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  About the Book


  Colin Powell is the embodiment of the American dream. He was born in Harlem to immigrant parents from Jamaica. He knew the rough life of the streets. He overcame a barely average start at school. Then he joined the Army. The rest is history – Vietnam, the Pentagon, Panama, Desert Storm – but a history that until now has been known only on the surface.


  Moving between the Army and high positions in both Republican and Democratic Administrations, Colin Powell has a unique perspective on many of the political and military leaders of our time and on the historic events in which he has played a part. This is a book of political excitement and disclosure, but it is much more. A Soldier’s Way reveals Powell’s passionate beliefs in family and personal responsibility. It is an account of an adventure that has not yet run its course. It is history with an intense personal vision.


  About the Author


  Colin Powell was born in New York City. He was a professional soldier for 35 years, during which time he won numerous U.S. and foreign military decorations and rose to the rank of Four-star General. In December 2000, he was nominated by President Bush as Secretary of State, the first African-American to hold such high office.


  Joseph E. Persico is the author of biographies on Nelson Rockefeller and former CIA chief William J. Casey. His work Nuremberg: Infamy on Trial was hailed by Howard K. Smith as the “best account” of the trial.


  About the Co-author


  Joseph E. Persico was born in Gloversville, New York, in 1930 and graduated from the State University of New York at Albany. He served as a lieutenant junior grade aboard a minesweeper during the Korean War, and later at Southern NATO headquarters in Naples. Subsequently he joined the U.S. Information Agency and was posted to Brazil, Argentina, and Washington. For eleven years he was chief speechwriter for New York Governor and later U.S. Vice President Nelson A. Rockefeller. His books are My Enemy My Brother: Men and Days of Gettysburg; Piercing the Reich: The Penetration of Nazi Germany by American Secret Agents During World War II; The Spiderweb, a novel; The Imperial Rockefeller, a biography of Nelson Rockefeller; Edward R. Murrow: An American Original; Casey: The Life and Secrets of William J. Casey from the OSS to the CIA; and Nuremberg: Infamy on Trial. Mr. Persico divides his time between homes in upstate New York and Mexico.


  A Soldier’s Way


  AN AUTOBIOGRAPHY


  Colin L. Powell with Joseph E. Persico
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  To my family...past, present, and future.
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  Preface


  I have had a great life, and this is the story so far.


  I was not planning to write an autobiography and had even helped other authors write biographies about me. In my final months as Chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff, however, I began to change my mind. The commercial prospects could not be ignored. Friends encouraged me to do it, but still I hesitated until one particularly close friend said, “Oh, stop being afraid, Colin. You owe it to your grandchildren, and you have a story to tell. Do it!” And so I have.


  This is a personal memoir. It is not a definitive history of the major events in which I was privileged to take part. An autobiography is much too self-serving for that purpose. I hope the book will prove useful to historians of our times; but I wrote it principally to share my story with my fellow Americans.


  I faced the problem all authors have to contend with, that of selection. There is neither time nor space to tell everything. I was determined to produce a single volume of reasonable length, and avoid a “doorstopper” of the kind I was warned about by one of my media friends: “For heaven’s sake, don’t write another of those long, bloody ‘And then I had lunch with...’ books.”


  Mine is the story of a black kid of no early promise from an immigrant family of limited means who was raised in the South Bronx and somehow rose to become the National Security Advisor to the President of the United States and then Chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff. It is a story of hard work and good luck, of occasional rough times, but mostly good times. It is a story of service and soldiering. It is a story about the people who helped make me what I am. It is a story of my benefiting from opportunities created by the sacrifice of those who went before me and maybe my benefiting those who will follow. It is a story of faith—faith in myself, and faith in America. Above all, it’s a love story: love of family, of friends, of the Army, and of my country. It is a story that could only have happened in America.


  Part One
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  THE EARLY YEARS


  One
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  Luther and Arie’s Son


  I usually trust my instincts. This time I did not, which almost proved fatal. The day was pure Jamaica in February, the sun brilliant overhead, the air soft with only the hint of an afternoon thundershower. Perfect flying weather, as we boarded the UH-1 helicopter. My wife, Alma, and I were visiting the island of my parents’ birth at the invitation of Prime Minister Michael Manley. Manley had been after me for a year, ever since the Gulf War. “Get some rest, dear boy,” he had said in that compelling lilt the last time he had called. “Come home, if only for a few days. Stay at our government guesthouse.” This time I accepted with pleasure.


  Even with Desert Storm behind us, the pressure on me as Chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff had been relentless over the past year. With the Cold War fast fading, we were trying to rethink and reshape America’s defenses. The world had altered so radically that we were presently organizing a relief airlift to help feed the Russians. We had a festering situation at our base at Guantanamo in Cuba, with Haitian migrants piling up under conditions starting to resemble a concentration camp. And a defeated but incorrigible Saddam Hussein was trying to thwart UN inspectors’ efforts to put him out of the nuclear, biological, and chemical weapons business. I welcomed a chance to get out of cold, gray Washington and into the island sun for a few days. And, on the way down, I could stop and check out conditions at Guantanamo.


  We arrived in Jamaica the afternoon of February 13, 1992, and were swept up in a whirlwind of West Indian hospitality. The next morning, Alma and I were whisked off to the Ward Theatre, where the mayor of Kingston, Marie Atkins, presented me with the keys to the city. “I’m American-born, Madame Mayor,” I said in my response, “but you’ve handed me the keys to my second home.” I recalled boyhood memories, listening to calypso melodies like “Fan Me, Saga Boy,” hearing the pidgin-English poetry of Louise Bennett, and feasting on plantain, roast goat, and rice and peas. After my speech, Councillor Ezra Cole observed: “Only in Jamaica do we call it rice and peas. Everywhere else in the Caribbean, they have it backward, peas and rice. General Powell is a true Jamaican.”


  We next visited the Jamaica Defence Force headquarters at nearby Up Park Camp, where the chief of the JDF, Commodore Peter Brady, took me on a tour and had his troops go through their paces. The drill was carried off with great skill and flair. Much foot stomping, smart saluting, slapping of sides, and shouting of “Suh!” this and “Suh!” that. All very British and very professional.


  After lunch, we boarded a Jamaica Defence Force helicopter for a quick hop across the bay to Manley International Airport. There we were to transfer to an American Blackhawk helo to visit U.S. units on temporary duty in Jamaica. The original plan had been for us to fly the Blackhawk all the way, but our hosts wanted us to use the U.S.-built Jamaican helo to leave their headquarters, and I could not easily reject their gesture of pride, though my antennae quivered. Kingston faded behind us as the helicopter rose, leveling off at about fifteen hundred feet. Alma smiled at me; it had been a lovely day. I was gazing out at the soothing aquamarine of the Caribbean when I heard a sudden sharp crrraack. Alma looked at me, puzzled.


  I knew instantly that we were in trouble. The helicopter’s transmission had seized. The aircraft began to sway wildly. We were dropping into the bay. I had already experienced one helo crash in Vietnam. I knew that if the UH-1 struck water, it would probably flip, and the blades would snap off and cut the air like shrapnel. And with the doors open, the aircraft would sink like a stone. What flashed through my brain was, we have three children and their mother and father were about to die.


  “Hunch over! Grab your legs!” I shouted to Alma.


  “Why?” she asked.


  “Dammit! Just do it!” I yelled, as we continued to plummet. I saw the two pilots snatching at the controls, racing through emergency procedures. They shut off the engines, and the only sound now was the whopping of the blades as we continued to drop toward the bay. At the last moment, the pilots managed to nurse the helo over the shoreline for a hard landing, scarcely twenty feet from the water’s edge. I unhooked my seat belt, grabbed Alma, and dragged her away. This thing might still burst into flames.


  “What happened?” she asked, when we were at a safe distance.


  “We crashed,” I told her. I went over to the Jamaican pilots and congratulated them on an impressive piece of emergency flying.


  Later, Michael Manley phoned me. “My dear Colin, do you know what is causing the rustling of the trees you hear? It is my immense sigh of relief.” Prose poetry, the language of my forebears. And the irony of the moment did not escape me. What had been the land of my folks’ birth had nearly become the site of their son’s death.


  We boarded the Blackhawk and resumed the tour. We visited an Ohio National Guard unit that was helping the Jamaicans with a roadbuilding project and a U.S. Air Force drug-tracking radar site poised on a breathtaking bluff called Lover’s Leap. With these stops completed, the official visit was over. Now the sentimental journey began.


  We piled into jeeps provided by the Jamaican government and headed north into the interior. We turned onto a dirt road that cut through the red earth like a gash. Handsome homes gave way to humble cottages. The road dwindled to a path, and we finally had to get out and walk. We had been on foot for about fifteen minutes when, out of nowhere, the “custus”—the local government head—and the police chief and several other officials appeared and greeted our party. We walked behind them across gently rising fields to a crest, then started down a rutted trail into a small valley where something quite magical happened. People seemed to emerge out of nowhere. Soon, about two hundred people surrounded us, young and old, some colorfully dressed, some in tatters, some with shoes, some barefoot. All at once, the air was filled with music. A band appeared, youngsters in black uniforms playing “The Star-Spangled Banner.”


  “The children are from the school your father attended,” the custus informed me. The musicians then shifted to calypso tunes as familiar to me as our national anthem. The crowd began clapping, reaching out to Alma and me, taking our hands, smiling and greeting us. From a distance, a smaller group started toward us. The crowd parted to let them pass. I was choked with emotion. This was my family. No one needed to tell me. Some I had met before. As for the others, it was in their faces, in their resemblance to each other, in their resemblance to me. We had arrived at Top Hill, land of my father’s birth. They embraced me and started introducing themselves, Aunt Ivie Ritchie, Cousin Muriel, Uncle Claude, Cousin Pat, in a blur of faces and family connections.


  Alma and I were led to folding chairs and asked to sit in the place of honor while Joan Bent, a schoolteacher and the wife of one of my cousins, delivered a speech of welcome full of colorful flourishes. We started walking again past several comfortable houses, with porches painted a rich red earth color, to a tiny cottage. Its walls were made of rough stucco, the roof of rusted sheet metal, the eaves of hand-hewn boards. Brown shutters flanked six-over-six windows, giving this tropical dwelling an unlikely New England touch.


  The cottage contained four cubicles, no running water, no electricity, no kitchen, no indoor plumbing. The entire house was smaller than an average American living room. My relatives had shooed the chickens out of the place, scrubbed it, and swept it, but that was all. I was standing in the house where my father had been born in 1898.


  We went out back to the family burial plot, freshly weeded and tended. Once again the crowd surged around, waiting for me to say something. I thanked them for their welcome, and hoped to be left alone for a while. I wanted time to retrace my father’s footsteps through the fields, to roam among trees he must have known. I wanted to imagine what it was like to live here, scratching out a subsistence living from these austere patches of earth. But people kept pressing in on us. Alma and I said a prayer over the graves of my grandmother and grandfather. We exchanged a few simple gifts with members of the family; the women gave Alma lovely hand-embroidered linens. And then the visit was over.


  We made our way back to the Blackhawk and flew over Westmoreland, the birthplace of Maud Ariel McKoy Powell, my mother. As we traveled along, I wondered what dreams or fears had prompted two young Jamaicans to cut the roots to their native soil, leave the people they loved, and emigrate to a land so foreign to what they knew. And I wondered if they could have imagined how much this act of courage and hope would shape the destiny of their son.


  I was born on April 5, 1937, at a time when my family was living on Morningside Avenue in Harlem. My parents’ first child, my sister, Marilyn, had been born five and a half years before. I have no recollection of the Harlem years. They say our earliest memories usually involve a trauma, and mine does. I was four, and we had moved to the South Bronx. Gram Alice McKoy, my maternal grandmother, was taking care of me, since both my parents worked. I was playing on the floor and stuck a hairpin into an electrical outlet. I remember the blinding flash and the shock almost lifting me off the floor. And I still remember Gram scolding and hugging me at the same time. When my mother and father came home from work, much intense discussion occurred, followed by more scolding and fussing. My keenest memory of that day is not of the shock and pain, but of feeling important, being the center of attention, seeing how much they loved and cared about me.


  The dominant figure of my youth was a small man, five feet two inches tall. In my mind’s eye, I am leaning out the window of our apartment, and I spot him coming down the street from the Intervale Avenue subway station. He wears a coat and tie, and a small fedora is perched on his head. He has a newspaper tucked under his arm. His overcoat is unbuttoned, and it flaps at his sides as he approaches with a brisk, toes-out stride. He is whistling and stops to greet the druggist, the baker, our building super, almost everybody he passes. To some kids on the block he is a faintly comical figure. Not to me. This jaunty, confident little man is Luther Powell, my father.


  He emigrated from Jamaica in his early twenties, seventeen years before I was born. He left his family and some sort of menial job in a store to emigrate. He never discussed his life in Jamaica, and I regret that I never asked him about those years. I do know that he was the second of nine children born to poor folk in Top Hill. No doubt he came to this country for the reason that propelled millions before him, to become something more than he had been and to give his children a better start than he had known. He literally came to America on a banana boat, a United Fruit Company steamer that docked in Philadelphia.


  Pop worked as a gardener on estates in Connecticut and then as a building superintendent in Manhattan. Finally, he found the job that was to provide the base of our family’s security and make him the patriarch of our clan. He went to work for Ginsburg’s (later elevated to the Gaines Company), manufacturers of women’s suits and coats at 500 Seventh Avenue in Manhattan’s garment district. He started out working in the stockroom, moved up to become a shipping clerk, and eventually became foreman of the shipping department.


  My mother was the eldest of her generation—of nine children—and came from a slightly more elevated social station in Jamaica. She had a high school education, which my father lacked. (“Him who never finished high school,” she would mutter, when Pop pulled rank on family matters.) Before emigrating, Mom had worked as a stenographer in a lawyer’s office. Her mother, Gram McKoy, was a small, lovely woman whose English wedded African cadence to British inflection, the sound of which is still music to my soul. The McKoys and the Powells both had bloodlines common among Jamaicans, including African, English, Irish, Scotch, and probably Arawak Indian. My father’s side even added a Jewish strain from a Broomfield ancestor.


  Some of Gram’s nine children were grown, but most were still dependent on her alone when she separated from Edwin McKoy, a sugar plantation overseer who lent the Scottish line to our ethnic mix. To support her family, Gram left Jamaica in search of work, first in Panama, then in Cuba, finally in the United States. She sent for her eldest child, my mother, to help her. She labored as a maid and as a garment-district pieceworker and sent back to the children still in Jamaica every penny she could spare. She eventually sent for her youngest child, my Aunt Laurice, whom she had not seen for twelve years. To those of us spared dire poverty, such sacrifices and family separations are all but unimaginable.


  Gram had named my mother Maud Ariel, but she was known all her life as Arie. She was small, five feet one, plump, with a beautiful face, soft brown eyes, and brown hair done in the forties style, and she had a melting smile. When I picture Mom, she is wearing an apron, bustling around our apartment, always in motion, cooking, washing, ironing, sewing, after working all day downtown in the garment district as a seamstress, sewing buttons and trim on clothing.


  Mom was a staunch union supporter, a member of the International Ladies Garment Workers Union. My father, the shipping room foreman, considered himself part of management. Initially, they were both New Deal Democrats. We had that famous wartime photograph of President Franklin D. Roosevelt, with the Capitol and the flag in the background, hanging in the foyer of our apartment for as long as I can remember. My mother remained a diehard Democrat. But Pop, by 1952, was supporting Dwight Eisenhower.


  He was the eternal optimist, my mother the perennial worrier. That never changed, no matter how much our fortunes did. After my father died, I would come home on leave to visit Mom and she would say, “Colin, take the book to the bank so they can show my interest.”


  And I would explain, “Mom, you don’t have to do that. The bank will post the interest on the statement they mail you. The interest isn’t going anywhere.”


  “How do you know they won’t ‘tief’ me?” she would say, using an old Jamaican expression for stealing. She would go to her bedroom, fish out an old lace-covered pink candy box from under the bed, and hand me the bank book.


  I would dutifully trot down to the bank, stand in line, and say, “Will you please post the interest on this account?”


  “Of course, Colonel Powell. But we also show it on the statement. That can save you a trip down here.”


  “No,” I would say. “My mother has to see those red numbers you print sideways to show her interest.” And, I wanted to add, to prove you didn’t “tief” her.


  According to my Aunt Beryl, Pop’s sister, in her nineties as of this writing, my parents met at Gram McKoy’s apartment in Harlem. Besides raising her own children, Gram took in relatives and Jamaican immigrants as boarders to earn a few extra dollars. One such boarder was Luther Powell. Thus, my parents courted while living under the same roof.


  After early years in Harlem and at a couple of other addresses, I grew up largely at 952 Kelly Street in the Hunts Point section of the South Bronx, where my family had moved in 1943, when I was six. The 1981 movie Fort Apache, The Bronx, starring Paul Newman, takes place in the police precinct where I lived. In the movie, the neighborhood is depicted as an urban sinkhole, block after block of burned-out tenements, garbage-strewn streets, and weed-choked lots, populated by gangs, junkies, pimps, hookers, maniacs, cop killers, and third-generation welfare families—America’s inner-city nightmare come true. That is not quite the Hunts Point I was raised in, although it was hardly elm trees and picket fences. We kept our doors and windows locked. I remember a steel rod running from the back of our front door to a brace on the floor, so that no one could push in the door. Burglaries were common. Drug use was on the rise. Street fights and knifings occurred. Gangs armed with clubs, bottles, bricks, and homemade .22 caliber zip guns waged turf wars. Yet, crime and violence in those days did not begin to suggest the social breakdown depicted in Fort Apache, The Bronx. That was yet to come. When I was growing up in Hunts Point, a certain rough-edged racial tolerance prevailed. And, critically, most families were intact and secure.


  We lived in a four-bedroom apartment on the third floor of a fourstory brick tenement, two families on each floor, eight families in all. When I stepped out the door onto Kelly Street, I saw my whole world. You went left three blocks to my grade school, one more block to my junior high school; between the two was a sliver of land where stood St. Margaret’s Episcopal Church, our church. A few blocks in the opposite direction was the high school I would later attend. Across the street from us, at number 957, lived my Aunt Gytha and Uncle Alfred Coote. On my way to school, I passed 935 Kelly, where Aunt Laurice and Uncle Vic and their children lived. Farther down, at 932, my godmother, Mabel Evadne Brash, called Aunt Vads, and her family lived. And at 867 were Amy and Norman Brash, friends so close they were considered relatives. “Mammale and Pappale” we called them. Don’t ask me why the Jewish diminutives, since they were also Jamaicans. Most of the black families I knew had their roots in Jamaica, Trinidad, or Barbados, or other islands of the West Indies.


  The Brashes’ nicknames may have reflected the fact that in those days Hunts Point was heavily Jewish, mixed with Irish, Polish, Italian, black, and Hispanic families. The block of Kelly Street next to ours was slightly curved, and the neighborhood had been known for years as “Banana Kelly.” We never used the word “ghetto.” Ghettos were somewhere in Europe. We lived in the tenements. Outsiders often have a sense of New York as big, overwhelming, impersonal, anonymous. Actually, even now it’s a collection of neighborhoods where everybody knows everybody’s business, the same as in a small town. Banana Kelly was like that.


  There was a repeating pattern to the avenues that connected our streets. On almost every block you would find a candy store, usually owned by European Jews, selling the Daily News and the Post and the Mirror No one in my neighborhood read the New York Times. These little stores also carried school supplies, penny candy, ice cream, and soft drinks. As every New Yorker knows, the specialty of the house was the egg cream, consisting of chocolate syrup, milk, and seltzer. If you did not have a dime for the egg cream, you could just get the seltzer—“two cents, plain.” Every few blocks you found a Jewish bakery and a Puerto Rican grocery store. Italians ran the shoe repair shops. Every ten blocks were big chain stores, clothing and appliance merchants, and movie houses. I do not recall any black-owned businesses. An exciting event of my boyhood was the arrival of laundromats after World War II. My mother no longer had to scrub our clothes on a washboard and hang them out the window on a clothesline. Pop, however, insisted on having his shirts done at the Chinese laundry.


  The South Bronx was an exciting place when I was growing up, and I have never longed for those elms and picket fences.


  My father adored my sister, Marilyn. Thanks to his job in the garment district, she was always well dressed, and she led a sheltered life by Kelly Street standards. She ran with the good girls. The Teitelbaum sisters, whose father owned the pharmacy on the corner, were Marilyn’s closest friends. I played the role of pesky little brother. Marilyn’s first serious boyfriend was John Stevens, whose family was also active in St. Margaret’s Church. John was an only child, and was being groomed to become a doctor (he made it). He and Marilyn were matched up by their parents. My idea of fun was to sneak up on them in amorous embrace and make a nuisance of myself. John would buy me off with a quarter. Marilyn would rage at her little brat brother. I thought of her in those days as a fink who turned me in for playing hooky, and I’m sure she found me a pain in the neck. On the whole, it was a normal sibling relationship.


  One summer, when I was eight, my folks and some relatives rented cabins at Sag Harbor on Long Island. I was outside by myself playing mumblety-peg, trying to make the knife stick into the ground, when a piece of dirt flew up and lodged under my eyelid. I ran crying into the cabin, where my Aunt Laurice managed to get the irritant out, while I continued bawling. When I went back outside, I overheard her say to Aunt Gytha, “I don’t know about that boy. He’s such a crybaby.” It stung me then, and the fact that I vividly remember the incident almost fifty years later suggests my youthful devastation. I remember thinking, nobody’s ever going to see me cry again. I did not always make it.


  When I was nine, catastrophe struck the Powell family. As a student at P.S. 39, I passed from the third to the fourth grade, but into the bottom form, called “Four Up,” a euphemism meaning the kid is a little slow. This was the sort of secret to be whispered with shaking heads in our family circle. Education was the escape hatch, the way up and out for West Indians. My sister was already an excellent student, destined for college. And here I was, having difficulty in the fourth grade. I lacked drive, not ability. I was a happy-go-lucky kid, amenable, amiable, and aimless.


  I was not much of an athlete either, though I enjoyed street games. One of my boyhood friends, Tony Grant, once counted thirty-six of them, stickball, stoopball, punchball, sluggo, and hot beans and butter among them. One day, I was playing baseball in an empty lot and saw my father coming down the street. I prayed he would keep on going, because I was having a bad day. But he stopped and watched. All the while Pop was there, I never connected. A swing and a miss, again and again, every time I was at bat. I can still feel the burning humiliation. It was always painful for me to disappoint my father. I imagined a pressure that probably was not there, since he rarely uttered a word of reproach to me.


  I did enjoy kite fighting. We would smash up soda bottles in a big juice can and lay the can on the trolley tracks until the passing cars pulverized the glass. We then glued the powdered glass onto a kite string. We fixed double-edged razor blades at intervals on the kite’s tail. Then we flew our kites from the roofs of the tenements. By maneuvering the glass-coated string and razored tail, we tried to cut down the kites of kids on other roofs, sometimes a block away, and watch the kites flutter to earth—our version of World War II dogfights.


  I have no recollection of the Depression. My parents were lucky enough to stay employed throughout the thirties, and we were never really in want. And I was only four when America entered World War II, almost ending hard times overnight. Young as I was, I have vivid memories of the war years. I remember assembling ten-cent model airplane kits of balsa wood and colored tissue paper. I deployed legions of lead soldiers and directed battles on the living-room rug. My pals and I scanned the skies from the rooftops looking for Messerschmitts or Heinkels that might get through to bomb Hunts Point. We sprayed imaginary enemies with imaginary weapons. “Bang! Bang! You’re dead!” “I am not!” One thrill of my childhood occurred when Uncle Vic, who had served in the 4th Armored Division, came home after the war and gave me a yellow German Afrika Korps helmet. I carried that helmet around for forty years until it finally disappeared on a move between Germany and Washington, liberated, I am sure, by the German movers. In 1950, when I entered high school, the country was at war again, in Korea this time. Warfare held a certain fascination for me, as it often does for boys who have not yet seen it up close.


  World War II changed my name. Before, I was Cah-lin, the British pronunciation that Jamaicans used. One of the first American heroes of the war was Colin P. Kelly, Jr. (pronounced Coh-lin), an Air Corps flier who attacked the Japanese battleship Haruna two days after Pearl Harbor and won the Distinguished Service Cross posthumously. Colin Kelly’s name was on every boy’s lips, and so, to my friends, I became Coh-lin of Kelly Street. To my family, I remain Cah-lin to this day. I once asked my father why he had chosen the name, which I never liked. Was it for some illustrious ancestor? Pop said no, he had read it off a shipping ticket the day I was born.


  As a boy, I took piano lessons; but the lessons did not take with me, and they soon ended. I later studied the flute. Marilyn thought the noises coming out of it were hilarious. I gave up the flute too. Apparently, I would not be a jock or a musician. Still, I was a contented kid, growing up in the warmth and security of the concentric circles my family formed. At the center stood my parents. In the next circle were my mother’s sisters and their families. My father’s only sibling in America, Aunt Beryl, formed the next circle by herself. These circles rippled out in diminishing degrees of kinship, but maintained considerable closeness. Family members looked out for, prodded, and propped up each other.


  I sometimes felt as if I were half spectator and half participant in a play populated by character actors. We usually went to my Aunt Dot’s house in Queens on New Year’s Day for curried goat. Dinner was followed by much drinking of Appleton Estate rum, dancing of the chotisse and singing of calypso songs.


  A note on the etiquette of Jamaican rum. Appleton Estate is the most famous. It comes in different colors, proofs, and ages. In my family, to serve anything else was considered an affront; to serve Puerto Rican rum, such as Bacardi, was an insult. Appleton Estate ninety proof golden was the most popular. A white version of 150 proof was used for punch. Real men drank the 150 proof neat. The smell stayed with them for a week, which is also about how long it took a drinker to recover. Rum to Jamaicans is like tea to an Oriental or coffee to an Arab, a sign of hospitality and graciousness, usually served over ice with ginger ale or Coke. The Coke version later became too Americanized for us because of the Andrews Sisters’ hit song “Rum and Coca-Cola.” Ladies, especially my mother, when offered a snort would respond with a demure “Just a touch.” My mother would then complain that I had made her “touch” too strong and had put it in too big a glass, just before she downed it.


  As a kid, I did not understand the lyrics of the calypso songs I heard at family gatherings. But as I grew older I started to decode the sly double entendres. My favorite calypso singer was Slinger Francisco, a Trinidadian known as “the Mighty Sparrow,” a master of the naughty phrase. I played calypso tapes in my office even after I became Chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff. My aides did not get the pidgin lyrics and missed most of the innuendo in such tunes as “The Big Bamboo” and “Come Water Me Garden.” But then, you do not hear much calypso music in the Pentagon’s E-Ring.


  At family gatherings, talk would invariably turn to “goin’ home.” No matter how many years my aunts and uncles had been in America, when they said home, they meant Jamaica. “Hey, Osmond, you goin’ home this year?” “No, don’t have the money. Next year, for sure.” “Hey, Laurice, you goin’ home?” “No, but I’m packin’ a barrel to send to the folks.” They would slip into nostalgia, all but my godfather, Uncle Shirley, Aunt Dot’s husband, a dining-car waiter on the Pennsylvania Railroad. Uncle Shirley was Jamaican too, but in their eyes, he had gone “American,” even shedding much of his West Indian accent after riding the rails for so many years with native-born blacks. “Goin’ home?” Uncle Shirley would say. “You damn fools sit around talking about ‘home.’ You forget why we left? Ain’t been home in twenty years, and I ain’t never going home.” At which point the kids would laugh uproariously, delighted to see Uncle Shirley provoked to heresy.


  We liked to get Aunt Dot and Uncle Shirley into an argument, because their spats had the reliability of a Punch and Judy show. “Shirley, you come over here with the folks, instead of sitting in front of that TV all day,” Aunt Dot would begin. Shirley do this, and Shirley do that. It was like watching a fuse burn. Finally, Shirley would explode: “Woman! Mind your own damn business!” I later understood that the only way those two could fight like that for over forty years had to be out of deep love.


  During summer vacations, I sometimes stayed with Aunt Dot and Uncle Shirley. I especially enjoyed my godfather’s idea of breakfast on his day off, steak, eggs, and ice cream. Dottie and Shirley are gone now; yet every time I spend an evening with their sons, my cousins, Vernon, Roger, and Sonny, we amuse ourselves by reenacting one of their parents’ long-ago tiffs. Sometimes these memories will strike me suddenly out of nowhere, and I start laughing all by myself.


  Our family was a matriarchy. I loved my uncles—they were the sauce, the fun, and they provided the occasional rascal. But most were weaker personalities than their wives. The women set the standards, whipped the kids into shape, and pushed them ahead. The exception was my father. Luther Powell, maybe small, maybe unimposing in appearance, maybe somewhat comical, was nevertheless the ringmaster of this family circle.


  In 1950, my sister transferred to an upstate New York college, and Marilyn’s send-off was pure Pop. We all went down to Grand Central Station to put Marilyn on the Empire State Express bound for Buffalo State Teachers College. My father strode into the station, overcoat flapping, smiling through his tears, tipping everybody in sight, the porter, the conductor, the trainman, telling them, “Take care of my little girl, make sure she gets there safe and sound.” I was embarrassed to see him doling out the money, but that was his way. Around the holidays, he would tip the mailman, the fuel man, the garbageman. When he was young, living in Harlem, Pop would dress up every Saturday in a vested suit, a checkbook with a zero balance stuffed into his pocket. He would start off the weekend at a shoeshine stand, where he also had a reputation as a heavy tipper. Afterward, as he strode down Morningside Avenue, the world was his oyster.


  During football season, his son had to have the best helmet on the block, though I was far from the best player. My first two-wheeler bike had to be a Columbia Racer, with twenty-six-inch whitewall balloon tires. When I needed a suit, it was “Son, here’s the charge card—go to Macy’s and take care of yourself.” All this from a shipping room foreman who never earned more than $60 a week. One Christmas, my mother objected to my father’s inviting so many people over, which he did every year. The work was getting too much for her, she said. He went out and invited about fifty people and told Mom that if she could not handle it, he would hire a caterer.


  His take-charge manner was reassuring. Luther Powell became the Godfather, the one people came to for advice, for domestic arbitration, for help in getting a job. He would bring home clothes, seconds and irregulars, end bolts of fabric, from the Gaines Company, and sell them at wholesale or give them to anybody in need. Downtown, Pop was not always able to play this lordly role. Maybe that was why it meant so much to him on Kelly Street. When Gaines changed hands, he tried to buy a piece of the company, but he was turned down. He had given the firm twenty-three years of his life, and, in his view, had been unfairly frozen out. Whether or not Pop was a serious bidder, I never knew. But after this disappointment, he left Gaines and went to work in a similar position for Scheule and Company, dealers in wholesale cloth. And that is where he spent the rest of his working days until the firm folded, and he was too old to get another job.


  Luther Powell never let his race or station affect his sense of self. West Indians like him had come to this country with nothing. Every morning they got on that subway, worked like dogs all day, got home at 8:00 at night, supported their families, and educated their children. If they could do that, how dare anyone think they were less than anybody’s equal? That was Pop’s attitude.


  Of course, there was always the dream that it might not have to be earned by the sweat of your brow, that one day Dame Fortune might step in. I remember the morning ritual, my father on the phone talking confidentially to his sister: “Beryl, what you doing today? Four-three-one? Hmmm. Straight or combination? Okay. Let’s make it fifty cents.” Later, the numbers runner would come by to pick up the bet. Someday, they knew, they were going to strike it rich.


  In 1950, I entered Morris High School. Instead of turning left when I went out of the house I turned right for a few blocks. Marilyn had gone to the elite Walton High School. And, at my parents prompting, I tried to get into Stuyvesant High, another prestigious school. I still have the report card with the guidance counselor’s decision: “We advise against it.” Morris High, on the other hand, was like Robert Frost’s definition of home, the place where, when you show up, they have to let you in.


  I was still directionless. I was not fired by anything. My pleasures where hanging out with the guys, “making the walk” from Kelly Street, up 163rd Street around Southern Boulevard to Westchester Avenue and back home. Our Saturday-morning rite was to go to the Tiffany Theater and watch the serial and then the double feature of cowboy movies.


  Sundays meant attending St. Margaret’s Church, where we had our own family pew. Pop was senior warden, Mom headed the altar guilt, and Marilyn played the piano at children’s services. I was the acolyte. My folks always worked on the bazaar, the bake sale, and the annual dance, where you could let your Episcopalian hair down, do the calypso, get a little tipsy, and even share a nip with the priest.


  In our neighborhood, we also had Catholic Churches, synagogues, and storefront churches. On Friday nights I earned a quarter by turning the lights on and off at the Orthodox synagogue, so that the worshippers could observe the sabbath ban on activity. I had definite ideas of what a church was supposed to be, like the high Anglican church in which my family was raised in Jamaica, with spires, altars, priests, vestments, incense, and the flock genuflecting and crossing itself all over the place. The higher the church, the closer to God; that was how I saw it. At Christmas, our priest, Father Weeden, turned St. Margaret’s into a magical place of candles, lights, ribbons, wreaths, and holly. The incense burning during the holidays almost asphyxiated Marilyn. I loved all of it.


  I can still remember confirmation, watching those sweet, scrubbed children as the bishop seized them one by one by the head: “Defend, O Lord, this thy Child with thy heavenly grace; that he may continue thine forever; and daily increase in thy Holy Spirit more and more, until he come unto thy everlasting kingdom.” I would swing the incense burner, lustily chanting “Amen,” convinced that I was witnessing the spirit of God entering that child’s head like a bolt of lightning. St. Margaret’s was imagery, pageantry, drama, and poetry. Times change, and the liturgy has changed with the times. I suppose I have to yield to the wisdom of the bishops who believed the 1928 book of Common Prayer needed updating, just as it replaced its predecessor. But in the change, something was lost for me. Long years afterward, I buried my mother from St. Margaret’s Church at a time when the old liturgy had been displaced by the new. God now seemed earthbound and unisexed, not quite the magisterial, heavenly father figure of my youth. It saddened me. I miss the enchantment of the church in which I was raised.


  I was a believer, but no saint. One summer, in the early fifties, Father Weeden selected me, the son of two pillars of St. Margaret’s, to go to a church camp near Peekskill. Once there, I promptly fell into bad company. One night, my newfound friends and I snuck out to buy beer. We hid it in the toilet tank to cool, but our cache was quickly discovered. The priest in charge summoned all campers to the meeting hall. He did not threaten or berate us. Instead, he asked who was ready to accept responsibility. Who would own up like a man? We could probably have gotten away with our transgression by saying nothing. But his words struck me. I stood up. “Father, I did it,” I said. When they heard me, two more budding hoodlums rose up and also confessed.


  We were put on the next train back to New York. Word of our sinning preceded us. I dragged myself up Westchester Avenue and turned right onto Kelly Street like a felon mounting the gallows. As I reached number 952, there was Mom, her usually placid face twisted into a menacing scowl. When she finished laying into me, Pop began. Just about when I thought I was eternally damned, Father Weeden telephoned. Yes, the boys had behaved badly, he said. “But your Colin stood up and took responsibility. And his example spurred the other boys to admit their guilt.” My parents beamed. From juvenile delinquent, I had been catapulted to hero. Something from that boyhood experience, the rewards of honesty, hit home and stayed.


  As for the neighborhood gang I traveled with, getting thrown out of church camp, plus having my father catch me playing poker in Sam Fiorino’s shoe repair shop—with off-duty cops, no less—boosted my image. Usually, the other guys looked on me, not quite as a sissy, but as a “nice” kid, even a bit of a mama’s boy.


  One day when I was fourteen, my mother sent me to the post office to mail letters. I was passing Sickser’s, on the corner of Westchester and Fox, a baby furnishings and toy store, when a white-haired man crooked a finger at me. Did I want to earn a few bucks? he asked in a thick Yiddish accent. He led me to a truck backed up to the warehouse behind the store, where I proceeded to unload merchandise for the Christmas season. The man was Jay Sickser, the store owner. Later, when he came by to check on me, he seemed surprised that I had almost finished the job. “So you’re a worker,” he said. “You want to come back tomorrow?” That day began an association with Sickser’s that was to last throughout my youth.


  Many of the store’s customers were Jewish, and after a while I started picking up Yiddish. Relatives of Jay’s would come in looking for a deal. Jay would call me over and say, “Collie, so take my cousins upstairs and show them the good carriages.” I would escort them to the second floor, where they would talk confidentially in Yiddish—which model they liked, how much they were ready to spend. This schwarz knabe, what could he understand? I’d excuse myself and go down and report to Mr. S., who would come up, armed with my intelligence, and close the deal.


  After I had worked at Sickser’s for a few years, Jay took me aside one day. “Collie,” he said, “you got to understand, I got two daughters. I got a son-in-law. Get yourself an education someday. Don’t count too much on the store.” He evidently thought that I had worked out well enough to deserve being brought into the firm, which I had never considered. I took it as a compliment.


  I have been asked when I first felt a sense of racial identity, when I first understood that I belonged to a minority. In those early years, I had no such sense, because on Banana Kelly there was no majority. Everybody was either a Jew, an Italian, a Pole, a Greek, a Puerto Rican, or, as we said in those days, a Negro. Among my boyhood friends were Victor Ramirez, Walter Schwartz, Manny Garcia, Melvin Klein. The Kleins were the first family in our building to have a television set. Every Tuesday night, we crowded into Mel’s living room to watch Milton Berle. On Thursdays we watched Amos ’n’ Andy. We thought the show was marvelous, the best thing on television. It was another age, and we did not know that we were not supposed to like Amos ’n’ Andy.


  Racial epithets were hurled around Kelly Street. Sometimes they led to fistfights. But it was not “You’re inferior—I’m better.” The fighting was more like avenging an insult to your team. I was eventually to taste the poison of bigotry, but much later, and far from Banana Kelly.


  The inseparable companion of my youth was Gene Alfred Warren Norman, also West Indian, a year or two older, a better athlete, and a more restless soul. A close white friend was Tony Grant. I remember their haste to get out of the neighborhood, to peer over the horizon, Gene via the Marine Corps and Tony via the Navy. Tony remembers two groups on Banana Kelly in our youth, “the drugged and the undrugged.” Among the latter were the three of us. Gene went on to become landmarks commissioner of New York City, and Tony corporation counsel for White Plains.


  In February of 1954, thanks to an accelerated school program rather than any brilliance on my part, I graduated from Morris High School two months short of my seventeenth birthday. My picture in the Tower, the yearbook, shows a kid with an easygoing smile and few screen credits beside his name. My page in the yearbook also reflects the Hunts Point mix of that era, three blacks, one Hispanic, four Jewish kids, and two other whites.


  Except for a certain facility in unloading prams at Sickser’s, I had not yet excelled at anything. I was the “good kid,” the “good worker,” no more. I did well enough at Morris to win a letter for track, but after a while I found slogging cross-country through Van Cortlandt Park boring, and so I quit. I switched to the 440-yard dash, because I could get it over with faster, but I dropped out after one season. We had a church basketball team at St. Margaret’s. I was tall, fairly fast, and the senior warden’s son, and the coach was inclined to give me a chance. I spent most of the time riding the bench, so I quit the team, to the relief of the coach. In later years, I frequently found myself asked to play or coach basketball, apparently out of a racial preconception that I must be good at it. As soon as I was old enough to be convincing, I feigned a chronic “back problem” to stay off the court.


  My inability to stick to anything became a source of concern to my parents, unspoken, but I knew it was there. I did, however, stand out in one arena. I was an excellent acolyte and subdeacon, and enjoyed my ecclesiastical duties. Here was organization, tradition, hierarchy, pageantry, purpose—a world, now that I think about it, not all that unlike the Army. Maybe my 1928 prayer book was destined to be Field Manual 22-5, the Army’s troop drilling bible. Had I gone into the ministry in those days, it would have pleased my mother. I did not hear the call.


  I remained unprecocious and unaccomplished in another department. I never received a word of sex education at home. The street was my teacher, and a crude one. All the guys carried condoms in their wallets, mine yellow and brittle with age. I had a puppy-love romance with a girl who lived a few blocks away that lasted throughout high school. I invited her to a family party once, where Marilyn spent the whole evening giggling at her. Later, my sister said, “What’s so special about that girl?” Not special? I had thought my girl was beautiful. For all our squabbling, Marilyn’s opinion mattered to me. If my girlfriend was not pretty in Marilyn’s eyes, she began to look less attractive in mine, and the romance faded.


  In later years, I would turn out to be a good student, but no one would have predicted it then. Marilyn continued to set the Powell standard in education. She had been an honor student at Walton High, and she excelled at Buffalo State. And so, in spite of my final high school average of 78.3, I started looking at colleges because of my sister’s example and because my parents expected it of me. Education meant the difference between wrapping packages or sewing buttons all day and having a real profession. Education had led to an extraordinary record of accomplishment in my family. Among my blood relatives and extended family of lesser kinship, my cousin, Arthur Lewis, served as U.S. ambassador to Sierra Leone, after a career as a Navy enlisted man. His brother, Roger, became a successful architect. Cousin Victor Roque became a prominent lawyer. James Watson became a judge on the U.S. Customs Court of International Trade. His sister, Barbara, was U.S. ambassador to Malaysia and the first woman assistant secretary of state; another sister, Grace, served as an official in the Department of Education. Another cousin, Dorothy Cropper, became a New York State Court of Claims judge. My cousin Claret Forbes, one of the last to migrate from Jamaica, is a nurse, with two children in Ivy League colleges. My sister’s daughter, Leslie, is an artist with an M.A. from Yale. Yet another cousin, Bruce Llewellyn, Aunt Nessa’s son, is a businessman, philanthropist, former senior political appointee in the Carter administration, and one of this country’s wealthiest African-Americans.


  Not every cousin became a professional. Some worked as motormen on the New York subway, some had small businesses, some clerical jobs. But all of them have been good providers and parents, keeping their families together and educating offspring who continue to turn out well. I look at my aunts and uncles, their children and their children’s children, and I see three generations of constructive, productive, self-reliant members of society. And all my relatives, whatever their professional status, enjoy equal standing in the family. No cousin stands above another in respect or affection. Some have experienced disappointment. Some did not achieve the success they desired. But they have all been successful in what counts in the end; they are useful human beings, useful to themselves, to their families, and to their communities.


  Most of my parents’ brothers and sisters stayed in Jamaica, and their children have turned out well there too. My Meikle cousins, Vernon and Roy, went to the University of Toronto and the University of London respectively. In the 1970s, when the Jamaican government took a socialist turn and practically wrecked the economy, more relatives left the island, this latest immigrant wave settling in Miami. And the pattern of success began repeating itself.


  American blacks sometimes regard Americans of West Indian origin as uppity and arrogant. The feeling, I imagine, grows out of an impressive record of accomplishment by West Indians. What explains that success? For one thing, the British ended slavery in the Caribbean in 1833, well over a generation before America did. And after abolition, the lingering weight of servitude did not persist as long. The British were mostly absentee landlords, and West Indians were left more or less on their own. Their lives were hard, but they did not experience the crippling paternalism of the American plantation system, with white masters controlling every waking moment of a slave’s life. After the British ended slavery, they told my ancestors that they were now British citizens with all the rights of any subject of the crown. That was an exaggeration; still, the British did establish good schools and made attendance mandatory. They filled the lower ranks of the civil service with blacks. Consequently, West Indians had an opportunity to develop attitudes of independence, self-responsibility, and self-worth. They did not have their individual dignity beaten down for three hundred years, the fate of so many black American slaves and their descendants.


  Of course, my ancestors had also been ripped ruthlessly out of Africa, the ties to their past severed by slave traders. In Jamaica, some blacks replaced this hole in their culture with British culture, its church, its traditions, its governmental institutions, its values. Others remained attached to their African roots through the Rastafarian movement with its religious linkage to the late Emperor Haile Selassie of Ethiopa. I appreciate and admire the impulses that have led many African-Americans as well to reclaim the culture that was stolen from them and to draw spiritual sustenance from it.


  American blacks and West Indians also wound up on American soil under different conditions. My black ancestors may have been dragged to Jamaica in chains, but they were not dragged to the United States. Mom and Pop chose to emigrate to this country for the same reason that Italians, Irish, and Hungarians did, to seek better lives for themselves and their children. That is a far different emotional and psychological beginning than that of American blacks, whose ancestors were brought here in chains.


  There is, undeniably, a degree of clannishness among West Indians, Jamaicans included. My family socialized and found friends almost entirely within the Jamaican community. Consequently, my sister, Marilyn’s behavior came as a real jolt. Ever since she had gone off to college, Marilyn had been bringing home girlfriends, some of whom were white. The South Bronx was a bit different from what they were used to, but Marilyn was not concerned. She was proud of her family, and my parents welcomed all her friends. In 1952, she announced that she was bringing home a boyfriend. She was in love. They wanted to get married. His name was Norman Berns, and Norman was white.


  This bit of proposed integration was occurring two years before Brown v. Topeka Board of Education, a time when few people, black or white, could have identified Martin Luther King, Jr., when Americans would not have known a sit-in from a sofa. Marilyn’s choice was the source of much tut-tutting in the family. Our girl from Banana Kelly going with some white boy from Buffalo? What’s going on? Why do they want to get married?


  The time came for Norm to meet the family and answer the question. He turned out to be a prince and obviously in love with my sister. An interracial marriage, nevertheless, troubled Pop, and he understood the shelf life of youthful passions: “You two want to marry. Fine. Wait a year,” he said. “See if you still do.”


  In the meantime, we went to meet Norm’s folks. An adventure for me. Buffalo, New York, 460 miles from New York City. Out West! The Berns, it turned out, were a little more tolerant than the Powells. They took the attitude that if the kids were in love and wanted to get married, let’s wish them godspeed.


  In the end, love triumphed, and the wedding was planned for August 1953. Luther Powell’s only daughter was getting married, and only the best would do: best caterer, biggest cake, finest band, and poshest site, the Concourse Plaza Hotel on the Grand Concourse, the biggest hotel in the Bronx. A decade of skimping, saving, and sacrifice must have vanished that day. But the light dancing in my father’s eyes said, what’s money for?


  I might add that Marilyn and Norm, with their two daughters and one granddaughter, recently celebrated their fortieth wedding anniversary.


  Following Marilyn’s example and Mom and Pop’s wishes, I applied to two colleges, the City College of New York and New York University. I must have been better than I thought, since I was accepted at both. Choosing between the two was a matter of simple arithmetic; tuition at NYU, a private school, was $750 a year; at CCNY, a public school, it was $10. I chose CCNY. My mother turned out to be my guidance counselor. She had consulted with the family. My two Jamaican cousins, Vernon and Roy, were studying engineering. “That’s where the money is,” Mom advised. And she was not far wrong. In the boom years of the fifties, demand for consumer goods and for engineers to design the refrigerators, automobiles, and hi-fi sets was strong. And so I was to be an engineering major, despite my allergy to science and math.


  The Bronx can be a cold, harsh place in February, and it was frigid the day I set out for college. After two bus rides, I was finally deposited, shivering, at the corner of 156th Street and Convent Avenue in Harlem. I got out and craned my neck like a bumpkin in from the sticks, gazing at handsome brownstones and apartment houses. This was the best of Harlem, where blacks with educations and good jobs lived, the Gold Coast.


  I stopped at the corner of Convent and 141st and looked into the campus of the City College of New York. I was about to enter a college established in the previous century “to provide higher education for the children of the working class.” Ever since then, New York’s poorest and brightest have seized that opportunity. Those who preceded me at CCNY include the polio vaccine discoverer, Dr. Jonas Salk, Supreme Court Justice Felix Frankfurter, the muckraker novelist Upton Sinclair, the actor Edward G. Robinson, the playwright Paddy Chayefsky, the New York Times editor Abe Rosenthal, the novelist Bernard Malamud, the labor leader A. Philip Randolph, New York City mayors Robert Wagner, Jr., Abraham Beame, and Edward Koch, and eight Nobel Prize winners. As I took in the grand Gothic structures, a C-average student out of middling Morris High School, I felt overwhelmed. And then I heard a friendly voice: “Hey, kid, you new?”


  He was a short, red-faced, weather-beaten man with gnarled hands, and he stood behind a steaming cart of those giant pretzels that New Yorkers are addicted to. I had met a CCNY fixture called, for some unaccountable reason, “Raymond the Bagel Man,” though he sold pretzels. I bought a warm, salty pretzel from Raymond, and we shot the breeze for a few minutes. That broke the ice for me. CCNY was somehow less intimidating. I was to become a regular of Raymond’s over the next four and a half years. And it either speaks well of his character or poorly of my scholarship that while my memory of most of my professors has faded, the memory of Raymond the Bagel Man remains undimmed.


  As I headed toward the main building, Sheppard Hall, towering like a prop out of a horror movie, I passed by an undistinguished old building. I do not remember paying any attention to it at the time. It was, however, to become the focus of my life for the next four years, the ROTC drill hall.


  My first semester as an engineering major went surprisingly well, mainly because I had not yet taken any engineering courses. I decided to prepare myself that summer with a course in mechanical drawing. One hot afternoon, the instructor asked us to draw “a cone intersecting a plane in space.” The other students went at it; I just sat there. After a while, the instructor came to my desk and looked over my shoulder at a blank page. For the life of me, I could not visualize a cone intersecting a plane in space. If this was engineering, the game was over.


  My parents were disappointed when I told them that I was changing my major. There goes Colin again, nice boy, but no direction. When I announced my new major, a hurried family council was held. Phone calls flew between aunts and uncles. Had anybody ever heard of anyone studying geology? What did you do with geology? Where did you go with it? Prospecting for oil? A novel pursuit for a black kid from the South Bronx. And, most critical to these security-haunted people, could geology lead to a pension? That was the magic word in our world. I remember coming home after I had been in the Army for five years and visiting my well-meaning, occasionally meddling Aunt Laurice. What kind of career was this Army? she asked, like a cross-examiner. What was I doing with my life? Snatching at the nearest defense, I mentioned that after twenty years I would get a half-pay pension. And I would only be forty-one. Her eyes widened. A pension? At forty-one? The discussion was over. I had it made.


  During my first semester at CCNY, something had caught my eye—young guys on campus in uniform. CCNY was a hotbed of liberalism, radicalism, even some leftover communism from the thirties; it was not a place where you would expect much of a military presence. When I returned to school in the fall of 1954, I inquired about the Reserve Officers Training Corps, and I enrolled in ROTC. I am not sure why. Maybe it was growing up in World War II and coming of age during the Korean conflict: the little banners in windows with a blue star, meaning someone from the family was in the service, or a gold star, meaning someone was not coming back. Back to Bataan, Thirty Seconds over Tokyo, Guadalcanal Diary, Colin Kelly, Audie Murphy, the five Sullivan brothers who went down with the cruiser U.S.S. Juneau, Pork Chop Hill, and The Bridges at Toko-Ri. All these images were burned into my consciousness during my most impressionable years. Or maybe it was the common refrain of that era—you are going to be drafted anyway, you might as well go in as an officer. I was not alone. CCNY might not have been West Point, but during the fifties it had the largest voluntary ROTC contingent in America, fifteen hundred cadets at the height of the Korean War.


  There came a day when I stood in line in the drill hall to be issued olive-drab pants and jacket, brown shirt, brown tie, brown shoes, a belt with a brass buckle, and an overseas cap. As soon as I got home, I put the uniform on and looked in the mirror. I liked what I saw. At this point, not a single Kelly Street friend of mine was going to college. I was seventeen. I felt cut off and lonely. The uniform gave me a sense of belonging, and something I had never experienced all the while I was growing up; I felt distinctive.


  In class, I stumbled through math, fumbled through physics, and did reasonably well in, and even enjoyed, geology. All I ever looked forward to was ROTC. Colonel Harold C. Brookhart, Professor of Military Science and Tactics, was our commanding officer. The colonel was a West Pointer and regular Army to his fingertips. He was about fifty years old, with thinning hair, of only medium height, yet he seemed imposing because of his bearing, impeccable dress, and no-nonsense manner. His assignment could not have been a coveted one for a career officer. I am sure he would have preferred commanding a regiment to teaching ROTC to a bunch of smart-aleck city kids on a liberal New York campus. But the Korean War had ended the year before. The Army was overloaded with officers, and Brookhart was probably grateful to land anywhere. Whatever he felt, he never let us sense that what we were doing was anything less than deadly serious.


  That fall, I experienced the novel pleasure of being courted by the three military societies on campus, the Webb Patrol, Scabbard and Blade, and the Pershing Rifles, ROTC counterparts of fraternities. Rushing consisted mostly of inviting potential pledges to smokers where we drank beer and watched pornographic movies. The movies, in the sexually repressed fifties, were supposed to be a draw. I hooted and hollered with the rest of the college boys through these grainy 8-millimeter films, in which the male star usually wore socks. But they were not what drew me to the Pershing Rifles. I pledged the PRs because they were the elite of the three groups.


  The pledge period involved typical ritualistic bowing and scraping before upperclassmen, and some hazing that aped West Point traditions. A junior would stand you at attention and demand the definition of certain words. To this day I can parrot the response for milk: “She walks, she talks, she’s made of chalk, the lactile fluid extracted from the female of the bovine species...” and on and on. I can spout half a dozen similar daffy definitions. When we finished the pledge period, we were allowed to wear distinctive blue-and-white shoulder cords and enamel crests on our uniforms. I found that I was much attracted by forms and symbols.


  One Pershing Rifles member impressed me from the start. Ronald Brooks was a young black man, tall, trim, handsome, the son of a Harlem Baptist preacher and possessed of a maturity beyond most college students. Ronnie was only two years older than I, but something in him commanded deference. And unlike me, Ronnie, a chemistry major, was a brilliant student. He was a cadet leader in the ROTC and an officer in the Pershing Rifles. He could drill men so that they moved like parts of a watch. Ronnie was sharp, quick, disciplined, organized, qualities then invisible in Colin Powell. I had found a model and a mentor. I set out to remake myself in the Ronnie Brooks mold.


  My experience in high school, on basketball and track teams, and briefly in Boy Scouting had never produced a sense of belonging or many permanent friendships. The Pershing Rifles did. For the first time in my life I was a member of a brotherhood. The PRs were in the CCNY tradition only in that we were ethnically diverse and so many of us were the sons of immigrants. Otherwise, we were out of sync with both the student radicals and the conservative engineering majors, the latter easy to spot by the slide rules hanging from their belts. PRs drilled together. We partied together. We cut classes together. We chased girls together. We had a fraternity office on campus from which we occasionally sortied out to class or, just as often, to the student lounge, where we tried to master the mambo. I served as an unlikely academic advisor, steering other Pershing Rifles into geology as an easy yet respectable route to a degree.


  The discipline, the structure, the camaraderie, the sense of belonging were what I craved. I became a leader almost immediately. I found a selflessness within our ranks that reminded me of the caring atmosphere within my family. Race, color, background, income meant nothing. The PRs would go the limit for each other and for the group. If this was what soldiering was all about, then maybe I wanted to be a soldier.


  I still worked occasional weekends and the Christmas season at Sickser’s. But as the school year ended, I wanted a summer job that paid more. And that is how I became a member of the International Brotherhood of Teamsters, Local 812. I had started out the summer in a Harlem furniture plant, screwing hinges on cabinets. My father was delighted to see me get up every morning and head for a paying job. But within three weeks, I told him that I had decided to leave. Pop was not happy. “You work three weeks and just up and quit? What are you gonna tell the boss?” I explained to Pop that I could make more money shaping up every morning with the Teamsters. I could read the message in Pop’s eyes. Shape up? When is this kid going to shape up? I made up some excuse for quitting and, to avoid embarrassment, sent a friend to pick up my last paycheck at the furniture plant.


  I did earn more shaping up every day at the Teamsters Hall, usually working as a helper on soft drink delivery trucks. One day the Teamsters agent announced a steady summer job that did not require shaping up, porter at a Pepsi-Cola bottling plant in Long Island City. None of the white kids raised a hand. The job was mine, though I was not quite sure what a porter did in a bottling plant. When I reported in, I was handed a mop, an experience that black workers have had for generations. I noticed that all the other porters were black and all the workers on the bottling machines were white. I took the mop. If that was what I had to do to earn $65 a week, I’d do it. I’d mop the place until it glowed in the dark. Whatever skill the job required, I soon mastered. You mop from side to side, not back and forth, unless you want to break your back. It could be godawful work, as it was the day fifty cases of Pepsi-Cola bottles came crashing down from a forklift and flooded the floor with sticky soda pop.


  At the end of the summer, the foreman said, “Kid, you mop pretty good.”


  “You gave me plenty of opportunity to learn,” I told him.


  “Come back next summer,” he said. “I’ll have a job for you.” Not behind a mop, I said. I wanted to work on the bottling machine. And the next year, that is where he put me. By the end of summer, I was deputy shift leader, and had learned a valuable lesson. All work is honorable. Always do your best, because someone is watching.


  I returned to college in the fall of 1955, commuting from Kelly Street. I did not have to be an urbanologist to see that the old neighborhood was deteriorating. The decline was just the latest chapter in the oldest story in New York, people moving up and out as their fortunes improved, and poorer people moving in to take their places. The Jewish families who had escaped Lower East Side tenements for the South Bronx were now moving to the suburbs. Poor Puerto Ricans were moving into their old apartments. Hunts Point had never been verandas and wisteria. And now it was getting worse, from gang fights to gang wars, from jackknives to switchblades, from zip guns to real guns, from marijuana to heroin. One day, I came home from CCNY to find that a kid I knew had been found in a hallway, dead of a heroin overdose. He would not be the last. I had managed to steer clear of the drug scene. I never smoked marijuana, never got high, in fact never experimented with any drugs. And for a simple reason; my folks would have killed me.


  As better-off families continued to flee, properties began to decay, even to be abandoned. Landlords cut their losses short and walked away from their buildings. In years to come, my own 952 Kelly Street would be abandoned, then burned out and finally demolished. But that was all in the future. For now, conversation among my relatives typically began, “When you getting out?” Aunt Laurice moved to the northern edge of the Bronx. So did Godmother Brash. Aunt Dot was already in Queens. When were Luther and Arie going to leave?


  The secret dream of these tenement dwellers had always been to own their own home. And so the Powell family began heading for the upper Bronx or Queens, Sunday after Sunday, house hunting in desirable black neighborhoods. But the prices were outrageous—$15,000, $20,000, with my parents’ combined income totaling about $100 a week. Weekends often ended with the real estate agent sick to death of us and my sister embarrassed to tears.


  My father also dreamed about numbers. He bought numbers books at the newsstands to work out winning combinations. And he still went in every day with Aunt Beryl. They usually played quarters. Then, one Saturday night, my father dreamed a number, and the next morning at St. Margaret’s the same number appeared on the hymn board. This, surely, was God taking Luther Powell by the hand and leading him to the Promised Land. Somehow, Pop and Aunt Beryl managed to scrape up $25 to put on the number. And they hit it, straight.


  I still remember the atmosphere of joy, disbelief, and anxiety when the numbers runner delivered the brown paper bags to our house. Pop took them to his room and dumped the money on his bed, $10,000 in tens and twenties, more than three years’ pay. He let me help him count it. The money was not going into any bank. This strike was nobody’s business. The bills were stashed all over the house, with my mother terrified that the tax man or thieves would be coming through the door any minute.


  And that was how the Powells managed to buy 183-68 Elmira Avenue, in the community of Hollis in the borough of Queens—for $17,500. The house was a three-bedroom bungalow in a neighborhood in transition; the whites were moving out and the blacks moving in. My folks bought from a Jewish family named Wiener, one of the few white families left. The neighborhood looked beautiful to us, and the Hollis address carried a certain cachet, a cut above Jamaica, Queens, and just below St. Albans, then another gold coast for middle-class blacks. Our new home was ivy-covered, well kept, and comfortable, and had a family room and a bar in the finished basement. Pop was now a property holder, eager to mow his postage-stamp lawn and prune his fruit trees. Luther Powell had joined the gentry.


  But owning a home frightened Mom. She worried constantly about making the mortgage payments. She talked incessantly about her old friends left at Banana Kelly. After a few months, my father came to me almost in tears. “I don’t think we can stay,” he said. “Your mother can’t take the loneliness. I’m not sure she’ll make it through the winter.” Two years passed before Mom overcame her fears, realized they could carry the mortgage, and stopped running back to the South Bronx.


  I now began commuting from Queens to CCNY via the subway, which led to my first serious romance, with a CCNY student. We began riding the A train from the campus downtown, where we would transfer, I out to Queens and the girl out to Brooklyn. I took her to meet my parents. They were perfectly polite to her, but reserved.


  My main college interest remained ROTC and the Pershing Rifles. Geology continued to be secondary, though I did enjoy the field trips. We went upstate and clambered over formations of synclines and anticlines. We had to diagram them and figure out their mirror images. If you had an anticline here, you should be able to predict a complementing syncline bulging out somewhere else. Very satisfying when I got it right. Geology allowed me to display my brilliance to my noncollege friends. “You know, the Hudson really isn’t a river.” “What are you talking about? College kid. Schmuck. Everybody knows the Hudson River’s a river.” I would then explain that the Hudson was a “drowned” river, up to about Poughkeepsie. The Ice Age had depressed the riverbed to a depth that allowed the Atlantic Ocean to flood inland. Consequently, the lower Hudson was really a saltwater estuary. I proudly pinpointed the farthest advance of the Ice Age. It stopped at Hillside Avenue running through Queens. You can see the ground sloping down along that line into St. Albans and Jamaica. I was startled to earn an A in one of my geology courses and wound up with three A’s in my major by graduation.


  In my junior year, I enrolled in advanced ROTC, which paid a princely $27.90 a month. My idol was still Ronnie Brooks. In his first two years at CCNY, Ronnie had become a cadet sergeant. I became a cadet sergeant. In advanced ROTC, Ronnie became a battalion commander. I became a battalion commander. Ronnie was a drillmaster. I became a drillmaster. Ronnie had been the PRs’ pledge officer, and in my junior year I became pledge officer, which allowed me to do something about the way we went after pledges. I told the brothers there was something wrong if the only way we could attract members was with dirty movies. Besides, I said, all the fraternities are doing the same thing. So what’s our edge? Let’s use a little imagination. Let’s show movies of what we do, like drill competitions. Let’s show them what we’re all about.


  The Pershing Rifles had a basement room in one of the houses along Amsterdam Avenue, provided by the CCNY administration to give this largely commuter campus a touch of college social life. I told the brothers to go out on the street, corral kids after they had gotten their jollies from porn movies at other houses, and bring them over to our place to see movies about what the PRs did. I was taking a risk. Success as a pledge officer was easy to measure. Pledges were either up or down from previous years. I anxiously awaited the day the rushees made their choice. When it was over, the Pershing Rifles had attracted the largest pledge class in years. This was a defining moment for me, the first small indication that I might be able to influence the outcome of events.


  One of the student pledges during this period was a rough diamond whose destiny was set the day he joined ROTC and the Pershing Rifles. His name was Antonio “Tony” Mavroudis, a Greek-American, also from Queens, who worked part-time as an auto mechanic. Tony was coarse, profane, street-smart, full of life. I loved him. Just as I had found my model in Ronnie Brooks, Tony found his model in me. We became as close as brothers, commuted together, dated together, raised hell together. And our lives were to be indelibly marked together, Tony’s more fatefully than mine, by a place neither of us had probably heard of at the time, Vietnam.


  During my last three college years, the drill hall became the center of my universe. A Major Nelson was in charge under the more remote Colonel Brookhart. The major ran interference for us with the college administration as we courted probation for mediocre grades, cutting classes, and pledge-week pranks. ROTC was also my introduction to the backbone of the Army, the NCOs who drilled us and taught the nuts-and-bolts courses. I remember most vividly a rough master sergeant named Lou Mohica: “Gentlemens, this is the Browning Automatic Rifle. I am going to teach youse how to disassemble and assemble the BAR. Listen to me, cuz if youse don’t youse could die in combat. Any questions so far?”


  I spent almost every Saturday at the drill hall, up to seven hours at a stretch, drawing an M-I rifle with the rest of the PR drill team, practicing the Queen Mary salute, rifle spins, and diagonal marching with fixed bayonets, a perilous business if you were careless. The Pershing Rifles took part in two competitions, regular drill, which Ronnie led, and trick drill, the fancy stuff, which he entrusted to me. In the spring of 1957, my junior year, we participated in a competition at the 71st Regiment Armory in New York against ROTC units from Fordham, New York University, Hofstra, and other institutions in the metropolitan region. We arrived with our mascots, Coke and Blackjack, two squirrels.


  Ronnie took his team out on the floor and scored 460 out of a possible 500 points to win the regular drill competition. Then it was my turn to lead the eighteen-man trick drill team. We had polished our brass with blitz cloths until we’d almost worn out the metal. Our faces were reflected in our shined shoes. And I had a few surprises in store that we had secretly rehearsed. Ordinarily, the drill team captain would just mark time as the team moved into its next maneuver. Instead, I launched into a dance solo, a step popular at the time, the camel walk. The audience went wild. We scored 492 out of a possible 500 points and took first place. My ambition for the next year was to succeed Ronnie as cadet colonel of the entire CCNY regiment, become company commander of the Pershing Rifles, as Ronnie had been, and sweep both ends of the drill competition.


  Needless to say, none of the Pershing Rifles’ successes cut much ice with the general CCNY student body, which at best tolerated us as chauvinist nuts. At worst, the campus newspaper called for dissolving ROTC.


  I have a desk set that I have carried with me for over thirty-five years, two Scheaffer pens and pen holders mounted on a marble base. I kept the set on my desk in the White House when I was National Security Advisor and at the Pentagon when I was Chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff. I cherish it for what it says on a small attached plaque, a story that begins on a day in the summer of 1957.


  It was an anxious moment for my father. Pop had taken me to lunch with two ROTC pals, Tony DePace and George Urcioli, and then to the Greyhound bus terminal in Manhattan. He was fidgeting, full of dire warnings, convinced he was never going to see his son again. My friends and I were off to Fort Bragg, North Carolina, for ROTC summer training, my first venture into the South. Pop told me that he had asked our priest, Father Weeden, to find some black Episcopalians in Fayetteville, near Fort Bragg, to look after me. I was embarrassed and told him to stop fussing.


  As it turned out, we were picked up by the Army at the bus depot immediately and whisked off to Fort Bragg, where I spent the next six weeks isolated from Southern life. If Fort Bragg was an ethnic awakening for me, it was in meeting whites who were not Poles, Jews, or Greeks. Here I met virtually my first WASPs. We spent our days training on the rifle range, firing 81mm mortars, learning how to camouflage and how to set up roadblocks, and I loved every minute of it. I also got off to a running start. My reputation for drilling troops had preceded me, and I was named acting company commander.


  At the end of our six weeks, we fell out on the parade ground for presentation of honors. We were judged on course grades, rifle range scores, physical fitness, and demonstrated leadership. I was named “Best Cadet, Company D.” These are the words engraved on the desk set that was presented to me that day and that I still treasure. A student from Cornell, Adin B. Capron, was selected Best Cadet for the entire encampment. I came in second in that category.


  I was feeling marvelous about my honor. And then, the night before we left, as we were turning in our gear, a white supply sergeant took me aside. “You want to know why you didn’t get best cadet in camp?” he said. I had not given it a thought. “You think these Southern ROTC instructors are going to go back to their colleges and say the best kid here was a Negro?” I was stunned more than angered by what he said. I came from a melting-pot community. I did not want to believe that my worth could be diminished by the color of my skin. Wasn’t it possible that Cadet Capron was simply better than Cadet Powell?


  I got a more elemental taste of racism while driving home. I left Fort Bragg with two white noncommissioned officers from the CCNY ROTC unit. We drove straight through the night, occasionally stopping at gas stations that had three rest rooms, men, women, and colored, the one I had to use. Blacks were apparently ahead of their time, already unisex. I did not start to relax until we reached Washington, didn’t feel safe until we were north of Baltimore. I was reminded of that old routine from the Apollo Theater: “Hey, brother, where you from?” “Alabama.” “I’d like to welcome you to the United States and hope you had a pleasant crossing.”


  These brief episodes apart, the summer of ’57 was a triumph for me. I was returning home to my girl. I was bringing my parents something they had never had from me—proof, with my desk set, that I had at last excelled. And I had found something that I did well. I could lead. The discovery was no small gift for a young man at age twenty.


  Back in college, I continued doing just enough to get by, my other mediocre grades pulled up by straight A’s in ROTC. The previous spring, Colonel Brookhart had informed me that I was going to succeed Ronnie Brooks. I was to be cadet colonel, running the entire CCNY regiment, then one thousand strong. I was also elected company commander of the Pershing Rifles. I was intent on winning both the regular and trick drill competitions for the PRs at that year’s regional meet, as Ronnie had done before me. I led the regular drill team and delegated the trick drill team to an imposing fellow named John Pardo, a fine leader.


  I sensed early on, however, that the drill team was losing its edge. John was distracted by girlfriend problems. Other members came to me complaining that his mind was not on the upcoming competition. I wanted to take the team away from John and give it to somebody else. The best solution was probably to take it over myself, since I had led the winning team the year before. But John kept saying, “I can do it.” We competed that year, as I recall, at the 369th Regiment Armory. We won the regular competition, which I led, but lost the trick competition. Overall, we came in second. I was angry, mostly at myself. I had failed the trick drill team, and I had failed John Pardo too, by letting him go on that floor unprepared, when I knew better.


  That day, I started absorbing a lesson as valid for a cadet in a musty college drill hall as for a four-star general in the Pentagon. I learned that being in charge means making decisions, no matter how unpleasant. If it’s broke, fix it. When you do, you win the gratitude of the people who have been suffering under the bad situation. I learned in a college drill competition that you cannot let the mission suffer, or make the majority pay to spare the feelings of an individual. Long years afterward, I kept a saying under the glass on my desk at the Pentagon that made the point succinctly if inelegantly: “Being responsible sometimes means pissing people off.”


  That brief lapse was not fatal to John Pardo. Nearly thirty years later, soldiers at Fort Myer were treated to a rare sight: the deputy national security advisor to the President and a prominent New York graphics designer (Powell and Pardo, respectively) and other paunchy, middle-aged men carrying out a rusty version of their old trick drill fireworks in front of my residence at a reunion of the Pershing Rifles.


  We all still remain in touch—Tony DePace, Mark Gatanas, Rich Goldfarb, Bill Scott, John Theologos, and others who made Army careers, retiring as full colonels, and Sam Ebbesen, a black, who rose to lieutenant general. Some who stayed in were killed in Vietnam. Most of those who did not remain in the military have been successful, like Pardo, in civilian careers. Vietnam also killed the ROTC program and the Pershing Rifles at CCNY in the early seventies, which I deeply regret. Not only did our citizen Army lose a special kind of officer, one coming out of the inner city, but we have denied to these young people an opportunity to maintain structure in their lives and to make a useful contribution to their country. Too bad.


  On June 9, 1958, at 8:00 p.m., I entered CCNY’s Aronowitz Auditorium. A few weeks before, my father had come into my room, sat on the edge of the bed, and, with a twinkling eye, handed me an envelope. He had cleaned out a savings account that he and my mother had been keeping for me since I was a child. Six hundred dollars. I was rich! The first thing I did was to head downtown to Morry Luxenberg’s, regarded as the best military haberdasher in New York, to be outfitted.


  The First Army band was playing and I was wearing Morry’s uniform when I strode past my parents onto the Aronowitz Auditorium stage. “I, Colin Luther Powell, do solemnly swear that I will support and defend the Constitution of the United States against all enemies foreign and domestic,” I repeated with my classmates, “and that I will well and faithfully discharge the duties of the office upon which I am about to enter, so help me God.” We live in a more cynical age today. We are embarrassed by expressions of patriotism. But when I said those words almost four decades ago, they sent a shiver down my spine. They still do.


  Because I was a “Distinguished Military Graduate,” I was offered a regular rather than a reserve commission, which meant that I would have to serve three rather than two years on active duty. I eagerly accepted.


  For me, graduation from college the next day was anticlimactic. The night before, after our commissioning, I had gone out celebrating with the boys. We had resumed the revelry the following noon at a college hangout called the Emerald Bar. My mother, knowing where to find me, had to send a cousin to haul me over to my graduation, which in her mind had been the whole point of the previous four and a half years. I tended to look on my B.S. in geology as an incidental dividend.


  For much of our growing up, Marilyn and I had been “latchkey kids,” left by ourselves or with neighbors and relatives after school. This situation is supposed to be a prescription for trouble. But that day, Luther and Arie Powell, Jamaican immigrants, garment-district workers, were the parents of two college graduates, with their son now an Army officer as well. Small achievements as the world measures success, but mountaintops in their lives. Thirty-five years later, I was asked by Parade magazine to talk about those two people. “My parents,” I said, “did not recognize their own strengths.” It was nothing they ever said that taught us, I recalled. “It was the way they lived their lives,” I said. “If the values seem correct or relevant, the children will follow the values.” I had been shaped not by preaching, but by example, by moral osmosis. Banana Kelly, the embracing warmth of an extended family, St. Margaret’s Church, and let’s weave in the Jamaican roots and a little calypso—all provided an enviable send-off on life’s journey.


  I also owe an unpayable debt to the New York City public education system. I typified the students that CCNY was created to serve, the sons and daughters of the inner city, the poor, the immigrant. Many of my college classmates had the brainpower to attend Harvard, Yale, or Princeton. What they lacked was money and influential connections. Yet they have gone on to compete with and often surpass alumni of the most prestigious private campuses in this country.


  I have made clear that I was no great shakes as a scholar. I have joked over the years that the CCNY faculty handed me a diploma, uttering a sigh of relief, and were happy to pass me along to the military. Yet, even this C-average student emerged from CCNY prepared to write, think, and communicate effectively and equipped to compete against students from colleges that I could never have dreamed of attending. If the Statue of Liberty opened the gateway to this country, public education opened the door to attainment here. Schools like my sister’s Buffalo State Teachers College and CCNY have served as the Harvards and Princetons of the poor. And they served us well. I am, consequently, a champion of public secondary and higher education. I will speak out for them and support them for as long as I have the good sense to remember where I came from.


  Shortly before the commissioning ceremony in Aronowitz Auditorium, Colonel Brookhart called me into his office in the drill hall. “Sit down, Mr. Powell,” he said. I did, sitting at attention. “You’ve done well here. You’ll do well in the Army. You’re going to Fort Benning soon.”


  He warned me that I needed to be careful. Georgia was not New York. The South was another world. I had to learn to compromise, to accept a world I had not made and that was beyond my changing. He mentioned the black general Benjamin O. Davis, who had been with him at West Point, where Davis was shunned the whole four years by his classmates, including, I assumed, Brookhart. Davis had gotten himself into trouble in the South, Brookhart said, because he had tried to buck the system. The colonel was telling me, in effect, not to rock the boat, to be a “good Negro.”


  I do not remember being upset by what he said. He meant well. Like all of us, Brookhart was a product of his times and his environment. Beneath the West Point armor, he was a caring human being. I thanked him and left.


  I took my girl out to Coney Island for a final fling, and a few days after graduation, I headed for Georgia. My parents expected that I would serve the three years, and after that, come back to New York and begin to make something of my life.
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