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Dedication

 To the original John Conyers; his son (my father),

Congressman John Conyers Jr.; and MomCon: It’s

been the honor of my life to tell our family’s story.

To the unsung heroes of my journey:

Mrs. Tower, Mrs. Woodfin, Mrs. Mitchell,

Mr. Moore, Coach Rowley, and Ms. Shea.

To my agent, Will Lippincott, thank you for taking a chance

on me and sticking with this project despite setbacks and

uncertainty. Thank you for believing in my family’s story. 





Epigraph

 My part has been to tell the story of the slave. The story of the master never wanted for narrators.

—Frederick Douglass

If you are silent about your pain, they’ll kill you and say you enjoyed it.

—Zora Neale Hurston 
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Foreword

 AIN’T NO CITY LIKE THE ONE I GOT

By Michael Eric Dyson

When I came up in Detroit in the sixties and seventies, giants stalked the earth. Kenneth Cockrel Sr. was an unashamedly Marxist lawyer who used mellifluous multisyllabic rhetoric to storm the cultural and political dominions of white supremacy. Cockrel cofounded the League of Revolutionary Black Workers to help working-class Black folks fight an automobile industry that exploited their labor. Even before he became a one-term councilman, he was also instrumental in galvanizing a movement to bring an end to the police department’s brutal undercover unit STRESS (Stop The Robberies, Enjoy Safe Streets), which terrorized Black communities. Coleman Young, the man who pulled the plug on STRESS, was the colorful and delightfully profane first Black mayor of Detroit, taking office in 1974, a mere seven years after the urban rebellion of 1967.

There were preaching colossuses, too. Charles Adams, dubbed “the Harvard Whooper” because of his academic pedigree and homiletical style, fused spiritual ardor and political passion to assail racial disorders and other social sins at Hartford Memorial Baptist  Church. C. L. Franklin, Aretha’s daddy and a pioneering evangelist who came to maturity in Mississippi and recorded more than seventy albums of sermons, broadcast his chanted homilies across the Detroit airwaves each Sunday night from his legendary pulpit in the New Bethel Baptist Church.

And there was my pastor, too, Frederick George Sampson, a towering Shakespearean figure who quoted W. E. B. Du Bois and Bertrand Russell alike, and from whose lips dripped the poetry of Langston Hughes and Thomas Gray. As pastor of the Tabernacle Missionary Baptist Church on the city’s west side, Sampson was spiritual caretaker for people like me, a poor Black boy from the inner city.

But Sampson was the shepherd of prominent citizens like Elliott Hall, a renowned lawyer who became a vice president at Ford Motor Company. Sampson also watched over the spiritual pilgrimage of Damon J. Keith, who was appointed to the federal district bench in 1967 by President Lyndon Baines Johnson and who was elevated to the federal appeals court in 1977 by President Jimmy Carter. Keith presided over the 1976 tax evasion trial of famed mobster Anthony “Tony Jack” Giacalone. In the early seventies he also ruled against the Nixon administration’s effort to carry out warrantless wiretapping, and when they sued him personally, the Supreme Court vindicated him in what became known as “the Keith case.” Hall and Keith became my heroes and mentors and eventually my friends.

So did the remarkable John Conyers Jr., who was also a member of Tabernacle and an iconic politician who became the longest-serving Black member of Congress in the nation’s history. I would spot Conyers at church, and grew enamored of his political gravitas, his serene disposition, his keen intelligence, his love for jazz, his calm yet eloquent declamation, and his moral decency. Conyers’s handsome face was accented by a striking mustache that covered  his upper lip in a slimmer version of Friedrich Nietzsche’s dense whiskers. Conyers was a long-distance runner for justice, a venerable warrior for freedom, who made sure that Martin Luther King Jr. was honored with a national holiday and who repeatedly prodded Congress to at least study the prospect of Black reparations.

Detroit was a hotbed of Black organizing, particularly in mobilizing Black workers to fend for themselves and their hard-won right to enjoy social and political equality. It was a city that was unapologetically Black at its cultural roots, with the Motown record label symbolizing both its creative imagination and its hard work. Motown is a sly portmanteau of “motor” and “town,” signifying the inspiration of the automobile industry in crafting, engineering, and producing music in similar fashion to the elegant cars that rolled off the assembly line. Motown founder Berry Gordy Jr. seized on the symphonic collage of labor and design in the automobile factory and transcribed it into the finesse, order, and structure of Black music humming on car radios. The automobile, after all, is how upwardly mobile Black citizens rode to work and where they spent a great deal of leisure time indulging their appetite for fashion, style, and sophistication.

The Great Migration had deposited Negroes into a seething cauldron of race and class in Detroit as they chased Henry Ford’s promise of $5.00 a day in return for their labor in his factories. Detroit eventually became a Black cultural and political headquarters that drew Black citizens from the South from 1910 to 1930, and again during World War II, not only in search of greater economic opportunity but in pursuit of greater freedom from Jim Crow. My father came in the forties from Albany, Georgia, and my mother in the fifties from Hissop, Alabama, each searching for opportunity and freedom before they found each other. I was born in 1958, six years before the Civil Rights Act and seven years before the Voting Rights Act.

 By the time I got to the fifth grade in my segregated elementary school, I was exposed to the radically uplifting pedagogy of Mrs. James, who taught us Black history and Black culture and gave us tremendous pride in our past. She insisted that we, too, could make history of our own. When Dr. King was murdered in Memphis in 1968, it was just a year after the urban uprising in Detroit sparked by police misconduct that was rooted in an ugly history of anti-Black violence. Detroit’s Black community rose up to claim its rightful place in the city’s political evolution, and Conyers led the charge in laying claim to the beauty and legitimacy of Black political power.

Those were high times. We heard Marvin Gaye asking “What’s Going On?” from the jukebox, the home hi-fi record player, or the car radio, even as Coleman Young gave us a sense of pride in our Blackness. And John Conyers offered us a road map to increased political representation at the federal level. Before there was Barack Obama and Kamala Harris, there was in Detroit John Conyers, Congressman Charles Diggs, Coleman Young, Councilwoman Erma Henderson, and the great activist Rosa Parks, who migrated to Detroit after her rise to fame in Alabama.

John Conyers blew the trumpet of Black political triumph in the perilous but prosperous march to Black self-determination, especially in Detroit. He was beloved because he was loyal to his roots and to the Black milieu that helped lift Smokey Robinson, Aretha Franklin, Diana Ross, Martha Reeves, Stevie Wonder, and a choir of other soulful geniuses to epic achievement and dizzying artistic heights.

But Conyers also inspired the Black everyman and the everywoman, too, and dared to represent their interests, magnify their goals, glorify their struggle, and validate their citizenship. Along with Coleman Young and a host of Black mayors and council people and state representatives and statewide office holders and  congress people since, Conyers helped to create a system of Black political privilege and opportunity that mirrored the sorts of political benefits and economic advantages that ethnic whites enjoyed in cities like Boston, Philadelphia, and Chicago.

Such a system was by no means perfect, and surely was susceptible to the same corruption that plagued white political structures. But it also offered a genuine chance for Black citizens to realize their ambitions in a fashion that didn’t discount their desires as unnatural or unachievable. That is why Conyers was so beloved among Black folk until his death at ninety. And it is why it was one of the highest honors of my life to offer the eulogy at his funeral on November 4, 2019.

It is also a joy to publicly embrace his son John Conyers III as he seeks to extend his famous father’s legacy by offering his own spin on Black life, Black struggle, Black political possibility, and the rewards and satisfactions of Black existence. A third-generation Conyers taking the baton and running his own race is a good thing, as we witness the emergence of a figure devoted to the same principles of fairness, justice, democracy, and economic opportunity that carried his father into immortality.

And at a moment when we are rejiggering racial identity, when we are re-litigating who counts as Black, and who doesn’t, it is salutary that we are reminded of a legendary Black political figure who should be rediscovered for our age through the efforts of his son.

John Conyers III has joined the important debate about what Blackness is, about what we must do to ensure our survival, and how we must overcome the impediments to glory and the obstacles to liberation that his father so valiantly confronted and overcame. It’s his turn now. May the spirit of his gallant father course through his veins and claim expression in his efforts to love Black folk into greater freedom and justice in our day. 




Prologue

 Look What You’ve Done

There’s an African proverb that goes “Until the lion learns to write, every story will glorify the hunter.”

My father was a lion. Which makes me his cub. Even as a child, when I got lost in his shadow, I was privileged to be right there with him, witnessing the back half of his tenure in US politics, which he’d started straight out of the blocks as a rising, shining star. I was blessed to be by his side during his descent. To say it’s important for me to tell the story of John Conyers Jr., the statesmanlike congressman and Everyman from Detroit, grossly underestimates my urgency to document my father’s life and the paths he chose to take. For sure, Pop, on some level, knew he’d cemented a distinct place for himself in US history and some aspects of global history. He’d simply been too busy working—making history—to pen his own biography.

While writing this memoir—an ode to my father and a probe of my Black, male, millennial existence—I began to understand how prescient and imperative Pop’s work remains. I’ve been weighing what his work has yielded and what it still asks of us. I’ve been studying the imprint left by my father, his closest comrades, and the countless others of their generation who enlisted in a war for every kind of justice on American soil. They helped make it possible for a woman of Black and South Asian ancestry to vie to become the first-ever person of her profile to move into the White House. And yes, they laid the foundation and provided a vocabulary for our rebuttal to every racist, sexist insult that continues to be thrown at her.

My father’s work, and that of his peers, lives on a continuum. It goes on and on. It lives in me. Willingly, defiantly, and humbly, I have placed my heart, body, and mind on a path parallel to the one my father walked. Pop passed me the baton. He also implored me to be myself and that I never try to replicate him, measure for measure, or career move by career move. His journey has been my exhibit A. Exhibits B, C, D, and so on are the journeys and doings of civil rights, social, and economic justice leaders in Detroit, America’s Blackest city and still a definite center of Black politics in the United States, as well as many leaders who hailed from other locales. I have gotten to sit at the feet of many of those leaders. I have been able to linger with them, to ponder their thoughts and strategies. Just as my United Auto Workers executive grandfather positioned Pop to listen, hear, and heed the Black elders of his era, Pop did the same for me. I started tagging along behind him when I was in pre-K. I still see myself in photos, hoisted on my proud father’s hip at some political function or other, perhaps in the Motor City. Pop was sharp as a tack, button-downed, cuff-linked, peering into the camera’s eyes through oversize eyeglasses with tinted lenses. I am not sure what possibly compares to being a Detroiter in that freeze-frame or hailing from a city where the janitor, the doctor, the judge, and the police officer—so, thankfully, often—have been Black. Blackness, in my hometown, during my lifetime, has always been multifaceted, multidimensional, and full of opportunity. That prevailing, predominant Blackness has allowed Detroiters to evaluate both the proficiency and deficiency of systems—political, economic, social, cultural—from a vantage point that does not readily exist for Black folks in many US cities and towns. Ever since Black Detroiters set our city on fire in 1967—a rebellion that helped contextualize an era when the Black Panthers and similar liberation organizations were also surfacing—we’ve uniquely grabbed hold of a considerable degree of local and regional governmental power and brought that power to scale, despite broader, systemic oppression that has not been abated.

Empowered Blacks, in 1973, made Coleman Young Detroit’s first Black mayor. His policies benefited multitudes of Black people, businesses, civic groups, and political organizations. He modeled how a restructured government can enrich—and not just monetarily—Black people who’d previously, largely languished on the margins. The Detroit of that day, and of succeeding years, modeled systems change, pure and true. The change birthed Black leaders across many industries: investment banker Suzanne Shank; telecom and casino magnate Don Barden; automotive industry titan and philanthropist Bill Pickard; American Bar Association president Reginald Turner Jr.; former Michigan Supreme Court Justice Conrad Mallett, who also was a major player at Detroit City Hall; billion-dollar manufacturer Bruce Smith; Kiko Davis, who owns one of the largest Black banks in the country; and so many more. Many of them were friends of my father, who never strayed from Detroit, even as he was making major, national laws in health care, labor, criminal justice, entertainment, economics, and elsewhere.

While we must laud the good fortune of those on the roll call of Black wealth and power, perhaps we’ve taken some of that fortune for granted. More than we might want to admit, we’ve sometimes taken our eyes off the prize. We haven’t focused enough on how our wealth might be shared and deployed to propel the progress of an entire Black nation within a nation. No matter the exaggerations and tropes about my generation and those following millennials being adrift, without a cause or legitimate care, many of us see what’s happened. What we know about our history informs our critique of where this society now finds itself. So many in my generation are exploring pathways forward that stem directly, in several respects, from the blueprint my father and his peers constructed for us.

My father was old enough to be my grandfather. Except for the last seventeen years of his life, he lived in the twentieth century. Other than the first ten years of my life, I have been navigating the twenty-first. Pop’s political activism addressed the immediate and explicit social needs of the times he came up in, times when a white supremacist police officer could brutalize a Black person with absolute impunity. In my times, when white supremacists and militia members help fill the ranks of sworn law enforcement officers, what lessons and tactics can be gleaned from my father, the first congressman—of any race—to call for radical police reform?

Sixty years removed from the Voting Rights Act of 1965, which Pop coauthored—and voting is a pathway to more than just a ballot—how and whom do we engage on every single front? For me, the political and economic arenas are inextricably linked. Combined, they form one great big battlefield. The victor gets the spoils and decides who, if anyone, might share in that bounty.

In this fraught political climate, we, of course, need more. We need more individuals with the same mindset and method as Maxine Waters and Jasmine Crockett to draft laws aimed at protecting our people. We need the Ketanji Brown Jacksons to fairly adjudicate the laws. We need more Ben Crumps and Johnnie Cochrans to try pivotal cases. We also must have more financial backers to flank the likes of John Rogers, Don Peebles, and Robert Smith, who put good chunks of their earned wealth toward supporting Black causes, political and economic.

“Even if it didn’t necessarily look like it, your father also was a capitalist. He was part of the establishment, but more than anything, he was about making change that also was focused on the principle of economic inclusion.”

Don, who’d been on my father’s congressional staff before becoming one of the country’s major real estate developers, shared those thoughts with me. It was, in part, his agreement that we each have a role to play in our ongoing pursuit of a fully stocked and loaded Black liberation. A full-throated, unbound, multifaceted, and multidimensional freedom lets us—and us alone—define the many characteristics, strains, colors, and tones of Blackness. Black people are not a monolith, though forces within and outside our communities often try to reduce and constrain us to that. But, far from being one thing, we are all things. Good, bad, and indifferent. Embracing those realities itself is liberating. And liberation means we own ourselves, truly, in ways that Pop imagined and insisted on.

My father was a lion. I am his cub, armed with a pen, writing it down, and trying to make it plain. This is the perspective of the pride, not the hunter.

I’m aware that the legacies of too many Black leaders, ones with household names and those not in the public eye or under its scrutiny, sometimes get obscured. They get lost. Sometimes those legacies have been co-opted, whitewashed, watered down, and repurposed. Before today’s FBI saluted the MLK holiday, a commemoration my father made happen, J. Edgar Hoover’s FBI was protractedly conspiring to undermine what Dr. King and Malcolm X, risking their very lives, were doing to foment Black liberation. Today, our annual salute to that activated, fearless preacher from Birmingham gets reduced to and summed up by his “I Have a Dream” speech, not his famous, strident “Letter from Birmingham Jail” or his internationally heralded protest of the US presence in Vietnam.

I’d be foolish to think that anyone can singularly control what history documents about lions like Martin or Malcolm or Pop. The very notion of control is illusory. It is elusive. Still, I do wonder. What if those with the most intimate knowledge of our revolutionaries took the first swipe at creating a public narrative about them before some outsider’s facts, inaccuracies, and misrepresentations have calcified and become too hard to scrub clean? I wonder how much richer and more complete Martin’s and Malcolm’s stories would be if they had been allowed to live a bit longer. Or if their children had been a bit older when they started grappling with their interminably tragic, mortal losses and, from there, voiced their perspective on how we remember the fallen.

More than anything, though, I am grateful. I am blessed by this opportunity to offer my acknowledgment, analysis, and remembrance of the work my father, a lion, did for all of us. God bless these words.
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Chapter 1

 The Blueprint

My father used his voice like an instrument, hitting every note to keep people moving in the direction of progress. His even tone made his appeal. Hello, folks. This is Congressman John Conyers Jr. with an important Election Day message. . . .

He tweaked his prepared script in between takes as he broadcast on a local radio station during that long-ago day of campaigning in the Motor City. With each improvised revision of his pitch for 1968 presidential contender Hubert Humphrey, a political friend, and other Democrats, Pop was careful to repeat what had been a centerpiece of his campaign when he was first elected to Congress in 1964. Let’s overcome our powerlessness with vote power. Thank you very much.

An acoustic guitarist, a pianist, and a drummer rendered a jazzy cover of Aretha Franklin’s “I Say a Little Prayer” under Pop’s request for voter support over the radio airwaves.

For my multi-instrumentalist father, the trumpet was the primary tool for melodymaking. The piano was his favorite fallback. On the piano bench, my younger brother, Carl, and I would sit on either side of Pop as the fingers of his old-man hands glided across the black-and-whites. He’d riff on jazzman Miles Davis’s version of “Bye Bye Blackbird” or “My Cherie Amour,” the chart-topper by Stevie Wonder. Stevie was another of my father’s good friends. He’d taught Pop to play that love song on the upright piano inside his apartment in Washington, DC. That residence became the epicenter of his serial absences from me, his firstborn boy; my brother, Carl; and my mother.

For Pop, music was his first love. It consoled, bolstered, and settled him. It stirred his joy and kept him company.

To this day, Pop’s upright bass is in a corner of the living room of our family home on Seven Mile Road in Detroit. Satin curtains in a now slightly faded shade of taupe are a backdrop for that golden oak-stained bass, made of plywood, rather than a more expensive wood. Pop’s bass is dusted often and polished to a sheen. Its upkeep is thanks to my mother, Pop’s youngish widow, who, except for holidays, keeps our curated living room off-limits to anyone tempted to step foot inside.

It’s not exactly a shrine to my legislating, trailblazing father, the US House of Representative’s sixth-longest-serving member until his forced retirement in 2017, when he was eighty-eight years old and I was twenty-seven. A former “Dean of the House,” my father was a gentleman and a hell-raiser. He remains the longest-serving Black member of Congress in American history in either chamber.

That living room, though, is a sacred place of memory and meaning for me: My mom is of a social class, mindset, and era in which striving Black folks who were barely up from sharecropping sometimes wrapped their newly acquired furniture in protective plastic covers, just in case you got it in your mind that couches and chairs were for sitting.

“Don’t be playing in my living room!” was the first and final warning my mother gave whenever company was over or my brother and I got too turnt up.

As for Pop’s lustrous bass, I don’t remember it ever being anywhere except securely nestled in that corner of the out-of-bounds living room. When I walk through the front door of the family house on Seven Mile and glance up the foyer stairs toward that corner, I’m once again in my father’s presence. When I pick up the saxophone Pop bought me when I was nine years old, maybe ten, my ears conjure the sound of him blowing that horn one last entertaining time, for me and my brother.

Though he died when I was twenty-nine and he was ninety, Pop looms. There are photographs and newsclippings and newsreels and film footage and YouTube videos and a freight-shipping container filled with files of research, papers, books, desks, desk lamps, congas, a different upright bass, and a host of other what-have-yous from Pop’s old office on Capitol Hill. They were my father’s maps of the world as he charted it. They became my guideposts.

I toggle between my father’s worlds and my own when I’m circulating through Detroit, which is both a big city and a small, insular town. That, in part, is my observation. It’s also an observation I’ve gleaned over time from an assortment of people, born and raised elsewhere, who’ve made Detroit home. Some of those transplants relocated to the heart of the city during yet another iteration of Detroit’s off-and-on rebirth, cycles that started way before I was born and, these days, can get hamstrung by an unrelenting exodus of taxpayers, including Black people. Those transplants have told me this, summarily: The city is a marvel and a conundrum. Its Black power—cultural, social, and political—is mind-boggling. However, its grip on Black collective wealth and Black collectivism, period, has been precarious. Detroit teeters. Its academically credentialed professional class and unionized blue-collar workers, particularly in the dwindling auto industry, are connected, for sure. Yet, they’re also separated. Some of those doctors, lawyers, architects, and such grew up in the same public housing or run-down neighborhoods of once stately art deco, midcentury modern, and other homes. They know poverty and how it feels to be sidelined. They may or may not be in the fight for the masses of blue-collar, working-poor, and outright destitute Black folks who, in the Motor City, with its inadequate public transit system, can’t afford a car to get to work. As in so many parts of our nation, a disproportionate number of the Metro Detroit region’s jobs also moved to the suburbs.

But trying to adapt to a place is quite different from growing up in it. Some of those outsiders’ views, to me, have sounded a bit colonialist and a bit imperious. Do they think they know better than a native Detroiter what ails Detroit? I’m a third-generation son of my city. My observations about Detroit life are rooted in the facts of my birth. They are rooted in me being deeply grounded in the land that launched me and, before me, launched my father and his generation of Black elected officials during the Civil Rights Movement.

Black Detroiters moved from that period of what I call hope-in-action—voting Pop in as the second Black congressman from Michigan and his comrade, Coleman Young, as Detroit’s first Black mayor—to what is today’s somewhat dissipated hope. Starting in 2013, mostly Black Detroit, with its below-average voter turnout, elected a white man, Mike Duggan, to consecutive terms as mayor. Perhaps, that’s a consequence of voters feeling as if Black leaders failed them. But the truth is more complicated than that. The truth, at least in part, is that Young and several Black mayors who followed him in leading Detroit City Hall were up against the whims and will of systems, including political ones, stretching from Lansing, Michigan’s state capital, to Washington, DC.

My story traces and tracks my father’s movements. The story of his political life and legacy, likewise, extends from Michigan to Washington to points beyond and between, until, finally, he retired and returned to our hometown. In Pop’s last years, I had the honor and gift of enlisting myself, my days, my talents, and my time in service to my father. We’d kick it for hours in the comforts of the house on Seven Mile or shoot around Detroit to his favorite restaurants or community events, or we’d just be, doing much of nothing.

I store and keep one of my favorite photos of him and me in my iPhone; Pop’s smile is big and easy. He bears no sign of the stress-induced devastation that made him violently ill and, we feared, would take him out right then and there. That hospitalization happened a few weeks after he was ousted—over the refutable, unadjudicated allegations of sexual harassment of a longtime female staffer—from the job he’d pledged himself to entirely and relished like no other.

In that photo, though, my handsome pop shows no sign of distress. He is a glowing, tested-and-proven old soldier, peering over his shoulder at me. My dandy of a father is wearing a navy pin-stripe suit, a white handkerchief in the chest pocket. The subtle flex and nod to his more than a half century in the US House of Representatives is the pin in his left lapel, designating the 99th congressional session. It is something earned not given. It is a treasure someone as unassuming as the Dean cannot help but be proud of.

I wax poetic on the mic as Pop eyes me, I’m wearing a Lululemon jacket and polo shirt, denim jeans, and tweed and leather Alife high-top sneakers. I look straight ahead. I offer gratitude for my father’s generous and forceful existence. It’s amazing, I remind everyone, that we still have Pop and can revel in his delight over being celebrated on his ninetieth birthday. I am giving Pop his due.

My salutation repeats what I’ve said so many times before: “Pop, this country owes a lot to you. Not many people receive their flowers while they can smell them. We all gathered here to celebrate you and say thank you, for everything.”

That was a summation of my salute to my father on that afternoon. Our gang of relatives and friends—regular folks from the neighborhood, stakeholders from news headlines, people from places near, far, and in between—was marking Pop’s longevity at a party his baby brother, my uncle Nate, hosted in his home flanking what once was a whites-only golf course. I was twenty-eight years old on that day in 2019 when Pop finished his ninth decade. In 2019, the average lifespan for a Black man in America was seventy-two years, four years fewer than for white men. Pop had beaten those odds, and then some. And though I didn’t dwell on it, I’d accepted that Pop, in the flesh, would not be with us for much longer.

On the day of his final birthday party, Pop had been out of Congress for almost two years. But, still, he was talking politics and policy, his favorite subjects. After fifty-three years of leaving his indelible mark on Washington, DC, the nation, and, by some measures, the world, lawmaker mode remained Pop’s default. Here and there, he sprinkled mundane, everyday things into the birthday party convo. Mainly, though, he was making observations about what we confront, about the demons he thought our American motherland had exorcised and buried. He repeated the big, unanswered question: “What shall we do about all that’s going on right now?”

No matter the topic, I loved listening to my father. On that particular occasion, I savored his nearness to me. Often without realizing it, I’d study him. As one in a first wave of modern Black American politicos, Pop’s achievements were Herculean. I cannot evaluate myself by any similar metric. On Pop’s birthday, I didn’t ask how I could possibly follow his class act. No comparison could ever be made.

Yet I’ve lived my life in the shadow and light of my father’s.

He and I were a mutually adoring duo. Philosophically, ideologically, and strategically, we were of the same mind on many matters. On others, we splintered, yet kept our common end goals in view. Among what we shared, as father and son, was a determination to help ensure equity for everyone, on every front of human existence, and focus our eyes and energies where we could make a reasonable, meaningful impact.

 Pop took his ideals to Congress, winning each of his twenty-seven consecutive races for his congressional seat by a landslide. His lowest winning margin was 77 percent; his highest was 97 percent.

In my 2022 losing bid to fill my father’s old congressional seat, I came in fourth in a field of nine candidates for the Democratic Party nomination. Eight of us candidates were Black. The winner—in a Democratic stronghold like Detroit, the nominee is all but assured victory in the general election—was Shri Thanedar. A pharmaceutical industry executive, he was born in India.

In 2019, Thanedar relocated from Ann Arbor, where 82 percent of the population is white, to Detroit’s affluent Palmer Woods neighborhood, qualifying him to run for Pop’s old seat. (In 2018, he’d lost the Democratic gubernatorial primary to Governor Gretchen Whitmer.) Blacks comprise three-quarters of Palmer Woods residents and slightly more than three-quarters of residents in Detroit. By the sheer numbers, Detroit is the largest majority-Black city in the United States.

I’ve spotlighted Thanedar’s outsider status and wealth not because I’m anti-immigrant or anti-rich. (It bears noting that Pop, a public servant, had the seventh-lowest net worth of any among the 435 members of the House of Representatives. A few years before leaving Congress, he was in the red, with a negative net worth of $129,001. By comparison, $500.6 million was the highest net worth among House members.) I’m merely pointing out an irony of our present politics that allows a kindhearted and well-meaning carpetbagger, but a carpetbagger nonetheless, to become the congressman representing Detroit.

Should eight Black candidates—me being among them—have split Detroit’s mainly Black vote so severely that Thanedar took the No. 1 slot with 28 percent of the primary vote? Maybe not.

Did I view my father’s old seat as my birthright, as some of my detractors claim? Absolutely not. I also believe I’ve not gotten a fair shake. Precisely because I am not a pound for pound facsimile of Pop, because I am not of his generation, because I embrace different routes and methods toward achieving the same results that my father sought in terms of equity for everyone, some members of the old guard political establishment—but not only them—don’t take me as seriously as I’d like and believe I deserve to be taken.

I was born at 11:49 a.m. on Thursday, July 5, 1990, at Detroit Women’s Hospital. I’m from Seven Mile, or the Mile, as we refer to it in the city. I graduated from Detroit Renaissance High School (I’m a proud Phoenix), created lifetime friendships in Detroit, continue to help launch and support community groups and business enterprises in Detroit, pay taxes in Detroit, and commune, kneel, and pray at the altar of my preferred Detroit church. I have resided and worked elsewhere, including in Los Angeles and New York City. But I’m a Detroiter, to my core and in my soul.

Yet, my lived experiences in and observations of other places help to inform my assessment of my hometown—what it has, and what it lacks. Among the most glaring deficiencies: How is it that Detroit has no adequate public transit system? University of Michigan analysts calculated that a third of folks in the Motor City have no vehicle of their own. And yet, nearly 75 percent of all jobs in southeastern Michigan, the region dominated by Detroit, require a car to get to. How can we claim to be concerned about citizens’ economic, social, and physical mobility if the aforementioned is true? If they have no reliable, affordable transportation to a job or a decent grocery store or a doctor’s office or wherever? How much longer will we let decision-makers pay lip service to caring about Detroit’s poor, disproportionately Black citizens but leave intact the structures that entrap so many?

Up until the day he died, these also were my father’s questions. My father was the son of a pioneering Black United Auto Workers executive and a homemaker mom. They’d migrated to Detroit, a land of greater promise, from Jim Crow Georgia. They had expectations and dreams for their children. Pop, the second oldest of my paternal grandparents’ five offspring, earned a bachelor’s degree in history from Wayne State University and his jurisprudence doctorate from Wayne State University Law School. Later, a civil rights activist, lawyer, and legislator, he displayed a distinct style, combining elegance and gentility with cunning. If he was about to cut your throat, figuratively speaking, you’d never know it. He’d call you “sir” or “ma’am,” address you by title and honorific. He had a certain, sure, square-shouldered posture. His voice was as calming as it was firm and commanding. He assumed his role among the many who’ve collaborated in an American Civil Rights Movement that is unending and circles back on itself. As governments and legislators in the New South try to out-MAGA the man who created that madness, they’re also banning textbook lessons on this nation’s bloody racial history. It’s as if they think that Blacks will not challenge their newest acts of aggression. We’ve been shown how not to cower, how not to bow. As they try to erase the martyrs and leaders of our resistance from the national consciousness, they think we will forget our power. We won’t.

We’ve amassed power before, even if our grip upon it has loosened, even if we’ve lost sight of its importance and find ourselves struggling to regain it. In his early years, Pop crisscrossed the country, litigating on behalf of, among others, Freedom Riders who were jailed en masse for defying the entrenched laws of the Jim Crow South. In the process, he struck up an enduring friendship with the Reverend Dr. Martin Luther King Jr., whose reputation rested on the words he wrote and lived as much as the ones he preached. Dr. King initiated a correspondence with my father that lasted until King was murdered. “Words fail me,” Dr. King once wrote to Pop, “in expressing my deep and heartfelt thanks to you for your visit to Selma, Alabama last week. Your very presence there has had an electric effect on the voteless and beleaguered Negro citizens of this city, county, state, and nation.”

After Alabama employers blackballed Rosa Parks for setting off the 1955 Montgomery bus boycott, Pop placed her on the payroll of his Detroit office, where she worked for two decades. Mrs. Parks arranged, on Pop’s behalf, for Dr. King to show up during the 1964 election season: “You’ve got to come to Detroit and embrace Brother Conyers. We need you.”

“He didn’t give me a direct endorsement,” Pop said, of MLK’s nonetheless full-throated support for my father’s congressional bid, “because, if he explicitly vouched for me or anyone else, he’d get a flood of requests from other candidates. But he made it obvious that he was in my corner.”

Dr. King made a point of posing in photos with Pop. Dr. King and Pop sent messages back and forth through actor-singer Harry Belafonte, comedian Dick Gregory, and others among their mutual friends and activists. “And any time King was in Detroit,” Pop said, “he and I would go together to visit churches, restaurants, and other spots where people in the community would gather.”

Dr. King’s final push for Pop’s campaign came five days before the election. With a motorcade of local pastors, he wound through all of Black Detroit, along the great avenues and into the fourteen-story Brewster-Douglass Housing Projects, Detroit’s biggest public housing complex. Reserved for people who had jobs but, nevertheless, straddled the federal poverty line, it was the childhood home of Diana Ross, Florence Ballard, and Mary Wilson, before they were the Supremes, and of their fellow Motown superstar Smokey Robinson.

“Every few blocks,” Pop said, of that final push in his first campaign, “Dr. King would step out, stand on top of a flatbed truck, and talk about how Black folks had to vote for candidates running to speed up the pace of change. He didn’t say my name, but the message was clear. And these were the people, the streets, the neighborhoods that I was running to represent.”

People poured out of their homes, barbershops, stores, wherever to look and listen. “Every one of them wanted to be in the presence of Dr. King,” Pop said. “But King wasn’t on the ballot. I was. And I knew that even with his backing, it was probably going to be a close election.”

It would have been hard for my lawyer father and Dr. King to be unknown to each other. Almost everybody, Pop told me, who had anything to do with the Movement and getting white folks’ feet off Black folks’ necks, pretty much, knew everyone else who’d signed on for the heavy lifting. They were, Pop said, a small universe of people.

Ahead of June 1963’s historic Detroit Walk to Freedom, Dr. King sermonized in my hometown about Black demands, refutations, and hopes. “Segregation is wrong because it is nothing but a new form of slavery covered up with certain niceties. . . .” That’s what MLK proclaimed before a mainly Black but multiracial Motown crowd preceding the 250,000 who, two months later, would march right up to the steps of the Lincoln Memorial in Washington.

A rainbow of bodies—which, up until this moment in 1963, was unimaginable—descended on the National Mall that August for the same reasons that Pop and his fellow Detroiters had flooded their city’s bustling Woodward Avenue in June. Blacks then comprised 40 percent of Detroit’s population. They largely subsisted on the economic margins. They were subjected to routine aggressions by what were called the Big Four Patrols, baton-wielding, pistol-packing officers who rode four to a car and jumped out at random to accost Black people. Those same officers were sworn to protect the thousands upon thousands who peacefully poured onto Woodward (3 percent of police were Black at the time of that historic march in the Motor City; today, Blacks comprise more than half of the department’s sworn officers).

 MLK locked arms with Black Detroiters and the likes of then mayor Jerome Cavanagh, an anti-segregationist white who’d garnered 85 percent of the Black vote. Those marchers were televised worldwide, chanting and belting songs about deliverance.

“Those guys were trying to kill us,” Pop told me, encapsulating a Black foreboding that clouded those times and, even now, hovers.

Pop wasn’t insinuating that he, for a
































OEBPS/images/9780063336865_Title.jpg
AN ODE TO
AMERTCA'S
LONGEST-SERVING
BLACK
CONGRESSMAN

= AMISTAD
W A [mprine

of HarperCollinsPu

blishers

MY FATHER'S
HOUSE

JOHN CONYERS 1ll

FOREWORD BY MICHAEL ERIC DYSON





OEBPS/text/nav.xhtml


Contents







		Cover



		Title Page



		Dedication



		Epigraph



		Contents



		Foreword by Michael Eric Dyson



		Prologue: Look What You’ve Done



		Chapter 1: The Blueprint



		Chapter 2: In His Footsteps



		Chapter 3: Up from Black Bottom



		Chapter 4: Family We Choose



		Chapter 5: Campaign Signs



		Chapter 6: MomCon



		Chapter 7: Brotherhood



		Chapter 8: Political Limelight



		Chapter 9: Glory in the Pasture



		Chapter 10: Baptized by Fire



		Chapter 11: “Detroit vs. Everybody”



		Chapter 12: In My Father’s Name



		Acknowledgments



		About the Author



		Photo Section



		Copyright



		About the Publisher















Guide





		Cover



		Contents



		Prologue: Look What You’ve Done


















		i



		iii



		v



		vi



		vii



		viii



		ix



		x



		xi



		xii



		xiii



		xiv



		xv



		xvi



		1



		2



		3



		4



		5



		6



		7



		8



		9



		10



		11



		12



		13



		14



		15



		16



		17



		18



		19



		20



		21



		22



		23



		24



		25



		26



		27



		28



		29



		30



		31



		32



		33



		34



		35



		36



		37



		38



		39



		40



		41



		42



		43



		44



		45



		46



		47



		48



		49



		50



		51



		52



		53



		54



		55



		56



		57



		58



		59



		60



		61



		62



		63



		64



		65



		66



		67



		68



		69



		70



		71



		72



		73



		74



		75



		76



		77



		78



		79



		80



		81



		82



		83



		84



		85



		86



		87



		88



		89



		90



		91



		92



		93



		94



		95



		96



		97



		98



		99



		100



		101



		102



		103



		104



		105



		106



		107



		108



		109



		110



		111



		112



		113



		114



		115



		116



		117



		118



		119



		120



		121



		122



		123



		124



		125



		126



		127



		128



		129



		130



		131



		132



		133



		134



		135



		136



		137



		138



		139



		140



		141



		142



		143



		144



		145



		146



		147



		148



		149



		150



		151



		152



		153



		154



		155



		156



		157



		158



		159



		160



		161



		162



		163



		164



		165



		166



		167



		168



		169



		170



		171



		172



		173



		174



		175



		176



		177



		178



		179



		180



		181



		182



		183



		184



		185



		186



		187



		188



		189



		190



		191



		192



		193



		194



		195



		196



		197



		198



		199



		200



		201



		202



		203



		204



		205



		206



		207



		208



		209



		210



		211



		212



		213



		214



		215



		216



		217



		218



		219



		220



		221



		222



		223



		224



		225



		226



		227



		228



		229



		230



		231



		232



		233



		234



		235



		236



		237



		238



		239



		240



		241



		242



		243



		244



		245



		246



		247



		248



		249



		250



		251



		252



		253



		254



		255



		256



		iv














OEBPS/images/9780063336865_Cover.jpg
\

MY FATHER'S

AN ODE T0
AMERICA'S





