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Excerpt from interview, lines 366-392. 
 
 

“… And at that point in time, I had enough reinforcement from the world to have some degree of 

confidence in myself, or else I was incredibly stupid, which is also possible [sniffs]. But I believed I could 

get through this school, and they were pissing me off because they were telling me I couldn't because I 

was Black. They didn't tell me I was dumb. They didn't tell me I didn't know how to do anything. They 

just, you know, ‘How are you going to fit in here?’ 

 

“I had an instructor there [Reed College] whose name was John Reed, who I don't think I'll ever forget, I 

took my first paper to him. I went into my first paper conference, and he had marked it up; I mean it was 

just terrible. He said, ‘What am I going to do with you?’ I said, ‘I'm going to tell you what you're gonna 

do with me, you're gonna teach me how to write, and you're going to let me write about what I want to 

write about. Because I don't think that you're talking to me when I'm sitting in a lecture and somebody 

says, “Write a paper on the moral implications of Achilles’ refusing to join the war until after the burning 

of the Argive ships, as described on page 236-238.”’ And except for the page numbers, that's what was 

said that we were supposed to write on. I said, ‘That's not—that's for you guys, you're talking to each 

other, you're not talking to me.’ He said, ‘Okay, deal.’ And it wasn't that I didn't have the thoughts; I 

didn't know how to organize them. I didn't know how to put them so that they made sense to other people. 

I could talk it, but I couldn't write it. And, at the end of it, I wrote a poem, at the end of the class I wrote a 

poem, and I gave it to him, and he wrote me back and said, ‘It's such a fine time being in your mind, 

thank you.’ I don't remember what I got in the class, probably a ‘B.’ But I looked at what I had not gotten, 

and this is when you start looking at the systemic level, and I thought, you know, these kids walked in 

here already having read Marx, which I asked for when I was fifteen and nobody would give me because 

it was the middle of the McCarthy era and they would lose their jobs, and I'm a Black kid in Chicago. 

And I finally read it when I get to Reed and I went ‘Aha! No wonder they didn't want to give this to Black 

kids in Chicago.’” [laughs]  

 

 


