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		INTRODUCTION

		I first heard of the Reverend John E. Brooks, S.J., in late 2005, when I was a senior writer at BusinessWeek. I was having lunch at a midtown Manhattan restaurant with a PR executive named Eric Starkman and his client Stan Grayson, a lawyer and former deputy mayor of New York who was then president of one of the country’s few minority-owned investment banks, M.R. Beal & Company. It was really just a courtesy meeting; I rarely covered Wall Street, but I trusted Eric’s judgment about people, and he said Grayson was a man I should take the time to meet. Over lunch, the three of us chatted about the economy, basketball, and how New York had changed since Grayson oversaw its finances during the 1980s. The conversation turned to Ted Wells, a lawyer who had been profiled in a New York Times article that week. Wells was representing Scooter Libby, the senior aide to Vice President Dick Cheney who’d been charged with perjury and obstruction of justice for allegedly leaking the identity of CIA officer Valerie Plame to the media. It seemed natural that Libby would turn to Wells, who had a record of representing high-profile defendants, including junk bond king Michael Milken, former agriculture secretary Mike Espy, tobacco giant Philip Morris, and Exxon Mobil, and who would later go on to represent Eliot Spitzer. The Times article had painted Wells as a formidable trial lawyer—“one of the best” in the country—who had been raised by a single mother in Washington, D.C., and had attended college on a football scholarship.

		It turned out that Wells and Grayson had attended the College of the Holy Cross in Worcester, Massachusetts, together. Grayson recalled that Wells had shared a dorm room with Eddie Jenkins, who became a running back with the Miami Dolphins during the team’s legendary 1972 perfect season and went on to establish his own law practice before becoming chairman of the Massachusetts Alcoholic Beverages Control Commission. Down the hall from them, Grayson said, was the writer Edward P. Jones, who would later win a MacArthur Foundation “genius” grant and a Pulitzer Prize for his novel The Known World. Another hallmate was future Supreme Court justice Clarence Thomas.

		They had all arrived on campus in the fall of 1968, at a time when the civil rights of African Americans had taken on a new urgency amid the rise of the black power movement and the assassination of Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr., earlier that year, in April. The passage of the Civil Rights Act of 1964 and the Voting Rights Act a year later had fostered both hope and frustration: hope that black Americans would finally experience the same rights and opportunities as everyone else, and frustration that the progress was so slow. One of the most obvious signs of inequality was the higher education system. While public schools had started to desegregate in the 1950s, many of the nation’s top colleges remained bastions of white privilege well over a decade later. They had been slow to open their doors to black students, and even slower to reach out to them with scholarships and support. Racial integration may have been a topic of debate on college campuses by 1968, but evidence of it was still in short supply. To have such an accomplished group of African American men emerge from a small Irish Catholic college in central Massachusetts seemed both unusual and amazing.

		“Was there something in the water?” I joked. Grayson shook his head and said, “It was Father Brooks.” He went on to describe a compassionate, if sometimes brusque, priest who mentored, defended, coached, and befriended the group of black students who were at Holy Cross in the late 1960s. He’d personally had a hand in recruiting them to the school and had pushed to get the money for full scholarships at a time when many of his peers were unsure about whether to seek out minority students. He’d then nurtured them through their often challenging years at Holy Cross. When all of the black students at the college had quit school in protest against alleged racism in 1969, Brooks had been the one to bring them back. When the students needed supplies, transportation, and a place where they could live together and create a community on the otherwise white campus, Brooks had come through with the money or authorization needed to make it happen. It was less the material support, though, than the knowledge that he believed in the young men and had their backs. Without Brooks, Grayson insisted, “none of us would have made it.”

		I asked Grayson when he had last been in touch with the priest, expecting to hear another anecdote from the early 1970s. The answer, “a few weeks ago,” surprised me. Since the men had graduated, Brooks had remained involved in their lives—standing up for Thomas in his bid for the Supreme Court, calling members of the group to celebrate accomplishments, presiding over weddings and the occasional funeral. Decades after they had left the school, many of the men had continued to gather at Wells’s house for an annual barbecue. The college friends were godfathers to one another’s children.

		Naturally, I was curious. In the months and years that followed, I met with Brooks and the men whose lives he had influenced. In addition to Wells, Thomas, Jones, Grayson, and Jenkins, other talented young black men mentored by Father Brooks had gone on to build successful careers in law, business, and other areas. One became a prominent physician who served on Air Force Two; another spent two seasons in the NFL. The story was not entirely a triumphant one: Of the twenty black men who arrived at Holy Cross in the fall of 1968—nineteen freshmen and Thomas, who had transferred to the school as a sophomore—only a dozen would make it to graduation. Some got distracted by drugs, politics, and the lure of life outside of the classroom. Some dropped out, or were kicked out. Still, a number of them thrived spectacularly, both at Holy Cross and in the world at large.

		Though they came of age during an era that Reverend Jesse Jackson described to me as one marked by “warmth toward social justice from the top,” the men’s success was not merely a product of the times. Even Ted Wells, who identifies strongly with the larger generational movement that pushed for everything from racial integration to ending the Vietnam War, marvels at the accomplishments of the small, tight-knit group. “Sometimes I think it could have been serendipity,” Wells told me. “I like to think it’s something more—some combination of us and Father Brooks and other people we met during this incredible time in history.”

		To me there seemed to be a powerful story behind Wells’s breezy assessment. The black recruits’ experiences raised important questions about the role that one man could play in altering the lives of those around him, even as he struggled to meet competing demands. I was also intrigued by the influence that the men had on one another, and on the middle-aged Jesuit who knew little about the African American experience. I wanted to learn more about the individual experiences of these men during a formative period in their development, a period that’s often subject to revisionist history later in life. Memories of college can come to take on a golden aura or can be cast aside in disdain once they’re at odds with a person’s new life script. The moments of bitterness or joy can become exaggerated, while perceptions about the influences of particular events or people are apt to change.

		To read the memoirs of Justice Clarence Thomas, for example, is to learn about a Holy Cross experience that’s abbreviated and seems somewhat diminished—a chapter in which an angry rebel ultimately comes to his senses and manages to distance himself from his radicalized peers. To talk to Thomas in person, though, is to listen to a man whose loud laugh and obvious fondness for his former classmates suggest a more nuanced experience during those years in Worcester. Some classmates recall a more studious or sullen side of Thomas; others remember the jokes, the debates, and the camaraderie. What Thomas doesn’t dispute is where he found help in getting through a tough period. To him, there’s no surprise in the successes of Ted Wells, Stan Grayson, and Ed Jones. It wasn’t serendipity that his peers went on to have such successful careers, he told me. “It was Father Brooks.”

		What follows is the story of five of those men who met during a transformative period in U.S. history, men who were eager to embrace new opportunities being offered even as they voiced anger at what was still being denied. They were an unfamiliar force at an all-male college that, like many other schools in the late 1960s, was struggling to hold on to its traditions while trying to adapt to new realities. And they were influenced by a Boston-born Jesuit who, besides changing their lives, was himself forever changed by this first group of black recruits to come to Holy Cross.

	
		ONE

		All of King’s Men

		On April 4, 1968, eight black students were enrolled at the College of the Holy Cross. One, an outgoing and opinionated sophomore named Arthur “Art” Martin, from Newark, New Jersey, was studying in his dorm’s common room when he heard a commotion in the hall. A white student ran in and announced to everyone present that “Martin Luther Coon” had been shot. He looked Art straight in the eye, as if daring him to acknowledge the slur. There was an uncomfortable silence in the room as the other students all turned to stare, curious to see how the black student was going to react to the news of the civil rights leader’s death. Art calmly got up and left the study area. He held his composure until he found his friend Orion Douglass, a black senior from Savannah, and only then did his tears start to flow.

		About 1,400 miles away, at the Immaculate Conception Seminary, a young student was battling his rage. Conception, Missouri, was no place to mourn the death of a black man. Clarence Thomas knew he didn’t fit in. From the minute he had arrived from Georgia in the tiny rural community where he had come to study for the priesthood, he’d had misgivings that were increasingly hard to ignore. Thomas had promised his grandfather that he would become the first black priest in Savannah, and he knew that the consequences of letting down the man who had raised him would be dire. His grandfather had made it clear that if Thomas dropped out of school, he would not be welcome back home. Thomas hadn’t expected to have fun in Missouri—he wasn’t the type of teenager who put having a good time ahead of an education—but the isolation and loneliness he experienced was a shock. While Thomas may have come across as friendly and enthusiastic to his fellow seminarians—three of whom were black—he had privately come to loathe his life at the pastoral theology school. Though he liked quite a few of his peers, he felt he had little in common with them. They sometimes stared at his black skin and spoke disparagingly about men like Martin Luther King, Jr., and Malcolm X. The biggest problem, though, wasn’t the other men but the demons he was battling within himself. Thomas had been mourning the death of a friend who had been killed in a fight in Savannah, and had been reading about the philosophies of a new generation of black leaders.
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		Clarence Thomas

		That sorrow, combined with the racial tensions he felt at the seminary, had merely added to his doubts about why he was there. The Roman Catholic Church had once seemed like a sanctuary from racism to Thomas. The Franciscan sisters who had taught him at St. Benedict the Moor Grammar School had shown him a level of respect he had rarely encountered on the streets of Savannah. Even St. John Vianney Minor Seminary, a white boarding school near Savannah where he had finished up high school and endured occasional teasing, had been at least tolerable in his mind. But a lot had changed over the past year. Civil rights activists like Stokeley Carmichael and Bobby Seale had helped to make black power a rallying cry on campuses nationwide, instilling black students with both a sense of pride and anger about social injustice. There was a growing sense across the country that it was time to give African Americans the rights they had been denied for so long. But one institution that had yet to come to that conclusion, in Thomas’s view, was the Roman Catholic Church. Despite the bold and inclusive vision of Catholicism that emerged from the Second Vatican Council, or Vatican II, he saw hypocrisy in where the Church was spending its energies. Thomas found that the Church’s discussions about how to become more relevant were lacking any real focus on the evils of racism, or on the racial segregation within the Church hierarchy. Thomas had once believed that becoming a priest would put him on equal footing with his white peers; now he wasn’t so sure. With each passing day, he instead felt more diminished and full of doubt.

		Even as he gave the appearance of fitting in, Thomas felt left out by the conversations that seemed to grow quieter when he entered a room, the choice of TV shows in common areas, and even the letters that other students received from parents who seemed to care about their sons in a way that his own mother and father never had. His father had left the family when Clarence was a toddler, while his mother had left her two boys with their grandfather when Thomas was barely seven.

		The scripture Thomas studied felt out of sync with the realities of 1968. The men living in Conception seemed to him oblivious to a world that was exploding with images of war, protests, and injustice. Instead of acting as a catalyst in the push for racial equality, the Church seemed to have become an oasis from it. It was hard for him to keep his faith when, amid all the battles and debates and violence over civil rights, the Church said nothing. As he would say years later, the silence haunted him.

		Martin Luther King, Jr., was a beacon of hope for Thomas; through his work, King had helped him to articulate the pain he felt at being black in a racist world, a pain that Thomas had worked hard to ignore most of his life. The only time he had really been unaware of it was in the small black community of Pin Point, Georgia, where he had lived until the age of six. After his younger brother, Myers, accidentally burned down the house where they lived, the boys had moved to the slums of Savannah with their mother while Thomas’s older sister stayed in Pin Point with another relative.

		On the evening of April 4, Thomas was walking back to his dormitory when one of the men watching TV suddenly yelled that King had been shot. As Thomas stood there, trying to digest the news, he heard a white classmate say, “That’s good. I hope the son of a bitch dies.” The man who’d said he hoped King would die was a future priest. In that moment, all of the white students seemed the same to Thomas. Just as King had given voice to Thomas’s hopes, one wisecracking student brought clarity to his anger. It was apparent to him that he didn’t belong with these men. There was no sanctuary in the Church, no equality in Catholicism for people like him. Thomas no longer felt a desire to swallow his rage and head off to the chapel to pray. He simply made a decision, then and there, to leave the seminary and never come back. Later in life, Thomas would refer back to King’s death as a turning point, as the moment when he abandoned both his faith and his vocation.

		At seventeen, Eddie Jenkins had a confidence that many adults envied. He was handsome, in an approachable sort of way, and had a reputation for being charming and funny. His days were filled with commuting more than two hours to school and football practice in Brooklyn before returning to Queens and his after-school job at Alexander’s department store. On April 4, Jenkins was stocking shelves at Alexander’s when he looked up to see an older black man walking slowly toward him. What an Uncle Tom, the teen thought to himself. The low hang of the stranger’s head gave the man the kind of look that men his father’s age sometimes had, as if they had spent so much of their lives bowing to white people that they had forgotten how to stand tall. Jenkins turned away in disgust and went back to his work, absently wondering why the street outside wasn’t buzzing with its usual mix of music, laughter, and the chatter of commuters.
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		Eddie Jenkins

		As the man approached him, Jenkins grudgingly asked if he needed help.

		“The king is dead,” the man said.

		Jenkins saw tears in the man’s eyes and suddenly understood why he looked so beaten down. Martin Luther King, Jr., was dead. The teen was overcome with shock. But his most overwhelming reaction was shame—shame that he had stereotyped a grieving man as a coward.

		The man looked straight into Jenkins’s eyes. “You can go home now,” he said. The statement struck him as surprisingly bold, but Jenkins immediately went to the register and cashed out. When he turned around, the man was gone. Once outside, he realized again how quiet the streets were. In other parts of the city, people were already smashing store windows and setting fires, but on Queens Boulevard it seemed like the world had stopped. The few people who were still milling around were walking in silence, trying to absorb King’s death. When Jenkins got home to the Flushing section of Queens known as “Da’Ville,” his family was gathered in the living room.

		“It had to be a white man,” his father said, looking up from the TV. Eddie’s father was a former merchant marine with a strong gut instinct. It was a trait that had enabled him to form the neighborhood’s first boys’ baseball team when Eddie was ten, soliciting hand-me-down uniforms from the local Jewish league and inviting white boys who hadn’t made the cut elsewhere. The team won the league championships in its first year, and Jenkins’s father went on to become league commissioner. No one knew yet who had killed King, but there was no doubt in Eddie’s father’s voice. Moreover, everyone else in the room was equally convinced that he was right.

		At that moment, all of the speeches Eddie had heard from his father about learning to work with white people felt meaningless. The world was divided again. Eddie thought there was no way that black America would let this man die without some kind of retribution. He wanted to rush outside to see what was happening, but his parents convinced him to stay in the house. He had too much to lose, they said—the chance at a football scholarship, college, a lucrative career. None of those things would come to someone who was caught participating in violent demonstrations. Eddie obediently sat down in the living room and stared numbly at the TV.

		Years later, after Jenkins and his Miami Dolphins had won the 1972 Super Bowl and he had moved from the NFL to become a politically active lawyer and chairman of the Massachusetts Alcoholic Beverages Control Commission, he would still cite King’s death as a turning point in his life. The civil rights battles that had seemed somewhat abstract up to that point suddenly felt personal.

		By the age of seventeen, Edward Paul Jones had given up on the idea of real friendship. He and his family had already moved eighteen times around their poor northwest neighborhood in Washington, D.C. What had stayed consistent, he would later recall, were the rats and rent collectors that seemed to follow them to each new location. On the night of April 4, Jones was where he usually was at that time of day, at home, sitting alone and reading a book.
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		Edward P. Jones

		His mother was washing dishes, cleaning floors, and peeling potatoes at a French restaurant called Chez François in the center of town. His father had left long ago, when Ed was two and his mother was pregnant with her third child. Jones’s sister, now fifteen, had moved up to Brooklyn a few years earlier to live with an aunt, and his sixteen-year-old brother was living in a “children’s village” in Laurel, Maryland, about twenty miles outside Washington. Jones vividly remembered the day his mother had to confront the reality that her middle child had come into the world with a brain that, as he would later put it, didn’t work quite right. Jones was four years old when a letter arrived. Unable to read or write, his mother had wandered through the boardinghouse where they lived, trying to find someone to read it. When she finally found a man on his way up the stairs, he told her that the note was from a city court, warning her that officials were coming to take Joseph away because he was “feeble-minded.” Jeanette had collapsed on the stairs in tears, clutching her daughter as Ed just watched and felt alone.

		Now it was just Ed and his mother, living together but largely keeping out of each other’s way. He had turned off the evening news earlier than usual, thus missing the special bulletin that announced King’s assassination. Jones didn’t learn about King’s death until the next morning, when he turned on the radio. He and his mother sat in silence. Neither of them had ever paid much attention to the civil rights leader. His mother had been too busy keeping up with the demands of life to let herself get wrapped up in dreaming about civil rights. For her bookish son, the idea that King’s fight might become his own seemed equally remote.

		By the time Jones went outside, he smelled smoke and stepped over broken glass—evidence of the rioting that had begun during the night. He was barely a block from home when a black man walked by, struggling with a television in his arms. A group of white men came up behind him and confiscated it. They looked official, wearing what appeared to be something akin to police uniforms, but there was something in the way they laughed when they grabbed the TV set that made Jones think they were just robbers in another guise.

		Jones wandered the streets surveying the destruction. When he came up to a Hahn Shoes store he had passed every day, he stopped. The windows were broken and people were streaming onto the streets with as many shoe boxes as they could carry. Jones felt himself drawn inside, where his eyes watered from what he assumed must have been tear gas. His eyes fell on a display of twenty-dollar shoes, and he quickly pulled out a pair that seemed to be his size and ran out. They would be good shoes for college, he decided.

		Although he performed well at school, Jones didn’t know much about his chances for college. He had looked at Howard University, but just applying there would have meant paying extra money to take the relatively new ACT college entrance exam in addition to the usual SAT test, so he had ruled it out. And he was nowhere near the top of the list at the new Federal City College, which seemed to be accepting everybody. He was no athlete, either. He hadn’t even done particularly well on the SAT. But a few months earlier, a young Jesuit who knew him from the neighborhood had told him about Holy Cross, where a priest named John Brooks was eager to recruit black students. The priest told Jones that Brooks might drive him to the campus for a weekend if Jones could get a bus to Philadelphia and meet up with some other students. Jones decided to follow up on the offer. As he grabbed the shoes, he was thinking about wearing them to Worcester.

		Stanley Grayson was enjoying his status as a minor celebrity. The basketball team at All Saints High School in Detroit had recently won the state championships for the first time in its history, and many gave Grayson the credit. With just seconds left and a one-point lead in the final game, Grayson had been fouled and sank both his shots to seal a victory. The six-foot-four team captain was suddenly a hero. The city’s Catholic High School League named him outstanding scholar-athlete of the year. He was getting scholarship offers from schools that included Villanova and the University of Michigan. Having also helped his team finish as runner-up in the state championships the year before, Grayson didn’t have to worry about anyone doubting his skills. Whatever discomfort he may have felt at being black in a school full of Hungarian and Polish kids was outweighed by the reality that, at the moment, he was a star.
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		Stanley Grayson

		Grayson didn’t have many complaints. He couldn’t recall a time when he’d ever felt underprivileged. Detroit had been the site of a racial inferno a year earlier, but it wasn’t the same hotbed of inequality that characterized the South. The auto industry’s booming success enabled men of all colors to get assembly-line jobs, where they could make enough money to support their families. Grayson’s father, who worked in quality control at the Ford Motor Company, took pride in supporting his five children. He could be angry at times—a leftover, his children felt, from his days of serving in a black platoon in the South Pacific during World War II—but he loved his family and he wanted his children to make something of their lives. Grayson, the second-oldest child in the family, was sure of a few things. One was that he didn’t want to go to Vietnam, where his older brother was serving as a Marine. The second was that he wanted to go to college and play basketball.

		Grayson was sitting at home on the night of April 4 when the phone rang. He rushed to pick it up so that the noise wouldn’t wake his mother, who was resting before starting her night shift as a nurse. One of Grayson’s teammates was on the other end of the line.

		“Turn on the TV,” he said to Grayson.

		“What’s going on?”

		“Just turn on the TV. King has just been killed.”

		Grayson hung up without saying goodbye and ran to the TV set. There were images of dazed people milling around the hospital in Memphis, Tennessee, where King had been pronounced dead. President Lyndon B. Johnson had given a televised statement from the White House talking about the sadness he felt at the “brutal slaying” and asked “every citizen to reject the blind violence that has struck Dr. King.” It was clear from the president’s voice that he was worried about the possibility of riots, which were already starting to break out across the country. As he watched the screen, Grayson’s confident excitement about the future was gone. In its place a cloud now seemed to hover above the country. He wondered whether Detroit was going to be destroyed again.

		The city hadn’t yet fully recovered from the chaos of the previous summer, when five days of looting, burning, and angry marches had left more than two thousand buildings destroyed, hundreds injured, and forty-three people dead. Grayson vividly recalled witnessing his neighbors’ anger against the humiliating police tactics, and now he listened for the sounds of glass being smashed and people yelling. Yet Detroit seemed oddly quiet. Even so, his instinct was to stick close to home. Everyone feared a repeat of 1967. Later he found out that there were some signs of protest elsewhere in the city, but nothing on par with what was happening in some other major cities. After the events of the previous summer, the Detroit police had learned how to clamp down quickly on troublemakers. That was fine by Grayson. The last thing he wanted to do was set buildings on fire to mourn the life of a man who preached nonviolence. It felt wrong, and he had his own future to worry about.

		Years later, the investment banker and former deputy mayor of New York would still shake his head in sadness when thinking about King’s death. “For me and my peers, it turned our worlds upside down,” he said during an interview at the headquarters of M.R. Beal in lower Manhattan. “Here’s a man who had asked people to judge him by the content of his character and not by the color of his skin. He had the power to make people act. You have to understand how much hope a lot of us had invested in Dr. King. When he died, I think a lot of that hope died with him.”

		Theodore V. Wells, Jr., had never seen anything like the tanks that were rolling through his neighborhood in Washington, D.C. He sat on the front steps of his small rowhouse with a friend, his eyes fixed on a parade of armored personnel carriers and army trucks that were all headed downtown to quell the riots. Wells noticed that troops from the Maryland National Guard were already stationed around the corner to prevent the arson and looting from spreading to his working-class neighborhood; tanks had even parked on the Coolidge High School football fields. A little more than a day had passed since King’s death, but the area around Fourteenth Street had already been largely destroyed.

		Wells’s football coach was angry about the military presence. Although he understood the magnitude of the event and the seriousness of the violence that had broken out in response to it, being black himself he could hardly welcome the armed and mainly white soldiers who were stopping his team from practicing. Wells, though, felt both exhilarated and scared. As he passed through the school parking lot, he noticed a man standing beside the open trunk of his car, trying to sell clothes that had been stolen in the riot.
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		Theodore Wells

		On the night of King’s death, Wells and his friends had been playing pickup basketball on a court near the high school when his mother had come to tell him the news. Phyllis Wells was a mailroom clerk at the Department of the Navy, earning just enough to raise her son and his younger sister. Ma Wells, as she liked to be called, showered her children with love, and she did the same for the young friends and neighbors who constantly dropped by their home in northwest Washington. A good life, she told her children, was about putting in the effort. Having moved at eighteen from a small farm in Virginia to take a government job, she knew that success never came from laziness. But she also understood the power of laughter, community, and good food, and cooked a massive meal every Sunday for Ted and his friends. They, and everyone else in the neighborhood, adored Ma Wells.

		As soon as she heard about King’s death, Ma Wells immediately began to worry for her son. Ted—or “Tokey,” as everyone in the neighborhood called him—was a diligent student and a star center on the school’s football team. Out on the street, though, where rage was escalating fast, a six-foot-two, 230-pound black man could easily become a police target. Wells’s mother went straight to the basketball court and insisted that her son and his friends come back to the house. They all followed her, unsure of what to do next.

		The riots started slowly that night. Stokely Carmichael, a former chairman of the Student Nonviolent Coordinating Committee (SNCC) who had months earlier become prime minister of the Black Panther Party, held a press conference in the U.S. Capitol, calling the murder of Dr. King a declaration of war against black people. Carmichael then led mourners through the neighborhoods near Wells’s home, asking that owners close their stores out of respect for King. The requests then turned to demands, and things escalated from there. Soon it hardly mattered what the store owners did: Some people just felt like lashing out. Carmichael was said to have told people to stay calm, but it was too late. Emotions were running high as hymns played from transistor radios, and TV networks ran clips of King’s speeches. It didn’t take long for the looting to begin.

		Although the city was still calm enough on Friday morning for Wells and his sister, who was eleven years younger, to go to school, the situation deteriorated fast. By noon so many rioters were throwing rocks and bottles at cars that his mother couldn’t get a ride home from work. Ted picked up his sister from school; when they got home, they could see the tanks and army trucks from their front porch. Ted had a passion for civil rights that had been nourished by living in the center of black Washington and attending occasional protest rallies. While he admired Carmichael and his calls for black power, he had no particular desire to rage against the establishment.

		Wells was a good student, used to getting straight A’s on his report cards and praise for his work ethic. Even in elementary school, he had kept track of his grades, creating his own report card long before the official one arrived. Once, when a teacher dared to give him a lower-than-expected mark, he went to her with his own handwritten record of his achievements and convinced her to raise the grade. He wasn’t a protester by nature; he was a charmer, a leader, the one who stood up for classmates against bullies and could always make his teammates laugh. He had his sights set on Howard University, a historically black institution that had been Carmichael’s alma mater and that was where President Johnson had delivered a landmark speech on civil rights a few years earlier. Howard was the kind of place where Wells could imagine himself becoming a leader.

		By Sunday morning, more than eight hundred fires were burning across D.C., mostly in black neighborhoods. More than a thousand people were hurt, and twelve were dead, though Mayor-Commissioner Walter Washington had instructed the police not to shoot at rioters. The devastation was staggering: Hundreds of buildings had been reduced to rubble, wiping out the largely black-owned businesses in the area and destroying the livelihoods of the people who worked for them. In some cases, the scars would turn out to be permanent. Wells, at the age of seventeen, suddenly felt that his hometown would never be the same.

		They were five young men at a pivotal point in their lives, but they were also coming of age at a time when their country was in a state of upheaval. Nineteen sixty-eight would turn out to be one of the most dramatic and difficult years in American history. January had brought the Tet Offensive, a series of surprise attacks by North Vietnamese troops that stunned the U.S. public and the military, raising doubts about the promise that victory was in sight. Within weeks, newscaster Walter Cronkite, “the most trusted man in America,” had turned against the Vietnam War and concluded that the only way out of the stalemate was to negotiate for peace. As more members of the massive baby boom generation became eligible for military service, the resistance and anger at being forced to fight in the jungles of Southeast Asia increased. For many black Americans, Vietnam had become a civil rights issue. According to figures cited by King, who had come out against the war in 1967, the United States had spent $322,000 for each enemy killed in Vietnam and only $53 on each person it had classified as poor in its war on poverty. When former heavyweight boxing champion Muhammad Ali was asked shortly after King’s death about the prospects of going to jail for resisting the draft, he told sportscaster Bud Collins that “blacks have actually been in jail for the 400 years we’ve been here in America.” The war had become another source of racial tension due to the widespread perception that a disproportionate number of combat troops were black, in part because they lacked the resources to go to college and defer being drafted.

		As Thomas, Wells, and the other men struggled to come to terms with King’s death, they were unaware of the impact it was already starting to have on the college landscape. The assassination of the country’s greatest civil rights champion had inspired many to turn their talk about equality into action. College administrators examined their curriculum, their faculty, and their policies to see how they might find a way to carry on the work of Dr. King. Many looked around their campuses and realized how little they had done to chip away at social inequality. For some, the sea of white faces that they had long taken for granted now became a source of shame. For Stan Grayson, some of the hope and promise of civil rights may have diminished with King’s death. But for one man, Father John Brooks, the sudden sense of urgency gave him the resources and the authority to truly put the preacher’s teachings into practice.

	
		TWO

		Against the Clock

		John Brooks felt a sense of urgency as the white 1965 Pontiac GTO raced down the highway in April 1968. The forty-four-year-old priest was on a mission and he didn’t have much time to complete it. After months of lobbying and debating, Brooks had been authorized to seek out black recruits and offer them full scholarships to the College of the Holy Cross. The question was whether he could find the right young men and, once he did, if he could convince them that Holy Cross was their best option. The best of the students, he suspected, would already have other plans. He had been talking to guidance counselors and potential recruits for months, and the school year was almost over.

		His companion, Jim Gallagher, an admissions officer at Holy Cross, drove solemnly, his eyes fixed firmly on the road. At twenty-five, the clean-cut Gallagher was usually chatty and quick with a joke, but today he was overwhelmed with sadness.

		Brooks tried to keep the conversation light, refusing to dwell on his own grief. Only a few days had passed since King had been rushed to the hospital in Memphis after being shot on the second-floor balcony of the Lorraine Motel, a nondescript place where King had stayed because it was owned by a black businessman. An hour later, at 7:05 P.M., King was pronounced dead.

		As the anger and riots began to escalate across the country, Brooks sat alone in his room at the Jesuit residence and prayed. Years later he couldn’t recall what first went through his mind the moment he heard that King had died, but he would always remember his resolution. He realized that simply grieving the loss of a great man of God wasn’t going to amount to much; it was almost self-indulgent in light of the risks that King had taken to make the world a more just place. Brooks had to stop talking about the need to bring more black students to Holy Cross and just make it happen. The desire hadn’t started with King’s death, nor was Brooks alone in pushing for it to happen, but things had stalled. Brooks had the ear and respect of many colleagues in the administration, but there was only so much that a theology professor could do. There were concerns about money and, specifically, how little of it the college could spare with its slim financial cushion. There were issues of fairness, as many of the trustees argued that black students were welcome to come if they cleared the same hurdles and were admitted through the same procedures as everyone else. The worst thing, they had warned, would be to foster the perception that one group was getting special attention over another. A sudden influx of black students might not sit well with the alumni, whose donations and loyalty to the college were based at least in part on the notion that it was going to prepare generations of their own children for success in the world.

		[image: ]

		The Reverend John Brooks

		Brooks had spent months talking with students, black and white, about what could be done. He had met with African American leaders and other academics in Worcester. He participated in lively debates within the Jesuit community, which had a long-standing mission of social justice and academic excellence, and now had to grapple with how to strike the right balance in its recruitment efforts at Holy Cross. If there was ever a time to heed King’s call to action and take up the mantle of civil rights, it was in the wake of his death. Brooks sensed that the shock and outpouring of grief had finally created an opportunity to get a real commitment from the school, and he intended to make the most of it.

		Brooks was just five years older than King, although his black-rimmed glasses, clerical collar, and graying hair made him look like he belonged to another era. The priest shared King’s passion about the promise of social justice, especially following the bloody civil rights clashes in Selma, Alabama, three years earlier. He had been a newcomer to the Holy Cross faculty at that point, having just come back from an intoxicating stint in Rome. Where Clarence Thomas saw hypocrisy in the Roman Catholic Church’s efforts to reevaluate and renew its role in the world, John Brooks saw hope. While living in Rome, he had immersed himself in the intense politics and drama of Vatican II
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