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      Prologue


      The Joshua Generation

    

  


  Brown Chapel


  Selma, Alabama


  
    This is how it began, the telling of a story that changed America.

  


  At midday on March 4, 2007, Barack Obama, the junior senator from Illinois, was scheduled to speak at Brown Chapel, in Selma, Alabama. His campaign for President was barely a month old, and he
  had come South prepared to confront, for the first time, the Democratic frontrunner, Hillary Clinton. He planned to discuss in public what so many believed would ultimately be his undoinghis
  race, his youth, his exotic background. Who is Barack Obama? Barack Hussein Obama? From now until Election Day, his opponents, Democratic and Republican, would
  ask the question on public platforms, in television and radio commercials, often insinuating a disqualifying otherness about the man: his childhood in Hawaii and Indonesia; his Kenyan father; his
  Kansas-born, yet cosmopolitan, mother.


  Obamas answer to that question helped form the language and distinctiveness of his campaign. Two years out of the Illinois State Senate and barely free of his college loans, Obama entered
  the Presidential race with a serious, yet unexceptional, set of center-left policy positions. They were not radically different from Clintons, save on the crucial question of the Iraq war.
  Nor did he possess an impressive rsum of executive experience or legislative accomplishment. But who Obama was, where he came from, how he came to understand himself, and,
  ultimately, how he managed to project his own temperament and personality as a reflection of American ambitions and hopes would be at the center of his rhetoric and appeal. In addition to his
  political views, what Obama proposed as the core of his candidacy was a selfa complex, cautious, intelligent, shrewd, young African-American man. He was not a
  great man yet by any means, but he was the promise of greatness. There, in large measure, was the wellspring of his candidacy, its historical dimension and conceit, and there was no escaping its
  gall. Obama himself used words like presumptuous and audacious.


  In Selma, Obama prepared to nominate himself as the inheritor of the most painful of all American struggles, the struggle of race: not race as invoked by his predecessors in electoral politics
  or in the civil-rights movement, not race as an insistence on ethnicity or redress; rather, Obama would make his biracial ancestry a metaphor for his ambition to create a broad coalition of
  support, to rally Americans behind a narrative of moral and political progress. He was not necessarily the hero of that narrative, but he just might be its culmination. In the months to come, Obama
  borrowed brazenly from the language and imagery of an epochal American movement and applied it to a campaign for the Presidency.


  The city of Selma clusters around the murky waters of the Alabama River. Selma had been a prosperous manufacturing center and an arsenal for the Confederate Army. Now it is a forlorn place of
  twenty thousand souls. Broad Street ordinarily lacks all but the most listless human traffic. African-Americans live mostly in modest houses, shotgun shacks, and projects on the east side of town;
  whites tend to live, more prosperously, on the west side.


  Selmas economy experiences a burst of vitality during the annual flowerings of historical memory. The surviving antebellum plantation houses are, for the most part, kept up for the few
  tourists who still come. In mid-April, Civil War buffs arrive in town to commemorate the Confederate dead in a re-enactment of the Battle of Selma, where, in 1865, a Confederate general, a
  particularly sadistic racist named Nathan Bedford Forrest, suffered defeat. The blacks in town do not share in the mood of Confederate nostalgia. An almost entirely black housing project just
  outside of town was, for decades, named for General Forrest, who had traded slaves and became Grand Wizard of the Ku Klux Klan.


  After the Civil War, black students came to Selma University, a small Bible college, and the towna town of churchesbecame renowned as a center of African-American preaching. Selma,
  Ralph Abernathy wrote in his memoirs, was to many of us the Capital of the Black Belt, a place where intelligent young people and learned elders gathered. At the same
  time, because of the grip of Jim Crow, Selma was, as late as the nineteen-sixties, a place of literacy tests and poll taxes; almost no blacks were able to register to vote. Surrounded by disdainful
  white registrars, they were made to answer questions like How many bubbles are there in a bar of soap?


  The local sheriff, Jim Clark, was in the grotesque folkloric mold of Birminghams Bull Connor; he wore a button reading Never on his uniform and could be relied upon to take
  the most brutal measures against any sign of anti-segregationist protestwhich is why, as the civil-rights movement developed, the grassroots leaders of the Southern Christian Leadership
  Conference (S.C.L.C.) made Selma a test case in the struggle for voting rights.


  On January 2, 1965, Martin Luther King, Jr., came to Brown Chapel, a brick citadel of the African Methodist Episcopal Church, and told the congregation that Selma had become a symbol of
  bitter-end resistance to the civil-rights movement in the Deep South. Just as Montgomery had been the focus of the first bus boycotts and the struggle for civil rights and equal access to
  public facilities, Selma, King and his comrades decided, would be the battleground for voting rights.


  Barack Obama had been invited to Selma more than a month before the anniversary event by his friend John Lewis, a veteran
  congressman from Atlanta. In his late sixties, portly and bald, Lewis was known around Capitol Hill and in the African-American community less as a legislator than as a popularly elected
  griot, a moral exemplar and a wizened truth-teller of the civil-rights movement. During the long conservative darkness, from the first Reagan inaugural onward, Lewis said, it
  was especially hard and essential to keep progressive politics alive. And the only way to do that was to keep telling the story, he said. While King was organizing for
  the S.C.L.C. in Alabama, Lewis had been the chairman of the Student Nonviolent Coordinating Committee (SNCC). Lewis was present at nearly every important march. He was at
  Kings side at the front of countless demonstrations and in meetings with John Kennedy and Lyndon Johnson in the Oval Office. He was the youngestand most militantof the many
  speakers at the March on Washington in 1963; now he was the only one among them still alive. People called John Lewis a hero every day of his life, but now he was feeling quite unheroic, unsure
  whom to support: the Clintons, who had never disappointed him over the years, or a young and talented man who had introduced himself to the country with a thrilling speech at the 2004
  Democratic Convention in Boston. At first, Lewis signaled to Obama that he would be with him, but the Clintons and their circle were appealing to his sense of friendship and loyaltyand they were almost as hard to resist as the lure of history. Feeling acute pressure, Lewis promised both the Clintons and Obama that he would soon have an
  executive session with myself and decide.


  For Lewis, growing up in Pike County, Alabama, Jim Crow was like a familiar but ominous neighbor. As a boy, he wanted to leave so badly that he dreamed of making a wooden bus out of the pine
  trees that surrounded his familys house and riding it all the way to California. His parents were sharecroppers and he was one of ten children. He wanted to be a preacher, and, to practice,
  he declaimed sermons to the chickens in the coop in the backyard. He preached to them weekdays and Sundays alike, marrying the roosters and hens, presiding over funerals for the dead. (There
  was something magical, almost mystical, about that moment when those dozens and dozens of chickens, all wide awake, were looking straight at me, and I was looking back at them, all of us in total,
  utter silence. It felt very spiritual, almost religious.)


  In 1955, Lewis listened on the radio to a young preacher from Atlanta giving a sermon called Pauls Letter to the American Christians. The preacher, Martin Luther King, Jr.,
  spoke in the voice of the apostle Paul addressing Christians, white Christians, condemning them for a lack of compassion toward their black brothers and sisters. As he listened to the sermon, Lewis
  wanted to become a minister like Dr. King. Later that year, he joined a movement that started when a department store clerk in Montgomery named Rosa Parks was arrested after she refused to change
  her seat on the Cleveland Avenue bus. As a seminarian at Troy State, Lewis took workshops in nonviolent resistance and joined the drive to integrate lunch counters and bus-station waiting rooms in
  Nashville and other Southern towns and cities. He passed out the axioms of Jesus, Gandhi, Thoreau, and King to his fellow demonstrators even as he was being taunted as an agitator, a
  nigger, a coon, as teenaged thugs flicked lighted cigarettes at his neck. As a Freedom Rider, Lewis was nearly killed at the Greyhound station in Rock Hill, South
  Carolina. Getting beaten, arrested, and jailed became a kind of routine, his regular service, and, after each incident, he would rest a little, as if all he had done was to put in a decent
  days labor:


  
    
      Some of the deepest, most delicious moments of my life were getting out of jail in a place like Americus, or Hattiesburg, or Selmaespecially Selmaand finding
      my way to the nearest Freedom House, taking a good long shower, putting on a pair of jeans and a fresh shirt and going to some little Dew Drop Inn, some little side-of-the-road juke joint where
      Id order a hamburger or cheese sandwich and a cold soda and walk over to that jukebox and stand there with a quarter in my hand, and look over every song
      on that box because this choice had to be just right. . . . and then I would finally drop that quarter in and punch up Marvin Gaye or Curtis Mayfield or Aretha, and I would sit down with
      my sandwich, and I would let that music wash over me, just wash right through me. I dont know if Ive ever felt anything so sweet.

    

  


  John Lewis knew Selma, knew all its little streets, the churches, the cafs, the Hotel Albert, the paved roads in the white parts of town, the shanties and the George Washington Carver
  projects where the blacks lived. He knew Jim Clark, the sheriff, of course, and the mayor, Joe Smitherman, who, although less virulent than Clark, slipped and spoke of Martin Luther
  Coon. Even after the Civil Rights Act of 1964, there were few places in Selma where black people could meet safely, especially if it was known that they were meeting for political purposes.
  They got together at a couple of modest restaurantsClay & Listons, Walkers Caf sometimesbut mostly they gathered at Brown Chapel and at the First Baptist
  Church, just down the street.


  At the rallies and services at Brown Chapel, most of the speakers were from the S.C.L.C. or SNCC, the Urban League or the N.A.A.C.P.the mainstream groups of the
  civil-rights movementbut Malcolm X, too, had his turn in the pulpit. In early February, 1965, while King sat in a Selma jail cell, Malcolm spoke in Selma, warning, I think the people
  in this part of the world would do well to listen to Dr. Martin Luther King and give him what hes asking for and give it to him fast, before some other factions come along and try to do it
  another way.


  King had received the Nobel Prize for Peace in December, and he described the creative battle that twenty-two million Negroes were waging against the starless
  midnight of racism. Now, in early February, he wrote a letter from his Selma jail cell that ran as an advertisement in the New York Times:


  
    
      Dear Friends,


      When the King of Norway participated in awarding the Nobel Peace Prize to me he surely did not think that in less than sixty days I would be in jail . . . By jailing hundreds of Negroes, the
      city of Selma, Alabama, has revealed the persisting ugliness of segregation to the nation and the world. When the Civil Rights Act of 1964 was passed many decent Americans were lulled into
      complacency because they thought the day of difficult struggle was over.


      Why are we in jail? Have you ever been required to answer 100 questions on government, some abstruse even to a political science specialist, merely to vote?
      Have you ever stood in line with over a hundred others and after waiting an entire day seen less than ten given the qualifying test?


      THIS IS SELMA, ALABAMA. THERE ARE MORE NEGROES IN JAIL WITH ME THAN THERE ARE ON THE VOTING ROLLS.


      But apart from voting rights, merely to be a person in Selma is not easy. When reporters asked Sheriff Clark if a woman defendant was married, he replied, Shes a nigger woman
      and she hasnt got a Miss or Mrs. in front of her name.


      This is the U.S.A. in 1965. We are in jail simply because we cannot tolerate these conditions for ourselves or our nation . . .


      Sincerely,


      Martin Luther King, Jr.

    

  


  King was released soon afterward, but Sheriff Clark and his men went on attacking the voting-rights protesters in town, shocking them with cattle prods, throwing them in jail. Since the day King
  arrived in Selma, Clarks men had jailed four thousand men and women. Lewis gave a handwritten statement to reporters in Selma saying that Clark had proved himself basically no
  different from a Gestapo officer during the Fascist slaughter of the Jews. At a confrontation on the steps of the Selma courthouse, he punched one of Kings allies, the Reverend C. T
  Vivian, in the mouth so hard that he broke a finger. Then he arrested Vivian. Would a fiction writer, King wrote a few weeks later in the New York Times, have the
  temerity to invent a character wearing a sheriffs badge at the head of a helmeted posse who punched a clergyman in the mouth and then proudly boasted: If I hit him, I dont know
  it. 


  At a nighttime rally in the nearby town of Marion, a state trooper shot a young Army veteran and pulpwood worker named Jimmie Lee Jackson twice in the stomach. (Jackson had attempted to register
  to vote five times.) In the same skirmish, Jacksons mother, Viola, was beaten, and his eighty-two-year-old grandfather, Cager Lee, was injured, too, but declared himself ready for the next
  demonstration. Jackson lingered for several days, then died.


  At the funeral, in Brown Chapel, King declared, Jimmie Lee Jackson is speaking to us from the casket and he is saying to us that we must substitute courage for caution. . . . We must not
  be bitter, and we must not harbor ideas of retaliating with violence. James Bevel, one of the youngest leaders of SNCC, suggested that
  the movement lead a march, from Selma to the capital, Montgomery, place Jimmie Lee Jacksons casket on the steps of the capitol, and demand justice from the governor, George C. Wallace.
  Earlier that month, Bevel had been beaten with a nightstick by Sheriff Clark, thrown into a jail cell, and pummeled with cold water from a hose.


  When Governor Wallace heard reports about what King and the others were planning, he told his aides, Im not gonna have a bunch of niggers walking along a highway in this state as
  long as Im governor.


  Over the years, Lewis has told the story of the afternoon of March 7, 1965Bloody Sundayhundreds of
  times. He tells it best in his memoir, Walking with the Wind:


  
    
      I cant count the number of marches I have participated in in my lifetime, but there was something peculiar about this one. It was more than disciplined. It was somber
      and subdued, almost like a funeral procession. . . .


      There was no singing, no shoutingjust the sound of scuffling feet. There was something holy about it, as if we were walking down a sacred path. It reminded me of Gandhis march
      to the sea. Dr. King used to say there is nothing more powerful than the rhythm of marching feet, and that was what this was, the marching feet of a determined people. That was the only sound
      you could hear.

    

  


  Lewis and a young comrade from the S.C.L.C., Hosea Williams, led the marcha huge, double-file line of six hundred people. Lewis was twenty-five at the time, a slight, shy, yet determined
  figure in a tan raincoat with a knapsack on his back containing a book, a toothbrush, and a couple of pieces of fruit (in case I got hungry in jail). Lewis and Williams led the crowd
  from Brown Chapel, past a housing project, and toward the arching span of the Edmund Pettus Bridge. (Pettus was the last Confederate general to serve in the U.S. Senate.) At the crest of the
  bridge, Lewis and Williams came to a halt. Six hundred men, women, and children stopped behind them.


  
    
      There facing us at the bottom of the other side, stood a sea of blue-helmeted, blue-uniformed Alabama state troopers, line after line of them, dozens of battle-ready lawmen
      stretched from one side of U.S. Highway 80 to the other. . . . On one side of the road I could see a crowd of about a hundred whites, laughing and hollering,
      waving Confederate flags.

    

  


  Hosea Williams looked down into the water and asked Lewis, Can you swim? He could not.


  Again, they started forward. As Lewis recalled, The only sounds were our footsteps on the bridge and the snorting of a horse ahead of us. The troopers slipped gas masks over their
  heads. Behind them were many more white men; Clark had deputized volunteers from around Dallas County, a posse armed with whips and nightsticks. One even brandished a rubber hose wrapped with
  barbed wire.


  The officer in charge, Major John Cloud, told Lewis that the protesters made up an unlawful assembly that was not conducive to the public safety. Cloud ordered Lewis
  and Williams to turn around and go back to your church or to your homes.


  May we have a word with the Major? Williams asked.


  There is no word to be had, Cloud said and gave them two minutes to disperse.


  Lewis knew that to advance would be too aggressive, to retreat impossible. And so he said to Hosea Williams, We should kneel and pray.


  They turned around and passed the word. Hundreds got to their knees.


  But within sixty or seventy seconds of the order to disperse, Cloud lost his patience and ordered his men, Troopers, advance!


  Lewis remembered the terrible sound of the troopers approaching:


  
    
      The clunk of the troopers heavy boots, the whoops of rebel yells from the white onlookers, the clip-clop of horses hooves hitting the hard asphalt of the
      highway, the voice of a woman shouting, Get em! Get the niggers!


      And then they were upon us. The first of the troopers came over me, a large, husky man. Without a word, he swung his club against the left side of my head. I didnt feel any pain, just
      the thud of the blow, and my legs giving way. I raised an arma reflex motionas I curled up in the prayer for protection position. And then the same trooper hit me
      again. And everything started to spin.


      I heard something that sounded like gunshots. And then a cloud of smoke rose all around us.


      Tear gas.


      Id never experienced tear gas before. This, I would learn later, was a particularly toxic form called C-4, made to induce nausea.


      I began choking, coughing. I couldnt get air into my lungs. I felt as if I was taking my last breath. If there was ever a time in my life for me to panic, it should have been then.
      But I didnt. I remember how strangely calm I felt as I thought, This is it. People are going to die here. Im going to die here.

    

  


  Dozens of demonstrators were carried off to Good Samaritan Hospital, the biggest black hospital in Selma. The rest retreated to Brown Chapel, running, stumbling, gasping for breath. Some stopped
  and tried to flush out their stinging eyes with water from puddles in the street. The police and the vigilantes kept chase untiland sometimes pastthe church door. At First Baptist, a
  vigilante threw a teenaged protester through a church window. At Brown Chapel, the pews were filled with bleeding, weeping people.


  John Lewis had a fractured skull. His raincoat was splattered with mud and his own blood. But he was still conscious, and somehow moving. He refused to go to Good Samaritan and headed for Brown
  Chapel instead. Once inside, he stepped to the pulpit and said to his fellow demonstrators, I dont know how President Johnson can send troops to Vietnam. I dont see how he can
  send troops to the Congo. I dont see how he can send troops to Africa, and he cant send troops to Selma, Alabama.


  Tell it! the marchers shouted. Go on!


  Next time we march, Lewis declared, we may have to keep going when we get to Montgomery. We may have to go on to Washington.


  That night, at around 9 P.M. on the East Coast, ABC television broke into its broadcast of the film Judgment at Nuremberg, for what the announcer called
  a long film report of the assault on Highway 80. The ABC audience that night was hugearound forty-eight millionand the newscast lasted fifteen minutes before the film
  resumed.


  Bloody Sunday was likely the most important act of nonviolent resistance since 1930, when Mahatma Gandhi led seventy-eight other satyagrahis (truth-force activists) in a twenty-three-day
  march from his ashram to the coastal town of Dandi in protest against the British government and the colonial tax on salt. For millions of Americans, the sight of peaceful protesters being clubbed
  and gassed in Selma disturbed the foundations of American indifference no less than Gandhi inspired Indians and unnerved the British.


  On March 15th, before a joint session of Congress, President Johnson delivered the most ringing endorsement of civil rights ever by a sitting President. In his
  first twenty years in the House and Senate, from 1937 to 1957, Johnson had voted against all kinds of bills proposing to help blacks, including anti-lynching measures. As Robert Caro makes clear in
  his multivolume biography of Johnson, L.B.J. had been profoundly affected by his experience as a young man in Cotulla, Texas, teaching poor Mexican-American children, but it was only in the
  mid-fiftieswhen, as Caro writes, his ambition and compassion were finally pointing in the same directionthat he allowed himself to start working in behalf of civil
  rights. By 1965, the white supremacists in Congress were weak; Johnson had crushed Barry Goldwater in the 1964 election; the balance of power was shifting, making a bill possible. That night,
  Johnson said, At times, history and fate meet at a single time in a single place to shape a turning point in mans unending search for freedom. So it was at Lexington and Concord. So
  it was a century ago at Appomattox. So it was last week in Selma, Alabama. Johnsons Justice Department had drafted a bill two days before Bloody Sunday. He said that, even if the
  country could double its wealth and conquer the stars, if it proved unequal to this issue, then we will have failed as a people and as a nation. The voting-rights act
  that he was introducing, he said, would prove insufficient if it allowed the country to relax in its pursuit of justice for the men and women whose forebears had come to America in slave ships:


  
    
      What happened in Selma is part of a far larger movement, which reaches into every section and state of America. It is the effort of American Negroes to secure for themselves
      the full blessings of American life.


      Their cause must be our cause, too. Because it is not just Negroes, but really it is all of us who must overcome the crippling legacy of bigotry and injustice. And we shall
      overcome.

    

  


  Watching Johnson that night on television in Selma, King wept. Six days later, on March 21st, King, Lewis, and thousands of others set out from Brown Chapel on a peaceful march to Montgomery,
  the Cradle of the Confederacy. When, five days later, they reached the capital and its government square, King spoke to the crowd as Governor Wallace peeked through the blinds of his
  office. King declared that segregation was on its deathbed. Bombings, church fires, or the beating of clergymen would not deter them. We are on the move now! King said.
  And his aim, our aim, was not to defeat or humiliate the white man, but, rather, to win his friendship and understanding and achieve a
  society that can live with its conscience:


  
    
      I know you are asking today, How long will it take? . . . I come to say to you this afternoon, however difficult the moment, however frustrating the hour, it
      will not be long because truth pressed to the earth will rise again.


      How long? Not long, because no lie can live forever.


      How long? Not long, because you shall reap what you sow. . . .


      How long? Not long, because the arc of the moral universe is long but it bends toward justice.

    

  


  This last refrain became Barack Obamas favorite quotation. He was three when it was uttered. Over the years, Obama read the
  leading texts of the black liberation movement: the slave narratives; the speeches of Frederick Douglass, Sojourner Truth, Marcus Garvey, Martin Luther King, Fannie Lou Hamer, Ella Baker, and
  Malcolm X; the crucial court opinions of desegregation; John Lewiss memoir. Scenes of the movements most terrifying and triumphant momentsdogs tearing at marchers, King on the
  steps of the Lincoln Memorial, his assassination on the balcony of the Lorraine Motel, in Memphisunspooled in his mind in black and white, he said, exciting his imagination and
  deepening his longing for a firm identification with African-American community and history and for a sense of purpose in his life. Obamas racial identity was both provided and chosen; he
  pursued it, learned it. Surrounded by a loving white mother and sympathetic white grandparents, and raised mainly on a multicultural island where the one missing hue was his own, Obama had to claim
  that identity after willful study, observation, even presumption. On a visit to Chicago during law school, Obama, a friend noticed, was reading Parting the Waters, the first volume of Taylor
  Branchs magnificent history of the civil-rights movement. Only a few years earlier, he had endured a tumultuous inner struggle about his identity, but Obama nodded at the book and said with
  absolute confidence, Yes, its my story.


  In January, 2007, a month before Obama formally declared his candidacy for President, the polls indicated that Hillary Clinton had
  a firm hold on the African-American vote. At that time, not all African-Americans knew who Obama was; among those who did, many were either wary of another symbolic
  black candidacy, another Shirley Chisholm or Jesse Jackson, or loyal to the Clintons.


  African-Americans know that their votes are especially crucial in the nominating process. The Negro potential for political power is now substantial, Dr. King wrote in 1963, in
  Why We Cant Wait. In South Carolina, for example, the 10,000-vote margin that gave President Kennedy his victory in i960 was the Negro vote. . . . Consider the political power
  that would be generated if the million Americans who marched in 1963 also put their energy directly into the electoral process. Kings prediction, which preceded passage of the Voting
  Rights Act and the registration of many hundreds of thousands more black voters, became an axiom of Democratic Party politics.


  No one knew this calculus better than Bill Clinton. A white Southerner, Clinton had read black writers and had black friendsa sharp difference from nearly all of his predecessors. The
  syndicated black radio host Tom Joyner recalled how Clinton awarded Rosa Parks the Congressional Medal of Freedom in 1996, and, at the ceremony, Jessye Norman led the audience in Lift Every
  Voice and Sing, the James Weldon Johnson hymn commonly known as the Negro national anthem. Every living black dignitary was in the audience that great day and everyone stood and sang
  the first verse loudly and proudly, Joyner recalled. As we got to the second verse, the singing got faint. Most of us left it up to Miss Norman, who had the words in front of her. The
  only person in the room who sang every word of every verse by heart was Bill Clinton. By the third verse, he and Jessye Norman were doing a duet.


  Writing in The New Yorker in 1998, in the midst of the Monica Lewinsky scandal and the sanctimony parade that followed, Toni Morrison remarked that Bill Clinton, white skin
  notwithstanding, had been the first black president, a Southerner born poor, a saxophone-playing, McDonalds-and-junk-food-loving boy, the first national
  leader to have a real affinity for and ease with African-American friends, churches, and communities.


  In January, according to a Washington Post/ABC poll, Hillary Clinton was ahead among African-Americans three to one. Obama had failed so far to win support from civil-rights leaders.
  There was a constant stream of negative talk in public forums and on the Internet, trash talk about his patriotism, his left-wing associations, how hed been schooled and indoctrinated at an
  Indonesian madrassa. Some civil-rights leaders of the older generation, like Jackson and the Reverend Al Sharpton, who were worried about being surpassed by a new generation, betrayed their
  anxieties by trying to instruct Barack Obama on the question of genuine blackness. Just because you are our color doesnt make you our kind,
  Sharpton said.


  Obama and his closest aides recalled that he had been in a similar position at the start of the Illinois Senate race in 2004, with many urban blacks more comfortable, at first, with machine
  politicians and many whites more comfortable with just about anyone but a black man with a foreign-sounding name that rhymed with the first name of the most notorious terrorist in the world.
  Wed been in the same place before, David Axelrod, Obamas chief strategist, recalled. But one of the most important things you face in a Presidential campaign is
  the fact that there is almost a year between the announcement and the first real contest, in the Iowa caucuses, and so you have a whole series of surrogate contests in the interim. Selma was
  the first of those surrogate contests.


  One week before the event, the Clinton campaign learned that Obama was speaking at Brown Chapel. They hurriedly made arrangements for Hillary Clinton to speak three blocks down the street, at
  First Baptist Church. Artur Davis, an African-American congressman from Alabama and a friend of Obamas, said that Hillary Clinton knew she had to come to Selma: There was no better
  place than this stage to make a statement about her seriousness in contesting the black vote. The former President would come, too, and be inducted into the National Voting Rights
  Museums hall of fame.


  Bill Clinton was wise enough to know that in Selma Hillary could emerge from the days news cycle with, at best, an undramatic, gaffe-less draw. He had been counseled to keep his remarks
  to a minimum in Selma lest he draw attention from his wife. When he and Hillary spoke side by side at the funeral of Coretta Scott King, in February, 2006, he had been masterly, heartfelt, as good,
  many felt, as any of the best black preachers in the pulpit that day. By comparison, Hillary, speaking just after him, was stiff, awkward, routine. When Bill Clinton read the comparative accounts
  of their speeches, he told me that he said to Hillary, If we both spoke at the Wellesley reunion, youd probably get a better reception. You cant pay any attention to this. This
  is my life. I grew up in these churches. I knew more people by their first name in that church than at the end of my freshman year. This is my life. You dont have to be better at this than
  me. You got to be better than whoever.


  At First Baptist, Hillary Clinton spoke earnestly and well. (Her husband did not attend the speech.) Her goal was to project the movement forward and to place herself within its mainstream.
  After all the hard work getting rid of literacy tests and poll taxes, weve got to stay awake because weve got a march to continue, she
  said in her speech. How can we rest while poverty and inequality continue to rise?


  Clinton tied the history of Selma and civil rights to a narrative of American emancipation, generalizing its lessons and implications to include herself. The Voting Rights Act, she insisted, was
  a triumph for all men and women. Today it is giving Senator Obama the chance to run for President, she said. And, by its logic and spirit, it is giving the same chance to
  Governor Bill Richardson to run as a Hispanic. And, yes, it is giving me that chance, too. The writing was, at times, more convincing than the delivery, especially when Clinton, a daughter
  of northern Illinois, began dropping her gs and channeling her inner Blanche DuBois. Where had that accent come from? Some of Obamas black critics, especially those steeped in
  the church and the lineage of civil-rights-era speakers, said that he did not have a natural gift for the pulpit, either, that his attempts at combining the rhetoric of the sacred and the
  streeta traditional language of liberation and exhortationsometimes sounded forced. But it took no expert to hear the extra effort in Clintons voice. She was sincere, she was
  trying, but she did not win the day in Selma.


  At Brown Chapel, the pews were crammed with men and women who had either been present at Bloody Sunday or had arrived later to set
  out with Dr. King for Montgomery. Three of Kings leading colleaguesJohn Lewis, C. T Vivian, and Joseph Lowerywere there, sitting behind Obama. The Reverend Lowery, who was now
  eighty-five, and a reigning figure in the black churches of Atlanta, saw Obama as a kind of miracle. It could only be a miracle that white Americans, even white Southerners, were prepared at last
  to vote for a black man. How could he turn away from him? Lowery had also been an ardent supporter of Bill Clinton, in the nineties, but this political moment was different. Lowery had lived
  through too much to hesitate when it came to Obama. In 1963, Lowery barely escaped the bombing of his hotel room in Birmingham. In 1979, Klansmen opened fire on him in Decatur, Alabama, when he was
  protesting the jailing of a black mentally retarded man who had been charged with raping a white woman. In Selma, he decided, I had a candidate.


  The trouble was, Lowery damn near knocked that candidate off the stage at Brown Chapel. He came to the pulpit following Lewiss more stolid welcome; he walked gingerly, his voice was
  scratchy and strained, but he was wily, energized, his eyes full of mischief. In a way that seemed scattered at first, like the opening bars of a piece of
  avant-garde music that defy resolution, Lowery started talking about all the crazy things that had been happening latelythe craziness of him, a Methodist preacher, being in a
  Catholic church not long before, praying for the health of a Muslim preacher; the craziness of a Muslim congressman in church singing Christian hymns. Then the music, and the idea
  behind it, began to cohere:


  
    
      When Harriet Tubman would run up and down the underground, she was as crazy as she could bebut it was a good crazy. And when Paul preached to Agrippa, Agrippa
      said, Paul, youre crazy. But it was a good crazy.


      And Im saying today we need more folks in this country whove got a good crazy. You cant tell what will happen when you have the good crazy folks going to the polls to
      vote. . . .


      Let me tell you what good crazy can do. The other day in New York, a man on the platform of the subway had a good crazy. He looked down between the tracks and saw a brother,
      prostrate, doomed by an oncoming train. And he jumped down in the middle of the tracks. And I asked a friend of mine, I said, Go out there and measure how deep it is. The deepest measurement
      theyve given me is twenty-six inches. Aint no way in the world for one man to get on top of the other in twenty-six inches, and the train go over, and the only thing it touched,
      left a little grease on his cap . . .


      That same God is here today. Something crazy may happen in this country. Oh Lord!

    

  


  Through most of Lowerys five-minute speech, Obama had a faraway look, but as Lowery started waving his hands, as his homily went into overdrive, as it got funnier, as it became clearer
  that the really good crazy notion behind it all was the possible election of a black man to the Presidency, Obama started laughing and clapping like everyone else. As Lowery stalked
  away, with the laughter and applause still booming, Obamas face split into an enormous grin. The stage was not merely set; it was as if Lowery had set it ablaze. Barack told me I
  stole the show, Lowery said later, but, I swear, I didnt mean to.


  Long before the speech that brought Obama to national attentionthe keynote address at the Democratic National Convention in
  August, 2004, when he was still a state senatorObama had been speaking to audiences all over Illinois, telling his own story: his family background, his
  growth as an organizer and as a student, his gratitude to earlier generations, his evolution as a public servant. He learned to make it an emblematic story: my story is your story, an
  American story. Obama was not suggesting that he was unique; there are many millions of Americans with complex backgrounds and identities, criss-crossing races, nationalities, origins. But
  Obama proposed to be the first President who represented the variousness of American life.


  Obama could change styles without relinquishing his genuineness. He subtly shifted accent and cadences depending on the audience: a more straight-up delivery for a luncheon of businesspeople in
  the Loop; a folks-ier approach at a downstate V.F.W.; echoes of the pastors of the black church when he was in one. Obama is multilingual, a shape-shifter. This is not a cynical gift, nor is it
  racist to take note of it. The greatest of all American speakers, Martin Luther King, Jr., did the same, shifting from one cadence and set of metaphors and frame of reference when speaking in
  Ebenezer Baptist to quite another as he spoke to a national, multiracial audience on the steps of the Lincoln Memorial. There was, for King and for other preachers, a time to quote Tillich and a
  time to quote the blues, a time to invoke Keats and Carlyle, a time to speak of the Prophets. Obama was nowhere near this level of rhetorical magic and fluidity, but, as a politician, he had real
  gifts. Like the child of immigrants who can speak one language at home, another at school, and another with his friendsand still be himselfObama crafted his speech to fit the moment.
  It was a skill that had taken years to develop.


  Obamas speech in Selma had the structure of a Sunday sermon. It began with an expression of gratitude to the elders in the room: Lowery, Vivian, Lewis, and the spirit of Dr. King. Then
  came the ritual acknowledgment of his own presumptuousness in running for President after spending such a short time in Washington. Then, by way of invoking the endorsement of an
  unimpeachable authority, Obama mentioned a preacher known to all in Brown Chapelthe Reverend Otis Moss, Jr., of Cleveland, an important figure in the black church, a trustee of Morehouse
  College, a former co-pastor, with Martin Luther King, Sr., at Ebenezer Baptist Church in Atlantawho, he said, had sent him a letter saying, If theres some folks out there who
  are questioning whether or not you should run, just tell them to look at the story of Joshua, because youre part of the Joshua generation. In other words, Obama was ascending the
  pulpit with a message blessed by a spiritual father of the civil-rights movement. And there was another link: Mosss son, Otis Moss III, would soon replace
  Obamas own pastor, the Reverend Jeremiah Wright, at Trinity United Church of Christ on the South Side of Chicago.


  From the early black church through the civil-rights movement, preachers used the trope of Moses and Joshua as a parable of struggle and liberation, making the explicit comparison between the
  Jewish slaves in Pharaohs Egypt and the black American slaves on Southern plantations. In Moses, Man of the Mountain, Zora Neale Hurston wrote of a fictional Moses who was a figure of
  both authority and confrontation before the forbidding pharaoh. When Hurstons Moses wins the liberty of the Israelites, he prefigures another Mosaic figure, Martin Luther King, Jr., and a
  cry goes up, Free at last! Free at last! Thank God Almighty, Im free at last! Gods promise to the children of Israel was, in the terms of preachers like
  King, like the promise of equality inscribed in the Declaration of Independence and the Emancipation Proclamation. King asserted his role as the Moses-like standard-bearer for the millions of black
  men and women who dreamed that someday they might be able to cross the Red Sea of injustice and find their way to the promised land of integration and freedom. And, as everyone in
  Brown Chapel knew, King, like Moses, had failed to complete his mission. Indeed, King had had a premonition of his own martyrdom:


  
    
      I just want to do Gods will. And Hes allowed me to go up to the mountain. And Ive looked over, and Ive seen the Promised Land. I may not get
      there with you. But I want you to know tonight, that we, as a people, will get to the Promised Land.

    

  


  Forty years later, forty years of wandering in the desert after the murder of King, Obama paid tribute to the other Moses figures in the roomnot only the famous ones but
  also the foot soldiers and the dead. And to universalize his message, to bring it beyond race, beyond Selma, he emphasized that those Moses figures had battled against Pharaoh
  not just on behalf of African-Americans but on behalf of all of America. Echoing Lincoln at Gettysburg, Obama said that these were people who not only endured taunts and humiliation
  but in some cases gave the full measure of their devotion.


  Obama had grown up with a secular mother and grandparents, but, since his twenties, he had spent countless hours in black churches, first as an organizer, then as a parishioner, and, like the
  first preachers of the early black churchunderground churches hidden from Southern slave mastershe adapted the emblematic Biblical story of bondage
  and emancipation to describe a circumstance that was, at once, personal (my story), tribal, national, and universal. He began by relating that Biblical story to the struggle of
  the elders of civil rights:


  
    
      They took them across the sea that folks thought could not be parted. They wandered through a desert but always knowing that God was with them and that, if they maintained
      that trust in God, that they would be all right. And its because they marched that the next generation hasnt been bloodied so much. . . .

    

  


  Then Obama brought himself into the narrative of civil rights and, as he explained the particularity of his background, insisted on his place in the story:


  
    
      My very existence might not have been possible had it not been for some of the folks here today . . . You see, my grandfather was a cook to the British in Kenya. Grew up in
      a small village and all his life, thats all he wasa cook and a house-boy. And thats what they called him, even when he was sixty years old. They called him a house-boy.
      They wouldnt call him by his last name. Call him by his first name. Sound familiar?

    

  


  Obama was making the claim that his grandfathers experience in Africa was not so different from the experience of so many grandparents of the people in the chapel. Racism is racism,
  suffering is suffering, and they were all provided the same moral and historical moment of possibility:


  
    
      Something happened back here in Selma, Alabama. Something happened in Birmingham that sent out what Bobby Kennedy called, ripples of hope all around the world.
      Something happened when a bunch of women decided were going to walk instead of ride the bus after a long day of doing somebody elses laundry, looking after somebody elses
      children. When men who had Ph.D.s were working as Pullman porters decided thats enough and were going to stand up, despite the risks, for our dignity.

    

  


  In Obamas telling, the American moment of uprising and empowerment should be understood as a universal one:


  
    
      [It] sent a shout across oceans so that my grandfather began to imagine something different for his son. And his son, who grew up herding
      goats in a small village in Africa, could suddenly set his sights a little higher and suddenly believe that maybe a black man in this world had a chance.


      What happened in Selma, Alabama, and Birmingham also stirred the conscience of the nation. It worried folks in the White House who said, You know, were battling Communism. How
      are we going to win the hearts and minds all across the world if right here in our own country, John, were not observing the ideals that are set forth in our Constitution. We might be
      accused of being hypocrites. So the Kennedys decided were going to do an airlift. Were going to go to Africa and start bringing young Africans over to this country and give
      them scholarships to study so that they can learn what a wonderful country America is.


      This young man named Barack Obama got one of those tickets and came over to this country. And he met this woman whose great-great-great-great-grandfather had owned slaves; but she had a
      different idea, theres some good craziness going on, because they looked at each other and they decided that we know that in the world as it has been it might not be possible for us to
      get together and have a child. But somethings stirring across the country because of what happened in Selma, Alabama, because some folks are willing to march across a bridge. So they got
      together and Barack Obama, Jr., was born. So dont tell me I dont have a claim on Selma, Alabama. Dont tell me Im not coming home when I come to Selma, Alabama.


      Im here because somebody marched. Im here because yall sacrificed for me. I stand on the shoulders of giants.

    

  


  Never mind that Obama was born four years before Bloody Sunday. Obama did not stop at his romantic (and partly romanticized) assertion of heroic continuity. He moved on to the new
  generations responsibilities, criticized it for its disappointing fecklessness. In its self-regard, its obsession with money, the new generation was not fulfilling its obligations to the
  tradition of struggle and humanity itself. In Selma, this seemed a message confined to African-Americans; in the days and months that followed, it widened to include people of all races and
  creeds.


  I worry sometimes that the Joshua generation in its success forgets where it came from, Obama said in Selma. It thinks it doesnt have to make as many sacrifices.
  Thinks that the very height of ambition is to make as much money as you can, to drive the biggest car and have the biggest house and wear a Rolex watch and get your
  own private jet, get some of that Oprah money. Not that he was against capitalismTheres nothing wrong with making moneybut focusing on the accumulation of
  wealth alone led to a certain poverty of ambition.


  Voting for a candidate, even an African-American candidate, was insufficient; it was just another step in a battle against the poverty and inequality that still existed:


  
    
      Blacks are less likely in their schools to have adequate funding. We have less-qualified teachers in those schools. We have fewer textbooks in those schools. We got in some
      schools rats outnumbering computers. Thats called the achievement gap. Youve got a health care gap and youve got an achievement gap. Youve got Katrina still
      undone.

    

  


  Even before he announced his candidacy, Obama was selective in talking about race. As the only African-American in the Senate, it would have been natural for him to be the most constant voice on
  black issues: structural inequality, affirmative action, poverty, drug laws. But he was determined to be an individual with a black identity but a politician with a broad outlook and
  purpose. After Hurricane Katrina, an event that reawakened many Americans to the persistent problems of race, Jesse Jackson, Sr., expressed his fury about the treatment of poor blacks in New
  Orleans, saying that the devastation resembled the hull of a slaveship. Obama approached the problem with less racially charged language. But now, in Selma, his language was one of
  cool outrage. It was the language of King in his later years, in the years of the Poor Peoples Campaign. Obama insisted that the legacy of injustice had continued long past the Civil Rights
  Act of 1964 and the Voting Rights Act of 1965.


  But Obama did not stop at protest. In a sentence that echoed the most famous moment in Kennedys inaugural address, he wondered if the Joshua generation had lost some of the
  discipline and fortitude instilled in the marchers of a half-century ago as they tried to win over the conscience of the nation. The new generations
  responsibility was both at the kitchen table and in the larger social arena; there was a pressing need to turn off the television set when the child comes home from school and make sure they
  sit down and do their homework, to instill the sense that educational achievement is not something white.


  Obama was saying things that a thousand black preachers had said before him, but as a Presidential candidate he was talking not just to the audience in the room but to the cameras, to the rest
  of the country:


  
    
      I also know that, if cousin Pookie would vote, get off the couch and register some folks and go to the polls, we might have a different kind
      of politics. Thats what the Moses generation teaches us. Take off your bedroom slippers. Put on your marching shoes. Go do some politics. Change this country! Thats what we need.
      We have too many children in poverty in this country and everybody should be ashamed, but dont tell me it doesnt have a little to do with the fact that we got too many daddies not
      acting like daddies. Dont think that fatherhood ends at conception. I know something about that because my father wasnt around when I was young and I struggled. . . .


      If you want to change the world, the change has to happen with you first. . . . Joshua said, You know, Im scared. Im not sure that I am up to the challenge. The
      Lord said to him, Every place that the sole of your foot will tread upon, I have given you. Be strong and have courage, for I am with you wherever you go. Be strong and have
      courage. Its a prayer for a journey. A prayer that kept a woman in her seat when the bus driver told her to get up, a prayer that led nine children through the doors of the Little Rock
      school, a prayer that carried our brothers and sisters over a bridge right here in Selma, Alabama. Be strong and have courage. . . .


      That bridge outside was crossed by blacks and whites, northerners and southerners, teenagers and children, the beloved community of Gods children. They wanted to take those steps
      together, but it was left to the Joshuas to finish the journey Moses had begun, and today were called to be the Joshuas of our time, to be the generation that finds our way across this
      river.

    

  


  It was a fascinating rhetorical performance. At his announcement speech in Springfield, Obama had recounted his past and then tied
  it to a larger, common purpose, using the phrase Lets be the generation . . .: Lets be the generation that ends poverty in America, Lets be
  the generation that finally, after all these years, tackles our health-care crisis. The metaphor that day was Lincolnthe man of scant experience and potential greatness facing a
  nation on the brink. Obamas address in Springfield was to everyone, not African-Americans in particular. In Selma, he addressed African-Americans, especially, directly, praising elders and
  both mobilizing and placing demands on the younger generation, the Joshua generation. His rhetoric created a parallel between the particularities of a candidates life and a political
  struggle; put forth the self-appointment of a young man to continue and develop a national movement; and delivered it all in the rhetoric of the traditional black
  churchthe first liberated space among the slaves and still the essential black institution. In Selma, Obama evoked not Lincoln but King; he adopted the gestures, rhythms, and symbols of the
  prophetic voice for the purposes of electoral politics.


  There was no question that he won the approval of his elders. He was baring his soul and I liked what I saw, the Reverend Lowery said. People were talking that nonsense
  about was he black enough, but, to me, its always a question of how you see the movement, where you see yourself in the movement. And he came through.


  Barack was putting matters into the context of church history, which is so important to black Americans, the Reverend C. T. Vivian said. To black people, Barack was right on
  base. Martin Luther King was our prophetin Biblical terms, the prophet of our age. The politician of our age, who comes along to follow that prophet, is Barack Obama. Martin laid the moral
  and spiritual base for the political reality to follow. And this is a transformative time in our history. It is no ordinary time.


  In the months that followed, there was much talk about Obamas early distance from the centers of African-American life, the fact that he grew up in a white family, with the black father
  almost entirely absent. Oh, please, Reverend Vivian said. Any time you decide to be black in America, it will give you all the pain you need.


  Ever since the assassination of King, in April, 1968, and of Robert Kennedy, two months later, the liberal constituencies of America had been waiting for a savior figure. Barack Obama proposed
  himself. In the eyes of his supporters, he was a promise in a bleak landscape; he possessed an inspirational intelligence and an evident competence when the country had despaired of a reckless and
  aggressively incurious President; he possessed a worldliness at a time when Americans could sense so many rejecting, even hating, them; he was an embodiment of multi-ethnic inclusion when the
  country was becoming no longer white in its majority. This was the promise of his campaign, its reality or vain romance, depending on your view.


  Obama also proposed a scenario for improbable victory. He had taken an antiwar position on Iraq before the invasionnot an act of overwhelming courage for a state senator from Hyde Park,
  perhaps, but hardly risk-free, and enough to distinguish him from his Democratic opponents. It would attract younger voters and the liberal wing of the Party. And it was just possible that
  raceespecially as he projected itwould help him far more than it would hurt him.


  The final event of the day in Selma was the ritual crossing of the Edmund Pettus Bridge. On the
  far end of the bridge there was a billboard thanking visitors for supporting local Civil War tourist spots; it featured a huge portrait of General Forrest. To visit Selma today is to
  remember that America still hasnt lived up to its promises, C. T. Vivian said. But black folks know that, step by step, we are winning. The forces of evil are being
  defeated.


  Unlike the ritual re-enactments of the Battle of Selma, the re-enactment of the crossing of the Pettus Bridge involved no mock violence. The skirmishes were limited to the jostling of
  photographers trying to get a picture of the Clintons and Obama. Would they stand together and link arms? They would not. But they did share the front row with Lewis and Lowery and younger
  politicians, like Artur Davis. Along the way, Obama encountered the Reverend Fred Shuttlesworth, a civil-rights icon in his mid-eighties, who had battled Bull Connor in Birmingham and survived
  beatings, bombings, and years of slanderous attack. Shuttlesworth had recently had a brain tumor removed, but he refused to miss the commemoration. On the bridge, he chatted awhile with Obama. And
  then Obama, who had read so much about the movement, who had dreamed about it, took off his jacket, rolled up his sleeves, popped a piece of Nicorette gum in his mouth, and helped push the
  wheelchair of Fred Shuttlesworth, a leader of the Moses generation, across the bridge and over to the other side.


  
    
  


  
    
      Part One


      You have to leave home to find home


      Ralph Ellison, marginal note in an unfinished manuscript

    

  


  
     
  


  
    
      Chapter One


      A Complex Fate

    

  


  It is an ordinary day, 1951, downtown Nairobi. A city sanitary inspector sits alone in his office. He is moon-faced, with wide-set
  features, an intelligent young African of twenty-one, stifled in his ambitions at a time of political turmoil. He is testing milk samples for the local health department. The colonial government
  has initiated a crackdown on the Kenyan independence movement that began to flourish after the end of the Second World War. By 1952, the British will institute a state of emergency and carry out a
  systematic campaign of arrests, detentions, torture, and killing to quell the Kikuyu nationalist movement theyve come to call the Mau Mau rebellion.


  The door opens: a white woman steps through carrying a bottle of milk. Farming families, Europeans and Africans, come to the office all the time to have food products examined and to make sure
  they are free of disease before taking them to market.


  The young man offers to help. Being a trained functionary in the sanitation bureaucracy is considered a decent job. He grew up in eastern Kenya, on Klimambogo, a vast sisal farm owned by Sir
  William Northrup McMillan, a Great White Hunter sort. The farm was in the white highlands, near Thika, where Europeans owned all the land. His farm manager carried a kiboko, a
  whip made of the hide of a hippopotamus, and was not reluctant to use it. The health inspectors father was illiterate, but he held a relatively privileged job as a kind of foreman on the
  estate. The family lived in a mud-and-wattle hut with no plumbing or electricity, but he made seven dollars a month, enough to send his son to missionary schools. At Holy Ghost College, a secondary
  school in the town of Mangu, the young man studied English and learned about Abraham Lincoln and Booker T Washington. Soon, however, he was at a dead end. There was only so much he could learn in
  schools where there were no textbooks and students sometimes wrote their lessons in the sand. There were no universities in Kenya. The children of Europeans went
  home to study and the few blacks who could afford college went elsewhere in East Africa. He thought about studying for the priesthood, but, as he said later, the white missionaries in
  Kenya were among those who constantly told the African he was not ready for various advances, that he must be patient and believe in God and wait for the day when he might advance
  sufficiently. And so the young man studied instead on scholarship at the Royal Sanitary Institutes training school for sanitary inspectors.


  The European woman regards the young man coolly. His name is Thomas Joseph Mboya, though the woman seems to have no desire to learn that.


  Is nobody here? she says, looking straight at Tom Mboya.


  When Tom was still living on Sir Williams farm, his father used to tell him, Do not set yourself against the white man. But Tom couldnt bear the manager of the
  estate, with his whip, his entitled swagger; he couldnt bear the fact that his white colleagues in the inspection bureaucracy made five times as much as he; and now, on this ordinary day, he
  cannot bear this impertinent white woman making so determined an effort to stare right through him, to will him into invisibility.


  Madam, he says, something is wrong with your eyes.


  The woman stalks out of the inspection lab.


  I must have my work done by Europeans, she says. This boy is very rude.


  Like thousands of other Kenyans at the time, Tom Mboya was listening to the speeches of Jomo Kenyatta, known as the Burning Spear,
  the elder statesman and leading voice of the Kenyan independence movement. Anti-colonialist movements were gaining strength throughout Africa: in Nigeria, Congo, Cameroon, the Gold Coast, Togo, the
  Mali Federation of Senegal and French Sudan, Somalia, Madagascar.


  In 1955, when he was twenty-five, Mboya won a rare scholarship to study for a year at Ruskin College, in Oxford, where he read widely in politics and economics, joined the Labour Club and the
  Socialist Club, and discovered a circle of liberal, anti-colonial professors. For Mboya, who had no prior university experience, the year at Ruskin prodded him to think of what other Kenyans could
  gain from a higher education abroad.


  When Mboya returned to Nairobi, the next year, he began to make a name for himself as an activist and labor organizer. With Jomo Kenyatta in jail for nearly all
  of the last decade of colonial rule, people began to speak of charismatic young Tom Mboya, a member of the minority Luo tribe, as a future leader of post-colonial Kenya and a politician of a new
  kind. Kenyatta was the singular Kenyan hero, but he was a traditional anti-colonial fighter surrounded mainly by loyal Kkuyu. Mboya hoped that Kenya would look beyond tribal divisions and toward an
  integrationist conception of democratic self-rule and liberal economic development.


  In 1957, after the British made concessions concerning the number of Africans permitted to sit on Kenyas Legislative Council, Mboya, at twenty-six, won a seat representing Nairobi, a
  predominantly Kkuyu-speaking constituency. Mboyas Luo tribe came mainly from the areas near Lake Victoria, in the western part of Kenya. Soon he became the secretary-general of both the
  Kenya African National Union, the leading independence party, and the Kenya Federation of Labor. He was an electrifying speaker and an effective diplomat. Well before he turned thirty, Mboya was an
  international symbol of anti-colonialism and civil rights. In the U.S., he met with Eleanor Roosevelt, Richard Nixon, Thurgood Marshall, and Roy Wilkins and even shared a stage with Martin Luther
  Kng, Jr., at a civil-rights rally. In Kenyattas absence, he led delegations to Lancaster House, in London, to negotiate the final arrangements for Kenyan independence. In March, 1960, the
  editors of Time put Mboya on their cover as an exemplar of independence movements across the continent.


  One of the movements frustrations was that there was no easy way to develop the intellectual potential of young Kenyans. Kenyatta and Mboya could more easily envisage the end of
  colonialism than they could a sufficiently educated cadre of Africans to run the country. Too often during the nationalist struggle, Mboya wrote, our critics informed us the
  African people were not ready for independence because they would not have enough doctors and engineers and administrators to take over the machinery of government when the colonial power was gone.
  This criticism has never been justified. At no time has a colonial power deliberately educated the mass of the people for the day of independence. The Kenyans would have to do it
  themselves.


  Mboya tried to persuade the British to provide some of the most promising young Kenyans with scholarship money to study abroad. He came up with the notion of an airlift to foreign
  universities. He worked closely with a number of wealthy liberal Americans on the idea, particularly the industrialist William X. Scheinman. For the Americans, the airlift had a Cold War
  motivation: as African countries became independent, they might tie themselves more closely to the West, rather than to the Soviet Union, if their young
  lites went to universities in the United States and Western Europe. In 1958, as Mboya was developing the idea, the total number of black Kenyans in college amounted to a few hundred in
  African schools, seventy-four in Great Britain, and seventy-five in India and Pakistan. Albert Sims, a former State Department and Peace Corps educational expert, estimated that, in sub-Saharan
  Africa, only one child in three thousand attended secondary school and one in eighty-four thousand went to college of any sort. That was certainly part of the reason that a colony of
  sixty-five thousand Europeans had been able to retain power for so long over more than six million Africans.


  The colonial administration rejected Mboyas airlift proposal, telling him that his crash educational program was more political than educational and that most of the
  students were under-prepared, ill-financed, and bound to fail out of American colleges.


  The U.S. State Department was not eager to defy the British by sending Mboya money. Instead, Mboya came to the United States to raise money privately. For six weeks, he gave as many as six
  speeches a day on college campuses in the hope of arousing interest in the program and in collecting promises for scholarships. He obtained promises of cooperation from a range of schools,
  especially historically black colleges like Tuskegee, Philander Smith, and Howard and religious-based colleges like Moravian College, in Pennsylvania, and St. Francis Xavier University, in Nova
  Scotia.


  Along with his new American friends, Mboya helped found the African-American Students Foundation to increase fund-raising. And, in the fall of 1959, with the support of the A.A.S.F and dozens of
  American universities, the airlift began. Among the eight thousand donors were black celebrities such as Jackie Robinson, Sidney Poitier, Mrs. Ralph Bunche, and Harry Belafonte and white liberals
  like Cora Weiss and William X. Scheinman.


  Back in Nairobi, Mboya didnt have much time to review applications. Hundreds of people lined up outside his door every day, petitioning him about health care, divorce decrees, dowries,
  land disputes. Mboya studied the stacks of files of young Kenyan men and women who had worked hard in secondary school and were now in dull or menial jobs far below their potential. The
  students applications were sincere and patriotic. Their ambitions were not of emigration and escape but of education and return, of service to an independent Kenya.


  The airlifts, which continued until 1963, had a profound effect, and the program soon expanded to other African countries. My father was one of the few
  Kenyan politicians who was equally at home in a village and Buckingham Palace, Mboyas daughter Susan said. Africa is a very complex society, and you need people who are
  educated and worldly enough to translate those worlds to each other. Without it, you are lost. The airlift provided a pool of people like that for Kenyas future.


  The airlift was a signal event in the history of Kenya as it approached independence. According to a report conducted by the University of Nairobi, seventy per cent of the upper-echelon posts in
  the post-colonial government were staffed by graduates of the airlift. Among them was the environmentalist Wangari Maathai, the first African woman to win the Nobel Peace Prize. Another was a Luo
  from a village near Lake Victoria, an aspiring economist with a rich, musical voice and a confident manner. His name was Barack Hussein Obama.


  In Selma, Barack Obama, Jr., had said that he could trace his very existence to the Kennedy family because the
  Kennedys had donated money to Tom Mboyas educational program for young Kenyans. Factually and poetically, Obama had overreached. The Kennedys did not contribute to the first airlift that, in
  September, 1959, brought Obamas father and eighty others from Nairobi to the United States. As the Washington Post reported a year after the Selma speech, Mboya approached Kennedy at
  the family compound in Hyannisport in July, 1960, after the first airlift and in the hope of funding the second. At the time, Kennedy was chairman of a Senate subcommittee on Africa and was
  running for President. He listened to Mboyas proposal and then gave him a hundred thousand dollars from a family foundation named for his brother Joseph, who was killed in the Second World
  War. Vice-President Richard Nixon, who was running against Kennedy that year and was also eager to win black votes, had earlier tried to get support for the plan from the Eisenhower Administration
  but failed. This, and the prospect of Kennedys getting to advertise his largesse, deeply frustrated him. A Nixon ally, Senator Hugh Scott, accused Kennedy of making the donation from a
  tax-exempt foundation for political purposesa charge that Kennedy called the most unfair, distorted, and malignant attack I have heard in fourteen years in politics.


  One of Obamas campaign spokesmen, Bill Burton, belatedly apologized for the error in the Joshua generation speech, yet the thrust of Obamas narrative in Selma was hardly a hoax.
  The Kenyan side of his family had not escaped history. His father was a member of a transitional generation, making the leap from colonialism to independence, from
  enforced isolation to the beginnings of worldly opportunity. And Obama himself was proposing not only to be the first African-American elected to the White House but to do it as a man whose family
  was one generation removed from a rural life, an oppressed life, under colonial rule.


  When Obama was running for senator in 2003 and 2004, he said that his father had leapfrogged from the eighteenth century to the twentieth century in just a few years. He went from being a
  goat herder in a small village in Africa to getting a scholarship to the University of Hawaii to going to Harvard. The notion that Obamas father or grandfather was a mere goat
  herder is also a form of romantic overreach. Manual work was never their destiny or occupation; goat herding was something that all villagers did, even distinguished elders, like the Obama
  men. All of us who grew up in the countryside were part-time herdsmen, Olara Otunnu, a Luo and a former foreign minister of Uganda, who was a close friend of Obamas father,
  said. It was absolutely of no consequence. Its just something you did while you were in school. Obamas grandfather was, by African standards, middle or upper middle class. He
  brought china and glassware to the home! The earnings he made as a cook for the British were a pittance by Western standards, but it was cash in hand. He was exalted in his village. And
  Obamas father grew up with all of that and, of course, surpassed it. Look at the cover of Dreams from My Father. Look at the photograph on the left of Obamas father in his
  mothers lap. He is wearing Western clothes. A true goat herder would be in a loincloth. Clearly, the grandfather was far more Westernized than most and it went on from
  there.


  Barack Obama, Sr.,s father, Onyango Obama, was born in 1895 in western Kenya. He was impatient with village life. It is said of him that he had ants up his anus, his third
  wife, Sarah Ogwel, once said. He learned to read and write English, then made the two-week trek to Nairobi, where he found work as a cook for white Britons. A domestic servants pocket
  register that Obama saw when he visited Kogelo, shows that, in 1928, when Onyango was thirty-three, he worked as a personal boy, and there are short remarks of evaluation in
  the register from a Mr. Dickson, a Captain C. Harford, a Dr. H. H. Sherry, and a Mr. Arthur W H. Cole, of the East Africa Survey Group. Mr. Dickson praised Onyangos food (His pastries
  are excellent), but Mr. Cole declared him unsuitable and certainly not worth 60 shillings per month.


  After Onyangos first wife, Helima, discovered that she could not conceive, he outbid another man for a young woman named Akumu Nyanjoga, paying a dowry of
  fifteen head of cattle. In 1936, Akumu bore a son, Barack. Soon afterward, Onyango Obama met and married Sarah Ogwel. Akumu found her husband to be imperious and demanding. She left him with two
  children. Barack considered both Akumu and Sarah to be his mother. (And, today, Barack, Jr., calls Ogwel, who is in her late eighties and still lives in the village of Kogelo, Granny
  or Mama Sarah.) Sarah recounted to her grandson tales of her husbands mythological adventureshow Onyango, on his trek to Nairobi, fought off leopards with his
  panga, climbed a tree, and stayed in the branches for two days to avoid a
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