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Chapter 1

			The Cult of Michelle

			As 2018 rolled into 2019, and 2019 into 2020, I became increasingly aware that Michelle Obama was, well, everywhere. I thought there was a chance that she would step out of the public eye after the release of her autobiography, Becoming, in November 2018—but she didn’t.

			With just a little research, I learned that Michelle (“Miche” to her family) and Barack began cashing in on their arduous years of public service within weeks of leaving the White House. In February 2017, they inked a joint deal with Penguin Random House worth a cool $65 million to write their respective books. “The advance,” said Publishers Weekly, “is, if not the largest on record for two stand-alone works, certainly the largest in recent memory.”1 A year after the book deal, Barack and Michelle signed a multiyear, multimillion dollar production deal with Netflix, which included a movie version of Becoming.

			Of course, the book reviews were pure gush and the autobiography performed well right out of the gate. Reportedly, the book sold more than ten million copies and proved that Michelle was even more a pop culture icon than her husband. The promotion was as unprecedented as the advance. Never shy about aggrandizing herself, Michelle scheduled a U.S. tour, and then a world tour to promote the book. She sold out twenty-thousand-seat arenas and sat with celebrity pals for interviews about her storied life. Helping boost sales was ready acceptance by ideologically sympathetic celebrity friends. In her first stage appearance, Oprah interviewed her. Later, Stephen Colbert interviewed her on stage in London. There was scarcely a talk show or podcast that she passed up. It was all Michelle all the time.

			Curious, I decided to bite the bullet and buy a hard copy of Becoming at my local Barnes & Noble. The bookstore had what seemed like a thousand copies readily available. Sitting next to stacks of Becoming on the shelf, along with a few standard biographies of her life, was a display of books written about Michelle for children. These had hero-worshipping titles: I Look Up to Michelle Obama; Be Bold Baby: Michelle Obama; Michelle Obama: First Lady and Superhero; The Story of Michelle Obama; Michelle Obama: a Biography Book for New Readers; and Courage is Contagious.

			The book that stood out the most was an odd, smallish volume disturbingly reminiscent of Chairman Mao’s collection of sayings known as The Little Red Book. This one was pink and titled Pocket Michelle Obama Wisdom: Wise and Inspirational Words from Michelle Obama. I opened it and read a few of Michelle’s seemingly benign pearls: “Be the best you can be” and “Know your community. Know your politics.” (As Chairman Mao reminds us, “All genuine knowledge originates in direct experience.”2)

			This orchestrated effort to create a cult of personality for Michelle Obama reminded me not only of Chairman Mao, but also of personality cults I had seen in my student travels in the Communist world. Closer to home, these books about Michelle recalled the Barack Obama displays I had seen in bookstores in 2008: coffee table books, kiddie books, coloring books, you name it. In fact, Michelle likely pulled the title of her memoir from a cultish film about her husband titled Becoming Barack.3

			What I witnessed at the Barnes & Noble only confirmed my long-held suspicions about Michelle: her husband and his allies were preparing her to run for president in 2024. And, the formula she was following exactly mirrored Barack’s path to the White House. Like Barack who had based much of his campaign on his personal story as depicted in his memoir Dreams from My Father, Michelle had positioned herself with her own autobiography, Becoming. Then, just as Barack had been John Kerry’s keynote speaker (whose role is to introduce the candidate) in 2004, Michelle appeared at the virtual Democratic National Convention in 2020 as Joe Biden’s keynote speaker. The Democrats often give the keynote spot to the likely next presidential candidate, and the same now appeared to be well in the works for Michelle. Then too, Michelle became the leader of a voter registration organization called “When We All Vote,” paralleling Barack’s leadership of “Project Vote,” a voter registration organization in Chicago in 1992. Michelle was clearly headed for her own political career, following the same path as Barack. I realized then that if I didn’t slice and dice the background of a metaphorical cow as sacred as Michelle, no one would.

			As a documentary film maker, I have produced a wide range of films, including musical histories of Bob Dylan, comedies about Paul McCartney and Elvis Presley, and serious political documentaries on Middle East history, Islamism, the Iranian nuclear program, Donald Trump, Barack Obama, and progressivism in America. Serious research, I have learned, takes at a minimum two elements: time and space. With a subject whose life is as seemingly well-documented as Michelle Robinson Obama’s, the more I had of both the better. I say “seemingly” for a reason. Although more has been written and said about Michelle Robinson Obama than any woman on the planet not named “Hillary,” almost all the reporting has been soft and superficial, even reverential. The result is a public history of Michelle Obama as far removed from reality as that of her husband, Barack (the subject of my 2012 documentary, Dreams from My Real Father).

			With ample help from a variety of sources, including his mother and grandparents, Barack had created what the CIA calls a “legend”—“a sophisticated cover that amounts to an entire artificial life history (often with supporting documents) to fool even determined counterintelligence professionals.”4 Barack and friends had provided this cover in his bestselling 1995 autobiography, Dreams from My Father.

			As I proved beyond any doubt, and as even mainstream journalists have come to see, the personal story Barack told in his breakthrough 2004 Democratic Convention speech was as fictional as his memoir. You don’t have to take my word for it—Pulitzer Prize-winning Obama biographer David Garrow writes that Dreams “was not a memoir or an autobiography; it was instead, in multitudinous ways, without any question a work of historical fiction.”5

			Yes, there was once a real Barack Obama, the Kenyan student, but he had nothing to do with young Barry’s life. It was unlikely that he was even the biological father. The actual sperm donor, I argued in my film, was the man that Obama memorialized as “Pop” in a poem of the same name, Frank Marshall Davis. Davis, a card-carrying member of Communist Party USA, was the young Obama’s beloved mentor during his formative years in Hawaii in all things Black and all things red.

			Home always presents too many distractions. So for this project I made up my mind to rent an Airbnb in Malibu, a long half-hour drive through the Santa Monica Mountains from my house just outside of Los Angeles near the Reagan Library. I had never rented an Airbnb before, and it was not as easy as advertised.

			The fact that I didn’t have any reviews or history on the Airbnb site made the snooty owners in Malibu uncomfortable. More problematic—and this is an ‘only in LA’ kind of thing—most listings clearly stated, “no filming allowed.” After twice booking and twice getting canceled by wary owners, I decided honesty was the best policy. My strategy was to play the numbers game: state my intentions—namely that I would be doing some shooting along with my research—and email my plan to twenty or so beach house owners. Oh yes, to really get their attention, I offered to pay 150 percent of their asking price.

			I got one hit, and that was all I needed. So, on a sunny summer morning, with my gear all loaded, I headed for Malibu. Driving in LA, of course, can be a nightmare, but once I exited the 101—we always say “the” before our highways—I felt like a new man. Kanan Road snakes through a coastal mountain range almost cinematically in the sun-speckled morning light. The drive is a total mood-changer. No longer frustrated by traffic, I could sense the excitement that lay ahead.

			After passage through a narrow tunnel and a climb up the Santa Monica Mountains, I reached the literal inflection point where the endless Pacific ocean comes into view. You would think we in LA would get tired of seeing the ocean, but we don’t. The reason is that most of us, ground down in our daily lives, see it so seldomly. As I steamed downhill, I opened the sunroof, rolled down the windows and invited the ocean scent in.

			The Malibu beach house was simple enough, but it provided all I needed in the way of sunlight and inspiration. I unloaded my gear and my trusty 1931 Gibson HG-24 guitar, the first dreadnaught guitar ever made. Music remains a passion of mine. For years, I was the “Dylan” in a Bob Dylan tribute band. Of late, however, investigative journalism has taken center stage in my life.

			Observing from afar, I began to see that professional “journalists” employed to report the news had long ago abdicated their responsibility to tell the truth “without fear or favor.” They left huge stories sitting on the table for independents like me to scoop up, such as my most recent project of note, a documentary and book about the 2013 trial of George Zimmerman. This story has significant relevance to Michelle Obama’s life. I will go into more detail about this, the most racially charged trial since OJ’s, later in the book.

			After throwing open the windows of my Malibu digs to the ocean breezes, I hung on the wall a large “Michelle Obama 2024” banner that I had bought on eBay and placed a life-sized cut-out of Michelle in designer clothes—a six-foot tall Michelle mannequin come to life—in full view. I had a lot of material to sort through. Before setting up shop in Malibu, I had been collecting what might be called Michelle memorabilia—biographies, yearbooks, old Princeton newspapers, and any number of glamour magazines with Michelle on the cover. (Who knew there were so many fashion magazines?) To illustrate just how ideologically self-destructive the media can be, editors never saw fit to put Michelle’s successor as First Lady—a former professional model—on any of their covers. If they had, even I would have bought a copy. Hell, for all of Jackie O’s charm, Melania made her look like Rosie the Riveter, and Jackie was the hottest of that frumpy lot.

			The same media that buried Melania Trump made Michelle Obama a pop culture phenomenon, beloved by millions. I learned that, in poll after poll, Michelle ranks at the top of America’s most popular women. As of this writing, she has some eighteen million followers on Facebook, twenty-one million followers on Twitter, and forty-eight million on Instagram. A typical post by Michelle garners hundreds of thousands of responses as well as instant media coverage.

			In the family tradition, Michelle’s autobiography raises more questions than it answers. The only way a reader of Becoming gets to know the real Michelle is to read between the lines. Michelle, as you will see, is a master of what I call a “grievance narrative.” In a traditional narrative—from Homer’s Odyssey to Disney’s Frozen—the author tells of obstacles faced and overcome. In a grievance narrative, the author dwells on the obstacles, real or imagined, and even if overcome, those obstacles taint the ultimate triumph.

			I know how presidential politics works, having learned a great deal while working for Ted Cruz’s 2016 presidential campaign as an advisor, writer, and videographer. I read his autobiography before it was published and even designed a cover for it. I also designed the official campaign poster, shot hundreds of hours of video, and wrote speeches and lines for debates. There were, however, no Ted Cruz coloring books. Once Cruz dropped out of the 2016 race, I worked with Roger Stone and his PAC. I created the widely covered Super Trump digital billboard in Times Square and produced a short film on Danney Williams, Bill Clinton’s reputed black son, which garnered 38 million views on Facebook.

			With this experience, I could smell the calculation in Becoming from a mile away. I learned that Sara Corbett, the White “collaborator” who actually wrote the book, came recommended by Michelle’s publisher. Crown Publishing Group knows that a politically viable potential candidate like Michelle Obama is an author who will keep on selling, not a one-hit wonder. Giving credit where it’s due, Corbett writes well and knew what her job was: to write not so much a memoir as a political positioning statement—that’s what Becoming is. The more I read, the more I became convinced that Michelle was gearing up for a run at the presidency. Perhaps to help clear the field, on Twitter on January 7, 2021, she called on Silicon Valley to silence Donald Trump by “permanently banning this man from their platforms.”6 A day later, they all obliged.

			In addition to the reading material, I had a ton of video to review. This included not only Michelle’s years of formal speeches, but also her appearances on various TV shows: from David Letterman to Sixty Minutes to The View to Ellen. I noticed a few things without trying hard. For one, the hosts treated her the way I imagine TV hosts in North Korea treat Kim Jung-un: with a certain degree of reverence and a whole lot of fear. For another—as we will see later—Michelle’s stories often changed, sometimes dramatically, depending on the audience and the political objective.

			I also had a lot of phone calls to make. My plan was to talk to people whom few, if any, journalists had talked to before: relatives, old friends, boyfriends, neighbors, classmates, teachers, and employers. I had found out with my first film on Bob Dylan that the best way to do research is simply to go directly to the people who know everything. In Dylan’s case, I started with his first drummer, Mickey Jones. Of course, it is much easier to gain access if you have major mainstream credentials, but chutzpah can often compensate for their absence. I’m still amazed that many researchers assume that it’s impossible to get information directly. They content themselves with reading books and articles and reviewing public statements. While these are important, I feel compelled to confirm them with the people who know what really went down. For Michelle Obama 2024, I spoke with a wide range of knowledgeable people close to Michelle, many of them multiple times, over hours and months. On the family front, this included Michelle’s niece, uncle, aunt, mother, and her Kenyan brother-in-law Malik Obama (a longtime friend of mine). I also spoke with her father’s co-worker and fellow precinct captain, Dan Maxime.

			Another source I have known for years is Barack’s best friend from his high school days in Hawaii, Keith Kakugawa, the character Obama refers to as “Ray” in Dreams from My Father. Keith has had many interactions with Barack since high school, including visits with Barack in New York City, and with Barack and Michelle in Chicago. On a gossipy note, Keith confirmed what I had suspected: Barack had a nose job—excuse me, rhinoplasty—some time in 2003. Barack offered the excuse that he broke his nose in a pick-up basketball game. Keith also told me that Barack came to the realization that Frank Marshall Davis was, in fact, his biological father. According to Keith, Barack started calling Davis “Pop” after learning the truth about his paternity during his sophomore year in high school. I covered all this in my 2012 film, Dreams from My Real Father.

			I spoke with many other people to find out more about Michelle’s education and career: two of her grade school classmates, three grade school teachers, her grade school principal, her high school boyfriend and prom date, three high school classmates, and a high school counselor. I also spoke to the head of a tap and jazz dance institute, Mayfair Academy, which Michelle attended from age seven on. I spoke as well with several of Michelle’s Princeton classmates. Most importantly, I had three lengthy conversations with the former head of the Princeton sociology department, an Afro-American Studies guru who was Michelle’s senior thesis advisor. On the career front, I spoke to the widow of the man who guided Michelle to the Mayor’s office and hired and supervised her at the University of Chicago. I also filmed an interview with Michael Flowers, the celebrity hairdresser who has tended to Michelle since she was eighteen.

			Other independent researchers have expressed wonder that these people would talk to me, on or off camera. One friend believes that my Dylanesque hair makes me look like a fellow traveler. My secret, however, has nothing to do with appearance—the key, I have found, is knowledge. Before speaking to likely suspects I research their backgrounds and know their relevance to the story. This familiarity allows for a lively exchange that the subjects tend to appreciate. They often say I know the answers to my questions even before they get a chance to respond. Michelle’s Princeton professor, Howard Taylor, constantly remarked during our interviews how much he was enjoying our talks because I knew so much. In fact, I often reminded him of details he had long since forgotten. Malik Obama says that he has learned almost as much from me about the man he considers to be his half-brother as I have learned from him. I was even able to provide Malik with never-before-seen family photos of his father. These interviews were essential in helping me get a more complete picture.

			Even before I had gotten in deep, I had seen enough of Michelle to distrust the “poor little Black girl from the South Side” shtick that Michelle had been spieling since she first emerged on the national scene. I was prepared to review her entire life history the way any serious journalist would that of a presidential candidate. “Fortunately for me, Michelle would never go into politics,” Barack says in his 2006 campaign book, The Audacity of Hope.7 I don’t buy that for a second. She was “in politics” from the get-go, and still is to this day.

			Barring the occasional bikinied distraction, something about reading on the beach focuses your attention. Better yet, you feel much healthier and more wholesome than, say, if you were holed up in some musty old library. Day by day, my knowledge grew. The story of Michelle’s life wasn’t just unfolding before my eyes—it was unraveling. Each day brought an epiphany. The actual life story started to whisper to me, and that whisper was turning into a shout. If Barack had created a formal “legend,” Michelle had created something close to that: her official story, I discovered, had almost nothing to do with the reality. Just as her husband has, Michelle sustained her fiction with one goal in mind—power, first for Barack, and now for herself. My suspicion that she was angling for the Democrat nomination in 2024 was turning into a conviction. Convinced that Michelle planned to be the nominee for president, I headed for the one place that held the evidence I needed to flesh out the real Michelle Obama—Chicago!





Chapter 2 

			Democrat Machine Daddy

			Not content to hide behind a computer like many journalists these days, I decided to gumshoe my way through Michelle’s hometown of Chicago. Arriving at the busy O’Hare Airport, I was reminded of just how big Chicago is—the Midwest’s answer to New York City. As a driver, I quickly discovered that it presented all of the hassles of New York (but with little of New York’s pre-COVID charm).

			For Michelle, Chicago’s homeliness is part of its virtue: for years, she has emphasized in hundreds of speeches and interviews that she was just another underprivileged Black girl “from a working-class family” on the South Side of this unglamorous, blue-collar city. The Netflix movie version of Becoming begins with Michelle’s often repeated mantra, “I’m from the South Side of Chicago and that’s all you need to know about me!” She makes this claim with a scowl that says, “Don’t ask me anything more!” She made sure Oprah introduced her at Becoming book tour events as though she were a boxing champ, “From the South Side of Chicago…Michelle Obama!!!” This “South Side Girl” moniker was also the name of Michelle’s promo video at the 2008 Democrat National Convention.

			In staking a forceful claim to the South Side and its attendant imagery, Michelle was telling journalists to back off. “Success wasn’t meant for me,” she insisted during the 2008 campaign. Michelle explained she was just a simple Black girl from difficult circumstances who struggled, like every Black person in America, to overcome racial obstacles to success, and prevailed only because of her drive and her immense talent.

			I recognized that Michelle’s mantra was a way of saying, “Look no further!” This was a struggle that Whites could not begin to understand. They had to accept her grievance narrative at face value, ignore the Princeton and Harvard stuff, and embrace the systemic racism mythology—or else! For me, Michelle’s aggressive defense posture yelled “cover story” and was a screaming invitation to dig deeper. I knew without a doubt there must be a lot more I needed to know about Michelle Robinson Obama, her mantra notwithstanding.

			I began by looking into the life of Fraser C. Robinson III, Michelle’s father. In her various retellings, this wonderful man was either a simple “janitor” or an hourly shift laborer at the City of Chicago Water Department. In either case, according to Michelle, he “never missed a shift” even as his multiple sclerosis intensified. To understand Fraser’s work history, it is essential to know something about Chicago’s unique political evolution. More than any other big American city, Chicago has epitomized one-party rule. Among the beneficiaries of that rule were Fraser Robinson III as well as his father and brother.

			Fraser Robinson III was born in Chicago; there would never have been any questions about his birth certificate or his eligibility to run for president. The same is true for his daughter Michelle. However, the man responsible for consolidating Democrat power in Chicago—Anton Cermak—could not have run for president. A Bohemian immigrant, he defeated incumbent Republican “Big Bill” Thompson in the 1931 mayoral election, and the Democrats of Chicago have never looked back. Cermak was a champion of inclusivity before it was cool: he coerced the party’s dominant Irish faction into accepting other ethnic groups—German, Czech, Polish, Jewish—into his “house for all peoples,” and rewarded them with leadership positions.8

			Politics in Chicago has always been a dangerous business. In February 1933, while speaking in a Miami park with president-elect Franklin Roosevelt, Cermak took a bullet to the chest from Italian anarchist Giuseppi Zangara. The prevailing theory is that Zangara attempted to kill Roosevelt and missed, but there is considerable evidence to support an alternative theory: Al Capone, another foreign-born Chicago resident, reportedly took exception to Cermak’s threat to clean up this lawless city and used Zangara as a patsy to eliminate that threat.

			Whatever the truth was, Cermak’s death enabled Irish Americans to seize control of Party machinery, and they solidified their control of the city by opening the “house for all peoples” to the city’s growing Black population as well. Bob Crawford, once considered the dean of the City Hall press corps, described the “Machine” as a “monolithic political organization that crisscrossed racial and ethnic boundaries in the city.”9 In 1955, that monolith settled on party apparatchik Richard Daley as mayor. Daley would run “the city that worked” with an iron fist until his sudden death—presumably of natural causes—in 1976. It was Mayor Daley who shaped the future of the Robinson family.

			That family had an ambitious past. Michelle’s great-grandfather, Fraser Robinson, had been a successful businessman who owned his own home on an integrated block in Georgetown, South Carolina. That said, South Carolina remained firmly in the grips of the Jim Crow Democrat Party, and options for her grandfather Fraser Jr. remained limited in his native state. Although less than 30 percent of students of all races were graduating from high school in that era, young Fraser Jr. was one who did. A strong student and skilled debater, he lit out for Chicago as the Democrats there were consolidating power,10 arriving just in time for the Great Depression. Yet despite the flood of Black migrants arriving from the South—their numbers increased more than 500 percent between 1910 and 1940—Fraser Jr. managed to find both work and a wife.

			In 1934, Fraser Jr. married nineteen-year-old LaVaughn Johnson, and in 1935 the couple had their first child—Michelle’s father, Fraser Robinson III. Two years later, the couple had their second son, Nomenee.11 As shall be seen, Nomenee’s impressive path through life spoke to the ample opportunities open to industrious young Black men, even then. To preserve her own grievance narrative, however, Michelle would all but write Uncle Nomenee out of the picture.

			In a pattern that was becoming much too widespread in Black America, Fraser Jr. abandoned LaVaughn and his two sons sometime during the late 1930s. In April 1940, a census worker found a twenty-seven year old Fraser Jr. living as a “lodger” in a rooming house, and listing “laborer” in the construction industry as his occupation12 and the Willow Inn as his employer.13 When Fraser Jr. registered for the draft later that year, he was living with friends in the same West Woodlawn neighborhood in which he would spend his post-war life.

			When her husband split, LaVaughn went on welfare for a while before finding work in the U.S. Department of Agriculture. In March 1941, eight months before Pearl Harbor, Fraser Jr. enlisted in the U.S. Army for a three-year commitment. He registered as “separated, without dependents.” (In an odd twist, the Kenyan Barack Obama, the presumed father of the future president, always denied in official documents that he had any American children.) The U.S. was ramping up for war and jobs were plentiful—especially in the heavy industries—but Fraser Jr. listed his occupations as “recreation and amusement.” At twenty-eight, he was considerably older than the average recruit.14 In describing her grandfather—“Dandy,” as she called him—Michelle chose to deny him agency. “Brilliant and a hard worker,” she would write on Facebook, “his hopes were mostly dashed by the discrimination he faced as a black man.”

			In an article on the extended Obama family on the day of Barack’s 2009 inauguration, Jodi Kantor of the New York Times doubled down on the grievance narrative. “Fraser Jr. struck out for Chicago in search of something better,” Kantor wrote, “But he was unable to find work, and left his wife and children for 14 years.”15 This is factually wrong in every way. No doubt Fraser Jr. faced discrimination, but so did the thousands of Black Chicagoans of his generation who achieved notable success without abandoning their children.

			After the war, Fraser Jr. found his footing, rejoined his family, and secured steady work at the Post Office, where he would work for the next thirty years. The couple would go on to have three more children. In the early 1950s, the growing family bought an apartment in the complex where granddaughter Michelle would spend the first six years of her life—Parkway Garden Homes, now called just “Parkway Gardens.”

			No ordinary housing project, Parkway Gardens was the nation’s first cooperatively owned African American housing development. Its cornerstone-laying ceremony in 1950 was a big enough deal to attract the Chicago mayor, both U.S. Senators, and Gov. Adlai Stevenson. All marveled at the spacious apartments, the modern heating systems, and the new appliances. For middle-class Black professionals, this was the place to be.

			Unfortunately, the history of Parkway Gardens would follow the trajectory of too many urban Black neighborhoods. Located on the cusp of Chicago’s South Side and West Side, Parkway Gardens—now also known as “O Block”—is now the epicenter of Chicago’s drug and gang culture. In a 2014 article, the Chicago Sun-Times called Michelle’s childhood neighborhood “the most dangerous block in Chicago.”16

			I have no reason to doubt that designation: the buildings today are shabby, the grounds run-down, the neighbors suspicious of “why-doos” (white dudes). My first stop after arriving in Chicago, I told my cameraman that if we made it out alive, the rest of Chicago would be a breeze. As we were filming in front of the unit where Michelle and her parents had lived, several people told us to turn off our cameras. A group of young men approached, and I engaged them.

			“What up?” I asked.

			“Don’t take no pictures,” they said in unison. I tried to explain the reason for my presence, but the fact that Michelle Obama had once lived there did not impress them. It struck me as ironic that in a world where everyone records almost everything, some people are discouraged from recording anything.

			It had been fifty years since the Robinsons left Parkway Gardens, but neither Michelle nor Barack has ever attempted to explain what happened to Black culture during those years that transformed a once happy prosperous neighborhood into a hellhole. I will pick up this theme later, but Parkway Gardens may very well be Michelle’s “Rosebud”—the key to not only her own past, but to that of Black America as well.

			Living in a unit on the third floor—right across from Michelle during her first six years—were her grandparents, Fraser Jr. and LaVaughn Robinson. By all accounts, they had been good parents to their five children. In reading about the childhoods of the two oldest boys—Fraser III and Nomenee—I am continually amazed at how these accounts differ from what Michelle and other grievance peddlers would have us think about the past.

			Michelle’s father—Fraser III—attended DuSable High School, named after the first permanent settler of Chicago, a Black fur trader named Jean-Baptiste Point du Sable. There he swam on the school swim team, the “Sea Horses,” and was a drum major for the DuSable band. Starting at age eleven, he took painting and sculpture classes at the Chicago Art Institute. He traveled the country as one of the youngest members of a Chicago area Drum and Bugle Corp. In 1953, the Chicago Tribune reported, “Fraser III, a DuSable student, won a national art scholarship.”17

			A full-page yearbook picture shows Fraser working on a sculpture of himself. “The central message at DuSable,” writes Slevin in his useful Michelle biography, “was perseverance in the face of inequality, the idea that it was important to know the past but not be bound by it.”18 However, the central message in Michelle’s retelling of her father’s life is that racism deprived him of the extraordinary opportunity that he actually enjoyed. Speaking at the Obama Foundation, she said—in full grievance mode—“My father was an artist, a beautiful artist. He was a painter and a sculptor. Again, had he been from a different family of a different era, of a different race, he might have known that art could have been a way of life.”19 Barack repeats this theme in Audacity. “There were,” he writes, “the usual issues of race, of course: the limited opportunities available to Michelle’s parents growing up in Chicago during the fifties and sixties.”20 As brother Nomenee’s history proves, those opportunities were in fact the very opposite of limited.

			Like his later-to-be-famous son-in-law, Fraser III was exposed to communism at an early age. His art teacher at DuSable was none other than Communist Party USA member Margaret Burroughs, one of Chicago’s many “Black Bolsheviks” in the 1930s. While working on my earlier project Dreams from My Real Father involving Obama’s communist mentor, Frank Marshall Davis, I had done considerable research into Burroughs’s background. This was long before I knew of her role in young Fraser’s life. In addition to being the art teacher of Michelle’s father, Margaret Burroughs had been Davis’s lover.

			A former Chicago Park District commissioner, Burroughs co-founded the DuSable Museum of African American History in 1961. The museum serves today as the depository of an important collection of Davis’s letters and manuscripts. Archivists at the DuSable identified for me two handwritten letters Davis wrote to Burroughs—one dated November 1, 1968, and the other October 27, 1982.

			In the 1968 letter, Davis admitted to Burroughs that he was the author of Sex Rebel: Black. Published that year by Greenleaf Classics in San Diego under the pen name Bob Greene, Sex Rebel is Davis’s only slightly fictionalized account of his erotic adventures. Many of those adventures occurred in Chicago where he made a name for himself before moving, on CPUSA orders, to Hawaii where Davis was charged with helping to organize the trade unions to strike with the goal of expelling U.S. naval forces from the islands. Although Davis followed orders, the strike failed after six months. He stayed on in Hawaii and wrote for years for the local communist newspaper, The Honolulu Record.

			In the second paragraph of the 1968 letter, Davis explained to Burroughs that their sexual relationship in Chicago was the basis for one such adventure, namely his involvement with the character “Flo.”21 Sex Rebel, wrote Davis to Burroughs, was “what some people call pornography,” but he preferred the term “erotic realism,” adding, “You will find out things about me sexually you probably never suspected–but in this wider acceptance of sexual attitudes I can be far more frank than was possible 20 years ago.” Among those “things” were Davis’s bisexuality and his attraction to underage lovers. These sexual preferences may very well have shaped the teenage Obama with whom Davis developed an intimate relationship—so intimate, in fact, that the young Obama would write at least two poems about “Pop.”

			The 1982 letter suggests that Davis and Burroughs remained tight right up until the time Obama moved to the Windy City a few years later. I can only imagine the conversations Barack had with his future father-in-law upon discovering this connection: “Hey, wow, you know my ‘Pop’ slept with your art teacher!” Small world, Chicago.

			Although much is known about the high school years of Michelle’s father, Fraser III, the family is strangely quiet about the five years after he graduated high school. The “official story”—as gleaned from a Slevin interview with Fraser’s much younger brother, Andrew Robinson—is that Fraser graduated from high school in 1953, enrolled at a temporary University of Illinois campus in Chicago, then dropped out of college after one year in order to help younger brother Nomenee.22

			This story makes little sense. For starters, Nomenee was a junior in high school at the time. Not only was he excelling in his schoolwork and getting scholarships, but he was also in the ROTC program. According to Nomenee, he and Fraser were always hustling, with a string of odd jobs from age ten on. Earning money was never a problem for these teens. The very idea that Fraser, who had a scholarship for college after an excellent high school career, would suddenly drop out of college to provide spending money to his high-achieving younger brother strains credulity.

			In a 1978 profile for a Rochester, New York, publication, the reporter wrote of Nomenee Robinson, “He put himself through the Illinois Institute of Technology.”23 At this time, too, both of their parents were working: their father at the Post Office and their mother as a manager of a thriving Bible store. What is more, Fraser came from a family that stressed education. All five siblings graduated from high school, and at least three from college, but Fraser would go no further than one year at the off-site college campus.

			Slevin does not try to account for the years from 1954 to 1958 when Fraser was drafted into the U.S. Army. The family is oddly quiet even about his military service. Neither Michelle in Becoming nor her brother Craig Robinson in his memoir, A Game of Character, offer any details about it. The only hint Craig provides is in comparing his father’s household rules and regulations to “army boot camp.” In Becoming, Michelle gets the chronology all wrong, perhaps purposefully. As she tells the story, her father attended community college but “had simply run out of money to pay tuition, joining the Army instead.” To reiterate: he left college in 1954 and joined the Army in 1958. Those four years remain a blank.

			Reflexively in grievance mode, Michelle insists that her father left school in part because he had “no model of what that sort of life looked like,” although his brother Nomenee apparently did. According to Michelle, Fraser “quickly redirected his hopes, using his wages to help pay for his younger brother’s degree in architecture instead.”24 Nomenee is a problem for Michelle: in her one brief mention of her uncle by name in Becoming, she concedes that he did end up with a degree from Harvard Business School, but fails to acknowledge that such success was possible even for a Black man born during the Great Depression on the South Side of Chicago.

			After much wrestling with the Department of the Army, I secured all of Fraser’s records that are now accessible. According to those records, Fraser was drafted in 1958 at the age of twenty-two. He spent six months in Arkansas doing general training and eight months in Germany, where he earned marksmanship awards. He was honorably discharged in 1960 and served out his military obligation in the Illinois National Guard for the next four years. Curious about why Fraser did not serve until the relatively ripe age of twenty-two, I asked the Army’s HR person, “Is there any information about him being assigned to the army by a judge or to end a prison sentence of some kind?” She informed me that there is a convenient sixty-two year moratorium on the release of such records that begins when the soldier is “completely separated” from the military. In Fraser’s case, that will not be until 2026.25

			The memoirs of Craig and Michelle start tracking the career of their father, now pressing thirty, only when he goes to work for the Chicago Water Department in 1964. One possible explanation for the missing years is that Fraser took up boxing. Both of his children have made frequent references to his being an accomplished boxer when young, but despite Michelle’s assurances to the contrary, Fraser was not a boxer in high school. Nor, from what we can tell, was he a boxer in the U.S. Army. As a serious art student who sculpted and painted, it’s unlikely he would have risked damage to his hands by going into the ring. In their many references to their father’s boxing career, both Craig and Michelle are maddeningly vague. Yes, he gave them boxing gloves and taught them how to box, but many parents of Fraser’s generation did exactly the same. Up through the 1950s, at the professional level only baseball was more popular than boxing.

			Upon Fraser’s death in 1991 at the age of fifty-six, the family crafted a loving and beautifully written obituary that was distributed at his funeral but never published. Hoping to fill in the blanks in Fraser’s life, I obtained a copy from a friend of Fraser’s, a fellow precinct captain. True to family form, there was no mention of Fraser’s service in the Army or the National Guard. Most American families, regardless of ethnicity, put the deceased’s military service front and center in an obituary. Why not the Robinsons?

			While still in Malibu, I called Fraser’s much younger brother Andrew, a train conductor before he retired. I called several times, in fact, and left voice messages without success. When I finally got him on the phone, I told him that I was doing research for a documentary film on Michelle’s family. I explained that I had read a lot
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