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U. S. General and Secretary of State

our-star General Colin Powell was once called a
F “tough-as-nails military man with compassion and
soul. ” Powell was the first African-American to serve as chair-
man of the Joint Chiefs of Staff, the highest U.S. military group.
His journey to power in the White House began in the streets
of New York’s Harlem where dreams have difficult starts.
Although Colin Powell was neither an exceptional child
nor a promising student, his life changed dramatically when
he discovered his talents and turned them into skills. Colin
Powell’s story is about character and family, duty and respon-
sibility. It is a story of faith. His life teaches us that the road to
success begins with discovering what interests us. Excelling
in life takes education, hard work, and the will to use what
we have leamed. Few people have done it so well. Colin

Powell’s life is an inspiration to us all.

Pride and Hope
A bright, silver star shone in the New York sky on April

5, 1937, the day Colin Luther Powell was born. His parents,
Maud Ariel McKoy Powell and Luther Theophilus Powell,

were exceptionally proud of their only son.
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Role model. Colin Powell's
success comes from hard
work and a sense of re-
sponsibility.
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U. 8. General and Secretary of State

Colin’s parents immigrated to the United States from Ja-
maica in their early twenties, hoping to create a better life for
themselves and their families. In the 1920s, Maud Ariel
McKoy joined her mother in Harlem, New York, where they
both found work as dressmakers. Luther Theophilus Powell
arrived in Philadelphia in 1920 and then moved to Connecti-
cut, where he worked as a gardener. Later, he moved to New
York City where he became a building superintendent and
then a stock boy for a clothing company called Ginsburg’s.
Eventually, Luther Powell worked his way up from stock boy
to shipping clerk and finally to foreman of the shipping de-
partment. Even at his highest-paying job, however, he never

earned more than $60 a week.

Parents Set the Example

Luther Powell was a short man, about 5 feet 2 inches
(157 centimeters) tall. Although he was small in stature,
he had a big heart. He was kind and caring and often
brought total strangers home for dinner. Although Luther
Powell was a man of few words, he had a commanding
personality. He liked order and was almost never seen in
public without a suit and tie. Education was important to him
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Alma and Colin Powell.
Devotion to family is an
important part of Powell's
life.
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U. S. General and Secretary of State

even though he quit high school when he was a boy to help
support his family. Faith was also important to him. He was
active in the Episcopal Church throughout his life and served
as senior warden, an important position in his parish.

Colin’s mother, Maud Powell, was also hardworking and
religious. In addition to working at the clothing factory, she took
care of the household and volunteered at church. Maud was
proud that she had completed high school. She enjoyed super-
vising her children’s schoolwork and keeping them in line.
Colin often said: “She could cut me down with a single glance.”

The Powells had a strong sense of family. They helped
one another and sacrificed for one another. When Colin grew
up and looked back on his life, he praised his parents for the
way they raised him. He said: “My heroes are my parents,
Luther and Maud Powell. As I get older, I find I have a greater
and greater appreciation for what my parents did for me. They
set a wonderful example, demonstrating love and care and sac-
rifice for my sister and me, as well as my many cousins. In their
own quiet way they made it clear that there were certain expec-
tations of each of us. That meant getting educated, getting a

job, and going as far as you could with that job. ”
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U. S. General and Secretary of State

Luther and Maud met in the summer of 1927. After a
two-year courtship, they married on December 28, 1929. The
couple moved into an apartment building at 20 Morningside
Avenue in Harlem, a fashionable African-American neigh-
borhood at the time. Their first child, Marilyn, was born here
in 1931. Their son, Colin, came along five and a half years
later. By that time the neighborhood was beginning to
change, and it became clear that it was no longer a safe place

to raise children.

Growing Up in the Bronx

In 1943, when Colin was six years old, the family
moved from Harlem to the South Bronx in New York City.
They rented a four-bedroom apartment at 952 Kelly Street in
a community called Hunt’s Point. It was a working-class
neighborhood made up of a variety of races and nationalities.
Though heavily Jewish at that time, the community eventual-
ly included families from Mexico, Puerto Rico, China, Ire-
land, Poland, ltaly, and several African countries. In the
neighborhood, everybody knew everybody’s business.
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Harlem in the 1920s.
Young Colin lived here
before he and his family
moved to the Bronx.
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U. 8. General and Secretary of State

Colin and his sister, Marilyn, grew up in a large, extended
family. It included Colin, Marilyn, and their parents, plus
their mom’s sister, brother and mother. A host of other family
members lived within a four-block radius. Colin’s Aunt Gytha
and Uncle Alfred Coote lived across the street from them, and
Colin passed his Aunt Laurice and Uncle Vic’s house on the
way to school. A little farther down, his godmother lived with
her family. His Aunt Beryl also lived nearby.

A Close-Knit Family

This close-knit family of aunts, uncles, and cousins
watched over Colin and his sister. Throughout Colin’s life,
these family ties provided the strength, security, and support
he needed to be happy and successful.

The people and places important to Colin were all within
walking distance of his house. His grade school was three
blocks away, and if he walked another block, he reached his
junior high school. Between the two schools stood St. Mar-
garet’s Episcopal Church, where the family had its own pew.
And a few blocks in the opposite direction was Colin’s high
school. As Colin Powell put it, “When I stepped out the door
onto Kelly Street, I saw my whole world. ”
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