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10 Colin Powell

INTRODUCGCTION

ORDINARY OR EXTRAORDINARY??

It was the summer of 1950. Thirteen-year-old Colin
Powell', the son of Jamaican® immigrants?, had received a
special honor. His family’s priest, Father Weeden*, had
chosen Colin to attend a church camp near Peekskill, New
York. There were just a few openings at the camp, so the
selection was an honor and a source of pride for Colin and
his parents.

Besides that, the camp offered an inviting change of
pace from Colin’s day-to-day life. He lived in the South
Bronx — a loud, bustling®, diverse® neighborhood in New
York City. The streets there were lined with old apartment
houses and family-owned shops. Colin and his friends usu-

ally spent their summers playing in the streets, amid the
crowded brick buildings and sounds of honking car horns.
Colin was black, as were many of his friends. But other
friends were Puerto Rican’, Jewish, Italian, and Hungarian®.
Many neighborhood families, like Colin’s, had immigrated to
the United States earlier in the century.
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Who Will Own Up Like a Man?

The summer camp was about an hour’s drive north of
New York in a quiet country setting. Colin was excited to
leave New York City for the green, woodsy® camp. But
shortly after arriving, he fell in with a bad group of boys.
One night the boys smuggled beer into the camp. They didn’t
think anyone had seen them as they returned with all the
stealth of Army Rangers'®. They confidently hid the cans of
beer in a toilet tank to cool. Then they returned to the other
campers.

The boys thought they were home free and felt trium-
phant as they mingled'' with the other campers. Each wore
a smile of satisfaction, thinking they had a winning plan.
But they weren’t as smart as they thought. It wasn’t long
before the priest in charge found the beer and summoned
all the campers to the meeting hall.

He surveyed the young audience coolly before an-
nouncing his discovery. Backs stiffened throughout the hall
as the boys considered the harsh discipline likely to flow
from this incident. They silently braced!? themselves for the
expected storm of words. But the priest didn’t threaten. He

didn’t even preach. He spoke in a quiet, firm voice: “Who
will own up'® like a man?” he asked. The words hung in the
air like breath on a cold day.

Was that it? Colin wondered. The possibilities flashed in
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Summer camp offered a refreshing change for

city boys like Colin.

his mind. He was sure no one had seen them. No one else
knew who was guilty. All the boys had to do was keep quiet.
Colin certainly didn’t want to suffer the shame of getting
caught. More than that, he had no wish to suffer his father’s
disapproval.

Just keep quiet, he thought to himself. But even as he



Introduction 13

thought it, the priest’s words echoed in his mind with increas-
ing volume. Who will own up like a man? Who will own up
like a man? Suddenly, things seemed very clear for Colin.
Without further hesitation, he rose and said: “Father, I
did it.” Then, two other boys surprised him. They stood to
admit their part in the deed, refusing to let him take the blame
alone.

Justice was swift. The priest put the humiliated'* boys
on the next train back to New York City. It was a long and
sad journey. But the worst part for Colin was the walk to
his house at 952 Kelly Street. The buildings seemed to press
in on him. His shoulders ached. But that was just the
beginning.

Bad news travels fast, and Colin’s disgrace was on
everyone’s lips when he entered the family home. His
mother, Arie Powell'®, spoke first. Her sharp questions cut
deeper with each pass. Then his father, Luther Powell, joined
in with his own angry words. Colin could not help feeling
ashamed. It seemed like he would carry the mark of a hood-
lum or thug from that time forward.

Just then the telephone rang. It was Father Weeden
calling for Mr. Powell. Colin watched as his father’s grim
face softened and even became friendly. He saw a reaction
that gave him hope. Later, his father repeated the priest’s
words. It was true that the boys had behaved badly, Father
Weeden said. “But your Colin stood up and took
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Secretary of State Colin Powell, left, President George W. Bush, center,
and Secretary of Defense Donald Rumsfeld, right, listen attentively during
a meeting on international affairs.

responsibility. And his example spurred'® the other boys to
admit their guilt.” His parents beamed'’. They were again
proud of their son. Colin had not only shown integrity'8, but
he also seemed to bring that trait out in others. He was,
according to his father and mother, a real Powell.

Years later, as an adult, Colin Powell often recalled the
incident. Sometimes it made him laugh to remember his

mistake. Other times he thought about the mark the event
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had left on him. He had learned about honesty that summer.
Honesty wasn’t just something he talked about after that. It
was something he tried to live by.

An American Journey

Young Colin Powell was not an exceptional student or
an exceptional athlete. For many years, he showed no signs
of greatness. He was a black child from an immigrant family,
growing up during a time when blacks in the United States
were often viewed as second-class citizens. His family did
not have much money. They could not send him to fancy
schools. Few people expected Colin Powell to do anything
out of the ordinary.

But inside this seemingly average young man, there
were qualities — such as the honesty, integrity, and courage
that he had demonstrated at summer camp — that would
make young Powell a great leader one day. Eventually, the
whole world would see those traits very clearly.

By the early twenty-first century, Colin Powell was
anything but ordinary. In the half century since his unex-
ceptional childhood, he had risen through the ranks of the
military and government. Finally he held one of the most
important jobs in the world: secretary of state of the United
States of America. In this position, Powell represented the
United States to all the nations of the globe. The U.S. presi-
dent relied on Powell’s opinions when making crucial deci-
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sions on international affairs. Other world leaders clamored
to meet with him. They paid careful attention to his words
and ideas. They knew that his views and his opinions could
change the course of history.

How did Colin Powell, a boy from the gritty South Bronx
streets, become one of the most powerful people in the
world? How did he become one of the most admired and
respected Americans in public life? What is his story? In his
autobiography'®, My American Journey, Colin Powell an-
swers the questions this way: “[Mine] is a story of hard
work and good luck, of occasional rough times... It is a story
of faith — faith in myself, and faith in America. Above all,
it’s a love story: love of family, of friends, of the Army, and
of my country. It is a story that could only have happened in
America.”



