, watched the dances, and ate food from all around Africa. We also spent a good deal of time wandering through the rest of the Fair, imagining ourselves in other parts of the world. I wanted it.
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Those experiences often made my home life feel claustrophobic. In addition to my immediate family, my grandparents also accommodated Uncle Sonny and his daughter, Renae, as well as other short-term boarders. The environment was perpetually tense, with Uncle Sonny often serving as the flashpoint. He was older than my mother, a handsome, charming, but irresponsible character addicted to heroin who careened between drug binges, jail, and his parents’ apartment. Renae’s mother was also an addict.

Uncle Sonny was also Gram’s favorite, which embittered my mother even more. When I was about nine, Grandma and Poppy were away on a trip, and I walked in on Uncle Sonny shooting up in the living room. I went back to the kitchen and asked my mother what he was doing, and she flew into a rage. She put him out, double-locking the door, which produced a long night of his pounding on the door and shouting to be let back in while we huddled silently and sleeplessly in our room. For that understandable act of motherly protection, my mother caught unholy hell from Gram when she returned. “This is his home,” she screamed.

I was frightened that night. It was unnerving to hear Uncle Sonny threatening us from just the other side of the door and embarrassing to think the neighbors were also hearing it. Everyone knew about Sonny’s transgressions but mostly looked the other way. His addiction was never discussed in front of Rhonda and me. My mother was her usual remote, calm self that night, hardly saying a word, smoking in bed, as if it were perfectly natural to have a grown man hammering away on the door and shouting threats and obscenities for hours in the middle of the night. I was confused, but no one offered a word of explanation to Rhonda and me.

Gram was quite open about her belief that mothers prefer sons, and she never wavered in her unapologetic preference for Uncle Sonny. That slight was indefensible, and my mother never forgave it. While Sonny routinely stole from his own parents and could not provide for his children, my mother stuck by her kids, worked to improve herself, and provided. She was a clerk at a local dry cleaner’s while taking night classes at Dunbar High for her GED. Eventually she landed a job at the downtown post office, joined the union, and got benefits. We took a trip to the downtown Sears on State Street once a year for new school clothes and tried to make them last all year long, even through our growth spurts. We had to change into play clothes every day after school to prolong the life of the school gear. Except on Sunday mornings, holidays, and special occasions, when Gram took charge of us all, my mother was expected to provide our meals. They were plain and functional, food as fuel. I did not know that peas were green until I was an adult. I thought they were gray.

I never heard Gram complain about our being there, but her frustrations were evident. Always careful with money, she tried to maintain two separate economies in the household—my mother was responsible for us, Poppy was responsible for her. Gram would buy one small can of frozen orange juice concentrate every week and apportion one tiny glass for Poppy, and only Poppy, to have with his breakfast. She kept his juice on a shelf in the Frigidaire that was dedicated exclusively to my grandparents. On hot summer days, that juice, with all the sweet pulp floating around in it, would absolutely call to us. I used to wonder what possible difference it would make to take a single sip. Who would notice? Well, Gram noticed, and would let me have it—especially on those occasions when one sip would lead to more.

(Years later, my wife, Diane, could not figure out why I bought gallons of orange juice at a time, even though we were at no risk of running out and I had lost interest in drinking it.)

The little stresses in our house or in our lives never seemed to bother Rhonda. She was enviably at ease at home or in the neighborhood. Though she looked awkward as a girl, skinny and all elbows with crooked front teeth, she was sociable and had many friends with whom she spent hours. She was in and out of their houses, jumped double Dutch with the best of them, knew all the latest dance steps, and kept up with the kids’ gossip. Although we were close when we were small, we were openly contemptuous of each other as adolescents. Having raised children of my own, I now know this was a natural phase, but as teens Sonny justifiably referred to us as “the battling Patricks.” I was a total nuisance when boys started to enter my sister’s picture, taunting them and generally being a pain. Rhonda endured me as patiently as she could while her suitors were around, then let me have it when they left. Other confrontations were mostly spawned by my jealousy. Though I was regarded in school and at home as more studious and responsible, my sister had a comfort with herself and her peers that I craved.

Like everyone else, I was taunted by the neighborhood bully, Richard, an uncommonly violent youth; one time, he wedged a piece of glass in an empty soda can and hurled it down from a second-floor porch at my head. It hit its mark, opening a wound that sent blood gushing and leaving a scar that I carry to this day. He was a part of the same gang that stole my bike from me—while I was riding it. I had a few buddies with whom I played stickball or capture the flag or chased lightning bugs in the summer. But I was mostly a loner and spent countless hours by myself under the back steps, playing in the dirt with my little toy soldiers, creating imaginary battles, riding to the rescue, and vanquishing enemies. Later, I would huddle for hours with the real estate section of the Sunday newspaper, studying the floor plans of model homes and imagining myself and my life in them. I never missed an episode of Roy Rogers.

For much of the 1960s, the South Side felt rather insulated. Except for our occasional family trips or the annual journey to Sears for school clothes, we lived, worked, went to school, played, and shopped on the South Side. We didn’t think of it as segregation, just the neighborhood. We were trying to live middle-class lives in hopes of making it into the middle class ourselves one day, and we spent precious little time resenting wealth or white people. We had a vision for where we wanted to go, if no real path on which to get there. The focus in our home seemed to be inordinately on table manners, respectfulness, and homework—not poverty, deprivation, or social justice.

But by the late 1960s, the barriers against the outside world had begun to come down. The civil rights movement had grown from nonviolent protests to increasing militancy. Opposition to the Vietnam War had escalated, and riots had afflicted urban areas from California to New Jersey. In 1968, after the assassinations of Martin Luther King Jr. and Robert F. Kennedy, the riots finally swept through our neighborhood. Stores were looted. Gangs organized and attacked innocent bystanders. Gunshots became regular background noise. In only a couple of years, our transplanted southern enclave, with its indigenous economy, neighbors who watched over the children, and institutions that craved order, turned into a wasteland of charred buildings and restlessness.

Things were most dangerous during the hot summers, so my mother decided that Rhonda and I should be away as much as possible. When I was twelve, she decided that we would attend Bible camp in Michigan. We would be away for two weeks, sleeping in a bunk with kids from other churches around Chicago.

My sister and I were horrified. We were regular but reluctant churchgoers on orders from our grandmother, but religious camp was going too far. No one else from the neighborhood was going, and we would be out of step with the other kids when we got home. And it was to be our first sustained experience with white people. To us they sounded odd. They were mostly harmless, even amusing, as long as they kept their distance, but they could be dangerous if they got too close. These truths we learned from television, which showed Lucille Ball’s endearing hi-jinks but also Bull Connor’s high-powered fire hoses used against defenseless blacks.

When the day came to leave for Camp Beechpoint, we boarded the bus with all the other kids and set off. We tried not to reveal our apprehension, but we failed. We were hopelessly conscious of being out of place, and it showed. For instance, most of the white kids had duffel bags and backpacks suitable for the rugged outdoors, but we showed up with plastic, hard-sided luggage and steamer trunks, as if we were about to embark on the Grand Tour of Europe. The bus was quiet much of the way, and the ride seemed to take hours. I suspect most of the new campers were nervous as well, but at the time we were sure it was only us. One thing was for certain: There would be no bickering between Rhonda and me. We had to look out for each other.

When we arrived, we met the counselors and were shown to our cabins. They were simple wooden boxes on stone footings. Each had six or seven sets of bunks and a small common bathroom with walls so thin, there were no secrets. In the early days, the new kids were more modest and tried to urinate silently, along the inside of the bowl, to be less obvious. Most of us had never even undressed in front of someone outside our families. The woods were spooky and exceptionally dark at night. The swimming test was a particular source of anxiety for the black campers; for many of us, contact with the water consisted of splashing in the public wading pool or running through an open fire hydrant.

We prayed all the time: grace before meals and a blessing afterward; chapel after breakfast and before dinner. Sunday was a hallelujah marathon. We sang hymns around the campfire at night and at bedtime before lights out. Even our arts and crafts projects had Christian themes. The black kids prayed especially hard before the swimming test.

To this day, it amazes me that the organizers were able to blend two often volatile ingredients—race and religion—and make it work. They succeeded by making it less about issues and dogma and more about people. By the end of the two weeks, no one wanted to leave. We sang camp songs and hymns together on the ride back to Chicago and cried when we had to say good-bye at the bus stop, the parents looking on with amazement. Rhonda and I had also found an experience in common all our own. By the following summer, we couldn’t wait to go back.

I was most appreciative of the woman who prepared our fine meals. She was from Maywood, Illinois, the first African American I ever met who owned a home in a suburb. She had two daughters at the camp, one of whom became a great friend of Rhonda’s, and over the years, we visited them often in their tidy community. In her ease with whites and blacks alike, her educated diction, and her confident bearing, she seemed to confirm what my grandparents had been trying to envision for us all along: A secure middle class was within our reach.

My grandparents and my mother were physically close but emotionally distant. They always had my best interests at heart, but their affections were circumscribed and conditional, preoccupied as they were by their own struggles and demons. What I craved most, consistent love and encouragement, I got from teachers.

The Mary Church Terrell School was on State Street, part of the Robert Taylor Homes complex just a block behind my grandparents’ apartment. I started first grade in 1962 and attended straight through the sixth grade. All my teachers were self-confident professionals, and they embodied a very different vision. What they had—college diplomas, steady jobs, well-built homes, stable families—was what I too hoped to have someday. They spoke proper English and wore clothes that fit. And they looked like me.

I was attentive and eager, diligently completing what little homework I was given. School came easily to me, and I developed a reputation as a good student. Rhonda, a year ahead of me, came to resent that teachers started asking if she were my sister. It was supposed to be the other way around.

In the early grades, I would hug my teachers hello and good-bye. I sought their attention unabashedly and usually got it, though it wasn’t always positive. In the third grade, I was well ahead of my classmates, and the teacher, Mrs. Threet, gave me special library privileges. I could skip certain classroom lessons and read or do homework in the library. I once came back to class in the middle of a lesson with a picture book on horses. Another student indiscreetly started asking me questions about it while Mrs. Threet was speaking.

“Excuse me, Mr. Patrick,” she said. “I think it’s time for you to settle down.”

I told her I hadn’t said a word.

“Well,” she said to the class, “it seems that Mr. Patrick is getting a little too big for his britches.”

I was devastated, though I did learn how exposed you are by privilege. (I loved her anyway.)

My grade school teachers did what all great teachers do—expand your mind, your vision, and your world—and none more so than Eddie Quaintance, my sixth-grade instructor. She was tall, milk-chocolate brown, and supremely confident. In her early thirties, she epitomized maturity and experience. She was pretty, in the way a person who is self-composed always seems attractive. Our class was large, maybe thirty kids, but she brooked no nonsense. She was firm and had a reputation for being the toughest grader—and disciplinarian—at Terrell. Rhonda confirmed some of those rumors before I got to the class, having been in her class the year before. We were all a little afraid of her.

Hormones start to bubble in sixth-graders, and acting out was the custom for many students anyway, so quite a few teachers seemed to spend most of their time just keeping order. Not Mrs. Quaintance. Her presence alone commanded order. She could cut you a look that made you shrink from whatever tomfoolery you were up to or considering. If that were not enough, she had a wooden paddle, inscribed with the words Board of Education, and a storage room nearby where she confidently applied the paddle to an errant student’s backside. Our ill-fitting clothes, our runny noses, and our broken homes were no excuse. She was all about learning, which for her was more than facts and figures. It was about imagination.

Mrs. Quaintance made me aspire to live as a citizen of the world. She had traveled to Germany to visit her son, who was working there, and she taught us all to count and greet one another in German. She took us to see The Sound of Music and used it both to enchant us and to teach us about the rise of the Nazis in Europe. She took us on another trip to the Chicago Lyric Opera; I had no idea what they were singing about, but I was completely enthralled with the music and pageantry and remain so today. She made achievement and urbanity seem natural for us poor, black South Siders. It was a gift I still cherish.

That year, I entered a regional essay writing contest on “Father of the Year.” I wrote about Gram—and won. I wrote a similar essay about Poppy. I now realize that I wrote to gain the attention and approval of the adults who were most remote, yet most important, in my life.

From Terrell, we went to middle school at DuSable Upper Grade Center. The classes were in DuSable High School—a mammoth, grimy, brick and limestone building that seemed to have mile-long hallways. (I now know they were just average for a large urban high school.) By the late 1960s, the Blackstone Rangers and the Disciples, two rival gangs, were growing and competing. Part of their initiation seemed to involve assaulting the young, well-intentioned white teachers at DuSable, like the math instructor who was whacked in the head by a bat-wielding, would-be gangbanger.

Indeed, the tumult that had swept through the neighborhood had taken root in my school. Nearly forty kids filled every class, and the teacher’s job was primarily to maintain order. Police hovered at every intersection in the hallways, and bicycle chains secured the outside doors. To go from one building to the other during class, you had to slip a pass under the door so the officer on duty could slide the chains off. Many of the glass windows had been shattered by the riots and replaced by Plexiglas or plywood.

Going to DuSable involved a longer walk from home, and the gangs made those walks treacherous. I was routinely “jumped,” my lunch money or school supplies stolen, mostly because I was a “good” kid. I was also at risk for not being black enough, a mark of authenticity conferred on those with the darkest skin. Color consciousness among black people is an ancient issue, but after Dr. King’s death, the militancy in some black circles only intensified the intolerance toward African Americans who were comparatively fair. I was meek, bookish, bashful, and, in some people’s view, “high yellow”—thus an easy mark. It only added to the uncomfortable self-consciousness that I carried around anyway. I just wanted to be in step and left alone. Surely there was some place where skin color was not the center of everything.

Though getting to DuSable and home again was hazardous, the school, like Terrell before it, was a refuge. There, in the seventh grade, I met another teacher who would radically broaden my vision of what was possible. Darla Weissenberg was a twenty-two-year-old idealist who was committed to improving the world and making sure those of us on the South Side had a place in it. She was also my first white teacher. I didn’t know it at the time, but she had attended schools with black children in Rockford, Illinois, and had been deeply influenced by a sixth-grade African-American teacher who had told her students about the indignities of growing up in segregated Baltimore. So when Mrs. Weissenberg received her teaching certificate and was initially assigned to a white high school, she requested the inner city and landed at DuSable.

She was in only her second year of teaching when I had her for Language Arts and Social Studies. The students were discovering how easily they could intimidate whites, and they badgered her on a regular basis. In the confines of so much free-floating hate, she was very brave to come to DuSable every day with such compassion and commitment.

Hers was my favorite class, and I opened up to her in my writing assignments. In an essay grandly titled “The Story of My Life,” in which we were asked to describe our short lives to date and also our future, I recounted my rather harrowing birth and boasted of my academic and extracurricular achievements. I then envisioned a future for myself that was far removed from DuSable and the South Side. “Thinking about my life, from being born in the morning, to almost death, to outstanding student, I think about my life 10 years from now. I should be out of UCLA and in to real estate with a home and a family. I thank God that He has thought enough of me to take me this far.” I had a clear notion of what middle-class direction I wanted to take—though Lord knows where the UCLA came from!

My aspirations and interests caught the attention of Mrs. Weissenberg. Middle-class ambitions were not what she had come to expect from DuSable students. The following year, she noticed—either on a bulletin board or in a teacher’s journal—a message about a foundation called A Better Chance. Its mission was to identify kids from non-traditional prep school backgrounds, as the euphemism of the day went, for placement in Eastern prep schools. She thought about me and asked to meet my mother.

I was by then in eighth grade, the last year of junior high, which meant there were choices to be made about high school. In those days, students had three: I could go to a vocational school, a technical school, or the high school in my district. None of these options was very good.

Vocational school was the least appealing because, at that time, it did not have a college track. Though no one in my family had gone beyond the eleventh grade, I was determined to go to college, and I was blessed beyond measure to live in a household where no one discouraged that notion. So, while vocational schools taught things I now wish I knew—like auto mechanics and tailoring—that option was not for me.

The technical school made more sense because it taught mechanical drawing, and at the time I wanted to be an architect. My drum teacher, a family friend, was both a timpanist with the Chicago Symphony and an architect, the first black professional I can remember who was not a teacher. He had given me a three-edged ruler so I could draw room layouts and buildings to scale, and I spent hours with the Sunday newspaper real estate section evaluating designs and creating my own. The city had only two technical schools, with the far better one on the North Side. Though I was graduating first in my class at DuSable, our guidance counselor could not persuade the North Side school to take a South Side student. The North Side was for white, middle-class people. The South Side was for us.

That left DuSable High, which would mean returning to the very environment I was trying to leave. Knowing what I faced, my mother and I met with Mrs. Weissenberg about A Better Chance. We applied, and I was accepted, sight unseen, by Milton Academy in Massachusetts. I was apprehensive, of course. My mother was wary but fatalistic. “You can always come home,” she said.

I am hardly the only product of Chicago’s South Side to have gone on to better things or the only kid from a hardscrabble background to have had a measure of success. That “rags to riches” story is distinctly American, and though it is not told often enough, it is still told more often in this country than anywhere else on earth. In my own case, I knew that my circumstances, however difficult, need not be permanent; I could shape my own destiny. That was the true gift of my childhood. The power of that gift is that I was surrounded by adults who had every reason to curb my dreams. My grandparents had grown up with Jim Crow. My mother knew all too well the humiliation of poverty and betrayal. Mrs. Threet, Mrs. Quaintance, and Mrs. Weissenberg knew the constraints of Chicago’s public schools. Yet in different ways, they all taught me to reject the cycle of despair that had trapped so many others and to pursue opportunities that I could barely imagine. It was as if they had been schooled in that famous admonition of the late great president of Morehouse College, Dr. Benjamin E. Mays, who said, “Not failure, but low aim, is sin.”

Gram tended to roses in a little garden right behind our tenement. Early in the morning, when the weather was warm, she would go into our backyard, pick up the trash that had blown in, brush away any broken glass, and work that soil. Believe me, that soil had things in it that God would never put in dirt.

But she brought forth her roses. With one cutting she had brought north from my great-grandfather’s house in Kentucky, she grew a climber that reached nearly all the way up the side of our two-story building. It was magnificent. And it was improbable. In that place, in that soil, it defied all reason and expectation. Still, Gram believed.

The adults in my early life, in the teeth of their struggles and setbacks, believed in me as well. Just as Texaco needed a vision many years later, I needed one as a child, and they provided it. I did not know then which path to take or even what I was looking for. To this day I’m still not sure if we were poor or broke. But I learned to think big and to brew in my own imagination a vision of a better life. I just had to go out and pursue it.
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