
		
			[image: Cover for Strong Inside (Young Readers Edition)]
		

	
		
			
			
				[image: ]
			

		

	
		
			
			PHILOMEL BOOKS

			an imprint of Penguin Random House LLC

			375 Hudson Street

			New York, NY 10014

			[image: ]

			Copyright © 2017 by Andrew Maraniss. Adaped for young people from Strong Inside: Perry Wallace and the Collision of Race and Sports in the South published by Vanderbilt University Press in 2014. Cover art inspired by a photo copyright © The Tennessean.

			Penguin supports copyright. Copyright fuels creativity, encourages diverse voices, promotes free speech, and creates a vibrant culture. Thank you for buying an authorized edition of this book and for complying with copyright laws by not reproducing, scanning, or distributing any part of it in any form without permission. You are supporting writers and allowing Penguin to continue to publish books for every reader.

			Philomel Books is a registered trademark of Penguin Random House LLC.

			Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data is available upon request.

			Ebook ISBN 9781524737269

			Edited by Brian Geffen.

		

		Version_2

	
		
			
			For Alison, Eliza, and Charlie—my favorite team

		

	
		
			CONTENTS

			On Their Own

			Other Books You May Enjoy

			Title Page

			Copyright

			Dedication

			Dear Readers

			CHAPTER 1: A Dangerous Place

			CHAPTER 2: Short 26th

			CHAPTER 3: Freedom Song

			CHAPTER 4: Pearl of the Community

			CHAPTER 5: The Woomp Show

			CHAPTER 6: Not Just Another Game

			CHAPTER 7: They Had the Wrong Guy

			CHAPTER 8: The Name of the Game

			CHAPTER 9: Champions!

			CHAPTER 10: The Promise

			CHAPTER 11: The Surprise

			CHAPTER 12: Dangerous Territory

			CHAPTER 13: History Made Them Wrong

			CHAPTER 14: Hit or Miss

			CHAPTER 15: Crazy People

			CHAPTER 16: Sudden Impact

			CHAPTER 17: What About Justice?

			CHAPTER 18: The Invisible Man

			CHAPTER 19: Slammed Shut

			CHAPTER 20: As Good as It Gets

			CHAPTER 21: The Sudden Fall

			CHAPTER 22: Nightmares

			CHAPTER 23: Hate, Defeated

			CHAPTER 24: A River of Tears

			CHAPTER 25: Death of a Dream

			CHAPTER 26: Truth to Power

			CHAPTER 27: The Cruel Deception

			CHAPTER 28: All Alone

			CHAPTER 29: Nevermore

			CHAPTER 30: Bachelor of Ugliness

			CHAPTER 31: He Saved the Best for Last

			CHAPTER 32: Ticket Out of Town

			Author’s Note

			Acknowledgments

			Bibliography

			Index

		

	
		
			
			Dear Readers: To accurately and vividly convey the racism that Perry Wallace and others encountered during certain scenes described in this book, the derogatory language they heard at the time is included here without edits. It would be a disservice to the reader and the heroes of this story to whitewash history by sanitizing these epithets.

			

		

	
		
			Chapter 1

			

			A Dangerous Place

			IF YOU TAKE A LOOK at the Vanderbilt University basketball schedule for the 1966–67 season and search for the game dated February 27, you’ll see it was the day the Vanderbilt Commodores traveled to Starkville, Mississippi, to play the Mississippi State Bulldogs. But that day meant something much different to one member of the Vanderbilt basketball team.

			For Perry Wallace, February 27, 1967, will always be remembered as the day he visited hell on earth.

			

			From the very moment Vanderbilt’s flight from Nashville landed in Mississippi, a dangerous place for African Americans ever since the days of slavery, it was obvious the plane had delivered Wallace and his only other black teammate, Godfrey Dillard, straight into the heart of intolerance.

			When the small propeller plane landed on a gravel runway surrounded by tall trees, Dillard thought, This place is backwoods. From the airport, a bus delivered the Commodores to their hotel, where a group of white students milled around, yelling at Wallace and Dillard and banging on the bus. As the Vanderbilt players walked into the Holiday Inn, all the white folks in the lobby turned around and stared at the two black players. They could not have felt more unwelcome.

			Sleep did not come easily for Wallace and Dillard that night. As members of Vanderbilt’s freshman basketball team (in those days, freshmen couldn’t play on the varsity), they were about to become the first African American basketball players ever to play a Southeastern Conference game in the state of Mississippi.

			Prior to the trip, Wallace told a Nashville sportswriter that he hadn’t thought much about what might lay ahead in Starkville. “Schoolwork and basketball practice keep a man’s mind on other things,” he said. “However, I certainly do wonder just what sort of reception we’ll get.”

			In truth, Wallace had thought quite a bit about the trip, bracing himself for the hatred he suspected he and Dillard would encounter. “You knew you were going to get hit in some way,” he recalled years later. “It was just a question of how bad was it going to be.”

			On game day, Wallace contemplated his surroundings. He was troubled by what he knew of Mississippi: less than three years had passed since three young civil rights workers had been murdered only about sixty miles from Starkville, and less than a year had passed since James Meredith, the first black student to attend the University of Mississippi, was shot in broad daylight, even while surrounded by FBI agents. But it wasn’t what he knew that concerned Wallace the most; it was the unknown.

			“That’s the problem for pioneers,” he recalled. “You don’t know what could possibly happen to you. When you don’t know what’s going to happen, the sky is the limit.”

			

			It is possible that the cramped visitors’ locker room in the bowels of the Mississippi State gym was always a stinking mess, but when Godfrey Dillard and Perry Wallace walked in, they took stock of the filthy surroundings and believed that what they saw and smelled was an attack directed squarely at them, a pair of unwanted guests: there were toilets overflowing, towels scattered everywhere across a dirty floor.

			Game time approached, and the Commodores made their way from the locker room to the portal that led to the court, most of the players mentally preparing for a basketball game, Dillard and Wallace bracing themselves for the unknown, feeling like they were at the very apex of a roller coaster, their stomachs briefly suspended as if at zero gravity.

			And then out of the tunnel and onto the court and, boom, the sensation of the rapid drop, the too-bright arena lights searing their eyes, the ringing of cowbells (a Mississippi State tradition), the piercing screams from the fans jammed close to the court, flashes of light and sound and eruptions of hate from every direction. Two young black kids exposed and surrounded in the heart of Mississippi, there for the taking.

			Go home, niggers! We’re going to kill you, coons! We’re gonna lynch you! Forty years later, the scene stood out in teammate Bob Bundy’s mind; in his memory, as the Commodore freshmen warmed up under one basket, the whole bleachers were full of Mississippi State football players screaming at Perry and Godfrey. When Vanderbilt switched baskets, the football players followed them across the gym, continuing their threats.

			Wallace’s blood ran cold; he had trouble gripping the basketball, his fingers gone stiff and numb. His mind raced to scenes from his childhood: the carload of punks who pointed a gun at him as he waited for the bus, the bullies who harassed him as he walked to school. He had seen racism bring out the worst in people.

			But this was a whole new level of hate.

			What had he gotten himself into?

			

		

	
		
			Chapter 2

			

			Short 26th

			BEFORE THAT UGLY DAY IN Starkville, before Perry Eugene Wallace Jr. even came into this world, there was Short 26th, just a stub of a road in Nashville, Tennessee. Perry’s story begins in a little house on a dead-end street on the other side of the tracks.

			His parents, Perry Wallace Sr. and Hattie Haynes Wallace, had come to Nashville from rural Rutherford County, Tennessee, not long after their marriage in 1928.

			The Wallaces lived in North Nashville, the city’s center of black life, and one road—Jefferson Street—was the place where everything happened. In a segregated society where whites treated blacks as second-class citizens, this was where Black Power, a movement that emphasized self-empowerment for African Americans, flourished long before the slogan was invented. Living in the “black cocoon,” as Perry Wallace described it, meant buying from black-owned businesses, entering the front doors of black movie theaters, eating in black restaurants. Inside the cocoon, poor as it was, there were no whites-only lunch counters or back-alley entrances. Rather, there were black institutions like Isom’s Beauty Shop, Frank White’s Cleaners, and the Ritz Theater. The leading black entertainers of the mid-twentieth century, from Duke Ellington, Count Basie, and Nat King Cole to Little Richard and Ella Fitzgerald, included Nashville on their tours.

			Perry Sr. and Hattie made a life in this cocoon. It was humble—this was Short 26th after all. Their house was small—living room, bedroom, kitchen, bedroom, porch—but soon enough it filled up with kids. First there was Annie, who became known simply as Sister, and then along came James, known as Brother, and Bessie, Jessie, and Ruby Jean.

			Perry Sr. and Hattie lived a wholesome life, and they were determined, despite the temptations of the city, that their children would do the same. Of all the traditions and values in the Wallace home, the two most important were religion and education. The children went to Sunday school, read the Bible, and attended services with their mother. The Wallaces believed that a strong education was a necessary ingredient if their children were to succeed in a society that not only was becoming more fast-paced but also was engineered to restrict opportunities for black people. The Wallace kids were smart, so smart that they encountered more than a few strange looks from some neighbors. Were those really French-, Spanish-, and German-language records you could hear Annie practicing with when you walked past the little house on Short 26th? What was that all about? That family was different.

			

			On February 19, 1948, this straitlaced family of seven got quite a surprise: Perry Eugene Wallace Jr. was born at Meharry Hospital.

			Can a birth really be that much of a surprise?

			For some, it was quite unexpected, given that the eldest Wallace child, Annie, was a sophomore in college and the youngest, Ruby Jean, had been born ten years earlier.

			As his older brother and sisters eventually all moved out of the house, Perry became extremely close to his parents; the love and values Hattie passed along to her son began to shape his behavior. In a world of chaos, much of it soon to be directed at him, he would remain above the fray. Some observers would later remark on Perry’s unflappable character when they saw him remain cool under pressure in hostile places like Oxford, Mississippi, and Auburn, Alabama.

			They should have seen him in kindergarten.

			

			Perry Wallace’s education began in 1954, the same year as the famous Supreme Court decision Brown v. Board of Education made segregation illegal in schools. Before that time, “separate but equal” had been the way of life in many parts of the country, which meant that white people and black people had to sit in separate parts of the bus, use separate bathrooms, drink from separate water fountains, and attend different schools. Of course, there was nothing equal about it at all—it was racial discrimination, plain and simple, and African Americans were treated as inferior. Now that separate but equal was against the law, it was supposed to be the beginning of a new, more equal and fair era in America.

			But change takes time to catch hold, so every day Perry the kindergartner walked from Short 26th over to the all-black Jewel’s Academy, a private school run by the Church of God in Christ. Whether it was the imposing figure of Chief Jewel, the female bishop who ran the school, or the lessons on respect he had learned from his parents, Perry was the best-behaved kid in kindergarten. This didn’t necessarily sit well with his sister Jessie, who occasionally picked up her little brother from school.

			Jessie arrived at Perry’s classroom one day, and the teacher was nowhere in sight. The kids were going berserk, running around screaming, bouncing off walls and windows. All but one kid, that is. As his classmates went bonkers, there at his tiny desk sat Perry Wallace, not saying a word, waiting patiently for his sister.

			“I was just enraged, not at the children, but at the teacher,” Jessie recalled. “But my strongest feeling of all was, ‘Is my brother going to be a wimp? Is he going to stand up for himself with these rougher guys? Is he going to be able to defend himself?’

			“I think I would have preferred at that moment for him to be running around, too,” Jessie said. “But looking back, this is when I saw the first instance of that self-control, this discipline, and not only that, this desire to do the right thing and not follow the crowd. He learned all that so early.”

			If those traits would later serve him well, Perry didn’t need to look far to see another example of a pioneer in action. It was his dad, Perry Sr., who, despite long odds, was making a living in the field of building construction with his own brick-cleaning business. For years, the Wallace kids called it “Daddy’s business in a bucket.” Perry Sr. had no car when he first got started, so each morning he would load his steel brushes and acid into his bucket and ride the city bus to jobs all over town. Eventually, as business improved, he was able to buy a car, which allowed him to work jobs as far away as southern Kentucky and northern Alabama. This at a time when merely pulling over for gas was a risky proposition for a black man in the South.

			As Perry Sr. began to make a little money, he saw an opportunity to improve his family’s lot. Boxes were packed, and Short 26th was home no more; the family moved to a bigger, nicer house at 1110 Cass Street. The all-white North High School was right across the street, but the neighborhood was becoming increasingly black as whites moved to the suburbs.

			It was around this time that young Perry’s view of the world and its possibilities began to expand. He was now living at the edges of the cocoon of black life, near the divide between the white neighborhoods and the black neighborhoods, and old enough to notice the difference between the ways other people lived versus his own poor environment. His mother, who worked as a cleaning lady in office buildings downtown, brought home magazines she found in the trash. Perry was fascinated by the photos that depicted a world he did not know. And then he found another way to peek into this other world—literally. He could see the white students walking to and from North High School across the street, and on Friday nights in the fall, there were the football games.

			Perry and his buddies would walk over to Robertson’s corner store and buy some Cokes and cheese and bologna and crackers, and then make their way over to the chain-link fence that sat atop a hill overlooking the football field. Invisible to the crowd below, they stood at the edge of the fence and watched the spectacle at the white school—one that black people were prohibited from seeing any other way. As they peeked through the chains, Wallace later concluded, he and his friends were in effect looking through what the famous civil rights activist W. E. B. Du Bois called the “veil that separates the races.”

			“We stood there on Friday nights and we watched the games, but we also watched the people,” Wallace recalled. “We watched whites live and enjoy being an American. They had popcorn and candy and a band and cheerleaders and hot dogs, and it just looked like they had a better place than we did. And I think the subtle signal that was sent was that even though they were poor, they were better than we were and they were more a part of the real America than we were.”

			Perry became interested in finding other ways to escape the rigid boundaries society had placed around him. The family’s black-and-white television (this was before the days of color TVs!) brought a new world into their home, with Perry watching the popular shows of the day like Leave It to Beaver and The Dick Van Dyke Show, programs that depicted an image of the American middle class that intrigued him.

			But the reality of life in Nashville was far different than it was on TV. When the first black students arrived at previously all-white schools on September 9, 1957, they were greeted by a crowd of angry white people hurling insults and rocks. Later that night, an entire wing of a Nashville elementary school was destroyed by a dynamite blast.

			In the midst of this dangerous atmosphere, Perry Wallace, an asthmatic kid who had been taught by his parents to stay out of trouble, had to walk to school. And to get there, on his way to Elliott Elementary, he had to walk through white neighborhoods, past white schools.

			Sometimes the white boys threw rocks at him. Sometimes they called him names. Sometimes a carload of teens sped by, throwing things and calling him names. And at least one group of punks surrounded him and threatened him with a knife. In those moments, Wallace later recalled, he “had to figure out the basic law of the jungle. It was fight or flight. It was classic and it was raw.” Sometimes he fought; sometimes he ran. Sometimes he took the bus, just to avoid the bullies.

			But even that plan didn’t always work. Nearly fifty years later, Wallace vividly remembered one incident. Late on a spring afternoon, he stood alone on a street corner, waiting for a bus home.

			A car packed with white boys rolled down the road toward him, the teens shouting insults as they approached. Perry stood his ground, waiting for the car to pass by. But as the car came closer, one of the guys leaned out and pointed a gun right at him. Time seemed to slow down, the shouts now just so much white noise, and Perry’s eyes grew large as he stared down the barrel of the gun. The car slowed to a crawl as it turned the corner in front of him, and the guy just kept pointing the gun at Perry—pointing it, pointing it, pointing it—everything in slow motion. And then he didn’t shoot.

			“Maybe they were just kidding, because people just didn’t shoot people in Nashville in those days,” Wallace said. “But who knew? Who knew?”
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					As an elementary school student in Nashville, Perry Wallace was often confronted by young white kids on his way to school.

					COURTESY OF PERRY WALLACE.

				

			

			Faced with no easy solution—ride the bus or walk, it made no difference; trouble could lurk anywhere—Perry lost himself in other pursuits. He found comfort in attending church, ignoring the taunts of the neighbor kids as he clutched his Bible. And he came to love music. Perry’s father surprised him one day in fifth grade by bringing home a trumpet. Though Perry was never told exactly why he received the gift, he later got the sense that his father wanted him to enjoy the benefits of the study of music, that it would serve as a safe way to help him forget his troubles and escape to new worlds.

			Perry’s love for the trumpet continued as he graduated from the Elliott School and enrolled at Wharton Junior High. Almost immediately, Perry noticed one comforting advantage to attending Wharton: the walk to school was peaceful. While the journey to Elliott had taken him through white areas, the walk to Wharton took him in the opposite direction, closer to all-black universities like Fisk and Tennessee A&I and deeper into the heart of black Nashville.

			As the scenery changed, so, too, did Wallace’s curiosities. The year was 1960, and Nashville was the stage for some of the first dramatic scenes of the civil rights movement. In February of that year, local college students staged peaceful sit-ins at Nashville’s department-store lunch counters, protesting the fact that blacks were not allowed to eat there. Though angry whites beat them and burned cigarettes into their flesh, these students remained true to the teachings of nonviolence and didn’t respond by fighting back.

			For Wallace, it was the beginning of an education unlike anything he had ever imagined. Why did he have to use a different water fountain downtown? Why did he have to sit in the back of the bus? The more curious he became about these questions, the more he had to see what these older students were doing at the protests. He and some friends would sneak downtown—their parents would kill them if they knew what they were up to—and watch the action at the department stores and cafeterias from a safe distance.

			His thirst for knowledge was intense. After school and on weekends, he walked a few miles to the Hadley Park library and buried himself in the works of the civil rights leader W. E. B. Du Bois, and absorbed the accounts of Southern lynchings written by another prominent black writer and activist, Walter White.

			There was no hanging out at the fast-food joint after school, no detours on the way home from band practice. While other guys in the neighborhood developed their own signature swaggering struts, that wasn’t an option for Perry: “Daddy said, ‘You can’t have a cool walk. Cool walk? That’s out.’”

			To keep the kids out of trouble, the Wallace parents kept their kids in the house. The Wallace kids even sounded different from their peers, and that was no accident. They were taunted for this, too, told they were trying to sound white.

			“The notion was not trying to be white; that was the last thing you wanted to be,” Wallace recalled. “It was, what works in America now, and what is going to work in the future? We were living in a very humble place where people up and down the street talked and acted a whole different way. And what we understood was that these people were locking themselves in, potentially in a perilous and maybe even tragic way. So you understood what you needed to do, and you took the hits. People would give you hell, and you always would have doubts. But this was a decision I thought made a lot of sense and would pay off.”

			Perry Wallace made a conscious effort to be different from the people around him. But in one very important way, he fit in just fine.

			When Perry stepped onto a basketball court, he was just one of the guys.

			

		

	
		
			Chapter 3

			

			Freedom Song

			“DO YOU KNOW HOW TO dribble a basketball?”

			In the chain of events that would come to define Perry Wallace’s life, all the tragic and heroic moments, it was this simple question from his cousin Clarence that set everything in motion.

			Around ten years old, Perry answered, no, he never had dribbled a basketball. He didn’t even have a basketball.

			With his brother, James, off in the air force, Perry found his older cousin an intriguing role model. If Clarence, so athletic and smart, thought playing basketball was a good thing, then it must be true.

			Perry’s protective parents allowed Clarence to take Perry across the street to the playground at North High School—when the white kids weren’t around—to teach him how to play. On long summer nights, Clarence taught his younger cousin the fundamentals: Dribbling. Shooting. Rebounding. His pupil—the trumpet-playing, Sunday-school-teaching voracious reader—loved every minute of it.

			“I caught the bug,” Wallace remembers, “and things took off from there.”

			Perry began spending more time at the North High hoops, learning the game from older kids who cut him no slack. The late bloomer excelled.

			It was at this same time that Perry found a new outlet for his imagination. He could look around town and admire the basketball players at all-black high schools and colleges like Pearl High and Tennessee A&I, young men who not only were succeeding in a segregated society, but whose talents were recognized and celebrated. And he could turn on the television and see black role models of a different sort, NBA legends like Wilt Chamberlain, Bill Russell, and Oscar Robertson.

			“It was so spectacular to see them out in a world where they were in the mainstream. And what we knew about the mainstream at the time was that we weren’t allowed to be in it,” Wallace recalled. “To see these guys have their strength and artistry respected in the larger world was huge. They were the ones you tried to be like.”

			And then, heaven. Wilt Chamberlain and his Philadelphia Warriors came to Nashville to play an exhibition game at Tennessee A&I. Somehow, Perry got permission from his parents to go to the game. There, decked out in the blue and gold of the Warriors, was the “Big Dipper”: huge (seven foot one), charismatic, and dunking like crazy.

			“To actually see Chamberlain, this had such an impact on me, it’s hard to describe,” Wallace said.

			Some kids in the neighborhood wished they could fly through the air. Others dreamed of making themselves invisible or as fast as lightning. The only superpower Perry Wallace wanted was to dunk a basketball like Chamberlain. Never mind that Wilt was virtually without peer in those days, as rare a sight as any caped crusader. Perry had a plan.

			Every night, after finishing dinner and homework, he made his way to the living room, took a spot in front of the family’s TV, and got down to business. He knew he had to strengthen his skinny legs if he wanted to jump high enough to dunk, so he improvised a workout routine. One. Ten. Fifty. One hundred. Who knows how many squats he did in that living room, bending at the knees over and over again, his eyes on the TV and his sights on the prize, that rim that loomed ten feet off the ground on every backboard in town.

			As his legs grew stronger, he tested himself on the baskets at North High. From age ten to age twelve, he was a fixture on those courts.

			“The dog’s baying at the moon, I’m jumping at the goal,” he recalled. “I tried and tried and tried, and then one summer, I had to be twelve years old, I finally dunked the ball.” Literally and figuratively, he had reached a goal. And with that fulfillment came success on two important fronts.

			One, he gained respect from the same kids who mocked his studiousness. “In some respects, our enthusiasm for the game was what we had in common, and the dunk was the high point of that,” Wallace said. “Otherwise, I would have been a very different, strange little kid playing the trumpet four or five hours a day and listening to classical music when everybody else was listening to Motown. On the court, we all came together and we were just the same.”

			Two, he found in basketball a passage to freedom and
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