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      In the Beginning . . .

      A Dream

      

      


    


    Never tell a young person that anything cannot be done. God may have been waiting centuries for someone ignorant enough of the impossible to do that very thing.



    —John Andrew Holmes1



    Whatever you can do or dream you can, begin it. Boldness has genius, power, and magic in it.



    —Johann Wolfgang von Goethe (1749–1832)2


    DREAM A DREAM: MAKE A WISH, SAY A PRAYER


    Ever dreamed an impossible dream, whispered a secret wish, or prayed for a miracle? If you have, then there’s a dream deep down inside of you, and don’t let anyone tell you it can’t come true. God gave you that dream and the strength, courage, and vision to make it happen regardless of the circumstances of your birth or the status of your current surroundings. The road that led to my career in naval intelligence is a living example of this principle. So go ahead—dream a dream, make a wish, and say a prayer.


    My dream began at age five as my father and I watched Don Ameche in the movie Wing and a Prayer . It was the story of the aircraft carrier the USS Enterprise as it moved toward the Battle of Midway in the aftermath of the Pearl Harbor attack. As brave pilots approached this climatic battle, Commander Harper (Don Ameche) gave them an intelligence briefing detailing the capabilities of the Japanese forces they were up against. I turned to my father and said, “Daddy, that’s what I’m going to do when I grow up.” A dream was born in the heart of this five-year-old African American girl and spoken to a man who encouraged her to do what others might have labeled as impossible.


    My father was a man far ahead of his time. Instead of killing my dream by listing the odds against pursuing it, he chose to encourage me by relating his own military experiences in a constructive and positive way. Later, I learned about the obstacles my father had faced as an African American serving his country in the aftermath of World War II. Blacks were still discriminated against and allowed to serve only in segregated outfits. He didn’t tell me any of that or the fact that in 1955, there were very few African American male officers in the Navy, let alone any females. He encouraged me to hold onto my dream when he could have very easily burst my bubble.


    I know that hindsight is 20-20, but in my mind there is no doubt that at the age of five, I had a glimpse of my divine destiny with my parents encouraging me every step of my journey. To my knowledge, none of the women on either side of my family had ever served in the armed forces, and all the men had served in the army. Only God could have inspired such a dream in my young heart to be one of the first female naval intelligence officers.



    NO MERE PASSING FANCY


    This dream within me was no mere passing fancy, as those around me would soon discover. From the time I saw that movie and the dream was birthed within me, my fascination with anything that had to do with the Navy was obvious even to the causal observer. Whenever I heard the song “Anchors Aweigh,” I’d jump up and start marching around the house. My favorite movies were those depicting great naval battles, especially those fought in World War II. I’d draw scenes of naval battles as I had learned about them in school. I always rooted for the Navy in the annual Army/Navy football classic. My friends were initially puzzled when they discovered my fanaticism for the Dallas Cowboys until I explained that Roger Staubach, the Naval Academy Heisman trophy winner, went on to quarterback for the Cowboys when his naval career ended. People around me could see I was serious about this dream, but most would think there were far too many obstacles to overcome for an African American female to succeed at it; however, I firmly believed the decks were stacked in my favor.



    CIRCUMSTANCES OF BIRTH


    Some might say that one of my initial obvious obstacles was growing up in a very poor neighborhood in Newark, New Jersey, but I was also born in a country where dreams are for everyone, not just a particular socioeconomic class or ethnic group. I was also given James and Lena Harris as my birth parents, and it was from them that I learned the life skills I would need to press forward and achieve my goals and fulfill my dreams.


    My family may have been financially poor, but we were rich in love and steeped in vision to seek more in life than what the circumstances appeared to dictate. It’s a heritage passed down to my parents by their parents. My parents were both born in Alabama, but my dad’s mother, Mary, moved north to New Jersey during World War II to improve her life. She knew no one in the North, yet she had a vision that there was more to life than what she was experiencing. She dreamed of a better life for her children, so she left my father, his older brother Sam, and sister Bea with her mother, Mama Sarah, a Cherokee Indian, until she found a job as a butcher. She married, bought a house in East Orange, New Jersey, and sent for her children. I’m told I get a lot of my strength and determination from her. What a legacy she left behind for us.


    Even though I don’t have memories of my grandmother Mary, I did grow up around her children. They all exemplified the strong, positive legacy she left behind. Tommy, a high school and college football star, went on to become a successful corporate executive. Michael has a successful career in the music business, and Sam has a prospering construction business. Aunt Bea, a mom extraordinaire, raised her children with the same strength and determination passed on to her by her mother Mary. Several are successful corporate executives; one is a minister, and her son, David, is a constant source of wisdom for us all.


    My mother was the youngest of twelve children born to Dollie and Alto Blue. She was known as the most beautiful “colored girl” in Andalusia, Alabama. As an interesting side note, my cousin Tiffany Porter became the first African American female to win the town beauty pageant. My mother often spoke of how her older brothers and sisters spoiled her rotten, like the time they put their money together so she could go to boarding school.


    She met my father in an interesting twist of fate when her Uncle Tommy returned for a visit to Andalusia. Mother said it was love at first sight but was afraid she had fallen in love with her cousin. It turned out they were related by marriage only as her Uncle Tommy was her love’s stepfather. That cleared up, they started courting officially when he was seventeen. Most of their courtship was via mail, as my dad was stationed at Guam and later reassigned to Camp Kilmer in New Jersey. They were married soon after, and I was their first born. My brother, James Jr., followed a little over two years later, and my sister Annette came along eight years later when we begged our parents for a sister or brother. I believe the circumstances of my birth were a strong positive in my life, preparing me to become all I was born to be.



    DREAM, WORK HARD, BE PREPARED


    Dad had a hard time finding a job after the war because many refused to hire blacks, so we lived with his parents for the first two years of my life. The best he was able to do was loading and unloading trucks at a machine shop. One cold winter day, my father looked longingly at the guys working inside on the machines where it was warm and spoke his vision to a coworker: “I still have the GI Bill educational benefits available, so I’m going to go to school to learn to be a machinist.”


    Others told him that he was crazy and that no one would hire a black man to do anything but manual labor. As I said, my father was a man way ahead of his time. He had a dream and declared that one day the doors would open to blacks, and when they did he would be prepared to do the job he was dreaming of. He began to pursue that dream. Even as he supported his growing family, he entered trade school to prepare for his family’s future.


    After my father finished trade school, he did get a job as a machinist, and we were able to move into our own apartment. The apartment building was owned by one of my mother’s older cousins Mae Ester and her husband Levi, who became surrogate grandparents to my brother and I. Although my father now had a job as a machinist, it didn’t pay very much. It was a while before I realized that the reason we couldn’t eat dinner on Friday until my father came home was because Friday was pay day. We were out of food and money by Friday.


    My dad continued to work hard and pursue his dream. As he gained more experience, he applied for higher-paying jobs. He would see an ad in the paper, call and state his qualifications, be told to come, fill out the paperwork, and the job was his. When he showed up, they’d look at his skin color and say, “Sorry we just filled that position.” Never once did I hear my father complain about his fate. He just kept working hard and learning everything he could to be one of the best machinists ever. He told me whenever he felt down he would ride around and look at people who were worse off than we were and count his blessings. He dreamed a dream and then worked hard to fulfill it.


    These were some of the first of many lessons my father and mother would teach us as we grew up under their loving guidance and care. We learned that while doors may at first be closed to us because of our ethnic or financial background, we could work hard in school and prepare ourselves for our chosen profession. Then, when the doors did open, we would be ready to rush through them. My father stood on his belief that the doors would eventually open. He encouraged us to dream the dream but also taught us to do what we could to be prepared when those doors did open. Hard work and being prepared to move ahead were powerful tools our parents equipped us with as we stepped into our own destinies.



    A HERITAGE OF LOVE


    In the midst of family financial difficulties, we had a great time growing up. After work, Dad would take us to the park and play baseball or football with us. I remember one day my father was teaching us how to catch fly balls. I caught one right in the mouth. His sense of humor helped stop my crying when he looked at me and said, “Gail, you’re supposed to catch it with your glove, not your mouth.” He tried for years to teach me how to throw a ball. I’d look in one direction and throw in another, thus my nickname, “Old Crooked Arm.” I learned the value of not giving up and of maintaining a sense of humor.


    As you may have guessed, I was a tomboy. All the girls in the neighborhood were tomboys as well, so I had plenty of company. We’d play baseball and football, roller skate, and ride our bikes in the big parking lot across the street. I was never good at any of those sports, but I was the fastest runner on my block, male or female. I would get challenged often and found that although I was unbeatable at short distances, I’d come in last in any kind of distance running. Years later I took a sophisticated test that determined I had the body and muscles of a sprinter, which explained my difficulty with distance running.


    Mom had a hard time getting me to wear a dress, but I did enjoy playing with “girl toys,” like dolls and miniature cooking sets. On Christmas Eve, mother would bake a cake for Santa, and I would make a miniature version of her cake, complete with icing. I was awed when I got up Christmas morning to find Santa had taken a big slice from my mom’s cake and a small slice from mine as well. Life was good.


    Music was also a very important part of our family life. Both my mom and dad had great singing voices. We’d learn the words to a song, Mom would teach us harmony, and we’d form our own family choir. To this day I have a terrible singing voice, but thanks to my Mother I can at least harmonize pretty well. My dad made sure we listened to all types of music from classical to jazz. People are often surprised at the diversity of my music collection. I have everything from Frank Sinatra to Luther Vandross, Aretha Franklin to Doris Day, and Aaron Copeland to George Duke. This love of music would eventually prove very valuable to me as I moved out into the real world.


    One big advantage of living in Newark was the close proximity to New York City. When I was growing up, a Broadway play ticket was the same price as a movie ticket. When I was sixteen, my parents would let me travel to New York by myself during daytime hours. I would save up my money, buy a bus ticket, and ride to New York City to see an afternoon Broadway show. I was only able to afford two or three shows a year, but as far as I was concerned life didn’t get much better.



    TWO THINGS TO DO ABOUT A PROBLEM


    We spent our summers with my mom’s side of the family in Andalusia, Alabama—a world of difference from our life in New Jersey. Once as we were driving through Tennessee, a carload of white men drove us off the road, yelled the “N” word at us, laughed, and then drove away. My father got out of the car and stood there with a stick in his hand daring them to come back. At the time, I was too young to fully grasp the danger of the situation or understand the era we were living in—the law in that part of the country would not have come to our aid had they come back and faced my father.


    As we drove through the South, even if my parents had had the money, no hotel or motel would have let us have a room. We experienced water fountains with “black” and “white” signs over them and segregated rest rooms at gas stations. During this time, my parents taught us valuable lessons and instilled solid values in us that would benefit us all through life’s challenges. Not once did my parents complain or make hateful comments about other ethnic groups. My father just dug down within himself and worked harder to better himself and his family. One of his core beliefs was that everyone experienced discrimination of one sort or another in life. The key to overcoming it was to not let it get you down or wallow around in self-pity. He said there were two things you could do about any problem in life: something or nothing .


    When I grew up and started to experience the trials and tribulations of life, Dad further reinforced these same principles in my life. He had no patience with me if I started to whine and complain about being dumped on because I was a woman in a male-dominated workplace. He’d say, “If you can’t take the pressure of the politics and the stress involved in achieving more in life, get a job as a janitor!”



    A SPIRITUAL FOUNDATION


    My summers in Alabama were like paradise to me. My mom would stay with her mother, but my brother and I would stay with relatives who had kids our age. Compared to our life in Newark, we had total freedom. In Newark, we couldn’t play outside in our poor, crime-filled neighborhood unless one of our parents had time to sit on the front porch and watch us. In Alabama, we could roam all over town without parental supervision since Andalusia was a small town where everyone knew everyone else. Essentially, we had much of the town looking out for us no matter where we played. One of the hottest days one summer, I made my cousin Dot take me down to the post office and get some recruiting brochures on the Navy. She never let me forget it either. No matter where I was, the dream was still a very real part of my life.


    Mother and her side of the family gave me my spiritual foundation. Every Sunday, we would attend the Methodist Church service and Sunday school. I didn’t appreciate it at the time, but Mom was adamant that we all attend until we were twenty-one. Then we could make up our own minds about our faith. When I grew up, I found that I had absorbed far more than I realized at the time. There were times in my life I don’t believe I would have survived without this spiritual grounding mother gave us. During the early part of my life, I believed in God but somehow was under the mistaken belief that He only got involved with humans when He had to do something huge, like parting the Red Sea or carving the Ten Commandants in stone for Moses. I would eventually come to know the need for a more personal relationship with the God of my mother.



    SCHOOL DAYS, SCHOOL DAYS


    My elementary school was just a few blocks from our house. Although we were poor, our neighborhood was made up primarily of hard working, honest people. All of my friends lived with both of their parents, and there was very little alcohol or drug abuse around in our neighborhood.


    We had two neighborhood winos and that was about it. They were always happy and never bothered anyone except to ask for money now and then to buy more wine. One of the wino’s name was Smithy. One day my brother and I came home from school to find my mother very agitated because one of the winos, Smithy, had come to the door asking for a handout. Shaking her head in disgust and disapproval, mother, notorious for getting people’s names wrong, told us, “Spitty had the nerve to ring our doorbell and ask for money to buy some more wine!”


    My happy childhood came to an end as I graduated from elementary school and was promoted to the seventh grade. The junior high school I had to go to was in one of the worse neighborhoods in Newark. The school itself had a terrible reputation, with kids running many of the classrooms. I was a good student, which had been a mark of honor in elementary school, but in junior high I found myself ostracized instead. I was so unhappy that I seriously considered quitting school in the seventh grade. The kids went out of their way to make my life miserable each and every day.


    Two things saved me during this trying time in my life. One was the love and support of my family. Father went on the night shift at work so he could take me to and from school every day. I had the security of knowing that whatever happened to me in the world, I could always go home where I was loved unconditionally. Second, I had my dream motivating me to get the education I needed to fulfill it. My second year there, the school formed a separate class made up of good students and life got a little easier.


    At the time though, I wondered why I had to go through such a negative experience. It didn’t seem fair to me to be treated that way when I was working so hard to better myself; however, I can see now that my junior high experience taught me how to function in a daily environment where most of the people I was associating with not only disliked me but many even hated me. I’ve heard it said that the “hottest fire makes the strongest steel.” I believe God was giving me the coping and survival skills I would need to endure what was to come if I was to move on and fulfill my dream.


    At that time, junior high school was seventh and eighth grades and high school consisted of ninth through twelfth grades. I did indeed endure through junior high only to find that the high school I was slated to attend had an even worse reputation than my junior high school. Only 12 percent of their graduates went on to college. With my family’s financial situation, a private school was out of the question. To achieve my goal and fulfill my dream, I definitely needed to go to college. Keeping in mind my father’s saying that there are two things you could do about a problem, “something or nothing,” I decided to do something about it. I signed up to take a test to try and get into a high school for the artistically talented. Music had been a big part of my upbringing, and as a result I had studied violin and learned a great deal about the technical aspects of music. The key for me was that this school had a safe and positive learning environment, and more than 50 percent of their graduates went on to college. I passed the test and was accepted.


    As it turned out, I only attended this high school for half a year because my Father was finally able to get a better job. He was the first African American hired by a machine shop in Somerville, New Jersey. He did so well they made him a foreman shortly after he started working there. The increased pay allowed him to buy a house in a good neighborhood in Plainfield. My parents had achieved their objective of having a stable living environment for their family.


    The remainder of high school was relatively uneventful in comparison to junior high. Academically, I did well, but I did bring one negative mindset with me from my Newark school years. I had become very introverted and kept pretty much to myself at school. My parents worried about my lack of social interaction and were always trying to push me out of the house to socialize. The parents of the other kids liked me, so they would make their kids invite me to their social functions. I was probably the only teenager in the neighborhood that didn’t have a curfew. Neither fact really helped make me very popular with my peers.


    What this whole experience did was nurture my already strong, independent spirit. I came to believe it was more important what my parents thought of me than what my peers thought or said. I learned to make decisions independent of the opinion of others. This would benefit me after I entered the Navy. Many times during my career, I’ve found myself at a roadblock caused by the negative opinion a person, group, or organization had about me. Dealing with the issues of junior high and high school had already taught me to examine criticism, see if it had any merit, correct what needed to be corrected, and shrug off what was just an opinion. I found much of what was said was not a truth in my life unless I allowed it to be. I am forever thankful for the strength of character I witnessed in my parents.



    NEXT STOP, COLLEGE


    So in high school, instead of interacting with my peers, I focused on my dream and made sure I took the college prep courses I would need to keep moving forward toward fulfilling it. I was the first in my immediate family to even go to college, so I had to figure out for myself the steps I needed to take to achieve my goal. My grades were good, but I needed to know when to take the SATs and how to apply for scholarships. Somehow the folks from the United Negro College Fund heard about me and sent me a college preparation questionnaire to fill out. A few weeks after I returned the form, they sent me a suggested list of schools for me to apply to. Their help was invaluable, and I was accepted at all five colleges I applied to. I ended up choosing Drew University, a small Methodist university in Madison, New Jersey.


    The primary appeal for me was their junior year abroad program. You could spend the fall semester in Great Britain studying the British parliamentary system and the spring semester in Belgium studying the European Economic Community. One of the instructors was a Nobel Prize–winning economist. I also liked the fact that Drew University was only a couple of hours drive from home, so I could go to the safety and security of my family whenever I wanted or needed to. I had developed very few social skills in junior high or high school and really didn’t anticipate a major change in my social life as I entered college, so I liked the close proximity of the school to my home.


    As it turned out, it was the involvement in the travel abroad program that tremendously changed my life and widened my horizons. I did manage to make a few friends during my first and second years in college, but none of these friends were participating in the travel abroad program. I realized I had to learn how to socially interact with others without the safety net of having my parents living nearby or it would be a very long and lonely year abroad. I was fortunate that my roommate’s fiancé was part of the overseas program, and he aided me in my attempts to intermingle. By the end of the year, I had lost much of my shyness and acquired what would become a lifelong love of travel.



    DEALING WITH ANTIWAR, ANTIMILITARY, ANTIWHITES


    During these years, my dream to enter the Navy lay dormant in my


    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    
      	I had to dream my dream but then work hard to fulfill it.



      	I had to dream the dream but also do what I could to be prepared when those doors opened. Hard work and being prepared to move ahead are powerful tools.



      	I learned the value of not giving up and maintaining a sense of humor.



      	The key to overcoming is to not let a situation or a circumstance get me down; I couldn’t afford to wallow around in self-pity. There are two things I could do about any problem in life: something or nothing .



      	I learned to make decisions independent of the opinion of others.
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