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INTRODUCTION

to the HarperPerennial Edition




Although I spent six years researching Our Kind of People, I could never have been prepared for the controversy that it elicited from various groups upon its initial publication. Although there is a constant cry for diversity in our media, our literature, our history books, and in our communities, it became obvious to me that there are certain narrow stereotypes—even within an integrated society—that people are simply unwilling to relinquish. The stereotype of the working-class black or impoverished black is one that whites, as well as blacks, have come to embrace and accept as an accurate and complete account of the black American experience. Our Kind of People upset that stereotype. And it upset many people—particularly blacks—who have been taught never to challenge a stereotype that we had been saddled with since slavery.

For many people, this book is a political or social hot potato in the sense that even though most blacks talk about the issues of elitism, racial passing, class structure, and skin color within the black community, they don’t want to see it broadcast in a book. For a few black members of the media, the topic struck too close to their own past experiences of being excluded by snobbish members of the black elite. Some of them quietly told me that they were glad that I wrote the book because it was disproving the stereotypes, but that they could not publicly support the book because their white audiences would find the concept of rich, educated blacks too threatening and because their black audiences would find the subject too painful.

An extensive national tour uncovered many surprises during media interviews, personal appearances, and Internet dialogues, as well as at high-end cocktail parities.

A short time after Our Kind of People was first published, there was a series of discussion panels set up in different cities so that members of the black elite could come together and share their views on the book and address the controversy that had arisen around the issue of class within the black community. Each of these panel discussions was preceded by a somewhat formal cocktail party, where guests—many of them members of old-guard social clubs or prominent families—had the opportunity to mingle with old friends as well as representatives from the media. Although the largest event took place at the Harvard Club in New York City, the most memorable one occurred on a hot spring evening in Los Angeles.

“You’d better not show your face in Martha’s Vineyard this summer,” snapped an attractive Yale graduate as she remarked how she and some of her other black friends were responding to the controversy around Our Kind of People. She’d evidently seen me in Oak Bluffs in prior years and had heard that many people were disturbed either because their names hadn’t appeared in the book or because they believed that wealthy blacks shouldn’t be talking about their accomplishments.

I felt both groups were being unreasonable and I told the woman so. “Some black folks may be uncomfortable to learn that there are several generations of elite blacks who live in a separate world, but like white people, blacks also have to learn to accept the facts in our history,” I remarked. “I don’t think the black upper-class crowd should be ashamed of its success any more than the WASP elite, Italian elite, or Jewish elite.”

“You opened a real can of worms,” another woman remarked as she stood by listening. “Folks don’t want to hear about rich blacks unless we’re playing basketball, singing rap music, or doing comedy on TV.”

As casual as that remark was, it was actually an accurate assessment of many black people’s response to a book that I had spent six years researching. While a few whites expressed amazement that there had been black millionaires and black members of Congress as far back as the late 1800s (one white TV anchor told me on live television that if I had not displayed photos of the well-known entrepreneur Madam C. J. Walker and her family’s 20,000-square-foot 1902 mansion in New York, he would never have believed that a black millionaire existed at the turn of the century), most were fascinated by how closely class structure and elitism among blacks mirrored that found in other racial and ethnic groups.

A large number of blacks, however, were not so comfortable with the 120-year history of the black upper class in America. Many with ties to these families, organizations, schools, fraternities, or summer resorts accepted this history with pride—so long as they did not have to admit their status in the company of non-elite blacks.

“I don’t want the other black folks in Atlanta to think I’m looking down on them,” explained a millionaire surgeon who attempted to avoid association with the old-guard clubs, schools, and institutions whenever they were mentioned in mixed company.

And this is why I have concluded that although every racial, ethnic, and religious group in the United States claims to want a piece of the American dream, there is no group that apologizes more for its success than black people. The cultural identity or integrity of a black millionaire rap star, basketball player, or TV performer will never be questioned. But an equally wealthy black professional with an upper-class background and a good education will earn the label of a “sellout” or a “Negro trying to be white.”

The black Yale grad with the long mane of hair in Los Angeles was aware of that fact when she warned me about showing up on the beaches of Martha’s Vineyard. In the cities that had preceded L.A., the people attending these gatherings had represented a rather insular circle. They were members of old-guard families and social clubs like the Links or Boulé; individuals who had attended the schools, camps, and cotillions that had been written about; and wealthy physicians or businesspeople who understood and embraced the world captured in the book.

But something about this gathering in L.A. seemed different—and intriguing. For the first time, there seemed to be people present who did not come from the world of the black elite. Yes, they were black, but they were not uniformly wealthy or old-guard. Since the book was gaining attention through its selection by the Book-of-the-Month Club, its appearance on various bestseller lists, numerous magazine excerpts, and many positive reviews and features in the New York Times and the Washington Post, it was attracting an audience beyond the initial wealthy black and wealthy white readers. It was hitting the mainstream.

“Lawrence, I don’t think these are our kind of people in this room,” remarked a Los Angeles doctor friend of mine who had grown up with me in Jack and Jill and had summered in Martha’s Vineyard.

“I’m hearing some pretty nasty stuff from these folks,” remarked a friend of my mother’s, who had brought some of her friends from the Links. She moved closer to me. “Some of us are leaving, so I don’t know if you really want to be here.”

That very week, the Los Angeles Times had run a front page feature story about the book and about the wealthy black people and organizations that had been profiled in it. Although it spoke glowingly about high-powered black Angelenos, the article and surrounding discussion clearly did not sit well with certain wealthy blacks who had not been included. And the middle-class blacks were enraged to discover that there was a circle of elite black people, institutions, and activities that excluded them. If talk about the right debutante cotillions and best black schools and summer camps hadn’t already offended them, the accompanying photo of me standing on Beverly Hills’ Wilshire Boulevard convinced them that the black elite was existing completely outside the mainstream black world. Of course this was not entirely true.

“Nobody wants to hear about rich black people,” one angry attendee remarked.

“How come none of these supposed black folks are Baptists?” another asked.

“Why are all the people in the book light skinned?”

“What kind of black man is gonna go to Harvard anyway?”

I told him that the black intellectual W. E. B. Du Bois graduated from Harvard in the 1890s. He didn’t want to hear it.

And neither did the members of the black elite who suddenly discovered that they were surrounded by middle-class and working-class blacks who were there to make the rest of us apologize for a class structure we had not created. A prominent author who sat with me on the panel suddenly announced that she could stay for only the first five minutes of our impending sixty-minute discussion. Rather than discuss her experience of being a black woman at Wellesley in the 1940s and her experience of growing up in a well-connected, light-complexioned black elite family, she neutralized the angry crowd by trotting out an unconvincing I’m-just-a-down-home-sister-like-the-rest-of-you introduction. After a final statement that included such trite phrases as “giving back to the people… we’re all the same… each one teach one… we’re all in this together… don’t forget where you came from,” the blond-haired Wellesley graduate ran for the door with the security that her Links and AKA friends would keep her secret.

To my left was another member of the black elite who pulled a “one-eighty” at the last minute. Rather than hightail it to the door like our fellow panelist and a few of the other “club” people, she instead pandered to the audience with a revised personal résumé and an irrelevant speech on how awful it was to even be talking about the black elite when kids were being shot in the streets. Despite the fact that the hosts had invited the woman to the panel because of her academic credentials and her ties to one of the city’s most aristocratic black millionaire families, she refused to speak to the topic of the evening.

By the end of the discussion, the room had divided itself into “nonelites” who hated black elites, black elites who remained silent about their backgrounds, and black elites who reinvented their backgrounds to placate the hostile attendees who felt that black people had no business owning summer homes or going to medical school.

I am sure I am partly responsible for the intensity of the response surrounding the book. Although I had not expected the reaction, the very first lines of the book upset many readers, including some of the most powerful black celebrities in the country. I should have explained the genesis of the opening lines, “Bryant Gumbel is, but Bill Cosby isn’t. Lena Horne is, but Whitney Houston isn’t….” They were not my words, but remarks that were made to me as I traveled from one city to the next asking old-guard blacks to tell me which famous black celebrities from their city were members of old-guard families. In Philadelphia, Bill Cosby’s hometown, I asked wealthy black socialites if the well-credentialed and wealthy Dr. Cosby was in their crowd. They told me, “No, he’s not our kind of people, but his wife, Camille [because of her Spelman College background and her light complexion], is.” In Detroit, I asked about Diana Ross. In Brooklyn, I asked about Lena Horne. In Chicago and New Orleans, I asked about Bryant Gumbel. Elite Detroiters told me that despite her current wealth, Ross was not accepted because of her less-privileged family background. The Horne and Gumbel families were “in” because of their families’ relative wealth, academic ties, and connections. These conclusions were handed to me by others. They were not conclusions that I drew for myself.


Since the initial publication of the book, a certain amount of intellectual honesty has returned to the discussion of Our Kind of People and the black upper class. I have seen that more people are able to remove themselves and their personal experiences from the debate, while placing a greater focus on the facts that have been revealed through this social history. The attacks that were launched through anonymous letters and email have surely been outnumbered by the positive feedback and continued interest that has been elicited through reading groups, college courses, and panel presentations focusing on the black upper class.

As an increasing number of individuals have discussed this book and its subject matter, they have moved beyond the stereotypes that they had embraced around the issues of race and class. It has now become obvious that people are prepared to accept a broader definition of what it means to be black in America. It should be gratifying for all of us to discover that one can hold on to one’s unique culture, history, and identity and yet still share in the American dream.

Lawrence Otis Graham









PREFACE




 

 

 

 

My decision to write a book about the black upper class was made several years ago, while I was in my first year at Harvard Law School. It was the result of an awkward but memorable encounter that I had during lunch with one of the country’s most successful businessmen.

It was the mid-1980s, and the businessman was Reginald Lewis, the wealthiest black man in America. A Harvard Law alumnus who was then only forty-two years old, Lewis had recently purchased the $55 million McCall Pattern Company in a leveraged buyout and had begun appearing in national business articles. We had met several months earlier during a visit that he and his young daughter, Leslie, had made to the campus, and since that time, he had been offering me occasional academic and career advice.

None of us knew it at that moment, but within three years, Lewis was to become many times richer through his 1987 purchase of Beatrice Foods, the $2.5 billion international packaged goods company, in what was at that time the largest leveraged buyout in U.S. history. Within the next six years, he and his wife, Loida, would amass an enormous art collection, as well as homes in Paris and East Hampton and on New York’s Fifth Avenue. He would also give $3 million to Harvard Law School, $1 million to Howard University, $2 million to the NAACP, and hundreds of thousands to many other institutions and charities.

But on this particular afternoon, in 1984, we left his office at 99 Wall Street and headed for India House, a private club on Hanover Square in the financial district. We chatted about his role as chairman and owner of the 114-year-old sewing pattern company, his rising profile within the mostly white business world, and the Park Avenue law firm of Paul, Weiss, Rifkind, Wharton, and Garrison, a firm he wanted me to consider once I left Harvard.

Then he changed the subject.

“Now I need your advice on something,” Lewis said, with his perpetually furrowed brow even more pronounced.

“Sure,” I responded, even though I was quite certain that there was almost nothing about which I could counsel this man.

“You’ve grown up around upper-class whites, you’ve attended white schools, and you are comfortable around wealthy whites, yet you still seem to be balanced from a black perspective.”

I shrugged.

“I’m saying that you seem to also have a black orientation that lets you mix among blacks and whites comfortably. I have two daughters and I want them to do that.”

I suddenly knew where he was taking this conversation. Reginald Lewis was becoming wealthier and more powerful each year. Increasingly, with each new business deal, he was working, socializing, and living less among black people.

“I didn’t grow up wealthy, but my daughters are growing up that way,” he said while tapping his cigar into a porcelain ashtray, “and I don’t want them to grow away from their black heritage.”

I nodded with understanding.

“They don’t interact with working-class or middle-class black kids, and I’m afraid they may get rejected by the white kids.” He shook his head with mild frustration. “I’m thinking there needs to be someplace where they can meet other well-to-do black kids and not feel caught in between two worlds and rejected by both.”

Lewis knew that my family did not have the incredible wealth or contacts he was amassing. But through our past conversations, he also knew that I had long-term relations with the well-to-do blacks I had grown up with and known all my life.


“I know there’s a whole history and world of wealthy, professional black people,” explained Lewis as we completed lunch and walked to his waiting limousine outside, “but I don’t know how to crack it and introduce my kids to it.”

Once I got over the initial shock that this multimillionaire was, on the one hand, hobnobbing with white millionaire investment bankers, yet was stuck outside of black elite circles, I told him about the elite black organizations and activities that he should immediately introduce to his children. I told him about the old-guard families dating back to the 1860s and about how they lived and where they lived today. I told him about the sixty-year-old Jack and Jill organization, a national invitation-only social group for black kids from well-to-do families. My brother and I had grown up in it and met our closest black friends there.

I also talked to Lewis about the Boulé and the Links, considered to be the most prestigious private social groups for, respectively, black men and black women. And though he was somewhat familiar with the topic, I talked in detail about the proper summer resorts, sleepaway camps, boarding schools, and black debutante cotillions.

“You oughtta turn all of this into a book,” Lewis said as he jotted down some of my suggestions.

I laughed at the time because his remark seemed like a subtle mocking of my detailed knowledge of all the issues and groups he should consider. Then, as we rode north up Park Avenue in the black limousine, I thought that a book about the black elite and its history of thriving in the awkward position between two worlds—one black and one white—would be interesting indeed, but probably only to the wealthy blacks who already knew the stories and the rules. These black individuals already knew the distinctions between the old-guard blacks from Washington, Atlanta, Chicago, New York, or Los Angeles. They already knew about the obsession our group had with Episcopal churches, “good hair,” light complexions, the AKAs, and Martha’s Vineyard.

But as I thought more about the idea of this book and discussed it with people outside the insular circle who belonged, I discovered that there was a broader audience. I discovered that having grown up within the circle, I had been too close to see that the experiences really were unique. There was a story here that began as early as the 1870s with the nation’s first black congressmen and the first black millionaires.

As I completed law school, I put the book project away for another time. I worked on other books and became a corporate attorney in New York. Over the next couple of years, I lost touch with Lewis, even though I frequently read about him in the news, following his purchase of Beatrice Foods and the subsequent torching of his $5 million summer home on Long Island in 1991. During our occasional conversations, he informed me that his daughters had been enrolled in Jack and Jill as I had suggested, that Leslie had started at Manhattan’s Brearley School, and finally that Leslie had been accepted into Harvard. He said that she and her younger sister had a strong black identity. It was good to hear and it reminded me again of the book project.

The real in-depth research on this book did not begin until the early days of 1993. Ironically, it was the same month that I was to receive the tragic news that this friend and mentor, Reginald Lewis, had died suddenly of a brain tumor. It was announced on the front page of the New York Times on the day of President Clinton’s inauguration. As I began the first of more than 350 interviews, and the research that would take me throughout the country visiting libraries, manuscript collections, newspaper archives, and private homes, I had in my mind what Reginald Lewis had said to me several years earlier: There needed to be a chronicle of a community that was hidden from so many people.

Although it’s a world I’ve known all of my life, and although it’s an important part of our nation’s history, it’s a world that is filled with irony and conflict. This book was an opportunity to reveal a rarely discussed aspect of American history. It was an opportunity to capture the stories and lives of people like Lewis and many others, who have lived at the boundary of two worlds and been misunderstood by both.











CHAPTER  1

The Origins of the Black Upper Class





Bryant Gumbel is, but Bill Cosby isn’t.

Lena Horne is, but Whitney Houston isn’t.

Andrew Young is, but Jesse Jackson isn’t.

And neither is Maya Angelou, Alice

Walker, Clarence Thomas, or Quincy Jones.

And even though both of them try extremely

hard, neither Diana Ross nor Robin Givens

will ever be.



All my life, for as long as I can remember, I grew up thinking that there existed only two types of black people: those who passed the “brown paper bag and ruler test” and those who didn’t. Those who were members of the black elite. And those who weren’t.

I recall summertime visits from my maternal great-grandmother, a well-educated, light-complexioned, straight-haired black southern woman who discouraged me and my brother from associating with darker-skinned children or from standing or playing for long periods in the July sunlight, which threatened to blacken our already too-dark skin.


“You boys stay out of that terrible sun,” Great-grandmother Porter would say in a kindly, overprotective tone. “God knows you’re dark enough already.”

As she sat rocking, stiff-lipped and humorless, on the porch of our Oak Bluffs, Martha’s Vineyard, summer home, she would gesture for us to move further and further into the shade while flipping disgustedly through the pages of Ebony magazine.

“Niggers, niggers, niggers,” she’d say under her breath while staring at the oversized pages of text and photos of popular Negro politicians, entertainers, and sports figures who were busy making black news in 1968.

Great-grandmother Porter, the daughter of a minister and a homemaker, was extremely proud of her Memphis, Tennessee, middle-class roots. While still a child, she had worn silk taffeta dresses, had taken several years of piano lessons, and had managed to become fluent in French. Her only daughter had followed in her footsteps, wearing similarly elegant dresses, taking music lessons, and attending the private LeMoyne School a few years ahead of Roberta Church, the millionaire daughter of Robert Church, the richest black man in the South. She often reminded us that one of her sisters, Venie, then grown and married, had lived for years on Mississippi Boulevard next door to Maceo Walker, the most affluent and powerful black man in Memphis. Great-grandmother was proud of many things, such as being a Republican like the Churches and most other well-placed blacks in those early years. Like all blacks in racist southern towns in the early 1900s, she despised the insults, the substandard treatment, and the poor facilities that the Jim Crow laws had left for blacks. But like many blacks of her class, she was able to limit the interactions that she and her family had with such indignities. Rather than ride at the back of the bus and send her daughter to substandard segregated public schools, she and her husband bought a car and paid for private schooling. For my great-grandmother, life had been generous enough that she could create an environment that buffered her family against the bigotry she knew was just outside her door.

Even though it was 1968, a period of unrest for many blacks throughout the country, Great-grandmother—like the blue-veined crowd that she was proud to belong to—seemed, at times, to be totally divorced from the black anxiety and misery that we saw on the TV news and in the papers. In public and around us children, her remarks often suggested that she was satisfied with the way things were. She often said she didn’t think much of the civil rights movement (“I don’t see anything civil about a bunch of nappy-headed Negroes screaming and marching around in the streets”), even though I later learned that she and her church friends often gave money to the NAACP, the Urban League, and other groups that fought segregation. She said she didn’t think much of Marvin Gaye or Aretha Franklin or their loud Baptist music (“When are we going to get beyond all this low-class, Baptist, spiritual-sounding rock and roll music?”), even though she would sometimes attend Baptist services. She was proud when a black man finally won an Academy Award, but was disappointed that Sidney Poitier seemed so dark and wet with perspiration when he was interviewed after receiving the honor.

An outsider might have looked at this woman and wondered whether she liked blacks at all. Her views seemed so unforgiving. The fact was that she was completely dedicated to the members of her race, but she had a greater understanding of and appreciation for those blacks who shared her appearance and socioeconomic background.

Disappointed and disillusioned by how little she saw of herself and her crowd in the pages of Ebony magazine, Great-grandmother looked up and once again focused her attention on me and my brother.

And then she thought about her hair.

Stepping back inside the house for her ever-present Fuller brush and comb, she was, no doubt, frustrated by the fact that her great-grandchildren were several shades darker than she, with kinky hair that was clearly that of a Negro person.

My brother and I noted her disappearance into the house and thus once again ran out of the shade and danced around the sand- and pebble-covered road, breathing in the sunshine and the fragrance of the dense pine trees that rose from the layers of sand and brush.

“Young men—young men,” her voice called from the rear bedroom, “you aren’t back in that sun, are you?”

“No, ma’am. We’re in the shade, ma’am,” my eight-year-old brother, Richard, called back with complete conviction as he stopped just out of my great-grandmother’s range of vision, thrusting his bare brown chest and oval face into the ninety-six-degree July sun, boldly willing his skin to grow blacker and blacker in defiance of her query.

Even at age six, I knew the importance of class distinctions within my black world. As I moved quickly to the safety of the shade, beckoning my brother to protect his complexion from the blackening sun, I gave legitimacy to my great-grandmother’s—and many of my people’s—fears. At age six, I already understood the importance of achieving a better shade of black.

Unlike my brother, I already knew that there was us and there was them. There were those children who belonged to Jack and Jill and summered in Sag Harbor; Highland Beach; or Oak Bluffs, Martha’s Vineyard; and there were those who didn’t. There were those mothers who graduated from Spelman or Fisk and joined AKA, the Deltas, the Links, and the Girl Friends, and there were those who didn’t. There were those fathers who were dentists, lawyers, and physicians from Howard or Meharry and who were Alphas, Kappas, or Omegas and members of the Comus, the Boulé, or the Guardsmen, and there were those who weren’t. There were those who could look back two or three generations and point to relatives who owned insurance companies, newspapers, funeral homes, local banks, trucking companies, restaurants, catering firms, or farmland, and there were those who couldn’t. There were those families that made what some called “a handsome picture” of people with “good hair” (wavy or straight), with “nice complexions” (light brown to nearly white), with “sharp features” (thin nose, thin lips, sharp jaw) and curiously non-Negroid hazel, green, or blue eyes—and there were those that didn’t. I had a precious few of the above, while many I knew and played with were able to check off all the right boxes. In fact, I knew some who not only had complexions ten shades lighter than that brown paper bag, and hair as straight as any ruler, but also had multiple generations of “good looks,” wealth, and accomplishment. And, of course, I also knew some black kids who could claim nothing at all.

It was a color thing and a class thing. And for generations of black people, color and class have been inexorably tied together. Since I was born and raised around people with a focus on many of these characteristics, it should be no surprise that I was later to decide—at age twenty-six—to have my nose surgically altered just so that I could further buy into the aesthetic biases that many among the black elite hold so dear.

During my youth, it was often painful for me to acknowledge that I had one foot inside and one foot outside of this group. I never quite had enough of the elite credentials to impress the key leaders in the group, but my family and I checked off enough boxes to be embraced by a segment of this community. Sometimes I knew where I was lacking and sometimes I didn’t. For example, I knew that my complexion was a shade lighter than the brown paper bag, but that my hair—while not coarse like our African ancestors’—had a Negroid kink that made it the antithesis of ruler-straight. I knew that we lived in the right neighborhood, summered at the right resorts, and employed the right level of household help, but that we had not attended the right private schools or summer camps. While my grandparents owned businesses and property that brought them and their children an unusually high standard of living, none of them had gone to the right schools. My mother was accepted by the old guard’s most exclusive women’s social club, but my father belonged to a fraternity that the elite group considered to be “distinctly middle-class.” My brother and I grew up in the country’s most exclusive black children’s group, yet we were never invited to serve as escorts in the best debutante cotillions.

But whether it was mainly the skin color, the hair texture, the family background, the education, the money, or the sharpness of our features that set some of us apart and made some of us think we were superior to other blacks—and to most whites—we were certain that we would always be able to recognize our kind of people.

 

The characteristics of the black elite have roots that can be traced back almost four hundred years to when slavery began in this country. When the first Africans arrived on the shores of Jamestown, Virginia, in 1619, neither the white Dutch or Portuguese slave traders nor the white American plantation owners had any knowledge of, or interest in, the tribal and cultural differences between the Mandingo, Dahomean, Ashanti, Mbundu, Ewe, or Bantu blacks who were brought from different regions of Africa. They had no knowledge—or interest in letting the rest of white America know—that these blacks had come from established villages where they were already skilled in crafting iron, gold, leather, silver, and bronze into tools, artwork, and housewares, and where they were already weaving clothing; speaking different languages; growing tomatoes, onions, and fruits; raising livestock; practicing different religions; and establishing laws, banking mechanisms, medical treatments, and various other cultural traditions. The Ivory Coast, Guinea, the Gold Coast, and other areas of West Africa were simply profitable ports of call for the Dutch, Portuguese, Spanish, British—and later, American—slave traders and shippers who captured, dehumanized, raped, and sold more than fifteen million men, women, and children on blocks at boat docks up and down the East Coast of the United States. To the traders, a sale at an average price of $500 per man and $250 per woman or child (these South Carolina 1801 prices eventually rose as high as $1,300 or $1,400 by 1860) made the business of human bondage a profitable one that required no conscience and no need to draw cross-cultural connections.

Prior to 1442, when the Portuguese first arrived in West Africa to capture blacks and begin the four-hundred-year period of black slavery, Africans had their own class distinctions that were based on tribe, locale, and the individual tribal member’s assigned role in his community. All those distinctions became moot in the New World.

When black slaves arrived on many southern plantations, they were ultimately divided into two general groups. There were the outside laborers who worked in the fields harvesting rice or tobacco, cutting sugarcane, picking cotton, or building roads and structures. Included among this outside laborer group were those slaves who worked at smelting iron, digging wells, and laying bricks. Many slaves built the very plantations and buildings around which they worked. Thomas Jefferson’s Monticello and George Washington’s Mount Vernon were both important homes built by slaves. And, for the most part, throughout the South, these outside laborers lived in windowless, unfloored shacks, or in structures close to their owners’ livestock.

The second group of slaves were those who performed the more desirable jobs inside the master’s house: cooking, cleaning, washing, and tending to the more personal needs of the owner’s family around the home. While these laborers were also slaves, with no more or fewer rights than the outdoor workers, the distinctions between the slaves in the field and the slaves who served as butlers and “mammies” in the house were not at all subtle. The terms “house niggers” and “field niggers” grew into meaningful labels as generations of slaves in the master’s house gained more favorable treatment and had access to better food, better work conditions, better clothing, and a level of intimacy with the owner’s family that introduced the house slave to white ways, minimal education, and nonconsensual sexual relations.

As the caste system among the slaves was gradually instituted by slave owners and their families, the slaves themselves came to believe that one group was, indeed, superior to the other. The plantation owners began to place their lighter-skinned slaves in the house, thus creating an even greater chasm between the two groups—now based on physical characteristics, not just random assignment. Because these lighter-skinned blacks were perceived as receiving greater benefits and a more comfortable lifestyle, resentment among the darker-skinned field slaves only grew. “Although it was illegal to educate slaves,” explains history professor Dr. Adele Logan Alexander of George Washington University, “it was far more likely that the house slave would learn to read, be introduced to upper-class white traditions, be permitted to play or interact with white family members than would a field slave. In fact, slave-owning families found they could run their homes more efficiently when their house slaves were more knowledgeable and educated.”

Not surprisingly, both whites and “house niggers” came to consider the dark-skinned “field niggers” to be less civilized and intellectually inferior.

Since many white slave owners established clandestine and forced sexual relations with their female house slaves, the mulatto offspring (who were also assigned slave status) extended the size of the house slave staff. In fact, it was to the owners’ benefit to mate with as many of these female slaves as possible, for each new child was a new slave. While none of these illegitimate offspring had any more rights than the unmixed African slaves, they became a part of a growing phenomenon of lighter-complexioned house slaves who separated themselves even further from the field blacks.

“It is evident that the fixation on skin color by both upper-class whites and blacks derives from the fact that light-skinned blacks were given a favored status by white slave owners from their very early interaction during the slavery period,” explains Professor Alexander. In her book Ambiguous Lives, Alexander explores her own family’s roots in Georgia as free, light-skinned blacks in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries. The phenomenon was not limited to southern blacks. Although the South was the most notorious for its use of slaves, blacks were owned and used as slaves in the northern states well into the 1800s. For example, although Pennsylvania was the first state to establish a law abolishing slavery, with its 1780 Act for the Gradual Abolition of Slavery, the weak terms of the act allowed some blacks to remain enslaved until 1850, when the Federal Census ultimately found no slaves living in the state. Over time, then, the caste system took on a third dimension: free blacks versus enslaved blacks. For example, in Pennsylvania, the Federal Census of 1790 reveals that of the 10,274 blacks living in the state, more than one-third of them were slaves, with the remaining group labeled as “free blacks” or “free people of color.”

There were many arguments used by white government officials, religious leaders, and highly esteemed landowners to justify the continued enslavement of blacks in North America. Just as they had done when attempting to enslave the Native Americans, the white population insisted that Africans should be enslaved because they were not Christians—and so long as they did not embrace such religious tenets, they needed to be ruled by civilized whites who did. Upon the conversion of some of the blacks to Christianity—and after a certain number of years of indentured servitude—a very small percentage of slaves were set free, thus creating a population of free blacks in North America. This practice of freeing slaves was sporadic and was ultimately halted in the South. In fact, it was as early as the 1660s, in Virginia, that blacks would legally be made slaves in perpetuity. Many white landowners and government officials elsewhere quickly came to agree with this decision as they realized how much the economies of their communities had benefited from the free labor.

While their numbers were inconsequential, free blacks in the South became an elite group with a status somewhere between their enslaved brethren and white citizens. For example, in the state of Georgia in 1800, there were 1,019 free blacks, and by 1860 that number had grown only to 3,500. In the city of Charleston, South Carolina, in 1860, out of a population of 40,522 people, close to 14,000 were black slaves, and only 3,200 were free blacks. Free blacks in the South were generally required to carry papers proving that they were not slaves and were required to register annually in their counties, listing their white guardians. However, they were permitted to work for money and to own property, thus creating the first opportunity for blacks to establish their families with some moderate wealth. The nucleus of the black elite was formed around these families.

One of my first encounters with an early pioneering family in the black upper class was meeting members of the aristocratic Syphax family from Virginia. I had grown up hearing my father tell me about their family history, as one of his father’s business associates had known several family members. Talking to Evelyn Reid Syphax at a Links meeting that my mother had brought me to, I learned one way in which some black families—including her own—gained wealth and a place among the upper class. “My family had owned fifteen acres of the land where the Arlington National Cemetery now sits,” Syphax explained as she recounted the history of her family, which can be traced back to Maria Custis, the mulatto child of First Lady Martha Washington’s grandson, George Washington Parke Custis, who owned the mansion that sits on the cemetery today. “Custis fathered Maria with Ariana Carter, one of his female house slaves,” explained Syphax, a well-to-do, retired real estate broker who lives in Virginia, “and when Maria asked her father, who was also still her owner, for permission to marry Charles Syphax, a black slave who worked for her father, he released both from slavery, gave her a wedding in the mansion, and offered her and her new husband fifteen acres of the Arlington estate. That mansion and the surrounding property—minus Maria Syphax’s fifteen acres—was later given by Custis to his white daughter, Mary Custis, who eventually married Confederate soldier Robert E. Lee—thus making the house a famous building in the southern state.”

On my first trip to Washington with my family in the late 1960s, I remember my parents remarking that the Syphax story was evidence that a black family’s genealogy could be as relevant to our country’s history as any white family’s that I might read about in school. The fact that the Syphaxes were still residing in the community today made their story even more real to me at that age. Since that time, the Syphax family has continued to gain wealth through other real estate holdings and through businesses that involved commercial and residential development and sales.

Whether they began as free people of color or as enslaved house servants, those blacks who came to make up the black aristocracy were typically those who were able to gain an education and various professional skills. Access to a college education was clearly the earliest and surest method for earning respect among progressive whites who were willing to teach blacks various trades and offer them limited work.

A college education was made possible for blacks around the time of the Civil War by the generosity of religious groups like the American Missionary Association, an association of liberal whites who had initially opened elementary schools for blacks in the South before the war. As the abolitionist group raised funds in the North and attracted northern white and black teachers to the South in the 1860s, they established secondary schools and colleges like Fisk University in Nashville, Hampton Institute in Virginia, Tougaloo College in Mississippi, and many other universities that exist today. By 1865, the American Missionary Association had recruited more than three hundred teachers to its black southern schools.

Another group that made it possible for blacks to receive formal education at this time was the Freedmen’s Aid Society, which was established by the Methodist Episcopal Church in 1866.

By the 1870s, not even a decade beyond slavery, handfuls of blacks were breaking into their own middle class by attending the earliest established black colleges like Howard University, Fisk University, Atlanta University, and Morehouse College—all founded in the 1860s—and later Spelman College, founded in the 1880s for black women. Not coincidentally, these are among the six or seven schools that the old-guard black elite still consider to be most appropriate for their children today. Specifically not included are dozens of other black colleges—schools like Alabama State and Tougaloo College—because they were state-sponsored or populated by poorer students from the Deep South. There are also examples of blacks attending white northeastern universities like Harvard and Amherst, and prep schools like Phillips Exeter, as early as the late 1800s. Another white school that was also known to admit blacks in this early period was Oberlin College in Ohio, which African Americans attended in small numbers as early as the mid-1860s.

Although Oberlin is still spoken of fondly by well-to-do blacks who went to college in the 1950s and prior to that time, its popularity among the black elite has been eclipsed by the top black colleges and by the more prestigious and better-endowed white East Coast colleges like Harvard, Brown, and Wellesley. Although Oberlin was notoriously abolitionist during the 1800s and remains extremely liberal to this day, there is a preference among upper-class blacks to attend schools that have more of a worldwide reputation.

Another factor in the elevation of a handful of black families was the possibility of attaining political office. This happened initially in the South during the reconstruction that lasted from 1865 until 1877. In southern states where large black populations had suddenly gained the status of free men and women, black men began to run for seats in the House of Representatives and the Senate. The Reconstruction Act of 1867 emboldened them to attend political conventions and join political clubs.

In 1870, Hiram Revels of Mississippi became the first black elected to the U.S. Senate. Senator Blanche K. Bruce, a black U.S. senator elected in 1874, also from Mississippi, had been born a slave in Farmville, Virginia, in 1841. While rebuffed by some in Washington’s white society, he and his wife, Josephine Willson Bruce, a prominent dentist’s daughter, were early leaders in Washington’s black society during the late nineteenth century.

Other blacks who were elected to the U.S. Congress at this time included Robert Smalls and Joseph Rainey of South Carolina, Jefferson Long of Georgia, Benjamin Turner of Alabama, Josiah Wells of Florida, and John Lynch of Mississippi. Between 1870 and the late 1890s, nearly two dozen blacks served in the U.S. Congress. And while elected office did not promise wealth or acceptance within the white social structure, it did bring lasting prestige to certain family names.

Prominent families socialized with one another, built businesses with one another, and intermarried, establishing well-to-do and well-respected dynasties. These included names like Terrell, Pinchback, and Grimké in Washington; Herndon and Rucker in Atlanta; Minton and Purvis in Philadelphia; Bishop, White, and Delany in New York; Wheeler and Williams in Chicago; and many others.

Although very large post–Civil War black populations were found in the rural sections of southern states like South Carolina, Virginia, Georgia, Mississippi, and Louisiana, these were not necessarily where the black upper-class families built their foundations for work and education. Instead, they built their futures in more progressive cities, close to black universities and removed from rural poverty. The cities where they established and built businesses and institutions in the South were Atlanta, Washington, Nashville, Charleston, and Memphis, where my father’s family began a variety of businesses.

And both preceding and following the path of the post–World War I and II migrations of blacks to the North, the black elite also established themselves in Chicago, Detroit, New York, and Philadelphia. There were also pockets of the black upper class—particularly physicians—in Tuskegee, Alabama, that grew up around the nation’s only black Veterans Administration hospital and Booker T. Washington’s Tuskegee Institute; in Nashville, centered on the campuses of Fisk University, Tennessee State, and Meharry Medical College; and later, to a lesser extent, in Los Angeles.

Although some prominent families established their roots in positions with important church congregations or universities, the more common paths to success in the black elite have been through careers in medicine, dentistry, and law. In addition, examples of early and continuing black wealth can be found in individual entrepreneurship that served either the black or the white communities. For example, in most cities with large black populations, black funeral home owners formed a core part of the elite, along with the founders of local black banks, insurance companies, and newspapers. Wealthy and influential Atlanta families like the Herndons and the Scotts, for example, can point to Atlanta Life Insurance and the Atlanta Daily World, respectively, as the source of their wealth and influence.

Radcliffe graduate and Washington, D.C., TV news producer A’Lelia Perry Bundles is the great-great-granddaughter of Madam C. J. Walker, the nation’s first self-made woman millionaire. “Many people are surprised to learn that a black woman who was developing hair care products and cosmetics in the late 1800s would actually be the first self-made woman millionaire in this country,” says Bundles, as she looks through photos of Walker standing with Booker T. Washington and other prominent black businesspeople. In addition to building homes in Indianapolis and Harlem and a twenty-thousand-square-foot stone mansion that still stands near the Hudson River in suburban Westchester County in New York, Walker used her millions to help the NAACP’s antilynching campaign.

Members of the black elite have historically given generously to charities like the Urban League, the United Negro College Fund, and the NAACP, a ninety-year-old organization that has its roots among this group. The irony is that while today most of these successful people will still write checks for the NAACP, they do not consider it part of their social circle in the way they would have done before the 1960s. “We’ll see what Myrlie Evers can do with it, because she has a lot of class, but that NAACP is a bit too grassroots for people like us,” explains a Chicago matron as she sits in the dining room of a large home in the city’s Hyde Park neighborhood. The woman holds a graduate degree and belongs to several boards and elite black organizations. “The NAACP did wonderful things for us in the South—and up here too—and I’m happy to give to them because they help all of us, but you just don’t find a whole lot of professional blacks socializing among the NAACP. We’ve got our own groups.”

As the woman pulls out her family photo albums, she points to herself, her parents, her husband, and their friends who hold memberships in the Alphas, AKAs, Deltas, Links, Drifters, Girl Friends, Boulé, and Guardsmen. There are photos of gatherings at the Ink Well in Martha’s Vineyard; relatives playing tennis at a summer home in Idlewild, Michigan; photos from an important Detroit wedding reception that included nearly one thousand guests; and, of course, snapshots from a family member’s black-tie debutante cotillion. “I have a graduate degree and my friends have degrees from Howard, Spelman, Morehouse, and 
Meharry. Why would I be socializing with some caseworker or mailman who goes to NAACP events? I’d have as much in common with them as a rich white person has with his gardener.”

And it is because of these real or imagined differences that the black elite in every major city and suburb has its own churches as well.

“The black upper class has most often been associated with the Episcopal Church,” says Rev. Harold T. Lewis, the author of Yet with a Steady Beat: The African American Struggle for Recognition in the Episcopal Church and rector of Calvary Episcopal Church in Pittsburgh. Despite earlier affiliations with the Baptist and Methodist denominations and the larger numbers of blacks who currently make up those congregations, the black elite have often selected the more formal high Episcopal Church or Congregational Church.

The Episcopal faith was attractive because of its formality, and both faiths were appealing because they were known for having well-educated clergy and a small number of members. Well-to-do black Americans with roots in the West Indies had natural historic ties to the Episcopal Church, which had served a major role in Jamaica and other former British colonies for several generations. The Congregational Church’s popularity among the black elite grew from the fact that it was the denomination that had given the greatest support to the American Missionary Association’s efforts in establishing secondary schools and colleges for southern blacks in the late 1800s.

And for some of the most cynical and status-conscious members of the black elite, the two denominations were particularly appealing simply because most blacks were not of that faith.

In every city where there are members of the black elite, there is an Episcopal or a Congregational Church that dominates the upper-class black religious scene: In Chicago, it is St. Edmund’s or Good Shepherd; in Detroit, St. Matthew’s; in Philadelphia, St. Thomas; in Memphis, Second Congregational; in Charleston, St. Mark’s; in Washington, St. Luke’s; in Atlanta, First Congregational; and in New York, St. Philip’s. Some say that the black upper class disdains the open display of emotions that are often shared in Baptist and AME churches, while others say that Episcopal and Congregational denominations have better-educated church leaders.

For whatever the reason, the choice does keep the elite separated. And just as there have been special churches for the black upper class, so are there special social groups that separate men, women, and children of different classes.


As a child, I grew up in Jack and Jill, the ultimate membership-by-invitation-only social group for black children and their families. Founded in 1938 by seven well-to-do black women who were establishing a play group for their kids, the elite national organization now has 220 chapters throughout the United States and Germany. “The purpose of the group,” explains Dr. Nellie Gordon Roulhac, a Jack and Jill mother who served as the organization’s national president from 1954 to 1958, “is to introduce black children and their families to other children who are interested in social service activities, educational programs, and other projects that improve the lives of people in the black community.”

As a child going to Jack and Jill weekend excursions, fund-raisers, black-tie dances, or backyard tennis parties, I was introduced to the fact that there was a national network of black children who grew up smart, ambitious, well-to-do, and proud of their black heritage. Whether or not the group was intended to serve as such, it also introduced young boys and girls as future dates and spouses. “I grew up in Jack and Jill during the 1940s,” explains New York resident William Pickens, whose mother, Emilie, was a national president of the group, “and I eventually married a Jack and Jill alum in the 1960s. It was a tight circle of people who all had a lot in common. Our fathers were lawyers or doctors and our mothers had gone to college together. This was where we were expected to find our friends and dates.” I knew exactly what Pickens meant, because while I was a student at Princeton, I dated women at Harvard, Brown, and Mount Holyoke—all girls I knew through Jack and Jill. Armed with Jack and Jill’s annual yearbook Up the Hill, I had a coast-to-coast directory of boys, girls, and parents who were just like me.

Other popular groups among the black elite are separated on the basis of gender. For the women, there is the nine-thousand-member Links, which was founded in 1946 and is populated by professionals, socialites, educators, and well-to-do matrons. Several years ago, my mother was inducted as a member, along with Dr. Betty Shabazz, the widow of Malcolm X, and a host of other accomplished women. The chapters—which allow no more than fifty-five members—are highly selective and include such women as former Washington mayor Sharon Pratt Kelly, Children’s Defense Fund head Marian Wright Edelman, former Spelman College president Johnnetta Cole, Secretary of Energy Hazel O’Leary, and many other prominent names. Another highly selective and socially elite group is the Girl Friends, founded in 1933. The black-tie debutante cotillions the group sponsors in different cities for charity and for the introduction of young girls to society are among the most sought-after tickets on the black elite social calendar. Other groups include the Drifters, the Northeasterners, and the Smart Set. And for college women, there are two particular sororities that are favored above all others. They are the AKAs and the Deltas—primarily because they were founded over eighty years ago at Howard, and also because they took only the right girls from the right families.

For men, there are also exclusive, hard-to-crack social groups. At the top of the list is Sigma Pi Phi—known simply as the Boulé, which admits professional men once they have distinguished themselves in society. It was founded in 1906, and its early membership included W. E. B. Du Bois; chapters have since been established in most major cities, initiating such men as Washington attorney Vernon Jordan, Atlanta mayor Andrew Young, Urban League president Hugh Price, Virginia governor L. Douglas Wilder, and American Express president Kenneth Chenault, as well as most black college presidents and the most prominent black physicians, attorneys, dentists, and corporate leaders in any major city. When I joined the group, the once-secret organization became an important bond for me and a wide circle of friends.

Other elite groups for men include the Guardsmen, the Fellas, the Comus, and One Hundred Black Men. And as with the sororities, there are select college fraternities that are held in highest esteem: the Alphas, the Kappas, and the Omegas.

 

As I was growing up amidst this social world, there were certain things of which I became acutely aware. One was the importance of tradition. Another was pride in family background and accomplishment. While some outsiders—both black and white—dismissed our traditions as bourgeois or as being solely “white aspirations,” members of the black elite still feel that there is nothing odd or inappropriate about the fact that they have created traditions that include a specific summer camp for black elite kids (Camp Atwater in Massachusetts), a specific boarding school for students of old-guard families (Palmer Memorial Institute in the South, and Northfield Mount Hermon for an integrated experience in the North), specific social clubs, specific summer resorts, specific family taboos (“passing” for white, putting down blacks in front of whites), specific colleges (among the black schools as well as the white ones), specific fraternities, specific churches, specific attitudes about whites (emulate them, but don’t marry them), specific neighborhoods or streets within certain cities, specific suburbs, and even specific funeral homes and cemeteries in which to be memorialized.

When I recall the rules of the group, I think of a remark I once heard a friend of my parents make one afternoon when we were on my cousin’s yacht on the Long Island Sound. I had asked her about sororities when Mrs. Jenkins (not her real name) began explaining the distinctions between the group of people who joined either the Deltas or the AKAs, and the very different group of college girls who might join the other sororities. “Now, I’m an AKA, and the only other natural sorority for me would be the Deltas. The other sororities were just not a consideration. It’s not that I’m looking down on them, but the fit wouldn’t have been right for me or them. They were a tad bit darker than us. And they really didn’t come from our background. We were daughters of doctors, teachers, dentists, pharmacists, and such. They were doing good if their fathers were even Baptist preachers.” Mrs. Jenkins stared off into the water for a moment. “We just came from different worlds and we weren’t like-minded people. And why spend time with people who aren’t similar? Of course they were all quite polite and well-behaved. After all, we were at Spelman.”

“Polite and well-behaved.” Although spoken with an air of condescension, that is probably the most disrespectful remark that a woman like Mrs. Jenkins—Spelman graduate, wife of a lawyer, mother of a debutante—ever would have said publicly about those blacks who were not of her class. People like her have equal respect for all blacks, regardless of their socioeconomic background and professional aspirations, but as she confessed, there is always a preference for being around like-minded people.

During my first year at Harvard Law School, I had an experience that I’ve always considered to be an epiphany in my journey toward greater racial awareness. I had made the requisite first visit to Wellesley College by hiring a private car to drive me the thirty minutes from Cambridge to Alumnae Hall at the women’s school for a Saturday night party. It was sponsored by a black student organization called the Sisters of Ethos, one of the few small societies (along with ZA, TZE, and Shakespeare) on the sprawling suburban campus.

When I arrived at the circular drive and marble entry of the building sometime around 10 P.M., it immediately occurred to me that the scene looked like every Jack and Jill party of my childhood. We were all still students, yet the parking lot was jammed with expensive cars. There was a completely dark ballroom and a brightly lit foyer, jam-packed with well-dressed, light-skinned young people in expensive yet conservatively tailored clothes. With long, streaked, straight—or straightened—hair flying behind them, the Sisters of Ethos were running in and around the tall French doors, inspecting college IDs as they approved or turned away male partygoers who either passed or failed the ubiquitous “brown paper bag and ruler test.”

I knew many of these girls and their families, and I also knew the game, but it was still a bit disconcerting to see them practice it so well against male classmates of mine who were pounding at the doors trying to overturn their quick rejections.

As the night got later, and as the sisters got hungry for more visitors, the rules were loosened and the darker-skinned guys (along with some darker-skinned non-Wellesley women) were admitted. By 11:30, the party was in full swing and we all turned our attention to the inner ballroom where the party was taking place. As I walked into the crowded, nearly pitch-black room, I could feel the beat of some new top forty crossover semirock, semirap song pounding away. As I circled the room, I saw reminders of my childhood. The “dark outer circle” was very much apparent. I remembered parties like this—where you’d customarily find the darker, less affluent, less popular, and less attractive guys standing against the wall, dateless and unpartnered. This was where one found the gericurled guys and the dark-skinned women with “bad hair” and bad weaves.

As I walked farther into the room, I found a young woman who was a daughter of one of my mother’s grad school classmates. She was an outgoing student whom I had last seen at a cotillion in Washington. As my reunited dance partner and I made our way to the center of the room, somewhere beneath a large unlit crystal chandelier, I found the creamy center that existed at every one of these blue-vein parties.

Dancing around us, taking up the central core of the ballroom, were the long-haired, yellow-skinned leaders of the young elite. Some with nose jobs, some with thinned lips, some with naturally green eyes and naturally straight hair. Tania from Atlanta, Crystal from St. Louis, Julie from Washington, Brooke from New Rochelle, Cheryl Lynn from Los Angeles. Each a daughter of some light-skinned doctor, banker, or judge who belonged to some chapter of some organization and who had gone to some school before marrying some woman who belonged to some sorority, and who lived some kind of nice life that had “our kind of people” written all over it.


As many privileged black kids come to discover once they leave the safe confines of their parents’ home, I then realized that several hundred miles away from my own home and the people I knew—here on a small campus in suburban Massachusetts—were my kind of people all around me, all intact.

As I stood there dancing to the crossover semirock, semirap song, I found myself feeling a little bit smug and a little bit scared. Although I should have been used to all of this after so many years of seeing it, it frightened me—perhaps because it seemed so predictable, or maybe because I felt there was so much to keep up with and there were so many others being shut out.

One can find both pride and guilt among the black elite. A pride in black accomplishment that is inexorably tied to a lingering resentment about our past as poor, enslaved blacks and our past and current treatment by whites. On one level, there are those of us who understand our obligation to work toward equality for all and to use our success in order to assist those blacks who are less advantaged. But on another level, there are those of us who buy into the theories of superiority, and who feel embarrassed by our less accomplished black brethren. These self-conscious individuals are resentful of any quality or characteristic that associates them with that which seems ordinary. We’ve got some of the best-educated, most accomplished, and most talented people in the black community—but at the same time, we have some of the most hidebound and smug. And adding even further to the mix are those of us who feel we need to apologize to the rest of the black world for our success and for being who we are. For me, the black upper class has always been a study of contrasts.









CHAPTER 2

Jack and Jill: Where Elite Black Kids Are Separated from the Rest




“Well, what I’m really hoping is that she’ll become a litigator or maybe some kind of judge,” uttered a woman, with total confidence, as we looked out over Central Park from a Fifth Avenue apartment in the East Seventies. Dressed in a conservative linen suit, the forty-three-year-old mother adjusted her Chanel scarf in the reflection of the large living-room window. “We scrapped the idea of banking because the industry still won’t be ready for a black woman, and we’re steering her away from medicine because she’s only getting B’s in the sciences.”

“What about something more creative, like advertising or a career in the entertainment business?” asked one of the mothers.

Although I didn’t know the woman in the scarf well, I instinctively knew that she would find this a ridiculous question.

“Entertainment? We have enough black girls doing that. I expect more from Laura than advertising or entertainment,” she added disdainfully.

Looking across the room at twelve-year-old Laura, I shrugged my shoulders in sympathy. This was exactly why we had all been enrolled in Jack and Jill as kids. So that we would quickly accept the fact that each of us was supposed to do great things.


“Don’t get me wrong,” the woman with the scarf added as she glanced over at the other mothers, who were sipping ginseng tea and eating cookies with their adolescent sons and daughters. “I’m not turning my nose up at advertising or entertainment, but Laura needs to be a professional. I’m a professional, her father is a professional, and three of her four grandparents were professionals. Everybody she knows is at the top. She’s not going to start her life off by setting us back two generations. She’ll like being a litigator.”

It was a Saturday afternoon and we’d all just arrived from a Jack and Jill career day held in a series of classrooms at Collegiate, a private school for boys on Manhattan’s Upper West Side. The day’s events had begun with a presentation by Jack and Jill alumni who discussed their different professions with current Jack and Jill children and parents. The children—all of them from private day schools like Horace Mann, Spence, Riverdale, and Dalton—then stood up and told about their high school activities, followed by a description of their career ambitions.

Afterward, the students lined up to collect business cards from the group of alumni, of which I was one—two lawyers, two physicians, a state assemblyman, a Fortune 500 executive, an architect, and an investment banker. “So, did you really know what you wanted to be when you were fourteen?” asked a ninth-grader who was attending Horace Mann. For half a second, I considered avoiding the question in order to prevent the increased anxiety that my affirmative response would, no doubt, elicit. But, then I remembered where I was. Of course I’d known what I wanted to be at fourteen. In
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