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Epigraph

America has given the Negro people a bad check, a check which has come back marked “insufficient funds.”

—Dr. Martin Luther King Jr.
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Preface

It was about 1 a.m. on April 12, 2022, as he stood outside his home crying tears of rage and disbelief. There wasn’t anything to say, really. Nearly twenty years of his life had been spent there. He had fought for it. He had won and lost and won and lost again. Standing in front of his house just after the fire, this was Lovelace.

Lovelace watched the smoke, looked upon the ashes of his dreams. The old man he’d been sheltering had been hauled into an ambulance. When, soon afterward, the man arrived at Grady Hospital, a local news station carried the story. “We don’t have his age or his name,” the anchor reported on air. “We do know that he was alive when he showed up here at Grady.”

The man’s name was Carl Phillips, and he had once been a familiar face at the nearby Shepherd’s Inn homeless shelter. Located in downtown Atlanta, a two-minute walk from the National Center for Civil and Human Rights museum, the shelter welcomed around four hundred men per night. Most were Black, like Phillips. Covid-19 had brought more unhoused people to the shelter, some as young as eighteen. They were not all Atlanta natives. A good number of people had come to Atlanta because of its reputation as “the Black Mecca.” “I heard Atlanta was a place for me,” they would say to shelter staff.

“They come to our doors because they have nobody else to turn to,” Rachel Reynolds, a manager at the shelter, told us. “Whether that’s something that’s been done to them or something they have done,” she added, “it doesn’t really matter.”

Phillips, the man taken to Grady, was partially blind. He had been sleeping on the streets of Bankhead, a once-white area near downtown that, over time, had become mainly Black and, in recent times, had become famous among rap fans as the rough neighborhood of the late rapper Shawty Lo. There was a drive-by shooting in the weeks before the fire that sent Phillips to the hospital—but there was also the local dry cleaner shop that had kept track of Phillips’s disability card for safekeeping and helped him buy groceries for a while. And there was the Black Bankhead homeowner James Lewis Lovelace III, who had recently gotten Phillips off the street. After at first putting a couch on the front porch for him, Lovelace had eventually taken him in, letting him sleep in a bedroom.

That homeowner, Lovelace, had a complex personal story himself. He was born and raised in Atlanta, and grew up with little privilege. By his early forties, he was spending his afternoons and nights running a small barbecue stand next to a gas station. He had been in and out of prison. He had children. He had dreams. He had fought hard for everything he had and was willing to share it—and then, one night, everything he had was gone.

* * *

Nine days later, Tandreia Dixon was visiting her cousin in Washington, D.C. It was a much-needed break from the one-stoplight town in North Carolina where she lived with her mother to save money.

The last few years had been trying for Tandreia. When she finished graduate school, earning a master’s in industrial technology, she was left with significant student debt. Then her father died. She kept trying to move forward, but the jobs she took wore her down to the point where she fainted on a warehouse floor. A move to the Atlanta area made her life so expensive, she couldn’t save money. Then the pandemic hit. She set up a company to be an entrepreneur and, not gaining traction, she reversed course. Covid-19 struck her family. She ended up moving back to North Carolina to live with her mother.

It was her thirty-third birthday, and Tandreia had split from her cousin for a solitary outing to the National Museum of African American History and Culture. She’d been once before, but she hadn’t seen it all. Now she felt a pull to go back. She felt the work she was trying to do “to change the trajectory” for herself and her family demanded that she remember the steps of her forebears. She took out her cell phone to photograph the things in the museum that caught her attention.

First, she photographed a map of the major ports of the slave trade, including a harbor in the Carolinas where her family had long lived. Then she spotted a section of the museum on the business of the slave trade and moved in. Tandreia was endlessly interested in the intersection of race and money. “To Pick a Bale of Cotton: The labor of enslaved Americans fueled the rapid growth of the national economy,” a sign read. “African Americans, often malnourished and sleep deprived, used extraordinary skill to catapult the United States into the global economy.” She saw historic advertisements for the enslaved: “Jessee, aged about 20 years, fine field hand; CAN PICK 500 LBS. COTTON; INVALUABLE BOY,” one ad from 1855 read.

Snap, snap—she wanted all these on her phone. Another title card noted that “Slavery harnessed to cotton created wealth, and wealthy Americans created tools to protect and expand upon their investments. The Bank of the United States sold bonds in slaves that helped finance roads, levees, canals, and railroads. Insurance companies sold policies to guarantee the ‘soundness’ of enslaved people’s bodies. Even the U.S. Postal Service played a role by delivering financial news around the world regarding the price of enslaved African Americans.”

Another title card: “$2,500,000.” That was the amount of slave-based bonds that European investors had purchased in just the year 1828. Another: “$25,700,000.” That was the amount of slave-backed mortgages that banks had issued in Louisiana in just 1859.

Mounted to the wall was a weathered piece of paper from the mid-1860s, when the federal government granted land to some formerly enslaved people. The document showed details of land given to a Black man in Georgia in a program that has become known as “forty acres and a mule.” But this man and others would soon lose their land. The government reneged on the land grants soon afterward.

“I just feel this pulling” to be at the museum, Tandreia explained to us. “This pull and this desire to be here. I’m preparing to own my own property, trying to change the trajectory for myself and my family. I’m back in this one-stoplight town, saving and working, you know, working. I just needed a reminder, like, Man, I really got to give this thing all I got.”

These thoughts were repeating in her head as she passed more images. All I got. It had become a mantra for Tandreia as she tried to become a millionaire. And she believed she would get there through hard work, careful planning, and strategic trade-offs. All I got.

She snapped a photo of a display on Madam C. J. Walker, who in the early 1900s founded a beauty products company for Black Americans, becoming a self-made millionaire. The Walker display was lit brightly to show off Walker’s canisters of pressing oil and grower gel. So bright were the lights that Tandreia showed up in the reflection. Average height, librarian-like in her horn-rimmed glasses, dressed casually in a gray T-shirt and a long cardigan sweater. Her hair was cut very short, with her natural wave just barely visible. This had not always been her look—she used to wear long braids and focus more on fashion, but as she committed herself more to her professional life and to saving money, she had moved into this no-nonsense style. (Braids can be expensive.)

Away from friends and family, Tandreia had no need to smile or try to make other people comfortable, something she was good at doing. Instead, she focused on the exhibit. “African people—this is the foundation of building up the United States,” she told us. “Bonds and mortgages and things like that, off of the backs of slaves. This is the foundation of the United States.”

A title card for an image of the One Cent Savings Bank of Nashville, Tennessee, said it was one of the oldest Black American banks still in operation. Founded in 1904, by 2022 it was called Citizens Bank. Tandreia paused before the title card in part because she had recently become a customer of a new Black-focused banking company.

After George Floyd was killed in 2020, Black-owned banking had garnered renewed attention as a potential solution to the country’s racial inequities. A few weeks before Tandreia’s trip to the African American museum, Bloomberg Businessweek had run an article about Greenwood Bank. Tandreia was a new customer there, so she read it with interest. “Greenwood Aims to Repair Centuries of Racist Banking,” the headline said. It was a big statement, and Greenwood executives were quick to expand on it, posting on social media that their mission was to end racism and racial wealth gaps. One Greenwood founder wrote on Instagram, “Creating and building generational wealth.” Another posted, “700,000 people have joined the Greenwood community on a journey to fix the financial inequity that has been around for centuries.”

Tandreia wondered if Greenwood Bank was taking a swipe at Wells Fargo Bank. In data analyzed in the Bloomberg story, the Black-white lending gap at Wells Fargo was stark: the bank turned down 53 percent of Black home mortgage refinancing applicants, but when it came to white applicants, it turned down only 28 percent. Discrepancies like this must have been what Greenwood was referring to with “racist banking,” Tandreia thought.

And yet, the idea that any entity could end racism, even just racism in banking, was hard to believe—for Tandreia, at least. “Greenwood making a statement like that? I respect it,” she marveled. “But my goodness. It’s like me trying to eat an elephant, you know?”

* * *

Two days later, Brook Bacon was celebrating his wife’s birthday.

Out on a walk, the two stopped for her to pose in front of a mural on a brick wall. Brook’s blond, trim wife, dressed casually, walked up to the wall. A black shark more than two times her size loomed behind her, its sharp-toothed mouth open, ready to take a bite. She posed proudly, one hand on her hip, radiating positive energy around turning forty.

Brook, who had turned forty just before the Covid-19 pandemic began, snapped the photo. His skin was light brown, though dark compared to hers. He wore his hair grown out naturally, Afro-style—a rarity in the often white-dominated workplaces of his career in finance and in their mostly white small town in New Hampshire.

Turning forty is a time of self-reflection for many people, but this was especially so for Brook. His father had been killed by a white police trooper two years before. Since then, Brook had reexamined practically every element of his life, family, and financial experience as a Black person in America. He had been awakened to patterns of racism he had once ignored and had realized that his biracial marriage and his small, mostly white New Hampshire town was only a piece of who he was. Once something he had avoided, his family’s roots in Georgia had become important to him.

His roots had also just made him wealthy: the state government had awarded a settlement for his father’s death. Though the money had come at a terrible cost, Brook could now worry less about his finances. At forty-two, and after years of personal setbacks tied at least partly to his race, he could worry less about his job as a mid-level business analyst. He could pay off his student debt. He could offer his two children more schooling options—an elite private school, even, like their mother had attended. He and his wife could invite more family on their annual trips to Hilton Head, South Carolina. They could move to a larger home if they wanted.

But money couldn’t bring people back or make up for lost time. Money couldn’t serve as punishment, either, when it came from the state. What Brook wanted was not financial. He wanted justice: prison time for the man who had killed his father. He was determined to keep pushing.

Would people listen?

* * *

April 2022 was a time of pride for James Woodall. His first book was now available for pre-order.

Wired for Racism? How Evolution and Faith Move Us to Challenge Racial Idolatry was a policy-oriented book he had coauthored with an older white pastor. James, at twenty-eight, was one of the very few Black Americans featured on his publisher’s website. Black Americans, who often do not have the personal savings needed to fund the research and writing of books, have been underrepresented in the book publishing industry.

James was modest about what he had accomplished, especially given that he had worked on the book while serving as president of the Georgia NAACP. “It was a large undertaking considering the times that we were in and the work I was doing,” he told us. “It was a relief to get it done.”

After the murder of George Floyd, James had been among the fastest-rising young leaders in the NAACP. He helped catalyze numerous large donations for the progress of Black Americans. He inspired young people across the state of Georgia to speak out and push for progress on civil justice and the racial wealth gap. He held the hands of family members across the state when their loved ones were killed by police. And he did all this while working on his new book—and while just trying to get by.

Despite his growing public career, James had been struggling to pay his bills. He had tens of thousands of dollars in student debt and a negative net worth. He didn’t have parents who could subsidize his life. He wouldn’t benefit from substantial inheritance or generational wealth. And his high-profile NAACP appointment, while long on prestige, was short on pay: his position as state president came with no salary.

Rubbing shoulders with the NAACP’s Black elite, James might have given the impression of being from an elite background himself. He was tall and lean, with close-cut hair and a runner’s physique. That and his impeccable formal attire helped him blend into the world of privilege. But he did not grow up with privilege. His father was in prison by the time James was a teenager. His uncle on one side of his family worked in the illegal drug business. His great-grandfather had been incarcerated for a murder. Financially, James’s mother had struggled as far back as he could remember, juggling her own student loans, a lack of a college degree, and housing insecurity. She filed for bankruptcy twice while he was growing up, was evicted from apartments four times, and when money was tight, the solution was a payday loan. She moved James and his three younger siblings every few years, and sometimes every few months, around the Atlanta metropolitan area. At times, she used her children’s Social Security numbers to get credit for herself, leaving James and his siblings with smudged credit histories before they were in their twenties. Seeking structure and support, James served in the military reserve; his friends would call him Major. He sought out religion and became a Baptist preacher.

None of this is detailed in James’s book. There is only a quick description of his childhood: “Imagine,” James and his coauthor wrote, “growing up with a single mother who must work nonstop to provide for four children and herself while your father is in prison for the rest of his life. That’s [James’s] background, and he is not unique. . . . In families like [his], a ‘normal’ life for young people includes poverty, pregnancy, and even prison.”

James, “in particular, because he is Black, recognizes all too well the experience of grief and darkness associated with being the target of racism,” the authors noted, adding that James and other Black people have been “expected to exist without being fully human” because of “their experience of terror over police brutality and systemic inequity.”

As the coauthors described it, James began as the student of his coauthor, seventy-two-year-old Mark Ellingsen. But the more the two got to know each other, the more James became the teacher. “Let me say some things he has taught,” Ellingsen told us. “Simple things like the risks of driving while Black. Like the risks of shopping while Black—how you’re going to get those dirty looks.”

Being Black in America, Ellingsen said, means living outside the opportunities that white Americans have. And the leaps Black Americans have had to make to gain opportunities are gut-wrenching. “It can produce anger,” he said. “It can produce despair . . . It’s in my gut now. It’s in my heart.”

Despite inspiring Ellingsen’s reflections, James told us it was only when the book was finished that he stopped and thought about what being an author meant for his life. “Wow,” he said. “I’m the first in my family to do this.”

* * *

We got to know James, Brook, Tandreia, and Lovelace between 2020 and 2023. They were Black Americans with family ties to Georgia, where we based much of our reporting. They were professionals and entrepreneurs with life experiences and family that connected them to many walks of life. They were born between 1979 and 1994, roughly the years of the Millennial generation. They were all strongly motivated to lift their families’ places in the economy.

We connected with them while conducting hundreds of in-depth interviews with Black Americans to understand both their views on race and money and the dollars and cents of their own financial situation. We followed the roots and branches of their family trees to trace their generational wealth or, in many cases, lack of wealth. We talked to dozens of their family members and pulled court records going back two hundred years. We contextualized what they told us with our broader interviews, with findings from a national poll we commissioned, and with a review of scholarly research.

At the same time, we followed the progress of a handful of new companies that were formed with the explicit goal of creating a world with more racial equity. Many of the people getting the most attention for trying to address the Black-white wealth gap in 2020 were businesspeople. We wanted to understand their companies’ opportunities and challenges—and the people behind these companies. The businesses we followed included a Black-focused television news channel, a Black-owned food business, and a Black-focused financial company. All three (and more) feature in these pages, but it is the last, the financial company called Greenwood Bank, that we came to see as a through line for the examination we undertook of race and money in the United States.

Greenwood Bank was founded in 2020 by three well-known Atlanta-based businessmen: Andrew Jackson Young Jr., the former mayor of Atlanta and a Civil Rights leader; Michael Render, the rapper also known as Killer Mike; and Ryan Glover, the founder of Black-focused content businesses, including Bounce TV and Noontime Records. The young people we feature in this book intersect with Greenwood Bank and its stated ethos: Tandreia Dixon was one of Greenwood’s customers; James Woodall connected with Greenwood’s founders through political circles; and Brook Bacon and James Lovelace represent a range of the customers Greenwood was aiming to attract. In the course of our research, the founders of Greenwood Bank also emerged as central subjects of this book, not least because of the remarkable stories of their own lives and family trees.

Our book explores the history and present reality of the Black-white wealth gap through the lives and histories of these seven Black individuals, all of whom we found to be insightful, interesting, and, at times, inspiring. Alongside their stories, we investigate new and historical scholarship, data, and the public debate over wealth gaps, seeking to understand the history of race and money and to evaluate current business practices for their impact on equity.

A note about names: Because we will say a lot about the personal lives of our seven principal subjects, we will use their given names throughout the book, except we will call James Lovelace by his surname, “Lovelace,” to avoid confusion with James Woodall. For all other people in the book—except where family members with identical last names are discussed together—we use surnames.

A note on terms: We use the term enslaved people rather than slaves because enslavement was something forced on Black people, not something inherent to their identity as people. They were people who were enslaved. We capitalize Black when referring to Black Americans because this has become the standard in most journalism; white is kept in lowercase in journalism practices, as this book later explains. We generally use the phrase “the Black-white wealth gap” rather than “the racial wealth gap” because there are gaps in wealth between other races. When we use “racial wealth gaps,” in the plural, we are speaking broadly about inequities in race and money among many races. The Black-white racial wealth gap is unique in the role that enslaved Black Americans played in creating the U.S. economy, but history is full of economic injustices against Latinos, Asian Americans, Native Americans, and other groups. While our focus is on one group’s legacy of injustice, their stories hold lessons for a more inclusive future for everyone.

And a note about us: Like many of the people profiled in our book, we both grew up in the 1980s and ’90s, the post–Civil Rights era. By then, opportunity supposedly existed for everyone. We both had fathers who were first-generation college graduates, and we both were told stories of their self-made success. Working on this book together has been an intimate journey of listening and thinking during which conversations between us about our interviews, the data, and lessons from history also turned personal.

We have studied the Black-white wealth gap, but, we realized, we have also lived it. Ebony and her fiancé, both Black, lived in Kansas City, Missouri, in part to save money—well before the Covid-19 pandemic. They believed that earning East Coast salaries while living in the Midwest was a good way to build generational wealth. We talked about the 2008 financial crisis, which Louise, who is white, had reported on from Wall Street while Ebony edited stories of foreclosures in Detroit. (Ebony had also dealt with her own short sale and financial mistreatment.) We talked about the GI Bill and about who in our families had benefited and who had not. We talked about medical school and how Louise’s father had been able to attend, but how, just a few years before him, Black students had not been welcomed at his school. We talked about our childhoods and how race had figured in where our parents had chosen to settle their families and, ultimately, in Ebony’s having to take out student loans while Louise did not. Through our partnership, we came to better understand the ways race, class, and money have affected our own lives. We came to reconsider how we think about capitalism, wealth, meritocracy, and the financial system. And we learned from people all around us about the gravity of wealth gaps.

We hope this book will take you on a similar journey.





Introduction

The Black-White Wealth Gap

Sadie T. M. Alexander, the first Black economics PhD in the United States, often recounted a story about the first day of a sociology course she took as an undergraduate at the University of Pennsylvania back in the 1910s. The professor asked Alexander and the other students to write down which races were inferior and which were superior. Most of the students wrote that white people were superior; some Black students wrote that as well. When asked why, the white students pointed to “wealth” as the reason.

Wealth—what is it, really? We asked MBA students in the course we teach at Yale for their definition, and we heard many different answers. Some gave variations on the definition used by the Federal Reserve.


	Wealth is what you own less what you owe.

	Wealth is the value of all assets minus debts.

	Wealth is the total value of all assets minus all liabilities.



A few students neglected to specify that debt be subtracted from assets, echoing a common misperception in which people assume that someone with visible assets is wealthy—even though those assets may be dwarfed by debt:


	Wealth is the accumulation of assets and access to spend them.

	Wealth is the value of assets owned by an individual.



Other students took care to distinguish wealth from income:


	Wealth is the accumulation of assets that provide financial comfort, income notwithstanding.

	Wealth is economic resources not attained directly through employment.



Others discussed wealth in terms of what it could achieve for people:


	Wealth is something that can provide for a human being.

	Wealth is what you can pass on from generation to generation.

	Wealth is having the financial and physical means and the mental and emotional well-being to pursue a fulfilling life.

	Wealth is money and happiness.

	Wealth is an accumulated, quantifiable return on past privilege; access to opportunities; and individual merit and fortune that promote social and economic mobility.

	Wealth is financial security, stability, and independence.

	Wealth is financial power accumulated over time.



This last series of definitions in some ways was the most interesting, because it showed the emotions that get wrapped up in money. Wealth is a “fulfilling life.” Wealth is “happiness.” Wealth is “stability and independence.” Wealth is “power.”

The Yale students were a narrow group, and a wider survey of Americans would likely reveal even wider divergence on the definition of wealth. It’s something most people think they know about, but few discuss it with precision—some people even confuse it with income. Wealth is also personal, and fraught with opportunity for judgment. Whereas income is earned in a way that at least to some degree feels meritocratic, wealth is something built over time or, often, something given to someone. Whether someone deserves wealth—or not—is subjective and sometimes fiercely debated. Beyond that, with all the ways people can choose to show wealth or keep it from view, there is ambiguity even among close friends about how much wealth someone really has. To further complicate matters, wealth is highly localized in how people perceive it. Someone who is deemed wealthy in one community might not seem as wealthy in another.

Understanding trends in wealth and, by extension, racial wealth gaps entails looking at the present but also at history. It’s difficult for people to assess the past. For all these reasons—people’s secrecy around their wealth; the need to understand things in history that haven’t been well covered; and the variety of ways that wealth is defined by different people—racial wealth gaps are not fully understood by most Americans. Indeed, studies have found that Americans overestimate how much Black-white gaps have improved. Americans think progress in reducing racial income gaps immediately translates to reducing wealth gaps. It doesn’t. And they think both income and wealth gaps are far smaller than they really are. Across our extensive interviews and discussions, we found that Black people know there is a wealth gap but often do not appreciate how severe it is. White people have a range of understandings about the gap, but it was not uncommon for them to tell us that the Black-white gaps had disappeared. These misperceptions are is not surprising: Americans of all racial backgrounds are often overly optimistic. We love the idea of progress. There are many successful, financially stable Black Americans who have climbed the corporate ladder, become celebrities, or created successful companies.

But harbingers of change do not mean that that change has been widely achieved.

It is in part because of Americans’ misperceptions about the economic status of Black Americans that we wrote this book. How can Americans discuss issues like affirmative action, student loan forgiveness, and corporate diversity and inclusion policies if they do not know the size of the Black-white wealth gap or whether it is closing or growing wider? How can they discuss generational wealth—which is to say, inherited wealth—if they have not looked at the arc of the history of racial wealth inequities? How can a person even evaluate their family’s story and understand their own financial history without knowing the broader picture of America’s unequal pie?

The data in this book follow the financial definition used by the Federal Reserve: that wealth is the total sum of all that a person owns minus the amount of debt they owe. In other words: wealth = assets - liabilities.

There is no long-running government dataset available to study wealth over the history of the United States. Old reports taken on wealth by the U.S. Census were ended by 1880, and newer reports measure slightly different things and are not run every year. This has created a gap in public discourse. Imagine if there were a monthly “wealth report.” Like the Employment Situation Summary that the Bureau of Labor Statistics releases on the first Friday of every month, a “wealth report” or, better, a “wealth gap report” would provide regular updates on the status of people’s wealth and how it compares among different groups of Americans.

Without a recurring wealth gap report, we look to the datasets that do exist. Most helpful is the Federal Reserve’s Survey of Consumer Finances, a broad report that includes a section on household assets, liabilities, and gifts and inheritances received. This survey has been carried out every three years since 1989, and it includes race. It is the central dataset this book uses for statements about the wealth gap since 1989. In addition, we will include older datasets that were pieced together in an excellent 2023 research paper by Ellora Derenoncourt of Princeton University along with three scholars from the University of Bonn.

Let’s start with data from over the past twenty years. When you look at how much wealth the typical, or “median,” Black American has compared with the median white American, you see that the typical white family has consistently had upward of $100,000 more in wealth than the typical Black family. This has meant that consistently since 1989, between 77 and 86 percent of Black families have had less wealth than the median white family.

When examined in graph form, white wealth versus Black wealth is far from an image of equality. Plotted over the last thirty years, the white wealth line floats along like a cluster of clouds, while Black wealth sits on the ground below, watching the clouds pass by. This gap holds true whether you look at the median wealth or the average levels of wealth. The numbers? The average level of white wealth in the 2022 government survey was $1,361,810 per household. The average level of Black wealth was $211,600.

This gap equates to striking differences in Black and white wealth, especially when you look at average levels of wealth, which (in contrast to measuring by the median) capture the gaping inequities on the high end. Because wealth in the hands of the wealthiest white Americans is so high and poverty among Black Americans is so common, the total share of wealth in the hands of white families is much higher than their share of the population. Taking 2022 data as an example, Black families, on average, had $1,150,210 less wealth than the average for white families.

[image: image]

Dividing the average Black family’s wealth by the average white family’s wealth gives us 15.5 percent. The same is true when you compare median (or “typical”) white and Black families, indicating this is not a phenomenon tied only to the wealth of a few white people at the top. The Black-white wealth gap is broad based. Numerically, as of 2022, for every dollar held by the typical white family, the typical Black family had 15.5 cents. That’s an 84.5-cent gap.


Put another way, Black families have just over fifteen cents for every white dollar.

Some people point out that there is a general growing wealth gap between the richest Americans and everyone else, regardless of race. Most white Americans have far less wealth than the richest Americans, they point out. This is true, and there are numerous excellent books on the broader wealth gap, including Thomas Piketty’s Capital in the Twenty-First Century. But the overall gap has nuances that are specific to subsets of people. In particular, there’s the persistent problem of racial wealth gaps in the United States. Black Americans are overrepresented among lower-wealth Americans and have continued falling behind as the overall gap has grown. For many, that means having no wealth at all. About one quarter of Black households in 2021 had no wealth at all (or they had so much debt that their wealth was negative). Only 11 percent of white households that year had no wealth.

The Black-white wealth gap is visible in just about any comparison you make along the economic spectrum. When you look at white and Black Americans within the same income bracket, you still see gaping disparities: Equal income does not translate into equal wealth. Even when Black Americans earn more money than white Americans, their wealth is often lower. Black professionals have typically one third to one half the wealth of white people who work lower-paying, blue-collar jobs.

Historical Data

The most comprehensive historical data on the Black-white wealth gap appeared in a 2023 working paper from economists at Princeton and the University of Bonn. Ellora Derenoncourt, the Princeton economist, noted that most policy discussions about the gap focus on small-bore solutions that, in her view, would not come anywhere close to closing it. “History is not always present in our minds when we’re thinking about some of these economic gaps,” she told us. “People want to find a solution in terms of what end up being pretty marginal factors in terms of actually closing the gap. So you might hear talk of, you know, financial literacy. And it’s true when you look at things, at those kinds of statistics, you do see that Black Americans, on average, have less invested in stocks compared to the average white American, etc. So I can see how those policy ideas come up.”

The problem is, Derenoncourt’s research found, simply increasing the savings rate of Black Americans through more stock ownership or other investment tactics would not significantly narrow the Black-white wealth gap over a few decades. The gap began at such a large point—white wealth was nearly sixty times greater than Black wealth at the end of the Civil War, her research found—that such incremental progress would not remove it. As of the 1980s, white wealth stood at six times Black wealth, she and the other researchers discovered, but the gap was stuck there; and it remained at the same level moving into the 2020s.

[image: image]

To create this long-running dataset, Derenoncourt and her coauthors painstakingly pieced together more than a dozen other datasets. Among them were census records from 1860 and 1870, as well as state tax records and a historical survey that was a precursor to the Federal Reserve’s modern-day Survey of Consumer Finances. It’s worthwhile to notice the slopes on the graph. The steeper the line points downward, the faster the progress toward closing, or “converging,” as economists say, the wealth gap. Notice that this convergence shown in the above graph has been largely flat since 1950. Notice also that convergence turned to slight divergence in the years leading into 2020.


And notice that when the graph is flipped around to show the ratio of Black to white since 1860, the ratio climbs upward but sputters out—it’s a molehill next to the mountain of white family wealth.
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Contemporary Data Points in a Complicated Equation

We have defined wealth as the debt-free value of all things a person owns. As simple as that sounds, it’s really shorthand for a more complicated equation. Many different things can be assets and many can be liabilities.

Let’s rewrite

Wealth = Assets - Liabilities

in fuller form as:

Wealth =

(Assets like House + Land or Properties + Car + Business Ownership + Stock Holdings + Bonds + Crypto + Collectibles + Cash + Other Assets)

– (Liabilities like Mortgages + Auto Loans + Credit Card Bills + Student Loans + Other Loans and Debt)

While assets are better than liabilities, wealth is often built through the smart use of liabilities. Loans can, for example, fuel a person’s ability to start a company, or they can enable the purchase of a home whose value may appreciate. And all assets are not created equal—some assets hold value better than others.

The equation we’ve just given spells out more details on wealth, but in terms of the Black-white wealth gap, it’s also not simple. To understand the gap, one has to look at the past as well as the present, at the setbacks Black families experienced as well as the good things that happened for many white families’ wealth. The inputs to the gap are also often outputs of the gap, creating a cycle that’s difficult to break. For instance, banking is both a factor in creating the gap and a symptom of the gap. Whether a bank like Wells Fargo issues a mortgage to a family is a factor in that family’s wealth trajectory. But whether Wells Fargo’s loan officers believe a family should have a loan is tied in part to that family’s financial situation, which is tied to the history of the racial wealth gap, to generational wealth, and even to the bank’s past decisions to avoid lending to Black families.

A word about income: Pay is an important factor that allows people to purchase assets that build their wealth and to save money. This book covers research and stories that pertain to the income gap, and pay equity matters. But as later sections of the book show, income gaps and wealth gaps do not always move in tandem. Even where income gaps have gotten smaller, wealth gaps remain because of larger factors like inheritance, discriminatory lending, and investment patterns.

Words to Remember

Data can appear faceless and remote, but there are personal stories behind the numbers—stories of parents, grandparents, and great-grandparents striving for more, sometimes achieving it and, often, having setbacks. For many Black Americans, historic shifts in the trajectory of Black wealth are personalized in the loss of land; in challenges to homeownership or to a family business; in banking discrimination; in the jobs that were closed to them and the schools they could not attend. These stories are passed down generationally, and just about every Black American we interviewed had direct family ties to a historic economic injustice. The people we feature in this book were trying to better their families’ finances in the years 2020–23. We show you their lives during that period and also their familial connections to wealth gap history.

As the book unfolds, you will read through historical moments that we consider turning points in the story of the Black-white wealth gap. We suggest you read those sections with the following framework in mind:


	Expropriation—also known as “taking” or “extraction.” This is when white Americans took things from Black Americans. At the most extreme level, it included enslaving them. Later in U.S. history, it included coercing Black Americans into turning over their land.

	Exclusion—also known as “closure” or “opportunity hoarding.” This is when white Americans do not allow Black Americans to share in opportunities.

	Exploitation—sometimes, in a present-day context, synonymous with “subordination.” In this category, Black Americans are “let in” to a situation by white Americans, but they are not treated fairly or given their fair share of economic benefits. This term is used in some labor situations, but we view it as too gentle a term to apply to slavery.



Most of the time that expropriation, exclusion, or exploitation occurs, as we will show, the people involved justify their actions with what we refer to as “money-over-morals thinking.” Time and again, U.S. citizens and leaders have rationalized unethical actions with financial justifications. Mid-twentieth-century white suburbanites who were resistant to Black people moving in next door, for example, often said they personally didn’t mind Black neighbors, but that they feared for their own homes’ property value. Today, insurance companies say they are happy to provide auto insurance to people without regard to race, but they also charge more for people living in areas that experience higher levels of crime, ignoring the racial impact of such a policy. This is a financialization of ethics.

When money triumphs over morals, equality loses.

Another pattern is Americans’ oscillation between believing there should be race-specific institutions and then, in contrast, thinking that all races should be integrated into the same institutions. There have been repeated movements and efforts, from both inside and outside the Black community, to create Black-focused companies, nonprofits, and government programs. This book puts a strong focus on examining what it means to be a Black-owned company.

Another common pattern involves the failure to monitor the results of policies and make adjustments with racial equity in mind. Time and again, companies and arms of government offer products or benefits that, in theory, are open to all people but, in practice, are not equitably distributed. Color-blind policies often do not lead to equitable results.

Finally, it’s worth remembering that progress comes in fits and starts. After the Civil War, Black Americans’ wealth improved dramatically for decades compared to white wealth—in part because Black wealth was starting from such a low base; in part because of the loss of southern white wealth; and in part because Black Americans in some areas obtained land. That narrowing of the gap continued into the early twentieth century, but faced challenges as white residents attacked the progress of local Black businesses and cities were segregated. In the mid-1900s, Black Americans continued to make slow progress through the Civil Rights Movement, but the improvements in the gap slowed in the 1990s, and following the 2007 recession, years of progress were lost. Society entered a new period of focus on racial equity in 2020, and a small gain in Black wealth—for the typical Black family—was reported in 2023. But, as of the printing of this book in 2024, it was not clear that these trends would continue or that any of the reforms or initiatives introduced after George Floyd was killed would remain in place, or that the reforms were having any effect in closing the gap. In fact, by 2024, a fierce pushback against race-based social programs had emerged. In some ways, the clouds of white wealth up in the sky seemed farther than ever from the ground.

Who’s to Blame, Government or Business?

In the course of our research, people often asked us if racial wealth gaps are caused by the government or by private industry. The answer, this book will show, is that both public and private interests have played a role and continue to do so.

The gap began with slavery, itself an alliance of public and private action, as enslaved Black Americans helped build the early American economy while being denied its fruits. The gap remained beyond emancipation through a combination of government, business, and individual action. First was the lack of economic assistance or land to Black Americans and then the mistreatment of formerly enslaved people by insurance companies and banks, including by a bank set up by the federal government. Jim Crow’s barriers, too, were often formed by business and government alliances. Black Americans lost land through the actions of private individuals, business developers, and unfavorable government regulations alike. The gap was held open in part by wrongful imprisonment throughout history and by the financial toll of the justice system. Black Americans were excluded from large-scale government subsidies to white Americans, including New Deal programs and the GI Bill. Then there was zoning and redlining—set up by governments but also supported by businesses. And segregation at universities was enabled by federal law, but businesses also segregated employees. Eminent domain, too, often relied on government-private actions. Governments in many places pushed Black people to leave their properties, after lobbying by businesses.

In recent years, the combination of public and private setbacks has continued. Predatory lending and the events of the 2008 financial crisis were yet another set of harms brought by the government and private industry. Then there is the case of student loan debt, one of the most pressing current private-public problems, which has strong racial implications. Discrimination in hiring and promotions at private companies and unequal pay levels among racial groups are mostly business actions, but government agencies also haven’t been great in their human resource practices. And then there’s the differing access and behaviors around investing in the stock market and in building companies that go public, which have business and education wound up within them. Like the backs of enslaved people, who were whipped and scarred uncountable times, the difference in wealth between white and Black Americans is tied to many economic lashes, old and new.

America, and Americans, made the Black-white wealth gap. And our society continues to hold it in place.

To take one example of an insidious, ongoing factor in the making of racial wealth gaps, as of 2024, plenty of federal tax policies, while appearing race neutral, have racialized effects. The U.S. Treasury Department ran an examination of the ways its tax policies affected people by race and found strong racial patterns. Several of the largest so-called tax expenditures disproportionately help white families. Among the tax deductions in the 2023 report in which white Americans made up a higher percentage of the beneficiaries than their share of the population: the charitable contributions deduction, the preferential tax rates for capital gains and dividends, and the ability to deduct home mortgage interest from taxes. There was only one category in the report in which Black families benefited more than their share of the population: the Earned Income Tax Credit, which is for low- and moderate-income earners.

Tax benefits for wealthy people mostly went to white people, the government data made clear, and the ones for poor people went disproportionately to Black people, Latino Americans, and other minority groups. Here’s the rub: There were more tax expenditures in existence for wealthy people. This meant that, in effect, there were more of these benefits for white people. Modern-day tax policy as of 2024 was undermining what is supposed to be a progressive income tax system . . . and widening the Black-white wealth gap.

The Black Dollar

It says a lot about American society that most the of time, when businesses talk about people of color, they talk about their “buying power.” In the case of Black Americans, that buying power is known as the Black dollar.

Many companies justify their investments in diversity in part based on goals to make more money by selling their products to more diverse people. Marketers cite lots of statistics about the supposedly large amounts of money, or “purchasing power,” in the hands of Black people. In the early 2020s, many Black-owned businesses adopted this language, saying they would reach the Black dollar and urging investors, often white investors, to fund their businesses.

But we question how powerful Black Americans really are in the economy. However high their purchasing power is, white Americans’ is higher, in aggregate and per capita. Talking about an absolute amount of money, even if it sounds like a high amount, ignores the comparison to other groups of people. There’s a gap in purchasing power between white and Black Americans that does not equal their representation in the population. Moreover, the total amount of purchasing power held by a group—in this case, Black Americans—also ignores the distribution of money within that group. There are Black Americans who have broken through and amassed wealth. That does not mean that many Black Americans have come close to parity with the typical white American.

The Black dollar is a marketing term, pure and simple. If it is not money-over-morals language, it’s at least money out of context. That context is the wealth gap: that the median, or “typical,” Black family has just about fifteen cents for every white dollar. The Black dollar, an idea originally meant to tout purchasing power, is actually a mirage. It obscures the fact that the ratio of a typical Black family’s wealth to a typical white family’s wealth is a poor one, not a powerful one.

While the Black dollar had long been a concept peddled by white marketers, it moved aggressively to being used also by Black founders to fuel their new companies. They used the concept to raise money from angel investors and venture capitalists and to talk about social change through shopping. They pointed to recirculation of Black dollars as an answer for the Black-white wealth gap. And they urged Black people to patronize them out of racial loyalty.

In an era in which segregation has been banned in public schools and pretty much all other settings, the segregation of money has remained a popular economic idea. A new wave of Black-owned businesses, market watchers, and activists are asking: Could Black Americans segregate their money? Should they? Is it possible for Black businesses to grow and scale with only Black funding, Black employees, and Black customers? And if Black dollars could, indeed, recirculate and empower these businesses, would this create real change for a broad base of Black Americans or only for those, Black or otherwise, at the top?

The Many Tentacles of the Gap

We have a lot to cover in the upcoming chapters: housing, capital markets, student loans, credit card debt, bankruptcy, insurance, small business and entrepreneurship, banking, diversity in the workplace, the criminal justice system, and more. Taken in isolation, the facts in this book may seem to have plausible explanations. Many Americans think that in an era in which we’ve had a Black president, any person who struggles to get ahead has only their own actions to blame. When one looks at the many tentacles of the Black-white wealth gap, however, its systemic nature becomes hard to explain away. For example, as of 2023:


	Black Americans have the lowest homeownership rate;

	The unemployment rate of Black Americans is consistently 1.5 to 2 times the unemployment rate of white Americans;

	The average Black household earns only about half the income of the average white household;

	Black Americans are about half as likely to own stocks as are white Americans;

	Black college graduates on average owe $25,000 more in student loans than white college graduates;

	59 percent of the Black students who start college don’t finish within six years (compared to 33 percent of white Americans);

	Dismissed bankruptcy cases are far more common among Black Americans than white Americans, with the result that Black Americans who enter bankruptcy do not get to wipe away their debts as often as white Americans;

	Black Americans own about 10 percent of the businesses tracked by the U.S. Census, but their firms account for only half of 1 percent of all the revenue generated by tracked companies;

	Within professional workplaces, where higher wages can typically be earned, Black Americans under-index their percentage of the total workforce in every sector other than social service. That means they are underrepresented in management, finance, engineering, medicine, law, and many other fields;

	Only 18 banks are owned by Black Americans in this country, out of around 4,000 FDIC-insured banks;

	In the criminal justice system, the arrest rate for many misdemeanors is twice as high or more for Black Americans as it is for white Americans; and

	Black Americans are shot and killed by police at more than twice the rate of white Americans.



After George Floyd was killed, the two of us started discussing the financial stories of people who had been killed by the police. We quickly found a connection between violent deaths and the history of the Black-white wealth gap and, through this, many other connections. When you overlay maps showing the locations of victims of such shootings with maps of redlined areas—that is, where the government categorized neighborhoods back in the 1930s by level of financial risk to mortgage lenders and insurers—clear patterns emerge. For instance, in 2021, the Philadelphia Inquirer showed the pattern on maps in its city—the very city that was home to our nation’s founding. A quick glance showed how the “red dots” indicating areas with frequent shootings also happened to be mainly in the old, redlined neighborhoods. Those are the neighborhoods the U.S. government labeled as “hazardous” in 1937, cementing discriminatory lending practices in the area.

In Minneapolis, according to a 1930s Minneapolis zoning map, the street corner where George Floyd was killed lay on the edge of a redlined, so-called hazardous, zone. Cup Foods, the corner store where Floyd allegedly presented a fake twenty-dollar bill, sits at the intersection of two Minneapolis neighborhoods. The demographics of the neighborhoods that collide here are telling: On the east side of Cup Foods, the neighborhood of Bancroft is about 73 percent white and about 10 percent Black. On the west side of Cup Foods, the neighborhood of Bryant is about 48 percent white and about 21 percent Black.

This clash of neighborhoods along a boundary line is typical in Minneapolis, which went from being an integrated city to a segregated one in the early 1900s due to a proliferation of racially restrictive covenants. Typical language inserted into deeds back then by white homeowners included that a property “shall not at any time be conveyed, mortgaged or leased to any person or persons of Chinese, Japanese, Moorish, Turkish, Negro, Mongolian or African blood or descent.” As of 2020, Minneapolis had become the U.S. city with the lowest homeownership rate among Black residents. Here is yet another cost of segregation.

To Leslie Redmond, the president of the NAACP in Minneapolis in 2020, the national attention that followed Floyd’s murder was an opportunity for the broader country to learn what many Black people saw every day—that the Black community didn’t have access to the same opportunities as many white people. Her state, Redmond told us, had “some of the worst racial disparities in the nation for Black people. But if you look at it for white people, it’s the best. Great education. You have more Fortune 500 companies per capita than any other state. You have good health care, you have good parks and recreation, and everything is good for white people in Minnesota.”

To Redmond and many other people hitting the streets for those 2020 demonstrations, the reality was obscured by signs of progress in the hands of a few Black Americans and not shared by all. As she said, “It’s like, if you don’t look at it too hard, you’re not going to be able to see it for what it really is.”

The Black Mecca?

Wealth is often invisible, but real estate is one place where it’s made visible. Among all the tentacles of the wealth gap, housing and landownership are among the most important. Beyond the safety, shelter, and comfort of housing, real estate is a financial matter. It makes a difference in economic well-being whether a person is paying rent they can afford. It makes a difference in wealth building whether they can purchase a home and whether they receive home loans on fair terms. It makes such a difference that land was a critical discussion as the Civil War ended. At the time, Union general William Sherman issued an order to grant all formerly enslaved people up to forty acres of land. That promise—soon broken by President Andrew Johnson—is what inspired Spike Lee to name his film production company 40 Acres and a Mule Filmworks. Now the expression “forty acres and a mule” signifies the many promises made to Black Americans, then broken.

To see the Black-white wealth gap on display, we went to Atlanta. There, housing has been a persistent problem both for poor Black Americans and for people in the middle class trying to build wealth. And, just as in Minneapolis and Philadelphia, the location of where a Black person lives can mean the difference between life and death. Many sections of this book explore land and homeownership and the evolution of real estate policy, telling somewhat chronologically what occurred in this important wealth-building area that left Black Americans so far behind white Americans. We set those storylines in Atlanta.

Economically, Atlanta had larger groups of well-off Black Americans than many other cities for much of modern history. The city was central to the Civil Rights Movement, and city leaders had pushed for the inclusion of Black business owners in the awarding of city contracts. By 2020, Black Americans had become a major force in city government and in local policymaking, and Atlanta had long been called the Black Mecca.

Still, in 2020, the Black-white wealth gap was an important undercurrent in Atlanta’s racial demonstrations, with protestors pointing to the gap between the city’s reputation as the Black Mecca and the day-in, day-out reality for many Black Americans living there. In a 2022 study of large cities, Atlanta would be ranked as the city with the nation’s highest income inequality. It was driven by, the local paper would say, “the city’s entrenched racial disparities which took root generations ago.”

A Better World

We undertook our reporting for this book with optimism. We looked to Atlanta and to Greenwood Bank as case studies in the progress that might occur. Atlanta had a head start on the rest of the country, it seemed, due to its relatively large Black upper class; and nationally, there was momentum for greater support for Black Americans following the murder of George Floyd. Greenwood, based in Atlanta but marketed nationally, seemed like a promising engine for change. It was founded in 2020 by such luminaries as former Atlanta mayor Andrew Young and the rapper Killer Mike, and it was named after the once-booming Greenwood business district in Tulsa, Oklahoma. It drew on the proud legacy of Black banking, especially banks like Freedom National Bank, once run by baseball star Jackie Robinson. On top of all that, Greenwood’s marketing played up the company’s promise to eradicate the Black-white wealth gap.

We followed along with Greenwood’s founders and its customers through extensive interviews. And we added our names to Greenwood’s customer waiting list and then, once let in, we registered a bank account so we could keep abreast of the institution’s developments. But over the next few years, it became clear that Greenwood was more complicated than we had expected.

Greenwood’s trajectory became more muddled as there was a push and pull in society for and against progress. Just as Greenwood was gaining traction, the public was becoming more polarized on racial equity programs. A pushback against diversity efforts within companies grew, and the U.S. Supreme Court banned affirmative action in education in 2023. It was dizzying—the pushback grew even as state and city reparations programs gained their greatest traction ever. Books addressing diversity were being banned at the same time that they were most in demand among some people. Efforts like Greenwood’s mission to close the Black-white wealth gap increasingly sat squat in the middle of a divisive ideological battle.

Beyond the broader polarization, we came to realize that “closing the Black-white wealth gap” meant different things to different people. In particular, among Greenwood’s founders and customers, we saw that beyond the Black-white wealth gap, there was also a Black-Black wealth gap. Black Atlantans who had “made it” had lifestyles and opportunities far removed from those of other Black families in the Atlanta area, even as those wealthier Black individuals served as evidence, to some observers, that Black economic progress was on track. But as affirmative action and other policies came under question, the role of class within the debates on race also became clearer.

As we researched what should occur to help create more opportunities for Black Americans, we kept running into solutions that would help primarily Black Americans at the top. This made us question what exactly advocates of closing racial wealth gaps hoped would occur when they said the Black-white wealth gap should be closed. If only the Black elite got richer and richer, mirroring the extreme wealth of the white elite, would that fulfill what companies like Greenwood had set out to achieve? Such a shift could “close the racial wealth gap” while still maintaining two Black Americas. In statistical terms, putting more wealth into the hands of a few Black Americans could close the “mean” (or average) Black-white wealth gap while still leaving a large racial divide between median (or typical) Black and white families. Examining exactly what businesspeople like the Greenwood founders meant when they said they wanted to close the Black-white gap became a driving force for us. Headlines and hype do not always translate into widespread results.

What was clear to us throughout our reporting was that most of the Black Americans we interviewed viewed closing the Black-white gap as an effort that should help all Black Americans. From James Lovelace, who just wanted steady support to build a BBQ business; to Tandreia Dixon, who tattooed “Dream Big” on her arm and hoped her expensive university degrees would enable her to build financial freedom; to Brook Bacon, who wanted to see people in rural Georgia, where his father was killed, be treated more fairly by the system; to James Woodall, who wanted to work among Black social change leaders at places like the NAACP but couldn’t afford to—all these individuals lived in various parts of the Black economic spectrum, but none was at the very top. They wanted the gap closed not just for themselves but for their cousins, their classmates, and their communities.

Like them, we knew there had to be something better than a world of fifteen cents on the dollar.





Chapter 1

Meet Greenwood Bank

Remember that every time you #SwipeGreenwood, you help close the wealth gap and create generational wealth in the Black community.

—Greenwood Bank advertisement

Ryan Glover was still riding high from the sale of Bounce TV, the television network he had cofounded with Dr. Martin Luther King Jr.’s son. He was enjoying retirement and spending more time with his family. He thought he might coach kids’ football, now that he had the time. One of his sons, also named Ryan Glover, was rising in the ranks as a quarterback at the University of Pennsylvania.

Based in Atlanta, Ryan had been an active player in celebrity circles for more than two decades, first as a music producer and then as a television executive. An aggressive negotiator, he had fought his share of contentious business deals yet remained well networked among Black celebrities and Black political circles. He had been in the headlines years earlier when his eleven-year-old son was run over and killed by a Jet Ski while in a lake, after which Ryan and his ex-wife (a celebrity stylist who was also the ex-wife of the rapper Usher) fought vigorously for justice. Middle-aged now, with a beard and a genteel style, Ryan had become a social media influencer along with his new wife, with the two posting photos of their glitzy fashion- and travel-filled lives. Ryan often spoke in a hoarse voice, probably from talking over all the loud social gatherings the two attended.

To celebrate his fiftieth birthday in early 2020, Ryan traveled to South Africa for a safari party. It was just as the Covid-19 lockdown was beginning in the United States and months before Americans would refocus on racial justice following the killing of George Floyd. Ryan and friends partied in Cape Town; hiked to the Cape of Good Hope, jumping out from behind rocks to startle one another; and ventured in search of impalas, gazelles, and giraffes in an open-air Land Cruiser operated by their hotel, the Royal Malewane, one of the most elite hotels in the Greater Kruger National Park and, reportedly, a favorite spot for Elton John. Even as the world focused on the spreading coronavirus, Ryan and his friends enjoyed the big life. “#NoFearHere,” one of them posted on social media.

In attendance on the safari were several well-connected, wealthy Black Americans from Atlanta, where Ryan lived, including a Black technology investor who often hosted start-up battles in the city that attracted budding companies and aspiring entrepreneurs; and his girlfriend, a woman featured on the Real Housewives of Atlanta reality television program.

In a private moment, the investor sat with Ryan to tell him he was too young to retire and that he should put his connections within Black culture to use for good. “You have far too many resources and relationships in the culture to just swim off into the abyss and not utilize your relationships or resources to help the culture,” he said. “You can’t just walk off into the sunset.”

Ryan asked, “Well, what do we do?”

“Have you heard of neobanking?” the friend replied.

Ryan had not heard of it. So he started researching this subsection of financial services that eschews brick-and-mortar locations in favor of digital-only mobile banking. At the same time, he reflected on his family’s life. His grandmother had used her mattress as her safe-deposit box. Other relatives had lost land to white people in Oklahoma. He also reflected on his own path to founding a record label and a television network, both of which he had funded with personal capital and by turning to friends and family, rather than seeking out banks. “I never even thought about using financial institutions’ money to build any of the businesses,” he recalled. In contrast, he added, “I have friends who are non–African Americans who only use banking capital to build their businesses and their brands.”

Ryan’s wheels were turning. The conversation during his safari party, he realized, had “stimulated something very ancestrally important,” and it was “forcing me to start Greenwood.”

* * *

Michael Render had moved just south of Atlanta in recent years to a comfortable but not lavish home off a country road. But when he visited his sister, he retraced steps to his grandparents’ home in the city. The modest house sits inside a historic Black community near the corner of Collier Drive NW and Hamilton E. Holmes Drive. It is part of Collier Heights, a historic Black neighborhood built by Black developers in the mid-1900s, with Black financing and for Black residents. This was where Michael grew up and became the rapper-activist-businessman better known as Killer Mike.

After breaking through at a young age on the OutKast album Stankonia, Michael had found his groove in rap music as partner to a white rapper in a group called Run the Jewels. He had also found his groove in the national discourse as a cheerleader for Atlanta and for liberal politicians like Bernie Sanders. He routinely took stands on police brutality, free speech in music, gun laws, marijuana, and systemic racism through intellectual writings and news talk shows and also through his searing, history-laden lyrics. He was a powerfully built person with a commanding presence. He invested in vintage cars as a hobby and in businesses in Atlanta as a passion. Unlike the swanky attire of Ryan Glover, Michael often dressed in baggy pants and a baggy T-shirt, usually all in one color. What stood out about his appearance were his chunky necklaces, bright sneakers, and warm, welcoming smile.

Michael’s childhood home in Collier Heights offered him a comfortable upbringing, but it was on the edge of poorer areas. Just a few hundred yards away, as of the 2020s, was the Berean Outreach Ministry, a food and clothing pantry that provided help to eight hundred local families a week.

One summer afternoon in 2022, twenty-five cars were lined up outside the pantry, so many that they overflowed into a lot across the street. We wanted to see what residents of Michael’s childhood stomping grounds were experiencing in their financial lives.

It was a sorry picture. A man who called himself Lamar May, sixty-five and retired, said he owned a home and was on a fixed income. He had learned about the Berean food pantry from a homeless man who lived near the edge of his property. Santrella Brinkley, fifty-four and a mother of three, said she was homeless; she was in line that day for clothing, food, and anything she might offer to friends and family who were providing her with a place to sleep. Shecky Benham, fifty-two, worked in security, but he supported his father and helped support his nephew, who had just finished college and was looking for work. Benham owned his home and his Nissan Altima, but he was having trouble making ends meet, in part due to rising grocery prices. “Chicken is expensive,” he said. “Last week, I think they had leg quarters. So, every little bit that you can save here can definitely help you, you know, pay other things, whether or not you’re going to divert that money toward paying the bills.”

Lecario Glass stood out to us. At twenty-three, he was far younger than the others in line, and he was at the food pantry for the first time. Until recently, he had been living with his mother and could find food at her place, but now he was on his own. He didn’t have a particular item in mind that he needed—anything would help, so long as it fit into the storage space under the seat on his bright-yellow scooter. Glass was proud to be out on his own and to be able to pay the rent on a one-bedroom apartment, just around the corner, on Martin Luther King Jr. Drive SW. It had been a difficult few years, though he had been able to hold down jobs. During the Covid-19 pandemic, his job at a Dollar Tree was considered “essential” and was not cut. By the time we met him at the food pantry, Glass was working at AutoZone. He knew more about cars than many car owners. “I don’t have a car, but I know how to change everybody’s batteries,” he said. “They pay me ten dollars an hour to change everybody’s battery.”

He made a point of saying he was going to change jobs soon. Money mattered to Glass, and he was trying to make careful financial choices to advance in life, he said. Like his choice of transportation: he was riding an Eagle-150cc scooter, and because it didn’t go as fast as an automobile, he believed he didn’t need to get a license to ride it, or insurance. And he didn’t regularly use a bank. He had opened an account a while back with Wells Fargo, but he had yet to use it. “I’m out on my own, but I
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