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CHAPTER ONE 

___________________________________ 
 

The Value of Life’s Early Lessons 
 

 

 

 

 

 

ike many children born in the 1950s, I was raised 

without the financial support or presence of a father. 

About six and a half million American families, 

including ours, had incomes of less than five thousand dollars a 

year. Out of one hundred seventy million citizens of 1957, only 

four million families had incomes of ten thousand a year or 

more.  

Giving birth to a child in the hospital was a luxury most 

blacks didn’t have. In fact, blacks didn’t even have a guaranteed 

right to vote in 1957. We were a typical poor family, and my 

birth took place in a rundown rooming house on the corner of 

2nd and Douglas Avenue in West Palm Beach Florida. I was 

delivered by a neighborhood midwife and cared for by my 

grandmother Ruby Lee (Big Mama) and two aunts: Pearlie Mae 

(Mom’s only sister) and Big Annie (Big Mama’s only sister). 

They alternated as my babysitter while my mother worked. 

Willie Mae Lockhart was my mother’s name when she gave 

birth to me. Because I wasn’t born in a hospital, there was no 

immediate documentation of my birth name. I don’t know when 

it happened, but my name was changed legally on my birth 

certificate to Ransom. My mother and father weren’t married, 

and in spite of the law, my mother gave me his name.  

L 
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Later in life, Big Mama would tell me that Mama Jo, my 

father’s mother never believed I was her son’s child. I can only 

assume that by the time I was sixteen months old, my father 

couldn’t deny the resemblance. I also believe Big Mama, who 

was one of the toughest four-foot-ten-inch women I have ever 

met, had a great deal to do with my parents’ marriage taking 

place before my brother Gregory’s birth in October of 1959. 

In my first year of life I faced a challenge greater than most 

babies do—learning how to stand with twisted feet. Now that I 

think about it, my disability may have been the reason Mama Jo 

refused to admit her son Johnny was my father. Perhaps the 

greater challenge was the one my mother faced alone, after 

being told my leg braces and special shoes would be six 

hundred dollars a pair. My father was a truck driver, and not 

until I was a teenager did I become aware that my father wasn’t 

there for my mother. Papa was the original rolling stone—he 

loved women. 

This was during a time when a new car cost about twenty-

one hundred dollars and the average wage for a housekeeper 

was below the Federal minimum wage of a dollar an hour. My 

mother had to work several housekeeping jobs and style hair on 

the side, so that one day I could walk like a normal child. I don’t 

remember seeing my mother much, due to her heavy work 

schedule, but always knew she loved me. I don’t remember 

seeing my father at all.  

Although times were hard, I never remember being hungry 

during those days. Later, times did get harder, and I would miss 

many meals growing up. 

We all lived upstairs in the rooming house until I was 

around three years old. To this day I still remember that place. It 

has long since been torn down, but I recall a mattress catching 
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on fire and my grandmother and Big Annie dousing the fire and 

throwing the smoldering linen out the second floor window. On 

another occasion, a man tried to sneak up the stairs with a knife 

in his hand and my grandmother took her shotgun and fired a 

warning shot over his head, taking off his hat, some hair, and a 

little scalp. The smell of gunpowder, the ringing and then 

silence in my ears, made me curious about the powerful weapon 

that caused it. My grandmother finally realized I was standing 

behind her and had witnessed the whole thing. She yelled 

something at me, but I couldn’t hear. A few seconds later, Aunt 

Pearlie Mae grabbed my arm and escorted me out of the 

hallway. This was my first encounter of a gun being fired; I was 

four years old and had no fear. One day I would find the 

shotgun to be my weapon of choice, just as it had been my 

grandmother’s.  

I guess things got too crowded when my brother Gregory 

came along, because we moved away in 1960, around the time of 

the “Louisiana Incident”—where 23,000 children were expelled 

from the welfare rolls, because of birth-out-of-wedlock and no-

man-in-the-house policies. It was only after that incident that 

mothers like mine could remotely depend on Federal family 

assistance.  

Being poor had its drawbacks. My brother and I, who were 

tall babies, had been born with a spinal condition known as 

scoliosis. After birth, our spines grew with an abnormal 

curvature. For Greg the curvature was more severe extending 

from side-to-side; for me the curvature was abnormal from 

front-to-back. Our spinal conditions most likely developed from 

my mother not drinking enough milk during pregnancy or us 

not receiving enough calcium to counteract the problem after 

birth. We simply grew too fast for our mother to supply us with 
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enough calcium to grow correctly curved spines. This was 

before WIC, before food stamps. Although the Social Security 

Act of 1935 called for assistance to be given to needy families, 

black single mothers were discriminated against by its 

administrators in many ways. President Eisenhower’s Civil 

Rights Act of 1957 only kick-started equal voting rights for 

blacks.  

The most lasting impression the rooming house made on 

me came as a result of me using my arms and upper body to 

hold onto things, since I was learning to walk with braces. One 

day a pot of boiling water was on the front burner of the stove. I 

grabbed the handle, and Aunt Pearlie Mae threw her body in 

front of me to protect me. I ended up with only a two-inch scar 

on my forearm, but my aunt was badly burned. 

My first-grade year at Palm View Elementary, I knew 

something had to be special about me because everyone in my 

class was older. I later found out this was the result of my 

mother’s pleading to get me in school early. My birth month, 

December, was four months after the start of the school year; I 

had to either wait until August of the following year when I was 

six years eight months or enroll at five years eight months. 

(Thanks to Mom, I also graduated from high school at age 

seventeen, a year earlier than most of my classmates.) 

The challenge of being the youngest student in class for 

most of my early school years made me try harder to get the best 

grades, because I thought older students were smarter. 

Another benefit of being the youngest was that I had little 

or nothing to say, so I observed and listened to everyone else. 

This fear of conversing may have been the best thing that 

happened to me at that early age. I was the quiet kid with eyes 

and ears open for knowledge, and that made learning easier for 
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me than many of my classmates. And, perhaps, just as 

important, through listening and observing, I mastered the art of 

reading people. 

First and second grade was easy, but a few of my classmates 

had a hard time. One student, Jimmy Bell, was having such a 

hard time I felt sorry for him. I was never sociable, but Jim was 

big for his age, and tall like me, so we became friends. When it 

seemed like he was about to fail the first grade, I had to do 

something. I started doing his lessons and telling him the 

answers on his test. By the time we reached the end of second 

grade, Jim had gotten the hang of things, and no longer needed 

my help. This was about the same time in 1964 that my baby 

sister Ruby Louise was born. Last I heard Jim retired from his 

job as a Florida Highway Patrol Trooper. 

In third grade, I started to lose interest and focus. School 

work was no longer challenging. I was bored. Mama Jo 

(Josephine Miller-Bryant, my father’s mother) lived far north in 

Jacksonville, Florida, with my step-grandfather, Oscar. Despite 

the bitter war of words between Big Mama and Mama Jo, I 

loved both grandmothers the same. If Mama Jo had doubted at 

birth, that I was her grandson, she had gotten over her doubt at 

this point of my life. 

Every summer, our mother sent me and Greg to 

Jacksonville to live with Mama Jo. From age four until we 

became teenagers, Jacksonville for the summer was a part of our 

escape from the reality of poverty. My mother would receive 

money from Mama Jo, take us to the Greyhound bus station 

when summer break started, and tell the bus driver to seat us 

behind him and keep an eye on us until we arrived at our 

transfer destination. Each bus driver would follow the same 

instructions until we reached Jacksonville eight hours later. This 
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scenario continued until we were old enough to know when to 

get off and on the buses. 

It was on one of these visits I expressed how school was 

becoming boring. Mama Jo was a Sunday school teacher and 

high-ranking Eastern Star member and was shocked to hear me 

speak of not liking school. The lecture she gave me afterwards 

changed my way of thinking. I remember a question she asked 

about what I wanted to be later in life. 

“Ray Anthony, what do you want to be when you 

grow up?” she asked me. 

“A doctor,” I said, with the ignorance and confidence 

of any eight-year-old. 

“And why do you want that?” 

“To help people.” I knew doctors who had helped me, 

after all. 

“And how do you think people become doctors?” 

“They have to go to school to learn about medicine.” 

“And, they have to get good grades.”  

For the next fifteen years, Mama Jo kept me focused on 

becoming a medical doctor. That same lecture resulted in my 

setting goals in life; and it convinced me to stay away from 

drugs, cigarettes, gambling, and life-ruining vices. Fifty years 

later, I have no idea of what it’s like to be high on drugs, what 

liquor tastes like, or what it’s like to not have total control of all 

my senses. Thanks to God and Mama Jo! My toughness came 

from Big Mama, but my desire to succeed came from Mama Jo.  

Being the oldest grandchild of a Sunday school teacher who 

had been teaching at the same church for over thirty years, made 

me feel honored. I walked to the church with my grandmother, 

and knew she was someone important, respected, and admired 

by members of her congregation.  Mama Jo was tall, though as I 
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grew older, she seemed shorter and shorter, until she had to 

look up at me. She was an elegant lady with all the class of 

royalty, and she taught us proper social etiquette early in life.  

Although I didn’t know it at the time, Mama Jo instilled 

courage in me, by calling me first to stand, read, and explain 

what was in the Bible every Sunday in class. I had to do this 

from age five through age twelve, and I never found reading the 

Bible in front of a filled classroom to be an easy task. However, 

the lessons of leadership that spun from those Sunday school 

readings made me fearless when confronted later in life with the 

need to express myself to others.  

Social attire was a big deal with Mama Jo. She taught me 

and Greg how to dress. She also taught us how to care for our 

skin, hair, nails, and teeth. This may sound a little strange to 

some readers of a different generation or ethnic background that 

a grandmother would teach two grandsons about ointments and 

skin creams; things most young girls would learn, but her 

lessons kept me looking younger than my age for many years. 

Young black males, being raised by single mothers, are often 

denied these special one-on-one lessons in hygiene needed at a 

young age, because the mother is too busy trying to put food on 

the table. During my childhood, the grandmothers would 

observe their grandchildren and teach them what they didn’t 

know or failed to practice after being taught by their mother. 

My first trip outside the state of Florida was with Mama Jo, 

to Thomasville, Georgia. She took us on many trips during those 

summer months, to as far north as New Jersey, to visit her 

brother, my Great-uncle Ernest. We spent about half of our 

Christmas vacations with Mama Jo. During the winter we 

traveled as far west as Denver Colorado to climb snow-covered 

mountains. We never knew in advance which state we would 
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travel to; it was always a surprise. These trips were truly an 

escape from the poverty of south Florida. 

Statistically, grandparents spend almost as much money on 

their grandchildren as the children’s parents do.  Mama Jo was 

no exception. Even during the mid-to-late 1960s, which were 

hard economic times for black people in Florida, she would 

spend her last dollar on us. Perhaps we were like her very own 

children. My father, her only child, had gone to prison at an 

early age to serve thirty years for organizing a major robbery in 

the mid-1960s, in West Palm Beach. 

I remember visiting my father in Raiford State Prison in 

Starke, Florida at age eight. There were no metal detectors yet; 

the guards used to pat-search me. I stared through the small 

thick glass at my father and wondered what he could have done 

so bad that not even his family could touch him. Why such a 

thick glass? Why use a telephone to talk to my father? But the 

only question I actually asked my grandmother was, “When is 

Daddy getting out of this place?”  

For another eight years I was told, “Soon,” but never 

stopped asking and never stopped praying. My father was a 

mystery to me and Greg for most of our lives, but we respected 

and loved him for giving us life and our height. Each male 

member of our family stands six feet four inches or taller. 

There was a secretive side to my father. A few years after 

Greg’s birth, my sister Veronica was born to a woman other than 

my mother. There was another sister whose name I never 

remembered, in one of the Carolinas, a third sister named 

Precious born in Fort Lauderdale, and a sister named Joy (the 

youngest) born in Riviera Beach. All of my father’s illegitimate 

children were girls, from different women. The shortest is five 

foot ten; the tallest six foot two. 
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No matter how much I enjoyed the summer trips to stay 

with Mama Jo, I always returned home to be confronted with 

negative things. Times were a bit rough because of racial tension 

throughout the entire country. I sometimes heard my mother 

and grandmother talking about Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr. and 

his Nobel Peace Prize (1964), and the right to vote. The Voting 

Rights Act of 1965 was passed and in theory made it illegal for 

anyone to restrict the right of anybody to vote. They also spoke 

about Malcolm X’s assassination that year; I sensed through 

their conversations they feared what happened to Malcolm X 

might one day happen to Dr. King. 

At eight years of age, it’s possible my thoughts of great 

black leaders being targets of assassination and beatings had a 

negative impact on my desire to succeed in school. After all, 

why aspire to be someone great if you only ended up dead? 

What I didn’t know was that many blacks before me had died, 

so that one day I would have the right to an education. I didn’t 

know that after this ultimate physical sacrifice, blacks also had 

to endure a process of assassination of spirit, hope, and dreams. 

As a young black school kid, I would soon have more to worry 

about than maintaining passing grades. There was a history-

changing racial war going on, and I would be caught in the 

middle of it. 

In addition to the Jacksonville trips, Greg and I tagged 

along to Karo, Georgia; the town where Big Mama grew up. 

There we were taught to hunt rabbit, wring the necks of 

chickens, and make ice cream. We watched the elders make 

soap. Our tasks also included picking peas and collard greens. I 

could see the Georgia relatives from whom I had inherited 

strength to go along with my height from my father. Big Mama’s 

cousins, Lonnie and his brothers, and their children, were all of 
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muscular build. These were very strong, rough-playing older 

cousins who didn’t know their own strength—especially Cousin 

Lonnie. Every time he grabbed me it hurt. 

Picking greens, peas, and beans was also a way I made 

money back in Florida at an early age. Big Mama would take us 

to Belle Glade, Florida, with her sister, Big Annie, Mom, and 

Aunt Pearlie Mae to pick vegetables for money. I dreaded those 

days, but they helped me develop an extremely strong back. 

When I was little, Aunt Pearlie Mae would call me “Strong 

Man.” Now I began to deserve the name. Later in life I would 

become an accomplished power-lifter and private strength 

trainer, and achieve a personal weightlifting record in the 

deadlift of seven hundred twenty- five pounds. The field labor 

of Georgia and Florida farming instilled a hard work ethic in me 

that allowed me to survive and feed my family. I learned 

physical labor in a way many others would not care to 

experience. 

The notorious neighborhood known today as Dunbar 

Village was called the Projects when I was eight. We lived there 

because it was where struggling mothers lived on Welfare with 

their young children until they could do better. One memorable 

thing happened to me while living in the Projects. My mother 

entered me into a Halloween costume contest being held at the 

Pleasant City Recreation Center. Mom had many paying talents: 

she styled hair, worked in nursing, and did special event 

housekeeping with Big Mama. She was also a seamstress. For 

my costume, my mother decided to be unique and dress me up 

as a little girl with makeup, wig, dress, and slippers. I told my 

mother, “NO WAY!” If I could have told her, “Hell no,” and 

gotten away with it, I would have. After pleading with her for 
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over an hour and her constantly asking me if I wanted to win, I 

agreed. 

My mother escorted me to the recreation center and I signed 

in. The three judges, two men and a woman went down the line 

asking each contestant questions before making notes on their 

vote card. I was the last contestant to be questioned. The lady 

judge asked me, “Little girl dressed up like a princess, what is 

your name?”  

I said: “I’m not a little girl.”  

“What did you say?” the judge asked. 

I said: “I’m not a little girl. My mama dressed me up like 

this; I’m a boy.” The crowd seemed shocked. A local newspaper 

photographer taking pictures snapped photos.  

After the judges and the crowd finally settled down, I 

looked over at my mother, and she had this, “I told you so,” 

smile on her face. Mom had pulled it off. I won the contest, and 

my picture and an article about me appeared in the local 

newspaper. I was embarrassed, but liked being in the news. 

Mama tried to get me to do something similar the following 

year, but there was no way I would ever do the “dress like a 

girl” thing again. 

My mother eventually got us out of the Projects; by my 

fourth grade year, she had become a nurse’s aide, working long 

overtime hours. She also attended college and worked towards 

becoming a Licensed Practical Nurse. 

The lady who kept us after school was named Ms. Fannie. I 

never forgot her, because she would pay me a quarter to push 

my little hand and a wire down the stopped up toilet in her 

house. I guess this was my first paying job, unstopping foul 

smelling toilets with my bare hands for spending money. Many 

years later I would reflect back on the nasty toilet experience 
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and become angered at the thought of having been used like a 

toilet plunger to save a little old lady the few dollars it would 

have cost to buy one. 

I was around eight years old when I had an experience that 

took away my childish faith in people and made me view 

strangers with suspicion. While I was staying after school at Ms. 

Fannie’s house, a man in his twenties, whom I had seen hanging 

around the neighborhood, approached me and asked if I wanted 

to make a dollar. I said, “Doing what?”  

“I need you to help me clean up the backyard across 

the street.”  

“Okay,” I said.  

But when we got in the back yard, the man grabbed me and 

pinned my chest against the side of the wooden house.  

“What you doing? Get off me!” He pulled at my pants with 

his free hand, trying to pull them down. I knew this wasn’t 

going to turn out good for me if I didn’t do something fast. I 

threw two elbows back-to-back—the first one connected to his 

rib cage; the second one missed. He grabbed at his side, and I 

managed to escape. As I turned to run away, I looked back and 

saw the guy’s penis hanging through the front of his pants.  

The experience of being sexually molested made me vicious. 

For the next fifteen years, everyone with whom I had a physical 

confrontation was severely punished. I fractured ribs, arms, jaw, 

or kneecaps. I carried a switchblade for four years after the 

incident. I actively searched for the man who had attacked me.  

It was only after I joined Palm Beach Karate Academy that I 

found the inner strength to let go of my desire to hurt this man. 

When I ran across him again, I was about twenty and had been a 

black belt in karate for four years. I could have ended his life 

with one blow. The guy looked ill and twenty years older than 
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his real age. I towered over him. I started to ask him if he 

remembered what he had tried to do to me twelve years earlier, 

but by that time, for me, it was either remain silent or take his 

life without a word. I simply looked at him, smiled, and walked 

out the door. Of course, now I realize that he went on to molest 

other children because I didn’t speak up, and because the laws 

then didn’t make it easy to accuse him. This decision to forgo 

revenge I would make many times in my life, as I grew into the 

gangster I would become.     

We moved from the Tamarind-Division Projects, after the 

molestation incident, to the less crowded community of 

“Pleasant City,” and lived off 22nd and Spruce Street in a 

downstairs two-bedroom apartment. This was a rough 

neighborhood where I would get into fights and spend the next 

seven years of my life. It’s also where I helped raise my baby 

sister Ruby. Big Mama and Big Annie were the only other family 

members in a position to babysit Ruby, but they were both busy 

helping with Aunt Pearlie Mae’s one-year-old son Cornelius. 

Aunt Pearlie Mae was also expecting a second child whom she 

named Donnell.  

My mother was dating Johnny Young when she got 

pregnant. He was a short and strict man. Greg and I didn’t like 

him because he was mean to us. We had to call him “Mr. 

Johnny.” Ruby was Mom’s only daughter and she was 

pampered because Mom always wanted a girl. We were a lower-

class family and another member made us poorer, but poverty 

makes people have children. Some people might not understand 

that being able to afford another child isn’t an issue for a mother 

living in poverty. She adapts without giving thought to money 

she doesn’t have.  
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I was eight at the time and the oldest. Although not quite 

old enough, I was given the responsibility of looking after my 

baby sister while my mother was at work on the eleven p.m. to 

seven a.m. shift. This responsibility was mine for the next five 

years. For many years I foolishly believed that being stuck at the 

house babysitting a little sister who was afraid of the dark was 

the reason I didn’t have a girlfriend until I was fifteen. Really, 

there was no choice. Where would my mother find a babysitter 

from eleven at night until seven in the morning? Even more 

unlikely was her being able to afford a babysitter. 

I remember those years of raising my little sister, but she 

probably does not. Those memories were all I had of her because 

I would soon be grown, on my own, and unable to watch her 

grow up beyond the age of eight. Once I was gone, Ruby only 

heard rumors about her big brother Ray. I remained a mystery 

to her for the next three decades, and never knew the stories she 

heard about my gangster lifestyle made her a little afraid of me.  

She would tell me later that the family kept everything 

about me quiet, but to her I was a hero. 

Over a decade after desegregation had been made law by 

the U. S. Supreme Court case of Brown v. Board of Education, 

(1954), many whites in powerful positions over education and 

law were only just implementing the Court’s ruling. I would 

soon find myself faced with the adversity of racial inequality as I 

was forced to change from an all-black elementary school to 

help integrate an all-white school.  
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he boundary for being bused to one of the 

remaining all-black schools excluded the east side of 

Spruce where we lived. This meant my brother and 

I had to attend Northboro Elementary, a recently integrated, 

previously all-white school. Of the four hundred students, 

blacks numbered forty.  

Florida was one of the last states to enforce busing to 

achieve integration. Consequently, along with me and later my 

brother, some two dozen kids from my area were forced to walk 

to school from 22nd to 40th Street, because no one would 

transport us. The mile-and-a half walk to school was a very 

memorable one through an all-white neighborhood. Not only 

was it a long journey for a fourth, fifth, or sixth grader, it was 

also a dangerous one for any black kid in 1966. Blacks living in 

Pleasant City were notorious for beating up whites who 

wandered into the neighborhood. Whites living in the 

Northwood neighborhood would do the same to blacks. 

The first few days of school we received unwelcomed 

stares. The “N” word slipped out of mouths left and right, as if 

practiced for perfect delivery. Before the end of the week, most 

of the forty black kids were either getting rides to school or 

walking an extra half mile the long way around Dixie Highway 

to avoid going through the all-white neighborhood. My mother 

was one of the few people in Pleasant City who owned an 

automobile, but she worked too many jobs to give us a ride to 

T 
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school every morning. Most of the time she was still at work 

when we left for school, which meant no breakfast or some 

concoction I would fix that would later have my stomach 

hurting. I always put too much butter, salt, sugar, or flour in the 

Welfare-issued food to make it taste better. I could never get the 

powdered eggs or milk to taste right.  

At first, my friend Freddy and I thought a few stray dogs 

were wandering the neighborhood. We soon realized, as the 

number of dogs grew, that the whites in the neighborhood were 

leaving gates open and letting their German shepherds, 

Dobermans, pit bulls and other dogs loose to chase us. I guess 

they thought we would stop going to school with their children 

if we were afraid of the dogs. What they didn’t know was that 

we had nowhere else to get an education. Our parents didn’t 

have the time to baby us to school and back every day. 

Removing from the equation what white or black parents 

wanted, we wanted an education equal to what white children 

were getting. If our white classmates’ parents had shot at me 

and Freddy, we probably would have dodged the bullets, told 

our parents, and continued going to school. 

School was boringly easy, but thanks to Mama Jo, I knew 

dropping out wasn’t an option for a kid aspiring to become a 

doctor. Besides that, I was taller than most kids, and probably 

would have been called a “Big Dummy” or “Dummy Slim” later 

in life. 

After five months, Freddy and I were the only black 

students left to walk through the all-white neighborhoods. We 

were being defiant, mainly in support of what Dr. King was 

doing. Everyone else took the long route around.  

A typical day after school included being chased by ten-

member gangs of young white kids for a few blocks. On one 

occasion, Freddy and I were on our way home when a boy 

named Nicky Grossman and his gang charged at us with 

hunting knives and sticks. Freddy ran towards the eight-foot- 

high chain-link fence on Dixie Highway. I didn’t move.  
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Nicky and his gang of hooligans surrounded me. By this 

time, Freddy made it over the fence and looked back at me. 

“Run!” he yelled, but I was tired of running. Besides, Nicky only 

outweighed me by about twenty-five pounds.  

He and I looked each other in the eyes. Nicky’s exact words 

were “He’s all right; we’ll let him go.” They all turned away and 

left in a group.  

Freddy climbed back over the fence and joined me for the 

journey home. I had called Nicky’s bluff and there were no more 

gang scares after that day. Likewise, it seemed that most of the 

dogs were back in their owner’s fence by the time we headed 

home. After that more black kids joined us to walk home from 

school. 

President John F. Kennedy had been assassinated in 1963, 

some three years earlier. Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr. had 

received the Nobel Peace Prize in 1964, some two years earlier. 

Malcolm X had been assassinated in 1965, a year earlier. The 

question Freddy and I wondered about was why white people 

were so angry at black people. 

Although nervous at first, I was colorblind when it came to 

my white classmates. I didn’t have a racist bone in my body. I 

eventually accepted the dog chases as a form of athletic 

challenge and endurance. The chases made me an extremely fast 

runner for a tall kid who once wore leg braces to walk. Freddy 

was already faster than me and many of the dogs, but there was 

one Doberman he couldn’t outrun. This dog would run at a trot 

alongside us as we zigzagged at top speed to keep from getting 

bitten. After one or two blocks the dog would give up. The 

message I got from this dog was that: “You know I can outrun 

you and bite you if I want to, but I just like scaring the hell out 

of you two black kids.” 

Around the sixth month of school, the dogs stopped chasing 

us. Their owners were locking them up. I never knew what 

happened, but believe our white classmates were telling their 

parents about our academic and sports achievements. Now we 

were receiving invitations from our classmates’ parents to come 
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over and hang out with their kids on weekends. Their parents 

had finally accepted us. At first it felt strange because we knew 

they were still uncomfortable. I would later learn not all whites 

in the neighborhood believed in racial inequality. 

My mother had become an LPN by now. She had helped 

integrate the Good Samaritan Hospital’s nursing staff, 

graduating near the top of their first class of nursing graduates. 

She had no problem with me having or hanging out with white 

friends. When my classmates’ parents offered me food, 

however, I was hesitant about eating it, but went ahead out of 

courtesy after watching someone else take the first mouthful.  By 

the end of the school year, Freddy and I, and a few other kids, 

had broken the ice and were treated like another member to 

these white families. The more I hung out with them, the more I 

realized some whites were doing no better than blacks. I was 

smarter than most of my classmates, and interracial friendship 

was good for our souls. Eddie, a slightly overweight kid who 

loved to eat, was my first white friend. He taught me how to 

snorkel and scuba dive. I taught him a few basketball moves. 

After school, my brother and I, accompanied by our 

neighborhood friend Cedric Green, spent most of our time 

fishing off the piers and docks at Curry Park, less than a quarter-

mile from where we lived. One day we met a man at the docks 

with an accent we hadn’t heard before. From the puzzled look 

on our faces, he must have known we were struggling to 

understand his English. He told us he was from Scandinavia and 

began speaking a little slower. He was in his forties and his 

name was Rubell. He asked us if we wanted to learn how to sail. 

We all said yes and a few days later went out on the sailboat that 

was Rubell’s home. We sailed through the inlet and out to sea.  

After that we spent hours on the Atlantic Ocean trying to 

catch the winds. We occasionally fished, but learning how to sail 

was our primary mission. I don’t believe we ever learned it the 

way Rubell wanted us to, but it was a big deal for three black 

kids to experience that lifestyle, especially with all the racial 

tension throughout the country. 
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The three of us—Cedric, my brother, and I—could swim 

like fish. We loved to fish off the boat ramps and piers, but 

fishing was an expensive hobby, requiring reels and rods, lead 

sinkers, and bait. We purchased the reels and rods from the local 

pawn shops. Although rods and fishing line took every dime we 

made selling bottles and aluminum cans, we still found ways to 

get the expensive fishing hooks, lead sinkers, and fishing bait. 

One technique we used was invented by Cedric. 

At the boat ramp to the north was a huge condominium 

complex from which raw sewage ran into the inlet. This sewage 

was what the fish fed on. Huge manatees (sea cows) gathered 

around the complex because of the warm stream of water 

flowing from it. This location was where everyone fished and 

lost hooks and sinkers on the bottom of the inlet. On day Cedric 

was fishing and lost his last hook and sinker, so he dived into 

the water and while dog-paddling, forced his body down until 

his feet touched the bottom of the inlet floor fifteen feet below. 

With his feet, he would feel for fishing lines, hooks and sinkers. 

Once he located one, he used his toes to grab it or he would flip 

over and grab it with his hands before swimming to the top for 

air. Cedric would hang fish hooks on his swim trunks, place the 

lead sinkers in his pocket, take a deep breath, and go down 

again and again until he had enough fishing tackle to fish for a 

week. I quickly learned to do the same. 

But it was scary. The only thing scarier than the dark, 

sewage filled waters was being bumped by a sea cow the size of 

a small whale. These creatures were big and ugly, but very 

gentle. If it looked like you were drowning, a sea cow would try 

to swim under you so you could ride its back to the surface for 

air. 

Once we recovered enough lost fishing tackle, we needed 

bait. Along with a three-hook snatch hook retrieved from the 

inlet floor, we would place a lead sinker on the line and cast out 

in schools of mullets to snatch as bait. When we had baited the 

line with mullet we were ready to fish for sand perch, king, 

blues, snapper, and yellow jacks. We also built crab traps and 
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placed them in the water with raw chicken as bait to catch crabs. 

I caught fish, brought fish home, sold fish—but never ate them. 

The reason for that was a fish bone got stuck in my throat when 

I was four years old. My mother spent hours trying to dislodge 

the bone by making me eat a half loaf of balled-up bread and 

drink glasses of water. I have never eaten fish since that time. 

Likewise, pork is something I stopped eating a few years later.  

Greg and I worked on Saturdays with my Uncle K. W. (my 

great-uncle, brother to Big Mama). He paid us ten dollars for ten 

hours’ labor, cutting grass, pulling weeds, and raking leaves at 

large estates over on the island of Palm Beach. For us, that was 

good pay. Besides that, all we did during the summer weeks 

was build motorized go-carts, build and race mini-bikes, and 

fish. Sometimes, the inlet and ocean kept us away from daily 

stabbings, beatings, and violence in Pleasant City. 

It seemed that whenever I did hang out in the recreation 

center—shooting pool or playing ping pong or basketball—

someone would start a fight with me. Why, I don’t know. Some 

readers over a certain age will understand what I mean when I 

say it could have been jealousy, either of my attending a 

majority white school, or of my spending time on the water or 

with white kids. For others, you have to understand that white 

schools were better funded and had children from wealthier 

families. Even if this wasn’t the case all over, poor families in the 

South thought that way. Cedric didn’t have much trouble with 

this; he was from one of the largest families in the City, with 

many brothers and tough sisters. Greg and I, however, were the 

only school-age siblings in our family. We had to fight one-on-

one because we were in different age groups and often in 

separate locations when a fight was started. 

One day Greg came in the house crying. Some kid jumped 

him and beat him up. It wouldn’t have been fair for me to go 

after a kid two years younger than me every time he lost a fight. 

I solved the problem by giving Greg the choice between winning 

the fights in the streets and being sent back outside to be beaten 
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up again. “Go back outside and don’t come back to this house 

until you win the fight.”  

When he came back, he had won the fight. From that point 

on, there were no more lost fights. His secret to winning every 

time was something I didn’t find out until later: he would 

quickly pick up a bottle, stick, rock, or sharp object and hurt you 

with it, without giving it a second thought. His confidence grew; 

like me, he became a kid without fear of size or age. 

I remember President Lyndon B. Johnson deploying the first 

troops to Vietnam in 1965 when I was eight. At age ten I 

wandered why we were still fighting this foreign country. I 

questioned my teacher about the war and the Civil Rights 

movement and she gladly answered me each time. One day I 

walked in the classroom and found a book on my desk about Dr. 

Martin Luther King, Jr. My teacher had purchased it for me and 

thought I should read it. The gift from this white lady in her 

mid-twenties, made me feel special. It was the first book, besides 

the Bible, I had ever read outside the classroom.  

For most of my adult life people assumed I didn’t eat pork 

for religious reasons. However, religion had nothing to do with 

it. When I was eleven, I was over to Big Mama’s house early one 

Sunday morning. As always, she fixed me a big breakfast with 

grits, eggs, fatback salted bacon, and lots of butter on my 

biscuits with syrup. A few hours after I ate, I felt a bad pain in 

my stomach and it looked swollen. I threw up twice before Big 

Mama knew something was wrong. I had food poisoning from 

the bacon. I was rushed to St. Mary’s Hospital and admitted. My 

mother worked there as a nurse, but on a different ward than 

where my room was located. She came to see me immediately. 

Mom knew I was afraid. 

Mom assured me everything would be all right and she 

would come to check on me during her graveyard shift. The 

nurse’s aide brought in an empty five-gallon glass water jug like 

the ones used for bottled water dispensers. Two nurses entered 

the room, and one explained the procedure. They would stick 

long rubber tubes down my nostrils until they reached the 
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bottom of my stomach. The tubes would then be attached to 

suction, which would pump the contents of my stomach into the 

upright clear glass jug.  

When the first tube was pushed through my nostril, I felt a 

sharp pain raking against the back of my throat that made me 

want the nurse to stop, but I couldn’t speak. They had to hold 

me down as I struggled to stop them. It only took a minute or so, 

but I had another tube to go. The pain from the second tube was 

as bad as the first, but I did not struggle as much because I knew 

it would be over soon. Both tubes were taped in place. I had to 

breathe through my mouth more. I couldn’t sleep for the first 

few nights because of the noise from the pump. I couldn’t eat 

solid food and was fed intravenously with a needle stuck in my 

skinny forearm. The pain from the needle and tubes was bad, 

but the tubes running out of my nostrils made me feel like some 

kind of monster. The content of the glass jug were disgusting to 

look at. I thought I was going to die.  I spent two weeks in the 

hospital before being released. Mom would come by to visit 

every day or at night on her shift. They even allowed her to be 

my nurse once, and I found she was a very strict nurse. So now, 

I didn’t eat fish or pork, and I still don’t. 

I was eleven when I was in the yard and my best friend 

Johnny Graham (Val) turned on me over a rumor. He thought I 

had hit on his girl. At that time in my life, I knew girls existed 

and some guys my age claimed to have a girl, however, I had no 

idea how to get a girl or what to do if I got one, so I never tried.  

As I denied the lie, Val blindsided me with a punch that 

knocked me to the ground.  

I was in shock and couldn’t believe he had turned on me. I 

tried to get to my feet and was caught with a series of punches 

to the head and body. Down I went again. This time Val grabbed 

me, picked me up at the thighs, and slammed my back to the 

ground directly onto a large tree root growing on the surface. He 

jumped on top, pinning my arms beneath his knees. Val drew 

back his fist to punch my face. Suddenly, there was a loud 
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thump. Val jumped up as quickly as he had jumped down, but 

with a new expression of pain in his face. 

It was my little brother Greg like Superman, he’d flown out 

of nowhere—over the hedges, through the crowd—and 

managed to tag Val over the shoulder and neck with a board 

before he could hit me. Apparently, Cedric or another 

schoolmate had heard there was going to be a fight and had run 

to get Greg. I later found out that Val, my so-called best friend, 

was jealous of me and wanted to fight me for a long time. It 

seemed everyone knew I was going to be in a fight but me.  

Where’s a brother when you need him? Always right there 

when it came to Greg. From the day of that fight, I stopped 

being as sociable and was more cautious about calling people 

my friend.  

One soldier who lived in Pleasant City had served as a 

Special Forces Green Beret. His name was George Williams. I 

believe he was a captain. One day I saw him practicing a few 

moves in his street clothes and asked him if he knew karate. He 

said nothing and kept practicing.  

The next day I went back and saw him practicing again, so I 

asked if he would teach me karate. He stopped, looked at me, 

and asked, “Do you really want to learn karate?”  

“Yeah.”  

“Why? Why do you want to learn karate?”  

I responded, “So that I never lose another fight.”  

“That’s the right answer Slim. Be here at seven-thirty       

Saturday morning to start training.” 

Once the word got out that I was being trained by George, I 

became a mystery to everyone. People thought George was 

shell-shocked, and dangerous. On weekends he would sit on 

Rosemary Avenue in the notorious Florida Bar, have a few 

drinks, and wait for someone to challenge him. Without failure, 

some genius would pull a knife or gun and George would beat 

him senseless or knock him out. It was as if the war had made 

him live to cheat death repeatedly. Maybe he watched his 

buddies die in Vietnam or killed people he didn’t want to kill 
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over there. I never knew his problem, but knew he had one 

because of the way he trained me. He showed no mercy and 

demanded I never show others mercy either. He weighed two 

hundred forty pounds; his blows hurt and made my body ache 

afterward. 

When they learned that a former Green Beret was teaching 

karate, others wanted to join the class. George allowed another 

eleven students to train with us. By the end of our third training 

day half the class had quit. By the end of our second week, 

everyone had quit except me. George, whom I now called Sensei 

(teacher), made me a promise that if I continued to train under 

him I would learn kung fu, karate, and judo. Our karate school 

was so poor that Sensei had to make his military duffels into 

punching bags. We filled them with sand, gravel and rocks, and 

suspended them from a tree. Of course, there were other martial 

artists in training and challenges would go out all the time to 

fight unofficially in parks, school gyms, back yards, and 

anywhere there was enough privacy. 

My training was the same type of one-on-one training seen 

in The Karate Kid, but Sensei would actually throw me through 

the air, punch me in the stomach with excessive force, and touch 

my eyelids with his fingertips to show me he could have 

snatched my eyes out. I had to either practice enough to become 

fast enough to block blows, throws and sweeps, or suffer the 

pain for my lack of speed. I wanted to cry many times, when he 

knocked the air out of me or almost knocked me out. But I 

didn’t.   

After six months of intense training, I was able to score 

points against Sensei’s body. Once my speed matched and 

sometimes exceeded his, Sensei told me he had taught me 

everything he could and I had learned enough never to lose 

another fight. He suggested I go to an officially sanctioned 

school to be awarded color belts for mastering different levels of 

martial arts skills. I felt a bit sad being told to go train with 

someone other than Sensei. After all, this man had given me the 

skill, strength, confidence, and way of life that would save my 
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life many times in the future. I knew Sensei had more he could 

have taught me, because a master never teaches his student 

everything. Perhaps he knew my confidence was at a peak and 

felt it was the right time to send me on my way. On the other 

hand, Sensei was a loner and probably wanted to be alone again. 

I never knew the Why; I simply did as he said and found a 

school. 

Within two blocks of our apartment, was a martial arts 

school named Palm Beach Karate Academy. It was owned by 

Sensei Dale Burbank. The only problem was the lessons cost 

thirty-five dollars a week for two training sessions of one hour 

each. Money was a problem for me, and time passed. I practiced 

what Sensei had taught me every day. Even though I didn’t 

have the money to join, I would stop by the karate academy 

several times a month to watch the students. In 1969, I received 

my Social Security card—age twelve. That same year—I walked 

around to local businesses on Northwood, and got my first job 

making a dollar an hour, being paid under the counter, to clean 

floors after the restaurant closed at six. The owner was a bad-

tempered old man, with not a good word for anyone, so the job 

only lasted a couple of weeks. 

It was 1969, and Dr. King had been assassinated less than a 

year earlier in April of 1968. My tolerance for disrespect from 

whites was at its limit and news of the assassination didn’t help. 

I never forgot the expressions of disbelief on my mother and Big 

Mama’s face the day of Dr. King’s death. My mother was crying, 

while Big Mama held her with a look of anger and disbelief.  

Only a few blacks had telephones in their residence; most 

used the local pay phones. But there were two things a nurse 

had to have: a car and a phone. It was by telephone Big Mama 

and my mother received the news. The actual news broadcast 

didn’t come until much later that evening. 

There were reported riots in over one hundred cities 

nationwide for over a week. I was so angry, I went to school on 

a mission to beat up white kids. In the boys’ restroom, I began 

beating up every white kid that came. After about five fights 
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and my friends yelling, “Why you punching me?” school staff 

entered the restroom and subdued me after a brief struggle.  

They asked what was wrong with me, but they already had 

an idea. I told them white people had killed Dr. King. Their 

reply was, “Your classmates didn’t do anything,” but they were 

understanding and didn’t suspend me. I was made to go home 

that day to cool off. 

I continued to work with Uncle K.W. on Saturdays and 

eventually with my step grandfather, Percy Richardson, also in 

the lawn business. We called him Big Daddy. He was originally 

from Mississippi and one of the hardest working men I had ever 

seen. He had a chiseled, muscular build at an age when most 

men looked as if it was over for them. Big Daddy cut lawns on 

Saturday and Sunday, so I worked with Uncle K. W. on 

Saturday and Big Daddy on Sunday. Of course, church became 

secondary to my adolescent pursuit of money. Even though I 

had no financial responsibilities at age thirteen, the money I 

made working with Uncle and Big Daddy wasn’t enough to do 

the things I wanted to do. The time had come for me to step up 

and help my struggling mother. I also needed money for karate 

classes, and to impress the girls. 

Big Mama had worked for white people all her life, 

scrubbing and cleaning. She worked full-time for the Jeffers 

family, but from time to time would be invited, along with my 

mother, to join the maid staff of the Kennedy mansion. These 

had to be the most memorable work-related times of her life. 

President Kennedy family’s mansion was one of the most 

popular on the island, and there were many yearly events when 

extra help was needed.  

The Jeffers family had two sons, a few years older than us. 

As they outgrew their clothes, we inherited them to wear for the 

upcoming school year. Some of the clothes were so preppy 

looking, many of the neighborhood teens laughed at us. 

However, I have to admit, these clothes were in like-new 

condition when we got them. Big Mama had taken good care of 

them when she did the boys’ laundry. Besides, Big Mama was 
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my grandmother. I respected and loved her, so who was I to 

reject hand-me-down clothes from her employer’s children? 

At age thirteen, fed up with being poor, and tired of the 

weird stares, I set out on a mission, with my Social Security card 

in my pocket, to find decent work. I walked up and down Dixie 

Highway asking for a job. The one question many businesses 

would ask was “How old are you?” When I told them my age, 

they would say, “No we don’t have any openings.” Finally, one 

business owner joked, “Come back in about three years.”  

I asked, “Why three years?”   

He replied, “Because then you’ll be old enough for me to 

hire you.”  

That was when I realized sixteen was the minimum age to 

be hired. I was taller than average, so I started telling the 

businesses my age was sixteen. When I reached a place called 

Fredrick’s Steak House, the chef, Bernie, asked if I had ever 

washed dishes before and I said I had, many times, at home. 

Bernie thought that was funny. He asked how old I was and I 

told him sixteen. After showing my Social Security card, and 

filling out some paperwork, I had a job. It paid two dollars and 

forty cents an hour. After taxes, I took home eighty-four dollars 

a week.  

Bernie handed me an apron. The dishwasher had just been 

fired an hour earlier and dishes were piled two feet high on the 

wash counter. I asked Bernie if he could get someone to show 

me how to run the dish machine and one tray of dishes. He did, 

and I worked until two-thirty in the morning on a school day. 

Fredrick’s was only six blocks from where I lived, but I was 

a youngster walking home five or six nights a week at two or 

three in the morning. For this reason, I kept up my karate 

practice with hundreds of kicks and punches every day. I 

continued to toughen my hands and feet with Sensei’s 

techniques and practiced precision strikes to vital pressure 

points of an imaginary attacker. I had the confidence to defend 

myself with the martial arts skills Sensei George had taught me. 

Unfortunately, I couldn’t add more hours to the day. Working 
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late and getting to the school bus stop on time became a 

problem. 

I was now attending Roosevelt Jr. High, a majority black 

school. The school bus picked us up at seven a.m., and we 

would arrive at school at eight. My work schedule required me 

to work from six in the evening until two-thirty in the morning. 

By the time I got home from work and showered, it was three 

a.m. I often missed breakfast and my bus. When I caught the 

bus, I fell asleep on it. I even fell asleep in class. I had to either 

drop out of school or condition myself to run three miles to 

school to get there on time. There was no way I would walk 

away from the kind of money I was making at age thirteen, on 

my first real job. 

 

 

 

 

 


