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This book is dedicated to my family
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Foreword

By Kobe Bryant

When we got Caron Butler in a trade prior to the 2002–2003 season, Laker general manager Mitch Kupchak gave him my phone number and Caron called me right away.

“Great to have you,” I told him. “Ready to go work?”

He was ready. From the moment he stepped on the court at our El Segundo training site, he was totally focused, his competitiveness and nononsense attitude evident in everything he was asked to do.

That’s all I needed to see. That’s all I ever need to see from a teammate to appreciate him.

Caron and I bonded on day one and that bond remains as strong today as it ever was even though he now wears a different uniform.

Once I heard about Caron’s background, where he started from, the obstacles that had been in front of him, the danger all around him as he grew up, I marveled at how far he had come, how much he had accomplished.

If I were going into battle, if I were going into a game where everything was on the line, I would want him with me. He’s not afraid of the big moment, not afraid of an altercation, and I have a tremendous amount of respect for him because of that.

He was only twenty-four when he joined us, but he had already been face to face with potential disaster and death more times than most of us will confront in a lifetime.

That alters one’s perspective. A lot of players, when they deal with crisis situations on the court, believe they are experiencing the ultimate pressure imaginable. But when you go through real things in your life, when you are tested time and again with far more at stake than just a victory or a defeat, your view of what constitutes pressure changes. That’s something I learned from Caron. He’s dealt with real pressure. He’s dealt with life-altering situations. So when he steps on the court, nothing fazes him. To tell a teammate that he’s not working hard, to challenge people at practice is nothing to Caron. He’s challenged people who were carrying weapons.

Even though we were on the same team for only one season, we became very close. We were usually together on the road, going out to dinner or just hanging out. He has a great sense of humor, can take it as well as give it. I could hang out with him all day, go out and have a beer, watch games, or just talk.

With Caron, it even went beyond that. I became close to his family and he became close to mine. He came to my daughters’ birthday parties.

When the Lakers were in Milwaukee for a game, he invited everybody on the team to dinner at his mother’s house in Racine, twenty miles away. I went along with some of the other guys and we had a great time. Big cookout, lots of food, good music, and a chance to just hang out away from the normal road routine. That night, I felt like I was part of his family.

It’s very rare for me to open up to somebody like that, but I just had a connection with him. He’s one of my favorite teammates.

When that happens, it makes the season better. It doesn’t always happen. It’s not something that I need to have happen, but there are certain players that I just automatically get along with. You gravitate to each other because you see eye to eye on things and you get along extremely well. And Caron was one of those players.

There aren’t many of them like that. There’s Caron, there’s Pau, there’s D. Fish, and Ronnie Turiaf. That’s four guys in a twenty-year career.

I still clearly remember the summer day in 2005 when the Lakers traded Caron. The day before, we had been working out together at our practice facility. We intended to follow that routine all summer and had big plans for the following season.

I was notified when the media was notified.

I was pissed to say the least. Pissed.

When we play against each other, I give him a big hug before the tipoff and have done so ever since the trade.

Caron has figured his life out thanks to his own perseverance and some great people who have served as mentors for him along the way.

I think it’s wonderful that he is sharing with the world his phenomenal journey and the life lessons he has learned along the way through this book. Hopefully kids will read it and see something in it for their own journey. No two journeys are the same, although the emotional challenges each person faces are very similar. But they can see how he handled his challenges and perhaps find courage and bravery in their own dark moments.

I’m so proud of Caron. It’s been a long time since he was a teammate, but it doesn’t matter what uniform he wears. I view him like a brother and always will.


ONE

MY D-DAY: A DARK JOURNEY ENDS, A BRIGHT FUTURE BECKONS

It was such a short walk, merely seconds long.

Yet for me, walking from my seat in The Theater at Madison Square Garden up a few steps and across the stage to the podium was the triumphant finish of the toughest journey of my young life, a journey many predicted would end in disaster, and perhaps even death.

The date was June 26, 2002. The occasion was the NBA Draft.

Because Cher had a concert in the Garden, the smaller theater venue was being used for the draft. It created a more intimate setting, allowing me and the other projected top picks to be surrounded by family and friends. I had about fifty people there myself, most of whom had driven from Racine, Wisconsin, my hometown.

Sitting with me at the draft table were my mother, Mattie Butler Claybrook, my grandmother, Margaret Butler Bolton, my then-fiancee, Andrea, my brother, Melvin, my agent, Raymond Brothers, and Jameel Ghuari, who ran the neighborhood rec center in Racine and got me started in organized basketball.

It was the first time my grandmother, born and raised in Columbus, Mississippi, had ever been to New York.

I had smiled when I heard her initial impression of The Big Apple.

“People don’t never go to sleep here,” she said. “Every time you look out the window, somebody moving somewhere. People got things to do all night long.”

Once the draft began, that smile had disappeared from my face. I was nervous as I watched NBA commissioner David Stern return to the podium time and again to announce the selections.

According to everything I had been told, I could expect to go anywhere from 3rd to 12th.

While you’d like to think your spot would be determined by what you did on the court, I learned that my place in the draft could also be affected by people who had never set foot on a college court. There are stats to be analyzed, wins and losses to be considered, attitude and work ethic to be examined.

But there is also the whisper campaign. Right after I left UConn, the very night of my farewell news conference, I had selected Raymond to be my agent. Other agents had interviewed me and filled my head with praise about how great my life story was, but when I didn’t pick them, some of them tried to use my story against me to boost up their own clients.

Those agents would tell me, “We respect how you made it through all the hardships you endured, selling drugs and the gang activity. And now, that’s going to work in your favor because team officials are not going to worry about you getting millions of dollars and messing yourself up. No, they will figure you’ve been through all that already. They are going to worry more about the kid who has never had any real money and, when drafted, is going to get exposed to it for the first time.”

But when they had other clients who were potential lottery picks, those agents planted some bad seeds about me. They tried to damage my reputation by putting the idea in the heads of team GMs that my past might haunt my future.

It didn’t work because I had been totally honest with every team I talked to. I told the team officials, “The reason I won’t do this or do that is because I’ve already done it all. I don’t have entourages. It’s just me and my family. You can hire a private investigator or do whatever research you want. It’s already all out there. It is what it is. I may have skeletons, but they are not hidden in my closet.”

Yao Ming (from China) went first to Houston.

At No. 2—Jay Williams (Duke University) went to Chicago.

At No. 3—Mike Dunleavy Jr. (Duke University) went to Golden State.

At No. 4—Drew Gooden (University of Kansas) went to Memphis.

At No. 5—Nikoloz Tskitishvili (the country of Georgia) went to Denver.

Next up was Cleveland.

Three teams had invited me to work out for them: Memphis, Chicago, and Cleveland. I had a great workout in Cleveland and thought that was the place where I would wind up.

Then, I heard there was going to be a draft day trade involving the Cavaliers and the Clippers that would have sent me to L.A., but the Clippers botched it.

At No. 6—Dajuan Wagner (University of Memphis) went to Cleveland.

“Damn,” I said to Raymond, “what’s going on?”

With the selections rolling by, no teams reaching out to me, and seemingly all eyes in the room looking my way, I was sweating. My shirt was soaked all the way up my back underneath my suit coat. I had never worn a suit before, and I no longer wanted to wear one at that point. I started to take the coat off, but Raymond shook his head and told me to leave it on.

His cell was ringing constantly.

Every time it did, I asked, “Is that a team?”

And every time, Raymond replied, “Not yet.”

At No. 7—Nenê Hilário (Brazil) went to New York.

Raymond motioned for me to get up and then led me into a nearby restroom. Once in there, he grabbed my hand and said we needed to start praying. He asked God to bless me, bless my career, and he wished for health for me and my family.

As we walked back to the table, the crowd started chanting, “Caron! Caron! Caron!”

When I sat back down, I looked at a nearby TV and heard Charles Barkley say I was the best player left in the draft.

Everybody around me was asking what I thought. I didn’t know what to think.

At No. 8—Chris Wilcox (University of Maryland) went to the Los Angeles Clippers.

Raymond’s phone rang again. As he listened to the voice on the other end, a smile broke out on his face. He gave me a thumbs up and said, “We good.”

At No. 9—Amar’e Stoudemire (Cypress Creek High School, Florida) went to Phoenix.

No one else at the table knew that someone from the Miami Heat had called Raymond. But then the tension around me broke and the uncomfortable wall of silence was shattered by thunderous cheers as the commissioner told the crowd and a worldwide TV audience, “With the 10th pick in the 2002 NBA Draft, the Miami Heat select Caron Butler from the University of Connecticut.”

I broke down and started crying. My mom started shaking. My grandmother started tearing up. And Andrea was smiling from ear to ear.

When I put my arms around my sobbing mother, she looked up at the ceiling and said, “Thank you, God. Thank you, God.”

As I headed up the steps into the spotlight to shake the commissioner’s hand and face the nation as a professional basketball player for the first time, my first thought was, “I made it. Now, don’t fall.”

Then, I started replaying the journey that had brought me here.

I thought about how far our family had come from the cotton fields of Mississippi.

I thought about the decades my grandmother had put in working at a tractor manufacturing plant in Racine, Wisconsin, to support my mother and her other children.

I thought about my mother working one, two, three shifts a day, piling up so many hours her nickname became “Overtime,” all to make sure my brother and I would have a better life.

I thought about the rough streets of the south side of Racine where I sold drugs, dodged bullets, and first learned to dribble a basketball.

I thought about Junebug, once the drug kingpin of Racine, all the millions spent on crack cocaine, and all the wasted lives left behind.

I thought about my Uncle Carlos, whose dreams of college and a basketball career, of perhaps hearing his own name called in the draft, were destroyed by a drug bust that sucked him in and landed him behind bars even though he was an innocent man.

I thought about James Barker Jr., Andre King, and Black Rob, all close friends of mine who were shot to death.

I thought about all the other casualties of the gang wars I was a part of in the 1990s.

I thought about my mom driving down to the 18th Street park night after night to pull me out of that druggie hangout.

I thought about being arrested and locked up in the Ethan Allen correctional facility when I was fifteen with my mother spending much of my first night there outside the gates in her station wagon.

I thought about the time I spent in solitary confinement in Ethan Allen, alone with my Bible and my faith.

I thought about those dark days when I could have never even imagined making this walk up to shake the hand of the commissioner of the NBA.

I thought about the birth of my daughter, Camary Harrington, my first child, while I was in Ethan Allen.

I thought about the head of the Ethan Allen parole board who set me free even though I had to break the rules to get to him.

I thought about Detective Rick Geller of the Racine Police Department, who gave me the second chance my Uncle Carlos never had.

I thought about Jameel, who convinced me to join his AAU team and gave me a vision of what my world could be like if only I would cut my ties to the street life.

I thought about Max Good, a coach who took a chance on a kid with a troubled past, admitted me to a prep school in Maine, and taught me so much about basketball, and about life.

I thought about UConn basketball coach Jim Calhoun, who also gave me a chance when he had his pick of the litter with so many other talented high school stars elbowing each other to get in better position to make the UConn recruiting class.

I thought about my little brother, Melvin Jr., and how proud I was of him and his resolve not to follow the rocky road I chose growing up.

And I thought about Andrea, who had given me love, stability, and the hope for a normal family life.

As I reached the commissioner, he said, “Congratulations. How do you feel?”

I said, “Fucking great.”

His eyes opened wide, he paused, and then he started laughing.

I repeated it: “Fucking great.”

I was later told that, back home in Racine, cars were driving up and down the street, horns honking as if the town had just won the NBA championship.

I have to give a lot of credit to Raymond. He kept pitching my story, working it.

I think some teams were scared off early by my history, but Pat Riley, genius that he is, believed in my ability, believed in me as a person. He wasn’t at the draft, but I talked to him by phone backstage. He said he was sending a private jet to pick me up and he’d see me in Miami.

After finishing up several media interviews, addressing a Heat draft party back in Miami on a video feed, and shaking hands with so many people that I felt like I was running for office, I started back down onto the floor of the theater. As I did so, I spotted Andrea’s mother, Shirley, in the audience. Because Andrea’s family is from Jamaica, they didn’t know much about the NBA. They certainly didn’t know anything about the draft. So Andrea made it very clear to me that if I wanted her mother’s approval of our plans to marry, Shirley had to be at the draft.

“I need to bring my mom,” Andrea told me, “because she needs to see that this is real, that it is something that can secure our future. Otherwise she is not going to let me leave with you. In her mind, you are just some boy without a job.”

She may have stressed the importance of this day to her mom, but Andrea later conceded to me that she herself wasn’t convinced it would be meaningful.

“It was the unknown,” Andrea later told me. “I didn’t understand it. I knew there are plenty of talented players who don’t even get drafted. I was listening to you say you were going to be in the Top 10. I didn’t know what the hell the Top 10 meant. I had never even watched the draft before.”

That day, Andrea became a believer. So did her mom, who told her daughter after sitting in the audience and seeing the cameras and the crowd and the excitement, “Oh, this is something serious.”

My mom didn’t need convincing. She had always believed this day would come.

As she watched me at the podium, she thought about one of the many times she ordered me out of the park in Racine and into her car. On that particular occasion, I looked at her and said, “Mom, I am not going to get in trouble anymore.”

While I didn’t keep that promise right away, she clung to those words, sure I would eventually make good on that vow. And I did.

When I returned to the draft table, my mother told me with tears in her eyes, “This is so wonderful. It’s one of the happiest days of my life. We don’t have to live like we used to live anymore. I don’t have to get up in the morning and work into the night. My head can stop being heavy. I ached so much it was like my body had a headache. That is going to disappear forever.”

I went over to my grandmother, gave her a big hug, and told her, “We on our way now, Granny. We on our way.”


TWO

MY ROOTS: THE COTTON FIELDS OF MISSISSIPPI

My family’s roots run deep into the soil of Columbus, Mississippi, at the juncture of three rivers: the Tombigbee, the Buttahatchee, and the Luxapalila.

For more than two hundred years, settlers have been migrating there, taking advantage of federal land grants in the early days and building the farms and plantations that bordered the fertile Black Prairie soil, ideal for growing cotton.

After the Civil War, the lives of emancipated slaves often centered in a part of town known as Catfish Alley. It was there that many in the black community sold their produce and the catfish they had caught and hauled into town.

The sights and sounds of that community are the first my grandmother remembers. She was born in Columbus and lived in the city for the first five years of her life.

Then her mother, Mattie Lucille Butler, my great-grandmother, married Richard Butler, whose father, Sandy, owned eighty-two acres outside of town in a countryside crisscrossed by red-dirt roads. It was there that my grandmother spent her formative years.

When my family became members of the Butler clan, we joined a group that could have been a city in and of itself. In all, Sandy Butler had twenty-three kids. My grandmother always tells me, “We got people all over the world. Wherever you go, remember, someone is family.”

My grandmother, her mother, and her three siblings, older brothers Roosevelt, Leroy, and Alonzo, moved into a big, white mansion. My grandmother can still remember walking in the front door and wandering down a huge hallway, her eyes bulging in awe as she looked up at the large paintings covering the walls on both sides.

As she soon learned, however, there wouldn’t be much time for art appreciation. It was a working farm, complete with horses, pigs, and chickens, and everybody, including my grandmother, was expected to be part of the labor force. There was cotton, corn, okra, black-eyed peas, watermelons, and fruit off muscadine trees to harvest.

The descendants of slaves who had worked those fields and so many others throughout Mississippi and the rest of the South, denied freedom, wages, and basic human rights, had become the owners of many of those farms.

While her brothers and the other farmhands left a lot of their sweat in the field, my grandmother thought the work was fun.

At least at first.

Not so much fun was dealing with the snakes. They were everywhere on the farm, big, small, and often deadly. There were rattlesnakes, water moccasins, copperheads, eastern coral, redbelly, and mud snakes, to mention just a few.

“You name ’em, we had ’em,” my grandma used to tell me.

She loves to repeat the story about the day her mother sat on a snake in their house, thinking it was just a cushion on the couch. My great-grandmother quickly realized something was wrong because cushions don’t slither.

When she screamed and got up, the snake disappeared under the couch. It was lured out with sulfur, which snakes hate, and then killed with a shotgun.

The incident left a huge impression on my grandmother and a determination to avoid snakes whenever possible. As a young girl, she once ran three miles after seeing one.

The threat was a lot more serious after she became a mother. My grandmother married Johnny James Butler, a contractor who specialized in building homes. He was twenty-three; she was thirteen.

They soon had a family, an ever-growing family. In all, my grandmother had seven kids, five girls, including my mother, and two boys.

But motherhood didn’t free my grandmother from working in the cotton fields. And with everybody working, there was no one to watch her babies. So my grandmother placed her infants on a quilt by the gate that led to the field. And while she picked cotton, she would constantly poke her head up to make sure no snakes had slithered onto the quilt to attack the helpless babies.

My mother remembers the house she lived in with her parents and siblings. The centerpiece was a potbelly stove, complete with legs, a feed door to insert wood or coal, and a flue pipe that ran up through the roof. “It was just like the stoves you see in Western movies,” my mother would tell me.

She can still recall walking down a road while holding the hand of her brother, Richard, who was two years older. Behind them was my grandmother. All of a sudden, a snake came out of a ditch and got between my grandmother and her kids.

“Walk faster, Richard,” said my grandmother, trying to stay calm.

And off Richard went, sister in hand, leaving the snake to wiggle off back into the ditch.

Just another day growing up in Mississippi.

A more terrifying memory from my mother’s childhood comes from the day a huge flood hit the area, leaving her and her siblings stuck in a house that seemed on the brink of floating away.

All of a sudden, there was her father, my grandfather, arriving in a boat, picking up each of his children and getting all of them out of harm’s way.

My grandmother’s memory of him is not so warm and tender. Being his wife became an increasingly unpleasant experience as the years went by because my grandfather was a control freak.

“He was a very powerful man, used to doing what he wanted to do because he had money,” my grandmother told me. “Instead of treating me like a wife, he treated me like I was a kid. There was no talking back. He was very demanding. I took it when I was thirteen years old, fourteen, fifteen, sixteen. On and on and on it went.”

“Where you going today, Marvin?” my grandfather asked her one time. He always called her Marvin rather than Margaret.

“Well, I might go by the house of Miss Amy [his mother],” my grandmother said, “Or, I may stop by my mom’s to pick up some collard greens and do the wash.”

“I don’t want you going nowhere today,” he told her.

“Well, I’m going anyway,” she insisted.

When my grandfather got home and found out she had indeed gone to her mother’s house, he pushed my grandmother up against a wall and said, “Woman, when I tell you not to go nowhere, I mean for you to stay home till I get home.”

The next day, she took off again.

And his response was the same, except it became more physical.

“You go down there to your mom’s again,” my grandfather said, “I’m going to show you what I’m going to do.”

And he did show her, slapping her across the face.

My grandmother ran crying to her mother. “I am tired of Mr. Butler,” my grandmother said. “I don’t want to be married no more. I don’t want to do what Mr. Butler tells me to do. I want to live my own life.”

“I told you from the first not to marry him,” her mother said. “He’s older than you. He’s more experienced than you. He’s not going to treat you like an equal.

“Besides, Margaret, every other year, you are having a baby. You are not going to get away when you keep having babies. He is not going to let you leave.”

While the beatings became more frequent, my grandmother became older and bolder. No longer an intimidated thirteen-year-old but a maturing woman heading into her twenties, she was finally able to confront my grandfather and tell him she was moving on.

“No you are not,” he said.

“Yes I am.”

“It’s going to be just like a duck when you leave,” my grandfather told her.

“Like a duck?”

“Whatever quacks, I’m going to shoot.”

That threat melted my grandmother’s resolve.

It would take some sort of life-changing event for her to finally split and, unfortunately, such an event did occur.

My grandmother’s fifth child was a girl she named Darlene.

The baby came along at a time when my grandfather was beating my grandmother often and severely. Even when she was pregnant with Darlene.

Probably as a result, Darlene jerked her body violently at every sound as a newborn.

One day, Darlene grabbed my grandmother’s wrist with as much force as her little hands could muster, became as rigid as a tree branch, and died in my grandmother’s arms.

She was just three weeks old.

My grandmother had accepted her husband’s blows for years, but the abuse that had resulted in the death of one of her children, even if it was an unintentional byproduct of her husband’s wrath, was unacceptable.

She began talking about getting a gun.

She went to her mother and said, “Ma, I’m thinking about hurting him.”

That did it.

Her mother told her, “Now you are leaving. We can’t have you hurting somebody. We don’t want you to end up in prison.”

Where could my grandmother go?

The logical answer was Racine, Wisconsin, because there was already family there.

One of my uncles, Eugene Thornton, was the first in the family to leave Columbus, departing hastily one day in the early ’60s.

He had no choice. I’m not sure exactly what he had done wrong, but I know the law was after him. According to family lore, his crime was sleeping with too many white women back then in mid-twentieth-century Mississippi.

Uncle Eugene didn’t have a car and certainly didn’t have the money to buy a plane ticket. That left him only one escape option: a bus. Law enforcement officers, of course, knew this, and so they staked out the bus stations.

They were looking for a young black man. They didn’t pay attention to the young black woman who boarded a bus heading north. Only it wasn’t a woman. It was Uncle Eugene wearing a wig and a dress.

If they had caught him, they might have killed him. But fortunately, Uncle Eugene got out of town, out of the state, and figured he’d keep heading north until he found a job. He could have stopped in Tennessee or Indiana or Illinois, but he kept hearing there were better paying jobs farther north. That led him to Wisconsin and to Racine, where the jobs were plentiful and lucrative. He went to work at the J. I. Case Co., manufacturers of farm machinery and other equipment. He left behind a girl named Mary who eventually joined him in Racine and became my Aunt Mary.

When word of the job opportunities reached Columbus, two of my grandmother’s brothers, Leroy and Roosevelt, also headed north. In the fields of Mississippi, they had been making twenty-five cents a day. In Wisconsin, they worked in Racine at J. I. Case and in Kenosha at the Ocean Spray beverage plant. Leroy and Roosevelt had to lie to get hired since the minimum age for employment in both places was eighteen and they were sixteen and seventeen, respectively. They got away with it and started to make a decent living which, back then, was a couple of dollars a day.

Better than twenty-five cents.

When my grandmother was told she needed to get out of Columbus, she called Leroy in Racine and told him, “Bro, I think I’m going to hurt Jack.”

Eugene, who had been in Wisconsin for a decade by then, told Leroy, “Go get her and bring her up here.”

Easily said, but not so easily accomplished. Leroy couldn’t afford to take more than a day off from J. I. Case. Racine and Columbus are situated 732 miles apart, a twelve-hour drive one way.

One day after work, Leroy hopped in his car, raced down to Columbus, picked up his sister and her kids, and roared back to Racine. He made the round trip of 1,464 miles so rapidly that it cost him only a single day of work.

By the time my grandmother arrived in Racine, she was twenty-three and had four young children. A fifth, my Aunt Kathy, was on the way.

“I glad we moved up here,” my mother, six years old at the time, told my grandmother, “because, if we’d stayed in Mississippi, we probably would have gotten eaten by snakes.”


THREE

MY GRANDMA: BREAKING BARRIERS AND DODGING BULLETS

When my grandmother came to Racine, she must have felt as if she had landed on another planet.

She had never seen snow before, never felt the force of a blizzard, never heard of temperatures being measured by the wind chill. She had never been away from her mother before, never been out of Mississippi, never even been out of the Columbus area. My grandmother had never done anything but pick cotton and other crops. And like her brothers, she had never made more than a quarter a day.

But my grandmother wasn’t one to feel sorry for herself, or spend a lot of time reflecting on her life. With four kids and another one in her belly, there was too much to do.

She and her brood moved in with Leroy, his girlfriend, and their five kids. He had a two-story, four-bedroom house. That sounds nice, but it was small, very small.

My grandmother, my mom, her two sisters, and her brother, Richard, had to share one room. There were two big beds for the women, and Richard slept on a rollaway cot.

Despite being in her sixth month, my grandmother, grateful to have a roof over herself and her kids, did more than her share of the duties. She cooked every day for all twelve people in the house and cleaned up after all the kids and the family dog.

He was a German shepherd named Lightning. The thing my mom always remembers when she thinks of those days was how mean that dog was.

“The dog protected all of them,” my mom said of Leroy and his family, “but not us. He would look at us and growl. He didn’t bite us, but he acted like he wanted to. We were only in that house for six or seven months, but I guess it was six or seven months too long for him.”

My mom would come in the kitchen and pull off a few scraps of meat from the dinner my grandmother was cooking.

“We would give it to Lightning,” my mom said, “so he would be nice to us. But he never was.”

Lightning wasn’t the only one who thought my family had overstayed their welcome. My grandmother felt the same way. She hadn’t left Columbus seeking her independence from my grandfather only to give it up so quickly upon arriving in Racine by depending on her brother for survival.

My grandmother was ahead of her time, a strong woman willing to do a man’s work in order to be free to choose her own course in life.

And once she set that course, there was no way to change her mind. That’s one of the many things I love about her.

Sure enough, soon after she had her fifth baby, my Aunt Kathy, on Thanksgiving Day, 1973, my grandmother took her kids and moved out.

Struggle was nothing new for her. She had lived through the turbulent days of the civil rights movement in Mississippi in the 1950s and ’60s, ugly days when strong resistance to the end of segregation and Jim Crow laws was met with anger and violence.

It was different in Wisconsin in the 1970s. My grandmother was just one of thousands of blacks lured north by a widely expanding job market.

This was a state that, almost a century earlier, had been a pioneer in terms of racial equity. Born a slave, Peter D. Thomas became one of the first blacks in the entire country to hold public office when he was elected coroner of Racine County in 1887.

That didn’t mean there was no history of racial discrimination in Wisconsin.

In 1900, twenty-five hundred blacks lived in the entire state, primarily in Racine, Milwaukee, and Beloit, a town located right on the border with Illinois. As employment opportunities for blacks exploded following the Great Depression and wages rose, the African-American population in the state increased 600 percent in a twenty-year period, from just over twelve thousand in 1940 to 74,546 in 1960.

Still, segregation was common in the job market. In 1965, six hundred people, blacks and whites, marched through downtown Racine to protest the mistreatment of African Americans. In 1967, protests were highlighted by the Freedom March.

Particularly galling was the blatant racism in the housing market. A black family looking through the real estate section of local newspapers could only consider houses that were listed as “Color Invited.” Legislation outlawing discrimination in housing wasn’t passed until 1968, following more protests and riots.

While the Brown v. Board of Education decision by the US Supreme Court in 1954 required the desegregation of public schools across the nation, it took another quarter century for that to become a reality in Milwaukee. It wasn’t until 1979, following years of demonstrations and boycotts, that the city’s school board implemented a desegregation plan, and that was a five-year plan.

There were many local leaders who led the fight for racial equality in Racine, names I admired when I read about them in school.

One who particularly stands out was Lloyd Jackson. It seemed like he was always knocking down some racial barrier, always expanding the role of blacks in Racine society. He was the town’s first black school principal, taking over at Lakeside School in 1966. He was the city’s first black alderman, elected in 1968. And he was the first black chairman of the Racine County Democratic Party.

There were others as well. Robert Turner, who started his political career when he was elected to the Racine City Council in 1976, went on in 1990 to become the first black man from Racine to be elected to the Wisconsin State Assembly.

And there was Corinne Owens, a black educator in Racine who was honored over the years by various organizations as Teacher of the Year, Citizen of the Year, Woman of the Year, and the 1979 winner of the Rosa Parks Award.

They were all role models for me, demonstrating that, as an African American, I could be anything I wanted to be.

But my greatest role models were my grandmother and mother.

After my grandmother took her kids and moved out on her own, she went to work at J. I. Case, a company her brothers regarded as a gold mine for working people. She started out at $9.80 an hour in 1973.

She took her place among the men in the foundry on the assembly line for tractors and other farm equipment, proving to be every bit as tough, hardworking, and productive as her male counterparts.

My grandmother even worked the hot box, an iron device that heated up tractor parts. She had to stick her hands in the box, grab the boiling material, and file it down quickly enough to toss it onto a moving conveyor belt without missing her turn in the line of workers. She also did tractor repairs, installing transmissions and building alternators.

The working conditions were unhealthy to the point of being life threatening. The tractor parts contained all sorts of chemicals, causing her to breathe in toxic material.

For protection, my grandmother had to wear a respirator and specially designed safety shoes with protectors on the top to keep her from breaking her toes if a part fell off the assembly line.

Yet there she stayed, even through three more pregnancies, lasting thirty years on that assembly line. When she finally retired in 2002, she had amassed enough time on duty to get five years of severance pay.

As tough as that job was, my grandmother, with so many kids to raise, also had a second job at Ocean Spray, where she worked on the forklift, stacking boxes.

To see her go through all that taught me the value of a dollar. She was penniless when she left her brother’s house to get a place of her own, yet provided for her ever-growing family for decades.

My grandmother never thought about going back to Mississippi to live, not even when she was told to do so at the point of a gun.

One day, two years after she had arrived in Racine, my grandfather showed up looking for her. He wanted my grandmother to go back to Columbus with him.

When she refused, my grandfather pulled out a gun and shot a bullet through our front door. He could have hit somebody in our hallway, but fortunately, no one was standing there at the time.

My mom called the cops and they quickly found my grandfather, the gun still in his hand.

“Yeah, I did it,” he told the police, “because she wouldn’t come back.”

They escorted him to the train station and put him on the first train back to Columbus.

Despite my grandfather’s attempt to shoot her, my grandmother would still take their kids back to Columbus to see him in the summertime. My grandmother would occasionally get to visit her parents and other relatives nearby, but most of the summer was spent with my grandfather, who had moved back in with his parents.

It was just like old times. My grandfather didn’t want my grandmother to leave the house.

My Uncle Richard once told me, “I kept a relationship with my father after we came up to Racine. It wasn’t really a good relationship, but it was a relationship. We didn’t see eye to eye on nothing, but I did talk to him. My mother told me that my daddy used to hit her. I took that to heart, so that put a dent in our relationship. I couldn’t be around nobody who was hitting my mother.

“But he was still my father, so I loved him.”
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