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For Betty and Belvin Norris. They gave me the gift of curiosity.

Forever grateful.
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For Broderick and our kids, who cheered me up and cheered me on during this journey.

Love you all so very much. I am blessed to have a partner who understands that love is the best part of any story.
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For Carter, and the world I hope you will inherit.




OVERLEAF A group of riders on the 325-mile Dakota 38+2 Memorial Ride to Mankato, Minnesota, site of the largest mass execution in U.S. history. President Abraham Lincoln approved the hanging of thirty-eight Dakota Indians and, later, two chiefs following their uprising against the U.S. government.
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they ask me to remember

but they want me to remember

their memories

and I keep on remembering

mine.

—Lucille Clifton





[image: Image]



Race. Your Thoughts. 6 Words. Please Send.

PROLOGUE A Magnificent Detour

THIS BOOK IS THE RESULT of a magnificent detour.

More than a decade ago, I set out to write a book about how Americans talk and think about race. The rise of Barack Obama’s political fortunes at that time was beginning to shift how the nation saw itself. The changes were both intense and highly nuanced. Tea Party followers in Uncle Sam costumes began taking to the streets and screaming, “I want my country back!” Latino voters met anger with anticipation, marching for immigration reform with signs in the air and hope in their hearts. Black voters quite literally wore pride on their shoulders: “Barack to the Future” T-shirts were on back order.

People long consigned to America’s margins were holding themselves taller, feeling a swell of pride stoked by a political victory that many had once considered unimaginable. Even some of the political operatives who fought the Obama campaign with every fiber of their beings conceded that the occasion of the first Black first family moving into the White House was an undeniable milestone. And to many, that mark felt like a thunderclap signaling upending change.

America’s demographics were shifting. A nation built on a foundation of White supremacy was heading toward majority-minority status. In popular media, this was heralded as progress. But in private spaces and quiet conversations, this shift was also met with dread and anxiety. After all, if you’ve paid any attention to how minorities have been treated in this country over centuries, you might reasonably be concerned about becoming one.

And demographic change was just one jolt amid a ripple of seismic shocks because it was happening alongside so many other cultural shifts—economic tumult, technological upheaval, global conflict, the normalization of gay marriage and the widening embrace and celebration of LGBTQ+ life, the centering of Latino language and culture, a warming climate, unapologetic White nationalism, growing diversity in advertising and entertainment, and of course that constant stream of videos capturing the killings of Black Americans by police or would-be vigilantes. All of it was amplified, exaggerated, or ingested through social media platforms that seemed to fertilize the most fetid of human emotions—anger, umbrage, envy, shame, or fear. All of it added up to vertigo.


I wanted to hear the crackle and pop coming from society’s structural alterations.



I wanted to chronicle the visible changes in the United States, but more than that, I wanted to somehow capture the subtler subterranean shifts. I grew up with old folks who used to say that if you listened to the little noises an old house made—the hiss of the boiler, the strain of pipes snaking through the walls, the crackle and pop of wood adjusting to weather or weathering from too many people occupying too small a space—it would reveal a narrative emerging on the horizon. I wanted to hear the crackle and pop coming from society’s structural alterations. I wanted to put my ear to the private conversations spurred on by new realities and changing demographics. I had a plan. I landed a book contract… and then I took a left turn.

After listening to the changing conversation among the elder African Americans in my family, I wound up writing a completely different book: a family memoir called The Grace of Silence. The election of Barack Obama ushered in a whoosh of candor from the older folks who’d raised me. Proud as they were of a moment that felt like touching America’s summit, they couldn’t help but think about their own long climbs up the rough side of the mountain. The elders began unburdening themselves by shedding stories they had long kept to themselves.

I learned that my father had been shot in the leg by a police officer in Birmingham, Alabama, in 1946 while entering a building to join fellow Black World War II veterans. The men were studying the US Constitution so they could answer questions used in poll tests that were meant to limit “Negro” access to the ballot. Those tests often included questions about obscure aspects of the US Constitution or Alabama state government. As a sailor in the navy, my father was part of the battle to defend democracy overseas, but he returned to a country—and more specifically a Southern state—where democracy was too narrowly defined to embrace Black people. After he left Alabama and migrated north, he never talked about getting wounded during that encounter with the police in downtown Birmingham. He never even told my mother in all their years of marriage.

It turned out my mother was also holding tight to a hidden story. I learned that my maternal grandmother worked for Quaker Oats as an itinerant Aunt Jemima in the 1940s and ’50s, doing pancake demonstrations at county fairs and chamber of commerce events, traveling across a six-state region in the Midwest with a hoopskirt and headscarf in her suitcase.

My grandma Ione wore the costume, but she refused to speak in the presumed lingo of the enslaved that was part of a preapproved script. Instead, she used her itinerant perch to conduct herself as an ambassador for her people. She served up pancakes using the crisp elocution I always remembered from my childhood.

I uncovered news accounts covering her visits to some of those small towns, and in those articles, she told reporters about her work and how she saw her role. She knew she was standing before White audiences, and especially White children, who had never encountered a Black woman before, and instead of reinforcing a denigrating stereotype, she used that moment to show small-town audiences something that would blow their minds.

Both stories were almost lost in the cavern of locked-away family secrets, buried under shame, angst, and the fierce desire to just keep moving forward. Instead of the book I had intended to write exploring changing racial attitudes across America, I wound up authoring a memoir exploring how my own family carefully avoided certain conversations, hoping to submerge their pain and set the next generation on a path toward something better.

I embarked on a thirty-six-city book tour that kept me hopscotching across the country for weeks. In places like Seattle, Sacramento, Louisville, Des Moines, and Detroit, I spoke in bookstores, churches, auditoriums, and at book festivals. I had hoped my book—and the tour—would jump-start candid conversations about race, but I feared that audiences would cross their arms and go silent if I forced the issue. In my experience, people would rather eat their toenails than participate in a no-holds-barred conversation about race.

I needed something to draw audiences in, and I found it by asking people to participate in a 6-word exercise through something I called The Race Card Project. I have always cringed when the accusations fly about someone allegedly “playing the race card.” It’s usually a proxy for “you’re making me uncomfortable so please stop talking.” Or it’s a diversionary tactic used to avoid having to speak about race with any kind of precision or specificity. A shorthand for “just shut up.” So, I flipped the script, turning that accusatory phrase into a prompt to spark conversation. I printed two hundred little black postcards at my local FedEx Kinko’s asking people to condense their thoughts on race or cultural identity into one sentence of six words. The front of the cards simply read:


Race. Your Thoughts. 6 words. Please send.



I left the cards everywhere I traveled: in bookstores, in restaurants, at the information kiosks in airports, on the writing desks at all my hotels. Sometimes I snuck them inside airline in-flight magazines or left them at the sugar station at Starbucks. I hoped a few of those postcards would come back, thinking it would be worth the trouble if even a dozen people responded.

Much to my surprise, strangers who stumbled on those little black cards would follow the instructions and use postage stamps to mail their 6-word stories back to me in Washington, DC. Since my parents were both postal workers, this gave me an extra thrill. Here I was, doing my part to support the Postal Service. Who says snail mail is dead?

Half a dozen cards arrived within a week, then twelve, then twenty. Over time, that trickle became a tide.

Though limited to just six words, the stories are often shocking in their candor and intimacy. They reveal fear, disappointment, regret, and resentment. Some are kissed by grace or triumph. A surprising number arrive in the form of a question, which suggests that many people hunger not just for answers but for permission to speak their truths. It was amazing what people could pack into such a small package:


Reason I ended a sweet relationship

Too Black for Black men’s love

Urban living has made me racist

Took 21 years to be Latina

I suspect Grandpa was a Jew

Was considered White until after 9/11

I tend to scare White people

Gay, but at least I’m White

I’m only Asian when it’s convenient



Taken together, these stories revealed an obscured truth. People weren’t running away from talking about race; a lot of them were desperate to discuss it through the prism of personal experience. To keep the conversation going, I created a complementary website for The Race Card Project, where people could submit their 6-word stories online instead of having to mail them in. The stories poured into the site, my email inbox, and eventually on social media sites. They came first from all over America, then from more distant ports of call, with submissions from Tokyo, Sydney, Glasgow, and Abu Dhabi. Eventually we’d log Race Card Project stories from more than one hundred countries.

Over time we added two words to the submission form: “Anything Else?” That changed everything. People sent in poems, essays, memos, and historical documents to explain why they chose their six words. The archive came alive. It became an international forum where people could share their own stories but also learn much about life as lived by someone else.


Over time we added two words to the submission form: “Anything Else?” That changed everything.



In the beginning, most of the submissions were anonymous. So many cards came in signed “Anon” that I thought it was some new biblical-sounding hipster name I’d never heard of. Eventually, my kids explained it was shorthand for anonymous. With time, and much to my surprise, many contributors began signing their names, knowing their stories could be placed on a website for the world to see. They included their contact information and uploaded photos. They explained how they found the project and offered context about their lives. And despite the alleged toxicity of the subject matter, the tone of most stories was relaxed and intimate, written as if approaching an old friend. Their courage and comfort seemed bolstered by knowing they were adding their voice to a great big chorus: Everyone was singing in their own octave, humming their own tune, speaking their own dialect—but doing it together. Sometimes harmonious. Often discordant. Silent no more.

Taken together, this unique archive provides a window into America’s beating heart during a period bookended by the presidencies of Barack Obama and Donald Trump, and then punctuated by a global pandemic, a flash of protests after the police murder of George Floyd, the siege of the capitol on January 6, and the reversal of Roe v. Wade—certainly one of the most interesting and tumultuous eras of modern American history.

So, here’s the thing: if you take enough left turns in life, you wind up right where you started. I wanted to write a book about how Americans talk and think about race, and I had planned to go out into the nation to hunt down those conversations. Instead, those stories now come to me. I have received more than 500,000 of these stories. They continue to arrive every day in my mailbox and my email inbox. They come from people who linger after my lectures to share something they’ve never said out loud before.

Sure, there is also a lot of pain and anger and angst and anxiety reflected in the collection. That cannot be avoided. The topic, after all, is race. But there is also humor and uplift and, for me, the satisfaction that comes with knowing that I have provided a space for people to share their truths. I’ve learned much from the stories people have shared and the way those stories are absorbed or interpreted. Readers often have diametrically different reactions or interpretations. Stories familiar to one person are foreign or offensive to someone else. The six words that elicit laughter in some quarters can bring someone else to tears.

It’s a more powerful narrative thread than anything I’ve experienced in more than three decades in journalism. I am constantly awed by the honesty and the enthusiasm and, yes, even the grace contained in the responses. People who disagree nonetheless connect with one another at the website. They spar and argue, and their words are sometimes like poison darts. But they are engaging with one another—often across a chasm of some kind, colliding with another point of view. This is something that is increasingly rare at a time when most of us consume a media diet that affirms or confirms what we already believe.

The people who spend time with The Race Card Project might not find common ground, but they are exposed to new ideas and worlds beyond their realms.

Over the years, I have often dipped into the inbox to interview people who have shared their stories, and as we close our conversations, there’s almost always a gush of relief, joy, or profound thanks—even if the story or the memory they shared was steeped in pain or humiliation. Even if the conversation began with someone berating me for constantly poking the bear by talking about race. People who share their stories feel seen, heard. They don’t necessarily get validation or empathy or understanding. I have found that few are looking for that. What they want is an on-ramp to discuss topics that are often portrayed as toxic or taboo. What they also get is an opportunity to learn about someone else’s journey. These stories are powerful in their simplicity. Even if you are offended, surprised, saddened, or unmoved, you have glimpsed inside someone else’s vulnerability. That is a potent thing.

I am not naive enough to believe that this automatically leads to enlightenment or changed minds, but I do put stock in Oliver Wendell Holmes Sr.’s assertion that a mind stretched by a new idea or sensation never fully shrinks back to its former dimension.
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My beautiful Black boys deserve HOPE!

Maria Roach • Bowie, MD

My children are too young to understand racism. They see people in three categories: family, friends, neighbors. But I see the moms who fearfully pull their children off the playground when my family arrives. There are good people and bad. Judge by actions, not by skin color!



Pay no attention to my packaging

Michael Taylor • Nashville, TN

I am more than my wrapping

Sandra • Westtown, NY

Ignore the cover. Read the book.

Nancy Ellen Farley • Sacramento, CA

You are unique like EVERYONE else

Colonel Patterson • Gingellville, MI

Race, is someone expected to win?

Anonymous • USA

Hispanic since I came to USA

Amaia Diaz • USA
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No, not mixed… Just albino Black

Brandi Green • Chicago, IL

I constantly am asked, “What are you?” or, “Are you mixed?” Nope. I’m Black and albino. It’s a fascinating existence.
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Yellow: Neither White nor Black enough

Yuri Yamamoto • Raleigh, NC

I am a Japanese immigrant. I sometimes feel lost in this society where race is all about Black and White. I often feel that I am neither White nor Black enough to contribute significantly to a diversity conversation, most of which seems to be about reconciliation and healing from slavery. While growing up in Japan, I learned that we were yellow. I don’t understand why there is no yellow mentioned in this country, even though there are histories of East Asian immigrants in the US. Also, it is frustrating that being an Asian does not seem to count as “minority” when it comes to higher education and jobs even though we are a racial minority.



Are you what they call “White”?

Anne Corley • Mercer Island, WA

I was born in North Carolina, 1937, so grew up during segregation. In 1968 I went to a Black elementary school in eastern Virginia and asked if I could volunteer to help in a classroom, and I took my little blond boys (three and five) with me. We ate lunch with all the children, and those were the words a little six-year-old girl came up and asked me. When I answered yes, she smiled a big smile and skipped off as if she had made a big discovery. I continue to do volunteer work—now with a group in south Seattle that helps the families of prisoners, and those innocent words and sweet little face come back to me very often.

We won’t make it like this

Brad • Downingtown, PA

It’s OK to take up space

Reese Marcosa • Tustin, CA
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Black Boy. White World. Perpetually Exhausted.

Esayas Mehretab • Richmond, VA

I grew up in the West End of Richmond, Virginia, in a predominantly affluent, White community. I was not White, and I was not affluent. I had no space for myself to go to and talk about my experiences, my struggles, and what life was like for me as a Black boy. Opportunities to discuss my shared experiences were rare. It was exhausting to conform to others’ perceptions of you, hold in uncomfortable emotions because it made others feel uneasy to be around you, to feel isolated even though I was surrounded by “friends.” As I grew older and began seeing the world for what it was, especially the injustices of being Black in America, I learned that there were two justice systems, one for the privileged and one for the underprivileged. I learned that 95 percent of African American history wasn’t taught in schools. I learned that my skin color started conversations and ended them, as well. I experienced being pulled over immediately after getting in my car with some friends because my friend and I (the only two Black men) fit the descriptions of bank robbers. There were an inconceivable number of police officers pointing guns at us, yelling at us, threatening us, and then giving us absolutely no apology besides, “We didn’t mean to; we thought you were someone else, and you fit the description.” That was six to eight months before Black Lives Matter started.

My friends and I still have not spoken about that traumatizing night on our first night out in downtown Richmond, Virginia. I was eighteen and had just moved in to my first apartment and was attending my first year at Virginia Commonwealth University. That’s how I was introduced to the city. My parents don’t know about this story. I always think how differently that night could have ended up. I could have been a statistic and become an unwanted catalyst to the Black Lives Matter movement. From that point on, I have seen countless Black lives taken by police and stand your ground laws. It has made me exhausted. All of it. It’s draining, but this time I have hope, and a fire has awoken in me that was on the cusp of going out. Thank you for letting me share my story.



I am not a criminal, statistic, failure

James McCray • Hemet, CA

I am not what society has labeled me. I am not a criminal because I am so-called African American. I am not a statistic because I grew up in a single-parent household. Studies suggest that when a young Black boy grows up without a father in the home, chances are he will get in trouble with the law at an early age, drop out of school, and be defiant toward his mother; by the way, I did not do any of these. I am not a failure.

Be twice as good as everyone

Brandon Hopson • Portsmouth, VA

Sometimes as an African American, I feel as if I have to work twice as hard to top White people in order to achieve success.
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My world told me I’m Black.

Robert Franklin • Denver, CO



When will race not matter anymore

Bob Kenyon • San Jose, CA

Old men die, we move forward

Nathan Poe • Birmingham, AL

This apartment is no longer available

Susan Alvarez • Los Angeles, CA

From love to fear—foreigner’s view

David Chen • New York, NY

I grew up in China listening to artists like 50 Cent, 2Pac, Snoop Dogg, and Jay-Z. I have every one of Jay-Z’s songs memorized, and for a Chinese kid, that wasn’t easy. For as long as I can remember, I was fascinated by African American (is this the politically correct term?) culture. As I started high school, I transitioned into R&B with Ne-Yo, Chris Brown, and Jason Derulo. Back then, I dreamed of being Black. In my head, Blacks were talented at music, sports, and being cool.

Fast-forward a few years; my parents decided to send me to college in the US. I found myself in Michigan, and my first roommate was an African American. He was one of the kindest and most loving people I’d ever met. He treated me like a brother, and I thought of him as my brother. He’d always ask me why I was trying to sound like him. It wasn’t intentional. I had learned most of my English from rap songs. After spending two years with my roommate, I became more and more involved with the African American community. I loved it—everyone I met was as kind as him.

Later I moved to New York, and during my two years here, my perception was somewhat crushed. I was robbed twice and chased with a knife. The perpetrators were all African American. I started to develop a fear of the Blacks in New York; I would walk away from Blacks at night and would almost always speed up my pace. Subconsciously I felt horrible. I felt guilt; I felt shame because I was slowly becoming the person I did not want to be. I felt like I was racist.

Recently my old roommate got married, and I was reminded of the wonderful times we spent together. I wish I could be that guy again, but I still cannot control the fear that I feel.



Sag your pants, lose your chance

Paul • Houston, TX

Whether right or wrong, the impressions we make on others play a big part in how others treat us.

There is some truth in stereotypes

G.B. • Charlottesville, VA

Black leaders feign sorrow; celebrate payday

R.M. • Philadelphia, PA

White males often feel left out

Sheridan Saint-Michel • Lewisville, TX

Grandparents immigrated from Sweden; no fence

Richard Lindberg • Milwaukee, WI

No White woman cooks like that

Meredith Christensen • Katy, TX

White guilt when I check Hispanic

Ethan • West Jordan, UT

I’m not apologizing for being White

Debi Gerbert • Ponte Vedra Beach, FL

1950 school registration, Joji becomes George

George Joji Hamamoto • Colorado Springs, CO

Who decides when you’re over it?

Shani Blackwell • Chicago, IL

Who decides when people who have experienced inequality should get over those experiences?

Black good Samaritans, or would-be robbers?

Samuel C. Johnson • Keezletown, VA

I am a White man, now sixty-seven years of age. In May 1968 (a month after the assassination of Dr. Martin Luther King Jr.), I had just completed basic training in the army in North Carolina and was on my way to my home area near Philadelphia. I got off the train in Philadelphia at 30th Street Station around midnight and walked to the entrance ramp of the Schuylkill Expressway to hitch a ride home. I was in my dress khaki uniform, and soon a car stopped to give me a ride. They were four or five young Black men who gave me a friendly invitation to get in, which I did. After I got in, I was very conscious of the situation I was in—late at night, one White guy and four or five Black guys—but I did not feel threatened. I told them my destination—King of Prussia, a White suburb of Philadelphia—and they immediately offered to take me where I was going. I was struck by their generosity, and we had friendly conversation on the ride to my destination.

My destination was a friend’s house, where I knew I was as welcome as one of the family. I had decided to spend the night at my White friends’ home, but I had not contacted them in advance about my plans, and so they were not expecting me. When we pulled up at my friends’ house, the driver of the car told me he needed to get some water in the house for the leaky radiator of his car. Responding to my knock, a teenage daughter opened the door. Explaining the situation, I invited my Black companions into the house to get some water. As they came in and passed through the living room, all the commotion woke up my friend’s parents. When the father saw several Black men, strangers, in his living room he started yelling and went to get his gun. I was filling their jug with water, and when I heard that, I got them out of the house as fast as I could, bringing my time with them to a rude and unceremonious end. My friend’s parents, the father especially, chastised me for being so gullible and stupid for risking my own safety and theirs with these “n*****s.” They believed that because these young men were Black, they had criminal intent to rob the house.

I was young and inexperienced and thought that maybe my White friends were right. I didn’t know what to think. In the decades since, I have often thought about that experience and how dangerous it was for these Black Good Samaritans, who gave me a ride and almost got shot by my White friend. And I have become aware of how common it is for White people to assume that Black men are dangerous or criminal, and to respond inappropriately with “preemptive” violence. I often wish that I could somehow connect today with those young Black men who gave me a ride then and nearly got shot. I wish that we could talk together about that experience and their perspective on it. If they have not been shot and are still alive.



White girls should marry White boys!

Janet Little • Dayton, OH

From a rural small town—I hadn’t seen any couples that were of different races. During the 1994 O. J. Simpson trial, at age six, I ignorantly asked my mother, “Was that Black boy married to that White girl that died?” Her only response was “Yes, but White girls should only marry White boys, and Black girls should marry Black boys.” When I asked why, she said because that’s how it is. To this day, it still makes me cringe. My husband and I will be having children within the next few years. She doesn’t know that we’ve thought and prayed about adopting children, with a particular heart for Ethiopia.

You need to leave, White boy

Neo Wolf • Lewisburg, TN

First, I’m Native American, but being a lighter skin color in a predominantly Black neighborhood meant I was White, no matter what. I was always told I had no business there and that I “need to leave,” “get out,” “find somewhere else to live,” “you don’t belong here,” all the while knowing I had nowhere else to go and no means to go anywhere else. I was constantly outnumbered on the streets, cursed, beaten, and almost killed on one occasion simply for looking White. Racism is a problem for people of all colors. Those who say minorities can’t be racist are absolutely wrong.

You don’t look like a Mexican

Macella Lopez • Phoenix, AZ

In high school (1986), a few girls at lunch told me these exact words. I was shocked, and I angrily replied, “Well, what the hell does a Mexican look like to you?” My family had just moved to Phoenix from Denver, so I could only imagine their only image of a Mexican was a landscaper or food worker, and if you spoke Spanish, you were a Mexican (no matter what your country of origin).
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What’s Good? I’m a Nuyorican, baby!

Christina Labrador • Copiague, NY

“Are you Indian?” the man behind the 7-Eleven counter asks me. “Are you Egyptian?” the parking attendant asks. “You look Israeli,” the bouncer at Cafe Wha? says. “Girl, you Black,” my Israeli friends say. “I know what restaurant you’ll like,” as the man handing out flyers on the street gives me a menu of an Indian eatery. “You’re Boricua!” the dapper gentleman with a sharp suit, black sunglasses, and fedora proudly guesses. “You sound like a Brooklyn Puerto Rican,” the hipster girl says with a curious head tilt, after she and her partner ask where I’m from. “I thought you were White. I had no concept of Latino,” says the boyfriend. “I thought Latinos weren’t Black,” says the racist with pores glowing neon red once I reveal my Black, Indigenous culture. I get mistaken for Italian, Brazilian, Iranian, Mediterranean, Middle Eastern, Indian.… It’s rare when people guess Puerto Rican. But when they do… there’s a little dance I do inside my head. I maybe might express it outside, too.



People often fear what is unfamiliar

Joyce Hansen • Seattle, WA

I still cry 51 years later

Dana • Cincinnati, OH
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My name is Jamaal; I’m white.

Jamaal Allen • Des Moines, IA

When people have seen my name before they’ve seen my face, I get “Oh, you’re Jamaal.” Yes, I am, and the African American behind me is Chris.

It is not uncommon for people to follow up with, “I expected you to be—” and then there’s a pause, a sudden realization they are on the verge of sounding racist. There’s a look—not quite deer in the headlights, but it is a definite freeze. What to say next? I’ve heard several: taller, older, different (usually accompanied by an uncomfortable chuckle). Very few people have the courage to say darker. Several people have told me that Jamaal is a Black name. It’s not. It’s an Arabic name. Arabic is a language, not a color.

Halfway through my first year teaching, the principal who had hired me confided that I was lucky to have gotten the job. I agreed. I had watched many of my classmates from grad school go from job fair to job fair and interview to interview, whereas I had been able to parlay my student teaching directly into a job at the same school with only one interview.

That wasn’t what he meant. They had not been planning to take another student teacher when my application showed up. But, in his words, as he scanned through it and saw a Jamaal who plays basketball and counts Muhammad Ali among his heroes, he thought, “We could use a little diversity.” Sorry to disappoint you.

So, no, as a White man, a majority of majorities, from a small rural town in southern Oregon with a high school of around four hundred students and two Black and two Hispanic families, I don’t know a lot about race. I do, however, know a little about stereotyping.



Yes, I have my green card

Melanie • Las Vegas, NV

I’m a redneck, not a racist.

Anonymous • Spokane, WA

Indo-Pak American. Sounds like Camping Gear

Talia Karim • Boulder, CO

Why can’t they pick normal names?

Nathan Arrowsmith • Tempe, AZ

Separate only your laundry by color

Amber Martin • Shamokin, PA

There will always be a “they”

Geoff Kincade • Glendale, CA

Should be “Black lives matter, TOO!”

Eve Holton • Hollandale, MN

Bullies grow up. Black boys die.

Mandolin • Oakland, CA

I’m mixed Black and White, and I often feel like I don’t belong. Both sides have shown me beauty and ugliness.

Anti-racist is a code for anti-White.

Ryan McKee • Coweta, OK

Pro-Black doesn’t mean anti-White

Bobby Brown • Baltimore, MD
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Andes shadows follow me, no Quechua

Carmen Mendoza Tintaya • Arlington, VA

My parents are from a remote village in Arequipa, Peru, where accessible roads were built only in 2006. Now with both my parents gone, I find myself looking for my identity and looking toward that little village. I haven’t made the trip yet. I moved to the US when I was young with no appreciation for my heritage. I wish I could have asked my parents to teach me Quechua—their first language. Now I feel that I don’t have a past. I need to find my history.
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INTRODUCTION Post-Racial?

IT’S HARD TO EVEN SAY that word today without a smirk or an eye roll. But in the lead-up to the 2008 election of Barack Obama, that word was everywhere. And yet, its ubiquitous presence seemed to come from nowhere. It had been used only about a dozen times in print before 2006, and most of the citations were linked either to the now deceased Harvard professor Derrick Bell or to the Studio Museum director Thelma Golden’s early discourse on post-Black art from the early 1900s, where she explained why artists of African descent were rejecting the White art world’s attempt to define their work or their mission. Neither of these iconic figures were using the term post-racial to move past or reject the complexities of race. Indeed, quite the opposite.

So, what did that magical word post-racial mean when applied to America’s political landscape? It was a prayer, a wish, an aspired-to state where race no longer mattered and racial hierarchies were a thing of the past. It was a rhetorical paean asserting through gauzy language that we had arrived at new cultural terrain. If America, with its tortured history of slavery, internment camps, Native genocide, and institutionalized segregation, had sent a Black man to the White House through popular vote, could it mean that this country had transcended race? Had we finally found the right ointment to heal our deepest national wound?

The answers now are obvious, and the question in hindsight was ridiculously naive.

The election of Barack Obama marked not the end of racial anxiety but rather the beginning of a thorny new chapter in American history, where the subject of race would be ever more complex. Race is still a tender bruise on our body politic, and if anything, the rise of a Black president and the tanning of America through rapid demographic shifts only intensified the throb. And then, the election of a president who reveled in division and was—and still is—embraced as a personal hero by even the most ardent White nationalists has further infected a wound that will not heal.

I have spent the past decade examining that wound. Its causes. Its symptoms. Things that aggravate the pain and the things that over time could lessen the ache. In 2010, when I began collecting 6-word stories on race and cultural identity, those literary microbursts allowed me to roam America’s most intimate corridors and listen to people of all races, creeds, and backgrounds unburden themselves.

People have come to The Race Card Project by the thousands, often to express things they would never say out loud among their family, classmates, coworkers, or closest friends. They take the time to share their thoughts even if they don’t agree with my politics or accuse me of being a race-baiter. They come by accident when they are roaming an online search engine looking for information about some aspect of race or identity and stumble upon the website.

The stories they share are not in news archives or history books because they emanate from deeply personal spaces. Stories that have been buried or stayed unspoken because they were deemed unremarkable when compared to the monumental narratives of those who marched or died or shook this nation’s conscience through public action. The stories of Freedom Riders overshadow small acts of courage witnessed and recalled by only a few. And the bellow and howl of cross burners and potbellied Southern sheriffs fighting to maintain White supremacy drown out the rustle of millions of Americans who either relaxed or tightened their grip on a foundational system that granted White privilege in almost all matters.

These smaller stories make up the big, broad canvas that sits behind those bold strokes of history. And when you look closely at that wide-embrace, multihued vision of America, you also see how the binary tensions between Black and White America have obscured other important cultural tendrils. In the grand discussion of race in America, Asians, Latinos, mixed-race Americans, Indigenous Americans, and Arabs—indeed people of all colors and creeds—often find themselves sidelined, asking, “What about me?”

And many of these stories in The Race Card Project archive have nothing to do with traditional notions of race in America. Instead, they reveal how race intersects or crashes into other aspects of identity and community. People share stories about living with physical and mental disabilities. They write about their military service or phobias or memories of abuse. They write about families who arrived as immigrants from Italy, Latvia, Uruguay, India, or Greece and struggled mightily to figure out how to become “fully American.”

As cards have poured in from more than one hundred countries, I learned that people the world over figure out how to divide themselves over dialect, religion, geography, hair texture, access to water, class, caste, and skin color. Always skin color and its light to dark gradations. People in every corner of the world, from sub-Saharan Africa to the northernmost Nordic countries, are hung up about hue.

The essays have served as invitations into worlds previously unavailable to me—or perhaps to any of us—because many people who submit their stories say they’ve never shared them with anyone before. They are heartfelt and frank, and they underscore that while America may be far more integrated than it was half a century ago—certainly cause for celebration—our experiences around race and identity are nonetheless more complicated as a result.

The stories people share leap from a place of vulnerability. And in truth, that can sometimes give writers more than they bargained for. After a White woman in Atlanta wrote, “Educated. Black strangers scare me still,” visitors to the website chastised, applauded, or even threatened her. But a few invited her to visit one of several historically Black universities in the area to meet Black people who might chase away her notion that dark skin was inherently dangerous.


The stories people share leap from a place of vulnerability.



A man who tweeted “Purses are clutched when I approach” prompted responses from several women who admitted that they do exactly that. Some, upon reading about the assault on his dignity, pledged to think more about their implicit actions. The comment stream and the traffic patterns on the website showed that people remained engaged with the content even when they were pushed well outside their comfort zones.

After lecturing about The Race Card Project in Los Angeles, I was pulled aside by a nattily dressed Korean businessman, who leaned in close to confess that he hates the Asian gangs that occasionally show up on the nightly news in Southern California. He also confided that he secretly respects the young toughs. Deep down, he finds himself quietly rooting for hoodlums who look like they could be distant members of his family. And, yes, he understands the paradox since he’s stood before cameras next to city lawmakers to denounce those Asian gangs as a scourge on society. But here’s what he had never been able to say out loud: those gang members represent an image of Asian manhood rarely seen in popular culture, where, to his mind, Korean, Chinese, Japanese, and South Asian men are too often portrayed as smart—but soft.

When he shared his story, he shook his shoulders and his head in the way one does after downing a brisk drink. “God, that felt good,” he said. “I have been wanting to say that for years.” That whoosh of relief was later echoed by Celeste Green, née Brown, who was cruising through her timeline on Twitter one Sunday afternoon in 2012 when she noticed a hashtag conversation around The Race Card Project. Impulsively she typed, “We aren’t all strong black women.”

It was like throwing new kindling on the fire. The timeline lit up with responses from a diaspora of women and even a few men from Los Angeles to Boston and even as far away as Dublin.


Impulsively she typed, “We aren’t all strong black women.”



“Isn’t Strong Black Woman a compliment?”

“No! It’s strong like oxen. Less than human.”

“Like saying it doesn’t matter how we treat them because they will survive.”

“Time to stop putting up walls and be vulnerable.”

“Wasn’t the whole feminist movement about being strong? What gives?”

“I feel like I’m forced to be strong.”

“It makes me sound like a weed, not a flower.”

Celeste Green said she wrote the first thing that came to mind, with no idea it would ignite such strong debate. She’d never uttered those six words out loud before, but she realized they had been forming in her consciousness for quite some time. They came from the fear of being stereotyped as too aggressive, and from the tension between the need to be independent and the desire to find a life partner who celebrates her strength and empathizes with her vulnerabilities.

Green, now a thirty-five-year-old ob-gyn, said the experience changed her approach to talking about race. “When I saw all those comments, I was terrified at first,” she told me. “It felt like some people were attacking me or questioning my values. In the end, I felt validated. I felt empowered. I realized that there was value in participating in that dialogue even though we are told it is supposed to be the third rail.”

When it was time to write an admission essay for her second attempt at applying for medical school, she crafted her personal statement around the 6-word story she sent to The Race Card Project and the debate it sparked.

Now practicing medicine in Texas, Green said the strong-Black-woman trope is both a laurel and a weapon. It’s a trap for women who feel like they must always strive to fulfill that expectation. And it’s a cage when Black women are made to feel like they can handle almost anything in life without comfort or respite. In her own profession, a raft of studies has shown that Black patients are systematically undertreated for pain and discomfort. A survey of White medical students found that more than half of medical students and residents subscribed to the false stereotype that Black patients feel less pain than White patients. Similar studies have found that Black children are less likely to get pain medication when undergoing surgery and Black veterans were less likely to be offered opioids or other medications for very high levels of pain.



The Race Card Project was meant to serve as a conversation starter. It has become so much more. Though it’s not possible to explain every facet of racial experience, the selection of 6-word stories from The Race Card Project form a vibrant mosaic that illustrates the American experience in a brand-new way, one that will serve as an illuminating archive well into the future as we try to understand the years when America was steaming toward majority-minority status. You will notice that the stories have drifted in from all over America. The 6-word stories mainly appear as people submitted them, with minor edits in the backstories to trim for length or fix typos. Some people signed their names, others provided just a first name or initial, and some preferred to remain anonymous. The variety in their approach or comfort level is understandable given this subject matter. Some of the cards have pictures or illustrations. In some cases, the race of the writer is clear. In some cases, that’s not quite clear, and the ambiguity creates a potent undertone. However they entered this space, I am so very grateful for people’s time, candor, perspective, and trust.

The idea of a “post-racial” America has been thoroughly debunked, though that phrase is still in circulation, mostly as a punch line. But one truth is clearer than ever: if we want to understand how to build a society that celebrates difference—or at least doesn’t hold back individuals or communities because of it—we must examine or interrogate the idea that people don’t want to talk about race or identity. More than not, I have found that people are desperate for a safe and brave space where they won’t face rebuke or embarrassment for tiptoeing toward a toxic subject. The Race Card Project has provided that space for hundreds of thousands of those conversations. It is my hope that many more will join that dialogue on their own terms upon reading these stories.

This book is like a scrapbook of the fourteen-year journey collecting these stories. I will share my thoughts, observations, essays, indexes, headlines, and interviews on the following pages. But what I really want to do is share the stories of people who have opened up their lives in The Race Card Project archives. Throughout these pages you will find a continuing river of their stories and photos surrounding my writing. You can read this book from start to finish, or you can open to almost any page and you will encounter a person, a place, a story, a perspective that might linger in your mind, long after you’ve set this book aside. Some of the 6-word stories are presented in groupings to convey the repetition or connection among some of the themes. But overall, a reader will encounter an avalanche of issues raining down from all directions. That is what we see in the inbox each day. Sometimes the stories seem to be in direct conversation with one another. But on most days, it feels like people are speaking all at once from different spaces and perspectives.

As you read these pages, I want you to experience what I see, feel, and imagine when I go to the inbox online or when I roll by the mailbox to pick up black-and-white-striped postcards that people still send to us after fourteen years.

In some ways, doing this work reminds me of roaming the streets and the alleys of my childhood during warm summer months, when working-class people would throw their windows wide open to keep their electricity bills from soaring along with the temperature. I learned an awful lot about our community during those long, hot summers.

Whether I was in Minnesota, where I was raised, or Birmingham, where my grandparents lived, summers were the months when kitchen-table intimacies and family business floated out through window screens like the scent of peach cobbler cooling on the counter.

The man up the street who was always so quiet and seemed to let his wife do all the talking yelled with a thick accent at the sportscaster on TV. I couldn’t understand a word he said but, even as a kid, assumed he was cussing someone out. The lady who lived in a big house by herself and was always shooing away the ever-growing collection of Black children from our newly integrated neighborhood. We just wanted to play kickball, and the four corners of the quiet intersection where her house sat were part of the makeshift diamond we used to run the bases. She didn’t want us anywhere near her property—even on the sidewalk—and that left us with the impression that she didn’t much like Black folks. But boy, did she like Black music. When we raced our Sting-Ray bikes up and down the alley behind her house, you could hear her warbling along with Nat King Cole and the 5th Dimension, singing as if she was in the front row at a concert.

You just don’t know what goes on behind closed doors.

You just don’t know what goes on inside someone’s head… or in their soul.

But you get a better idea of someone’s anthems and aspirations, their anxieties and their triumphs, when you’re able to hear their stories.

The word eavesdropping has a bit of a taint to it, but that’s what these stories allow. Eavesdropping with permission. It’s like walking through America’s neighborhoods at a moment when all the windows are open and the drapes are pulled wide. When people have let their guards down and are speaking their truths out loud—revealing something about themselves, about their families, their communities, their country, our shared planet.
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Does her Black baby doll offend?

Michele Martini • USA

When it came time to choose my daughter’s first baby doll, there were only dark-skinned dolls left in the specific brand/style I wanted. Thinking it didn’t matter, I bought it. She has since chosen her own doll—also dark-skinned. I’ve gotten a few comments. Most people seem to think we’re making some kind of political statement. I’m wondering if it is offensive to others—seeing this naked Caucasian child lugging around a naked African American baby (because both she and her baby are usually naked). Her love for her baby is obvious in the photo, which is why I included it.
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My son needed a “White” name

Lisa Dumelow • USA

My children are multicultural (their father was a refugee from Cuba). When our only son was born, his father wanted to name him after himself and his father—Remberto. But I knew that although the girls may not be affected by Latina names, my son would be judged, and negative assumptions would be made (he was born in 1992, and the Mariel boatlift was in the recent past—not to mention Scarface, which made people assume all Cubans were drug dealers).

Even though his last name was Hispanic, we gave him an Anglo-Saxon first name, Christopher, to “counteract” the assumptions that would be made if both his first and last names indicated his Latin ethnicity. He ended up being much lighter skinned than his three sisters, and in the end, no one believed he was anything other than “White.” But it always made me sad to have to worry about how he would be perceived in life just because of a name.



I’m relieved my son looks White

Michelle Welsh • Severna Park, MD

I’m biracial White and Pakistani. I look Pakistani. My husband is White. My son is a big, blond, fair-skinned, blue-eyed toddler. We live in an affluent [largely White] town.

I’m grateful he will never be asked his nationality, be the “diversity hire,” or live with an identity crisis. Is that wrong? To want life to be easier for your children, even if it seems like a step backward?

Strange fruit in a plum tree

Ronnie Dunn • Cleveland, OH

My family was the third African American family to move on my street, Gay Avenue, on Cleveland’s Eastside in 1964. I was three years old and the youngest of three children. My siblings, a sister and brother, and four years older than I, had already started school.

The grandchildren, a boy and girl, of our kind, elderly White neighbors to the left of us became my first playmates outside of the home. Their parents, as well as their uncle and his wife, lived in the home with their grandparents.

One spring day in 1965 as my mom did laundry in our basement, and [me] and my White playmates were playing and climbing in the plum tree in their backyard, their aunt raised a window in the back of the house and called for them to “come in the house and don’t ever let me catch you playing with that N-word again!” They climbed down from the tree confused and went into the house.

I stayed there sitting in the tree for what must have been several minutes, not grasping what happened and that they were not coming back out to play. I climbed down from the tree, crossing to my backyard, and rang the side doorbell. I could see my mother at the bottom of the basement steps as she looked up through the screen door and saw me standing there.

As she came up the stairs and unlocked the door, she asked, “Why are you coming in the house?” I fumbled over the words as I tried to explain to her what had occurred and what my playmates’ aunt had said. A somber expression came over my mother as she bent down to pick me up and carried me into our living room and sat me in her lap as we sat in my dad’s favorite recliner.

She reached down next to the chair and picked up a volume of children’s Bible stories that was placed next to the chair in a small wood bookcase. On the cover of this book was a picture of the typical European image of Jesus sitting on a large rock surrounded by multiracial children of various nationalities, and my mother used this to teach me about race and to explain to me how some people think they are better than others based on the color of their skin. She told me that no one was any better than I am.

That was my introduction to the concept of race and racism, a lesson that I was forced to learn before I even started kindergarten. I never played with my playmates again, and seemingly in a relatively short time, the family moved from the neighborhood. I started school the next year, and my kindergarten class was probably 60 percent White. But by the time I was in the third grade, my school was more than 95 percent Black.



Why is your baby so brown?

Gina Rodriguez • Hollywood, FL

As a White Cuban (who looks very White) born in Miami, I felt very comfortable in this city, as I was in the majority with all the Hispanics. Moving to Jacksonville, Florida, and having a Brown baby with my Brown Dominican husband, I was stopped everywhere and asked, “Why is your baby so Brown?” The teachers would give my daughter books about Black girls.

Everywhere we go now, people do not think that I am with my husband and daughter: “Ma’am, you are going to have to wait your turn.”

“But I am with them” is a common refrain at the grocery store, the airport, the mall. I know people look at my family and think I am the stepmom.

My husband uses me for my supposed “White privilege”: “You go return at the store; they would never question a White lady.” I don’t feel I have White privilege as I am a fluent Spanish speaker, but do I?

His grandma was so happy he was marrying me. “You are going to Whiten up this family.” Yet as the only brown-eyed girl in my entire family of blue-eyed people, they were sorry for me that I didn’t have blue eyes. Why should I feel bad about not having blue eyes? I am bringing up my daughter to be proud of her brown skin and curly hair. Not enough discussion about Hispanics and discrimination.
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White guy. Black church. Met wife

Randy Nelson • Gilbert, AZ

At the end of a failed marriage, I explained my love of gospel music (my first record purchase was Bobby “Blue” Bland when I was seven years old) to our marriage counselor. She “made” me go to a Black church as part of my recovery. That led me to be open to the possibility of dating a Black woman. I met Rose on Match.com, and we have been gloriously married for twelve years!
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Dude, you look like a terrorist

Spencer Scranton • Los Angeles, CA



Good morning, but there’s no response

Clyde Jasper • Oakland, CA

I’m a tall Black man with dreadlocks. I’m a husband and a father. I’m a property owner and a taxpayer. I’m a veteran. I vote. I graduated Phi Beta Kappa from a world-class university in Berkeley, California. In passing, I many times acknowledge a White person’s presence and humanity with a “good morning,” and they look at me but don’t respond.

I’m “lucky.” I don’t “look Jewish”

Alice Swenson • Milwaukee, WI

Now that I am incognito as a Jew (having the last name Swenson), when people do find out, they do say this from time to time. It bums me out every time. What does a Jew look like? Like me! This is such a backhanded compliment. I never know what to say. Thank you? How dare you?

If you were Black, you’d know

Frank K. Norris • Knoxville, TN

I have a good fishing buddy friend. I’m White, and he is Black. One day I was driving on the interstate through the center of town, and he said to me, “The speed limit on this stretch of the interstate is fifty-five miles per hour.”

I was driving sixty-five miles per hour and was completely surprised. I said that I had lived here all my life and did not know that.

He said: “If you were Black, you’d know.”

Tonight, I am ashamed of myself

Maria Santos • San Diego, CA

It’s 8:00 p.m. on the highway. Wife in the back of shiny new family car with crying five-month-old for thirteen miles. Still far from destination. Need to breastfeed, need to pull over.

Next exit: Inglewood.

What I know about Inglewood. Black neighborhood. “Inglewood is always up to no good.” A reputation for violent crime, backed up by statistics. Racism is real. Crime is real. At the gas station. One young Black man on a bicycle. Could be twenty. Could be thirty. Not older. Baby still crying. Wife tells me not to make eye contact. Can’t help it. Young man walks toward the car. I freak out. Don’t be racist. Baby in the back seat. Don’t be racist. Wife is telling me to leave. Don’t be racist. Inglewood is violent. Don’t be racist, don’t be racist, don’t be racist.

I got racist.

White van peels out of the gas station. Young man yells. I tell myself, if I was alone, I would have talked to him. Acknowledged his humanity, which transcends melanin.

I tell myself a lot of things to evade guilt.

I put myself in his shoes. Well, the best I can. How insulting and dehumanizing it must feel to be needy, approach a stranger with friendly eyes, and watch them shun you. This is the stuff even he must sometimes think is over the top. It’s just too blatant. If he screamed the ugliest things in the world to me, he deserved to.

Worst of all, I’m not sure this ever unfolds differently. The truth is the chances of the young man trying to attack me were low. Not sure how low. 30 percent? 1 percent? .01 percent? I would never take a .01 percent chance with my daughter. Yet it’s my cruelty that’s keeping me up tonight.
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Much progress: much more to do

Robert Markel • Charlestown, MA

Raised in a very White town in Chester County, Pennsylvania, I had little consciousness of race issues until high school. We had one Black student in my class, and he was the salutatorian. At the end of our senior year at Archmere Academy, several members of the class went to lunch together at the Charcoal Pit in Wilmington, Delaware. Shortly after we sat down, the manager, whom I knew very well, came up and asked me to step away for a talk. He informed me that the restaurant, which I had patronized dozens of times, did not serve “Negroes.”

We were shocked. As it happened, President Joe Biden, who was one of our classmates, was with us at the restaurant. I relayed the message to the group; we sat there embarrassed, looking at one another, and Joe said, “Let’s get out of here.” We left. I did not return for many years.

In the summer of 1963, I had a summer job at DuPont’s Chestnut Run plant outside Wilmington. I worked as a laborer in shipping and receiving, brooming floors and breaking down packages. The Black man who worked with me had two years of college and was a minister in Wilmington. I wondered why he was working as a laborer when he seemed educated and qualified for a better job. One day he told me that DuPont had a policy of not allowing Blacks to take the exam for a White collar desk job. I was astonished. That summer, DuPont changed its policies and liberalized employment practices. My friend was allowed to take the test, and he moved up to a better job in the main offices. In August, DuPont excused any employee who wanted to attend the March on Washington. I called my friend Pete McLaughlin, and we decided to go.

We made our way to the steps of the Lincoln Memorial and sat there to hear Dr. King and other speakers. There is a film that I saw at the JFK Library in Boston that shows a sea of Black people on the steps and two White boys sitting on the steps. Pete and I did not pay much attention to most of the speakers, but when Dr. King began to speak, we were transfixed by his words and his magnificent speaking style.

Unforgettable experience.



Grandmother ate in kitchen with housekeeper

Alice J. Walker • Gay, GA

This concerns a story told to me about my grandmother, who died in 1960 when I was five years old. In the midfifties, she lived with my aunt and uncle and their boys in Rome, Georgia. On one rare occasion, she was home alone when Carrie May, the housekeeper, came to clean. Grandmother fixed lunch for both of them; when it was ready, she sat down in the kitchen, and Carrie went out on the back porch to eat.

It was a cold, rainy day. Grandmother said, “Carrie, come into the kitchen and eat; you shouldn’t be out there.” Carrie didn’t want to, but Grandmother assured her that no one else would know. She came into the kitchen, and the two women ate together.

My aunt boiled the girl’s utensils

Michael Vines • New York, NY

Just want to make sure that you understand “the girl” was how many people in the 1950s and ’60s referred to their maid.

Saw the hurt in his eyes

Ed Karesky • Escondido, CA

When I was in fourth grade, a new family moved into our lower-middle-class apartment complex. They were African American. I was out riding my bicycle with a friend when the six-year-old of that family rode his bike up to us and asked if he could ride with us. We said no, and I saw the look of hurt in his eyes before we rode away. Later, I thought about it and wondered if he thought it was because he was Black. It wasn’t. My best friend in school named Bobby was Black. It was because we thought he was too young and wouldn’t be able to keep up. I never saw that young boy again, but fifty-five years later, at the age of sixty-five, I still remember his face and regret we didn’t let him join us.

Lives were destroyed because we’re different

Jordan Mix • Versailles, KY

I have a strong background of German in my family because it is on my dad’s side and mom’s side.

In 1855, my great-great-great-great-great-great-grandparents immigrated from Switzerland and Germany to Louisville, Kentucky. As soon as they got to
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