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Foreword

This book gets to the heart of the matter, the spirit of sport.

For all that sports are and claim to be—entertaining, brawny, commercial, tough, competitive, fulfilling—they are still a catalyst for human interaction Whenever humans get together in mass situations, such as in teams, they divide or unite. Sports, more so than any other popular medium, have the ability to divide or unite based on ability, talent, skill, and even ethnicity.

Richard Lapchick, in chronicling his personal experiences within the sports world, has provided us with a rich and hopeful vision for the new millenium. He recalls past and current attitudes toward athletics, from New York to South Africa, and shows how discrimination and politics have configured racial barriers in sports.

We must reclaim, he say, the true spirit of sport, deconstructing these barriers and ensuring they will never rise again. By doing so, we can enjoy for once the actual design of sports: to rise, and flal, and rise again together, all cultures, all nations, all races.

Muhammad Ali


Introduction

My third book, Broken Promises: Racism in American Sports, appeared in 1984, thirty-seven years after Jackie Robinson broke the color barrier in professional baseball. Numerous black athletes were paid more than $100,000 per year to play baseball, basketball, and football. The majority of thoughtful, intelligent Americans believed that this was a sign of society’s progress. Many young men and women, black and white alike, believed that sport was a great racial equalizer.

A virtually unknown man named Al Campanis shattered these illusions of equality through sport in April 1987 when he said on Ted Koppel’s Nightline that blacks might not have “the necessities” to be head coaches or general managers. More than a decade later, Atlanta Braves pitcher John Rocker’s verbal assault on virtually every racial and ethnic group reinforced the nation’s shortcomings in a dramatic way. The sports press, which until then had rarely surfaced stories on racial problems in sport, was finally forced to take a penetrating look at how far American sport had to go.

At the beginning of the twenty-first century, the American public watches even more black athletes earn not $100,000 but literally millions of dollars each year. However, images of highly paid professional black athletes can be overshadowed by racist remarks, such as those of Campanis and Rocker, or segregated conditions such as those revealed by the 1990 Shoal Creek golf course controversy.

Tiger Woods was heavily criticized for speaking out against restrictive golf courses as part of his first commercial endorsement with NIKE. In spite of racist remarks and negative criticism, athletes of color such as Woods and Venus and Serena Williams continue to smash barriers to the participation of people of color in sport.

As part of a white, middle-class family with a sports celebrity for a father, I was lulled into a false sense of sport being the great equalizer. Born just before the Jackie Robinson era, I was so oblivious to the reality of inequality in sports that I was unconscious even of my own father’s role as a quiet pioneer in bringing about racial change in American basketball. As the country’s star pro center in the 1920s and 1930s, my father’s Original Celtics team was among the first to play against the Rens, the nation’s first great black team. During a thirty-year career as one of America’s most successful coaches, he brought Nat “Sweetwater” Clifton to the New York Knick’s in 1950 to help break the color barrier in the NBA. His actions earned him the epithet “nigger lover.” Five decades later, I have also been called a “nigger lover” for my own efforts to end racism in sport.

This book is the story of what it was like to grow up with a famous father who cared about more than just basketball as a game, as well as my determination to continue my father’s legacy, not as an athlete on the basketball court, but as an activist for racial equality in sports. I have remained involved in this struggle in spite of several life-threatening incidents that took place in 1978 and in 1981.

The first eleven chapters, taken from Broken Promises and Five Minutes to Midnight, retell my story, a story which remains relevant in these times of turbulent and traumatic racial relations. Chapters 12 to 14 from Five Minutes to Midnight examine the early days of blacks versus whites in sports as traced through the rivalry between the Celtics and the Rens. The powerful rivalry between the two teams reinforced for me the positive potential for playing with and against players from different racial groups. Writing those three chapters in Five Minutes to Midnight also reinforced my own limited experiences and made me believe that sport could really be a model for better human relations.

The last chapters are all new and show both how much and how little has changed since Jackie Robinson took that courageous first step. Five Minutes to Midnight is more optimistic. Perhaps my views were influenced by the lessons of the Celtics and the Rens or by the faithful and fearless smiles of Emily, our young daughter, who was then a toddler, as she learned about love. Five Minutes to Midnight brought hope that in the ensuing years since Broken Promises was published that sport had become more open for players of color. Smashing Barriers brings even more good news while carefully measuring America’s distance from the final goal of racial equality. Sport may yet show every American a better way.

America has made many promises to its people that it has not fulfilled. The promise of racial equality in sports is one that has been broken time and time again. A decade ago, some commentators said that time was running out, that it was five minutes to midnight.

I saw the other side of midnight in 1978. It was an ugly place that I hope my children’s children never see. After the Civil Rights marches of the 1960s, the 1970s lulled many Americans into thinking that racial violence was a thing of the past, yet I was attacked in 1978.. Throughout the 1990s the news media reported such attacks regularly. In 1999 alone, a gay man was crucified in Wyoming; twelve high-school students and a teacher were slaughtered on Hitler’s birthday in Colorado; eleven African-Americans, Jews, and Asian-Americans were shot by a white segregationist in Chicago; and a neo-Nazi armed with a machine gun attacked a Jewish day care center in Los Angeles.

The rise of neo-Nazism as the ideological core of many hate groups today is a frightening reality. Each Memorial Day we celebrate those who gave up their lives for our nation. Nazism, with its torrent of hate and death, was once our great enemy. It was even denounced by the KKK and other American hate groups whose members fought in World War II. Now, neo-Nazism has become the central philosophical tenet of the white supremacist movement. The Internet, which brings somuch useful information, has become the nation’s number onedistribution method for hate literature.

I work for a university, the supposed bastion of our democratic ideals. According to the Southern Poverty Law Center, there has been a horrible increase in hate crimes on college campuses. At the State University of New York Maritime College in the Bronx, twenty-one Arab students fled after a series of assaults and incidents of racial harassment. At Brown University in Rhode Island, a black senior was beaten by three white students who told her she was a “quota” who didn’t belong. At the State University of New York at Binghamton, three students were charged in a racially motivated assault that left an Asian-American student with a fractured skull. One Harvard resident tutor quit after being subjected to homophobic vandalism. E-mail threats and slurs were sent to 30,000 students and faculty at Stanford University, along with others at many other schools.

In the fall of 1999, two pipe bombs went off in men’s rooms at historically black Florida A&M University in Tallahassee, the first such incidents in years. After the first attack, an anonymous caller told a local television station that he wanted to “get rid of some of them niggers.” After the second attack, a caller to the same station said that blacks “got no business having a college where there ain’t nobody . . . smart enough to get a degree.” A local white man was ultimately charged and convicted.

These were several of the estimated 250 reported hate crimes on campus in 1999. Experts agree that 250 is a fraction of the actual number since most incidents are not reported. Even so, campuses are the third most common venue for hate crimes. “Bias incidents”—events that do not rise to the level of prosecutable offenses but that may nevertheless poison the atmosphere at a college and lead to more serious trouble—are rampant on campuses. One academic journal, The Review of Higher Education, estimated recently that a total of 1 million bias incidents occur every year on American campuses.

What happened in Colorado, Wyoming, Los Angeles, and on the campuses of American colleges and universities, shook many people to their foundations. What these horrors do, however, is reinforce the message that I want to give the readers of Smashing Barriers through analysis of racial bias in sport. I hope to challenge readers to do their part in reshaping the racial history of our nation. Part five concludes with stories of the transformation of peoples’ attitudes on race.

We should never doubt that we can make a difference. We may not change the world but if we change one heart, just think of what a ripple that may have throughout humanity. We have the power to bring change, to give hope. It is never too late. The more we communicate that value to our children, the quicker America will heal.

I originally wrote Broken Promises to ensure that my children would never have to live in fear. Eighteen years later, the entire nation seems to live in fear. We must smash the barriers in sports and in life once and for all.


Part One

The Attack in Virginia


Chapter 1

No Defense

“ ‘Nigger,’ they carved ‘nigger’ on his stomach!” As I heard one of my students say this to his friends while pointing to me, I realized with horror that my life might never be the same again. Still dazed, I tried to reconstruct the night. Within a week I would have to try to reconstruct my life.

It was Valentine’s Day, 1978. Early that day, I told my wife Sandy (we were divorced several years later) that I couldn’t go out to dinner since I had to work late in my college office to prepare for the next day. There had been little time for dinners in recent years; the pace of our lives had accelerated too fast. My belief that I “had to work” usually prevailed.

We had both reached a stage where we felt comfortable with our individual lives. Sandy, who had retreated from a career as a commercial artist after achieving early success, was now re-emerging into the art world. I had somehow learned to balance my life as an academic teaching political science at Virginia Wesleyan College in Norfolk, Virginia, as an activist on civil rights and anti-apartheid issues, and as a father. Being a husband was getting less attention. So on this particular Valentine’s Day, neither of us worried about missing time together.

Several of my students tried to persuade me to go to the basketball game at the college that night. It was hard to say no to them. This was partially because I would do almost anything to enrich the relationships I had with my students. However, on this night I especially wanted to prove to that small part of the world that cared about these things that I was not anti-sport. I was a critic of racism in sport, both in South Africa and in America, and I had heard myself accused of being anti-sport more frequently during the preceding weekend than ever before. How could I be anti-sport? How could the son of Joe Lapchick, a legendary figure in basketball, be anti-sport? When my father criticized basketball for not being integrated, did his contemporaries think he was anti-sport? That was a question I would reflect on frequently after this night.

But now it was my time to be judged. As National Chairperson of ACCESS (American Coordinating Committee for Equality in Sport and Society), I had been campaigning to end all sports contacts between the United States and teams from South Africa as long as sport and society there were segregated. I had spent two years writing a book on the subject, The Politics of Race and International Sport: The Case of South Africa, which was published in 1975, and had already been involved with the issue for eight years. However, at this time, there was a new intensity over this issue in the United States.

The tone of South Africa’s press coverage in America and Europe had significantly changed. Images of the slaughter of children in Soweto in June 1976 were still fresh. The South African police were trying to explain how Steve Biko, the founder of the Black Consciousness Movement and one of the most important contemporary black men in the country, had died in their custody as a result of a crushed skull in September 1977. The Western press could hardly ignore the October 1977 bannings of most of the other important voices of dissent in that country. News items were beginning to appear about the scandal in the Ministry of Information—a scandal that would eventually bring down Minister of Information Connie Mulder and Prime Minister Vorster with him when it was revealed that huge sums of money were spent to buy favorable foreign opinion.

With its image tarnished, South Africa felt it was even more crucial to successfully stage its Davis Cup tennis match with the United States. Having an integrated team play the matches at Vanderbilt University in Nashville, Tennessee, before thousands of spectators and possibly millions of television viewers might do for South Africa what a ping-pong match did for U.S.–China relations in 1972. If investment dollars, bank loans, and trade, which had been reduced due to anti-apartheid criticism, were to resume on a grand scale, the South African government knew it would have to win this battle in its propaganda war.

Therefore, my visit to Nashville from the tenth through the thirteenth of February was not warmly welcomed by either South Africa or its supporters in the United States. The earlier announcement that the National Association for the Advancement of Colored People (NAACP) would make the Davis Cup a focus of its efforts guaranteed the high level of attention we wanted on what apartheid meant for black South Africans. My visit generated a great deal of attention in Nashville as to why we wanted the matches canceled.

The Nashville sports media wanted to raise the accusation that I was anti-sport. However, the news media and the people of Nashville concentrated on what apartheid was about and the oppression it created in South Africa. By the time I spoke at Vanderbilt on October 13, I could feel the momentum shifting. This was confirmed when the news came, during my speech, that the financial backers of the tournament had pulled out. When I flew home to Norfolk that night, I sensed that, possibly for the first time in all my years as an activist in the 1960s and 1970s, I had made a real contribution. Although I was tempted to go to the basketball game that night, I told my students that I needed to work and couldn’t go out.

My office was situated on a balcony that circled the main reading room of Wesleyan’s library. At about 9:30 P.M. there was a commotion in the library, which had begun to temporarily fill up with students after the game. When I looked out I saw Lambuth Clarke, the president of the college. I liked Lambuth and had always gone out of my way to greet him. However, I gave him a special greeting that night because I wanted him to know I was working late in my office. Although I had no classes to teach on Friday and Monday, I felt slightly guilty that I had been in Nashville and not on campus. We exchanged pleasantries and I went back to my office to work.

At approximately 10:25 P.M. I went to the water fountain for a drink. The two librarians still there were about to leave. I told them I would be working late and said good night. I returned to my office and began typing a quiz that I would give to my urban studies class the next day.

There was a knock at my door at 10:45 P.M. I assumed it was campus security police routinely checking the library.

Although I could not clearly see who or what stood outside when I opened the door, my life began to change with one rough shove across the room. My shoulder was slightly cut as I landed on one of the railroad spikes that comprised a steel sculpture. As I stared up at the two men attacking me I realized that they were both wearing stocking masks.

I was terrified and confused all at once. Was this a robbery? If so, why would they choose a college professor in his office? Were these Cuban exiles coming after me because of favorable remarks my students and I had made after returning from two weeks in Cuba in January? I knew that the Cuban exile community of Norfolk was extremely upset, but could they be doing this to me now?

My confusion grew along with my fear as they tied me up in my chair and stuffed one of my thick winter gloves into my mouth. I felt like I was gagging and losing my breath. The first man, speaking without an accent, said, “Will you continue doing what you have been doing now?” Had my trip to Nashville provoked this?

The second man, also speaking without an accent, said, “Nigger–lover, Nigger–lover.” The first man then said, “You know you have no business in South Africa.” The confusion about why they were there was over.

All the time the attackers were saying these things, they used the top two drawers of my file cabinet as battering rams on my chest and face. I did not believe they were trying to kill me; they could have been hitting me with much greater force. Also, they were turning my head from side to side so the blows never hit me squarely and were cushioned by the glove in my mouth. No, it was to frighten me. And they succeeded.

They untied me and one held me up with a hammerlock so I could not move. The hooded hunters were both behind me as I faced the file cabinet. Unable to see them, I listened carefully to their voices. Were they Klansmen? South Africans? All they said were the three phrases, repeated as if they had been rehearsed. They were definitely American although I could not tell where they came from in the United States. Of course, I later realized that if South Africa was behind the attack, the last thing they would do was send nationals with South African accents.

After the file cabinet beating was finished, I could examine at least the one man who was not holding me. Beyond the impenetrable stocking, I could tell he was white, about six feet tall, and well built. He reached for the steel sculpture.

The spikes were set in a four-by-four-inch wooden base. The attacker wielded it like a bludgeon, working his way up the backs of my legs to my back and my arms while the man holding me asked, “Will you continue doing what you have been doing now?” His friend said, “Nigger–lover, nigger–lover,” and then he repeated, “You know you have no business in South Africa.” It seemed so orchestrated, so set, but their fury was genuine. He pummeled my stomach; the ferocity of the bludgeoning made me wonder if they were still only trying to scare me. I passed out as the pain and horror became too much.

When I came to, both men were kneeling over me. My shirt had been ripped open and one of the men was using what appeared to be my office scissors on my stomach. I was scared, not knowing what they were going to do. The pain was intense; my terror grew.

I thought I heard a noise from the library. The men pulled me up as if they had also heard something. The one who had been holding me said, “Let’s get out of here.” That was the only deviation from their script. He was slightly taller with broader shoulders than his partner. He was also white. He opened my door and was gone. The other pushed me to the floor and, as a farewell gesture, knocked a bookcase on top of me. It hit me in the head and I passed out again.

When I regained consciousness I was in great pain and my head was ringing. The office was dark and quiet. The door was closed. I had only one thought—to get out of there. I could not stand and had to use whatever I could to prop myself up. I half-staggered, half-crawled along the balcony of the library to the stairs, where I began to make my way down until I lost control and rolled down the last eight or ten steps.

Finally I made it to the library desk, where I reached for the phone. I noticed the clock on the wall—it was 11:40 P.M. What seemed like an eternity of torture had begun and ended within an hour. I dialed campus security but, amazingly, there was no answer. I called Sandy.

I told her what had happened but that I was not badly hurt, and asked her to call the police and rescue squad. It was obvious that she was worried, but at the same time she was remarkably calm. When we were finished I called campus security again—this time they responded and said they would be right there.

I fell back and rested on the stacks of newspapers that lined the inside of the library desk. It seemed forever before anyone came. At first I was afraid that the attackers were still somewhere in the building. Worse yet, I worried that they or their associates might go to my home. Our house was always open to students and people from the community, even at late hours. It was too vulnerable.

I thought of my mother, who was living in an apartment that adjoined the house. She had been through this before with my father, who had paid an emotional price for his commitment to racial equality in sport, and with my sister Barbara’s second husband, who had been a political prisoner in Uganda.

At that point two members of the campus security force entered the library. I did not have the strength to yell to them and they seemed to walk around endlessly. Finally, the older man found me. He ordered his assistant, a young black man, to go up to check the balcony. I don’t remember him saying anything to me as he scurried around the library desk. I guess he wanted to make sure that no one was around; maybe he was embarrassed that this could have happened while he was on duty.

“It’s a wreck up here,” the black guard shouted, but the older man seemed to ignore him. The library suddenly came alive with men from the rescue squad and with students. As I was being examined by the rescue squad, Mike Mizell, a student whom I did not know well at that time, took a long look at my abdomen, which had been exposed during the examination. Although I was quite dazed, I will always remember the expression on his face, which changed from simple concern to horror. He got up, walked over to his friends, and said, “ ‘Nigger,’ they carved ‘nigger’ on his stomach!” I had forgotten about the scissors but suddenly realized that this was what the attackers must have done with them.

“Nigger–lover, nigger–lover” began to ring through my head. Images of my children flashed in my mind. Chamy, a soft three-year-old with a golden Afro, would be sound asleep and was surely too young to be affected. Joey, an intense, high-energy five-year-old, might not be able to escape being traumatized by the repercussions of the attack. Only one week before, he had come to me in my study and asked, “Daddy, are you a ‘nigger–lover’?” I was stunned until I recalled my own experience when I was his age.

My father, as coach of the New York Knickerbockers, had just integrated the team by signing Nat “Sweetwater” Clifton, who had been playing for the Harlem Globetrotters. We lived in Yonkers in an old three-story house. Like other children, I loved to answer the phone. I had picked up the phone upstairs when my father picked it up on the first floor; it was one of a number of “nigger–lover, nigger–lover” calls. At five, I didn’t know what a “nigger” was, but it certainly sounded wrong to love one. The callers obviously hated my father. I could not understand this because to me he was such a sweet, gentle man—the center of my universe. Why did he love a “nigger” if it was such a bad thing to do? It hurt to hold it in, but it was half a lifetime before I had the courage to ask him.

I had asked Joey, “What do you think a ‘nigger–lover’ is?” He replied, “I don’t know. But some mean man on the phone just told me that you were one.” I was enraged that people would still play on the minds of children to get to their parents. I didn’t want Joey to carry images of doubt about his father around with him as I had done, so I tried to explain to him what I was doing that would provoke racists to call me “nigger–lover.” Why did a five-year-old have to understand such ugly things? He would have to know soon enough.

I was brought to Bayside Hospital in Virginia Beach and underwent a number of tests. The doctor in the emergency room was Dr. Martin Lorenz. He was very sympathetic to my injuries and became even more so after he heard about the attack.

Sandy arrived and I regained a sense of reality when she said, “Did you know that they carved ‘nigger’ in your stomach?” When I said I did, she responded, “Did you know they misspelled it: n-i-g-e-r?” We both laughed. The injuries didn’t seem so bad now and I hoped I could go home. I wanted to teach a class the next day. After the tests were over, Lambuth Clarke, the president, Bill Wilson, the dean, and Alan Stowers, the college information officer, came into the emergency room. Lambuth said, “They misspelled ‘nigger.’ At least we know it wasn’t one of our students.” I told him it was obvious he hadn’t read any student papers recently.

Sandy told me that Dennis Brutus, one of the founders of the movement to end racism in sports in South Africa in the 1950s and still one of the leading voices in exile, had been trying to reach me. Two police detectives entered the emergency room and began questioning me. Sandy excused herself to call Dennis and tell him what had happened. I knew he would empathize; he had been banned, imprisoned, and shot in the stomach by police for his work in South Africa. I thought that at least here the police would be on my side and would try to help.

They were pleasant enough and my trusting nature did not lead me to read anything into their questions at the time. I recounted what had happened. They told me they knew nothing of my “political” background and asked a great many questions about it, about my trip to Nashville, about my local involvement with race relations and migrant workers, and about my recent trip to Cuba. At the time, all their questions seemed directed at finding out who might have attacked me. Later, I began to wonder.

Dr. Lorenz returned to tell me that there was evidence of kidney damage since they had found blood in my urine. I also had a concussion and was forced to stay in the hospital for other tests. I began to realize there may have been more damage than I had thought.

One of the detectives stepped out at this point while the other remained to ask me to write out a description of the attack. The one who left approached Sandy and said, “When we heard who he was, we expected to find a screaming, shouting radical. We were surprised to see that your husband is so soft-spoken and gentle.” She laughed and took it as a compliment, but it clearly indicated the attitude of the police toward political activists.

The officer returned to the emergency room as I was finishing my written account of the attack. I could not understand why they wanted a written statement from me since I was exhausted at that point and had already given a detailed oral account.

I was told, “We don’t want this to get into the newspapers. Do not talk to the press under any circumstances.” I was surprised at this request. I said, “It’s hard for me to imagine how you could keep this quiet even if you wanted to. And why would you want to keep it out of the papers?” I was informed that “We don’t want to spoil our chances of catching these men.” “If they know what we are doing it would be more difficult,” one of the policemen explained. I said I would try to go along with their wishes but considering the national and international implications of the attack, it would be almost impossible.

I was then told, “Okay, if the story does break don’t, under any circumstances, say they used scissors, or refer to the statue or the misspelled ‘nigger.’ We must keep these clues to ourselves.” This made some sense and I agreed.

“I just called Dennis Brutus and told him all of those details,” Sandy interrupted. She was asked by the detectives to call him back and tell him not to say anything.

It was now 4:00 A.M. Just as the police were about to leave, a hospital orderly came in and asked Sandy to take my clothes home. “Don’t you want the clothes for evidence?” Sandy asked the police. Much to our astonishment, they did not.

When Sandy finally reached Dennis at 6:00 A.M. he had already informed the protest organizers in Nashville. Sandy immediately called Yolanda Huet-Vaughn, a local organizer in Nashville, only to be told that they had already issued a statement to the Nashville Banner condemning the attack. Sandy asked her to call the paper and ask that they not mention that “nigger” was misspelled. Yolanda said she would try. Like so many other seemingly small details, this turned out to be important in the weeks to come.

For now I only wondered if the police would catch the attackers. I was still in a state of shock and could not think about the meaning of their behavior: the lengthy questions about my involvements, their surprise at my demeanor, the request for a written account of the attack at such a late hour, the plea to keep the story out of the press, the lack of interest in the clothes I was wearing. I didn’t add these things up at the time. All I could think about was getting my attackers off the streets so I could be safe, so my family could be safe.

By the time I was left alone it was about 5:00 A.M. Exhausted, I finally dozed off. An efficient nurse woke me with the stark reality of an enema slightly after 6:00 A.M.

I called Sandy to tell her I was tired but okay and to find out what had happened when she called Dennis. Joey and Chamy were still asleep and unaware of what had gone on that night. The same was true of my mother.

The phone rang soon after I hung up. It was a Nashville radio station. I was amazed that the hospital switchboard had let the call through at that hour.

“Dr. Lapchick, all of Nashville is appalled to learn of this attack on you,” the interviewer said. “You are being called a hero by your admirers here.” I told her I was no hero and that I had merely followed my conscience. The Paul Robesons, the Malcolm Xs, and the Martin Luther Kings were heroes. They had been long-distance runners whose steel wills and compassionate hearts had been constantly tested by society.

This led to the inevitable question: “Will you continue your work now that this happened to you?” Although it was the obvious question, it stunned me. While she meant it sympathetically, it brought to mind the vision of the hooded hunters eight hours before. I lost control and began to cry. I was not sure whether the interviewer heard me. “How does your family feel about this?” she asked. “Do they want you to continue?”

I remembered my terror as a child when I would fantasize that those anonymous callers would hurt my father. I wanted to protect him. Now my own son would not only fantasize such fears but would have to cope with the reality of the attack.

What did it all mean? Was it worth it? Had the integration in American sports that took place in the 1950s, 1960s, and 1970s really made life any better for all but the minute fraction of blacks who had made it to the professional ranks? If my work, along with that of others in the movement, did result in the integration of all sports in South Africa, would it really change the lives of people there? Would it lead to the eradication of the heinous apartheid system? Do sports serve as a vanguard for change in our culture? Would I continue now? Who should be asking me this? Certainly not the attackers or the press. I was quite shaken now—more so than at any time since the knock on my door.

I replied, “Of course I’ll continue. This has only strengthened my resolve to remain in the struggle. It proves that our efforts have been successful enough to provoke an attempt to destroy us. I’ll go back to Nashville next week as planned.” While I knew I would do all of this, I also knew I would have to ask myself all the hard questions I had thought about that morning. I knew I would have to confront my values. I would have to come face to face with all the assumptions I had made while growing up, with all that my father had taught me, and finally with what I had learned the night before.


Chapter 2

Offensive Attack

The scabs from the carving of “n-i-g-e-r” on my abdomen began to come off within a few days after the attack. But the physical scars were there, as were the mental ones that kept me awake at night. Calls of “nigger–lover, nigger–lover” played over and over in my dreams and wrenched me out of bed. First, my father with the Knicks; now me with South Africa. I knew I had to go back to Nashville to continue the fight over the Davis Cup. It was as reassuring to receive support from people all around the world as it was to hear from friends around the country. I was told that the attack had resulted in growing support for canceling the matches. That helped ease the pain. The strategy of the attackers was backfiring.

Trying to educate the American people about the reality of apartheid in South Africa had increasingly become my life’s work and I was sure that our successes had led to the attack. Sport had become the vehicle for the message. But it is a reasonable question to ask why, with all the racism rampant in America and even in sport in America, I chose to work on the South African sports issue.

Part of the answer is fate. My meeting with Dennis Brutus while writing my doctoral dissertation on the subject and the publication of my book led me to confront the enormity of the oppression in South Africa and the role played by the United States in propping up the apartheid regime.

Part of the answer is analytical. I realized that many of the same institutional forces perpetuating racism in America were operating in South Africa. The same corporations that grow rich from the pool of cheap, unskilled, largely black labor in the United States, grow even richer from their operations in South Africa. American corporate exploitation of South African laborers, who work for extremely low wages, makes the position of black American laborers even more tenuous as they become increasingly expendable.

In the process, American dollars, through investments and loans, have helped South Africa remain “stable.” “Stable” in South Africa means two things. First, that economic dislocations do not become too severe. Second, that part of the nation’s wealth can be diverted to build its aggressive military machine, which in turn attacks its black neighbors to destabilize them.

With only 13 percent of its population white, and being surrounded by independent black African countries free from minority rule, the future of South Africa is clear. The forces of history dictate that it is not a question of whether black South Africans will be free. The question is when and how.

The situation inside South Africa had come under intense scrutiny by the American press after more than six hundred people were killed by the police in Soweto in June 1976. Most of those killed were schoolchildren. The murder of Black Consciousness leader Steve Biko in September 1977, followed by a series of bannings of remaining opposition figures in October, left South Africa’s image badly tarnished as the scheduled Davis Cup tennis matches approached. Even the spending of $72 million for propaganda in the previous four years could not overcome the negative publicity. The Davis Cup was a potential propaganda coup desperately needed by the apartheid regime.

But the time was not right for South Africa. Nashville, Tennessee, the scheduled site of the Davis Cup, had many college campuses. And the campuses nationwide seemed to be coming alive on the anti-apartheid issue. The media was predicting—inaccurately as it turned out—that the protest against apartheid would rival that against American involvement in Vietnam. It was in this context that I had gone to Nashville on February 10.

The Davis Cup matches, in particular, and tennis in general, were the only areas left where South Africans were partially welcome. Successfully staged, the Davis Cup could reopen the flow of investments and loans. Better still, it could soften the image of apartheid and put a damper on the growing anti-apartheid movement in America. There was a great deal at stake for the Pretoria regime.

However, anti-apartheid groups in the United States were well aware of this and prepared a counteroffensive. Franklin Williams, who was president of the Phelps-Stokes Fund and the former U.S. ambassador to Ghana, took the lead with the civil rights groups. He organized the Coalition for Human Rights in South Africa, which included the NAACP and the Urban League. Franklin and I had spoken several times shortly after South Africa had defeated Colombia in Johannesburg in December 1977, “earning” itself a trip to Nashville. We exchanged ideas and materials and Franklin agreed to have the Coalition join ACCESS, the group of which I was chair, to plan the strategy to protest the matches. We both felt that the participation of the NAACP would assure a large demonstration in Nashville.

The creation of the Coalition was a major development. The traditional civil rights groups had historically been less involved in the anti-apartheid movement than predominantly white groups. Their priorities were, justifiably, at home where racism was on the rise. But Soweto, Biko’s death, and the bannings helped make the connections. Black unemployment in the United States was steadily increasing as corporate dollars went to places like South Africa to exploit black labor there. The same banks that were “redlining” predominantly black and minority neighborhoods by denying them loans were making loans to South Africa. The same conservative politicians that opposed busing and the extension of the Voting Rights Act were supporting legislation that favored white minority regimes in Rhodesia (now Zimbabwe) and South Africa. The same men who fought as mercenaries were Klansmen with expert paramilitary training.

ACCESS had the information on the issue and kept it before the public whenever sports contacts with South Africa came up. We were a coalition of thirty national civil rights, religious, political, and sports groups formed in 1976 to oppose sports contacts with South Africa until apartheid was eliminated.

Our main focus had been on tennis since it was the only remaining team sport in which South Africa competed for the world championship. The U.S. Tennis Association (USTA) had long been a supporter of South Africa’s membership in the International Lawn Tennis Federation (ILTF), the tennis world’s governing body. But South Africa was becoming more and more of a problem. Many countries refused to compete with them in the Davis Cup (men’s) and Federation Cup (women’s) championships. South Africa had won the Davis Cup in 1974 when India had refused to play against them in the championship round. As European, especially Eastern European, countries withdrew, the event became more of a farce.

For this reason South Africa was moved from the European to the North American Zone to compete. Most teams in this zone also withdrew except Colombia and the United States. The government of Colombia refused to allow the opening round with South Africa to be played in Bogota so it was moved to Johannesburg.

Thus, the confrontation was set up. We all felt that Vanderbilt University, under the leadership of its chancellor, Alexander Heard, would be the most likely to agree to cancel the matches. We were unfamiliar with the NLT Corporation, which agreed to back the event financially. We had been meeting with the USTA for two years. It had already announced it would press for South Africa’s expulsion in 1979, but our concern was 1978. Therefore, ACCESS joined local Nashville groups in putting maximum pressure on Chancellor Heard. He agreed to meet me at the university.

I began the trip that would turn my life inside out on Friday, February 10, arriving in Nashville in the morning. The issue was catching fire and the exposure I received that weekend was amazing. I spoke on four university campuses, including Fisk and Tennessee State, the two major black schools. I appeared on two television shows, and did lengthy interviews with the Nashville Banner and the Tennessean. We held press conferences on Friday, Saturday, and Monday. All three received top news coverage. I spoke at a black church on Sunday morning. We met with local organizers to plan strategy several times.

The only disappointment of the weekend was the meeting with Chancellor Heard and Vanderbilt President Emmett Fields. It was obvious that they were not going to change their decision to allow the matches to take place. On the one hand they said sports and politics don’t mix; on the other they said that this was an “open forum” or free speech issue. I had been told by Vanderbilt’s black students that the university’s liberal reputation was a false one. My meeting with Heard and Fields accomplished nothing.

Other than this, everything else felt positive during these four days. You could feel the momentum of the city shifting toward cancellation of the matches. Local organizers had set up an excellent itinerary to maximize the impact of my stay.

On arriving Friday, I perceived the nature of the debate. Opponents of the matches felt that “South Africa is an evil country and we shouldn’t play tennis with them,” without having a deep knowledge of what apartheid meant on a daily basis for black South Africans. Proponents felt that “Tennis is a wonderful sport so let’s see good competition and keep politics out of it.” This was an issue I knew very well. The combination of being able to bring the information to Nashville, coming from a famous and respected sports background, and having the academic credentials enabled me to effectively deliver my message that weekend.

South Africa saw the momentum shifting and tried to change it by naming Peter Lamb to its Davis Cup team. Lamb was a “colored” (mixed ancestry) South African who was a student at Vanderbilt. He was a good player, but at eighteen was hardly of Davis Cup caliber. Announced on Sunday, February 12, the decision backfired immediately as the press perceived it as tokenism on South Africa’s part. I knew that Lamb would soon find himself in an agonizing position—reviled by black Americans and by black South Africans for being unwittingly used by South Africa.

The element that I didn’t recognize at the time was how much white South Africans resented my whiteness. I was later told that it was one thing to have a Franklin Williams or Benjamin Hooks do anti-apartheid work. It was, after all, blacks who bore the brunt of the oppression. More hated and less understood were whites like George Houser, then the executive director of the American Committee on Africa, or me. The same was true for white racists in America. It was “nigger–lover” time all over again.

By Monday afternoon, as I was about to address students at Vanderbilt, I knew that a great deal had been accomplished. There was an air of excitement, of anticipation. All three local television stations were there. One technician had a remote system back to the studio. Just as I was about to begin my speech, he told me that the NLT Corporation had announced that it had withdrawn its financial support for the Davis Cup.

I relayed the decision. The hundreds of students and faculty in the audience burst into a sustained applause. They were on their feet cheering several minutes. I told them, “The victory is yours. It is only the first.” We were on our way to cancellation.

As I began the speech, the NLT decision made even the “Your father is a nigger–lover” call to Joey the week before seem slightly less painful. I told the audience about the incident. Usually a self-assured speaker, my eyes welled up with tears. I had to pause and drink some water. I had never said anything so deeply personal in a speech before. I caught my breath and went on with the speech. It was more passionate, more alive than the others that weekend.

I was feeling euphoric as I was rushed to the airport. We had the South Africans on the run. A Piedmont Airlines attendant at the gate said, “Well, Doctor, I guess there won’t be tennis in March.”

Sleep did not come easily that night after I got home.

I left at 7:45 A.M. for my 8:30 class on Tuesday. I had three one-and-a-half-hour classes on Tuesdays and Thursdays and usually was fatigued by the end of the day. But on this day I was flying, for it was the day after the NLT Corporation pulled out.

The only damper on the day was the word that Norfolk’s Cuban exile community was extremely upset about my “biased” reporting of what I had seen with my students in January. Peter Galuszka, a reporter from Norfolk’s Virginian Pilot, was writing both sides of the story and called me for information. We went out for an hour or so to have a sandwich before I returned to my office to continue catching up on class work. I respected Peter as a journalist and watched how he tried to study the Cuban issue from all sides. Moreover, I liked him as a person and felt a friendship developing.

I opened up to him that night and told him about the call to Joey and about a series of calls I had received late in 1977. They began after a feature story on my anti-apartheid work appeared in a regional magazine.

I was called three times by the same person. At first I was told I had three weeks to live, followed by the tapping of a metal object—presumably a gun—on the phone. Exactly one week later the caller said I had two weeks to live. He again tapped the object. Another week had passed when the message that I had only a week left came through. The tapping was harder and louder. I slammed down the receiver, realizing that this could be serious.

I told Peter that I had gone to Bernard Barrow, a neighbor and friend. Barrow was a member of the Virginia House of Delegates. I had totally trusted his judgment when he told me to hold off calling the police until I returned from a one-week lecture trip. When I told Peter that the series of calls had stopped, I could see relief in his face. Yes, we could easily be good friends. As I ate the sandwich I could never have imagined the emotional wringer that Peter and I were about to be thrown into together.

Three hours after I left him, the attack began, lasting less than one hour. As it turned out, it only set the stage for the ensuing nightmare.


Part Two

The Aftermath of the Attack


Chapter 3

Riding Momentum

There was a sense of total unreality for a minute or two after I was awakened by the nurse. I could see I was in the hospital room. There was a nurse and a bed; I was in an antiseptic, nondescript room. Yes, it was a hospital.

Slightly dazed, I assumed I must be a visitor. After all, I had not been hospitalized in the twenty-five years since my brief bout with polio. There were remnants of my jock mentality left. A jock is invulnerable. My body was now a highly developed, muscular one hundred seventy pounds after years of consistent workouts three days a week at a gym.

My mind swirled. I thought of my three most recent visits to the hospital. I had come to watch and assist in the births of Joey and Chamy. I had come moments after the death of my father. The nurse did, at least, shake me back to reality. It was I who was in the hospital.

I thought of both ends of my family’s life-cycle—Joey and Chamy, and my mother. I thought of last night—of masked men and of the police.

My body literally shook as “nigger–lover” rang through my head. But the image was of Joey asking me if I was a “nigger–lover” and not of the hooded hunters of the previous night. Were they the ones who had called Joey? Who had called me?

I called home. Everyone else at home was asleep. Sandy and I talked briefly about last night, about Dennis Brutus, and about the Nashville press release condemning the attack. Since a press release would obviously bring out the story, I asked her to call friends to tell them I was fine. Included in the long list was Peter Galuszka, the reporter from the Virginian Pilot whom I had been with shortly before the attack.

A few minutes later that Nashville radio station phoned and the circus began. Peter Loomis of the Ledger Star, Norfolk’s afternoon newspaper, called to request an interview. He came by and I went over some details of the attack, deleting the parts the police asked me to leave out. Then I told him and he wrote that I was “beaten with a blunt instrument until he [I] lost consciousness.” He reported that “nigger” (not “n-i-g-e-r”) had been carved into my stomach “with a sharp instrument” and not with my scissors. He also wrote that I had cuts on my face, chest, and stomach. All he saw, of course, was my face. I wondered if deliberately withholding such details could really help the police to apprehend the men who had beat me. I wondered if the detectives were on the case. I realized they were probably asleep after their own long night.

Loomis was followed by Peter Galuszka. His was a welcome face, a face that told of his concern for me. We joked for a while, and then he told me he had been assigned to write the story for the Pilot. We talked about the details. He was puzzled when I repeated blunt object, sharp instrument, and “nigger.” Peter assured me that the specific details were in the wire services stories already. He knew it was a steel sculpture, scissors, and “n-i-g-e-r.” I abruptly realized that the Nashville people must have been unable to change their press release.

So I told him the whole story of the attack. By the end of the day I had told and retold the story more than a dozen times. The three local television stations sent crews. The networks, both television and radio, did phone interviews as did the wire services and the Nashville papers. Over and over I said I would go back to Nashville, that “As long as I’m able to get out of bed, I’m going to intensify my activities. This has strengthened my resolve.” However, seeing the fear in my mother’s face that afternoon when she came to visit made me question my bravado, sincere though it was.

I decided not to tell the children what had happened. When Joey called, I told him I was sick. He said that he had heard that “Bank robbers got you and cut out your heart and put it in your stomach.” I was very upset, more so because I had no time to think. When I wasn’t being interviewed I was being examined. Could I really go back to Nashville? Should I take the same risks? Time, I needed time to think.

A Sri Lankan physician, Dr. D. C. Amarasinghe, entered my room and announced that he would be in charge of my case. He gave me a thorough exam and ordered a battery of tests and X-rays. When he began to examine me for a hernia I protested, saying that I was sure there wasn’t one since no one had hit me in that area.

Dr. Amarasinghe patiently explained that such a beating on the abdominal wall could easily cause one. Sure enough, when he said “cough” the bulge popped out. I was impressed by his competence and professionalism but distressed when I learned that I would eventually need surgery. The next day he told me that a liver scan showed that there were indications of minor damage to that organ. Dr. Lorenz had told me of blood in the urine indicating kidney damage the night before.

Wednesday afternoon was filled with friends. My adrenalin was pumping. Homicide Sergeant William Hayden, who was heading up the investigation, came by to talk. I could tell he was frustrated by having so many people going in and out of the room. When Hayden asked if he could come to my house when I got home to talk without interruptions, I agreed.

Then he asked if he could send the police doctor to examine me “to make sure you are okay.” He had been talking about the massive press coverage the case was
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