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It was a little over a year ago, actually in this hotel, where I was sitting in a conference room with two African-American men, both of whom I considered my friends, when one turned to me and said, “You know, yesterday, the way you presented yourself and talked to me, I felt like I was the slave and you were the master.” Well, my heart stopped; it stopped beating in my chest. I was simultaneously hurt to the core but also angry. It was as though my very character, my heart and soul, the very essence of who I am, had been attacked. So, here I was, a white man leading a large African-American initiative, the Deep South Network for Cancer Control, and apparently, based on what I had just heard, not doing very well.

How does a white man, born in the deep South—the “Black Belt” of Alabama—in what was at the time a fully segregated society, get to this position at age 57, and what is it like? Well, I think that’s what Frank asked me to talk about today, so that’s what I am going to do.

Almost my entire life, I’ve had relationships with African Americans. My earliest childhood memory is of Henrietta; Henrietta was my grandmother’s maid. We called her a maid, but that’s not really what she was. She was a cook, a housekeeper, and a nanny. She was hired by my grandmother, whom we called Grand Daisy, when my father was age 6, so she had been working in my family a long time. She raised him, and she raised my brother, Bill, and me. My mother and father both worked—which was a little unusual in the ’50s—so I stayed with my grandmother during the day when they worked, and so Henrietta was the one who raised me. She was family, and the only thing that I can remember about Henrietta is that love flowed both ways: It flowed from us to her and from her to us. She made fudge or tea cakes in the afternoon and called us in from play. We came in barefooted with shorts on and no shirt. That’s how we ran around Demopolis in those days. She had the right to discipline us, and many wise things we actually learned from her. I miss her yet—a special, special lady.

And, then, there were Rabbit and Matthew, two unbelievable characters, full of life and mischief at the same time. Both of them were in their mid-20s when I first encountered them. I was 13, and I was working side by side with them in the hayfields and the barns of a dairy farm just outside of Demopolis. Rabbit would pick me up at about 6:00 a.m. in the morning. We’d stop by the local country store and get crackers, cheese, bologna, RC Cola and then head for the fields. I learned a lot from those two. Some of the stories were truly eye-opening for a 13-year-old boy, as you can imagine.

And, then, another memory was of Robert. Robert actually was totally immersed in a white man’s world. He worked for one of the richest men in Demopolis, and he was basically in that family 24 hours a day. I remember the astonishment of the white community to see Robert, of all people, marching in the Civil Rights movement. But it was a fully segregated society in which I grew up, and that was the dichotomy. At the individual, one-on-one level—human being to human being—with Henrietta, Rabbit, Matthew, Robert, there was love, admiration, and respect. But at the institutional and societal level, the culture prevailed: segregation, separate but equal. So, as night fell, the relationships somehow ended, and we each retreated to our own separate segregated worlds.

My ancestors fought in the Civil War—of course, on the Southern side. Daniel Partridge, my great-great-grandfather, was in General Lee’s Army of Northern Virginia on the two Northern invasions. So, as a youngster, I was told about the Civil War: why it was fought—obviously, from a Southern perspective—who the heroes were. And of course, as kids, we played Civil War all the time, and we fought over who was going to be the Yankee versus the Confederate. Life was good; it was fun. We had the full range of the town and its countryside. Our only rule was to be home by dark. Otherwise, we could go where we wanted to. All seemed in order.

And then the ’60s, and the Civil Rights movement began in earnest: Martin Luther King; the Freedom Riders; bus burnings; church burnings; the Selma-to-Montgomery march; the killing of Viola Liuzzo and the Philadelphia, Mississippi, killings; and the Ku Klux Klan. I didn’t read about this in the paper; I didn’t see it on TV; it occurred in my back yard. My father was a lawyer, born and bred in a segregated society, and neither knew nor could conceive of another way of life, much as his forefathers neither knew nor could conceive of a life without slavery. And so it goes on: the sins of man from one generation to another.

I graduated from a segregated high school in 1965, still believing, as my father and society had taught me, that segregation was right and appropriate. Truly amazing that at the one-on-one level, it seemed so different, but at the societal level, segregation seemed so necessary. So, at this point, I was off to college, which was truly segregated and truly secular. No African-American relationships at all during that period of time. And medical school in the early ’70s was not much different. But, then, during my residency and fellowship years in GYN oncology, African Americans came back into my life as patients, nurses, aides—but no African-American physicians. There was no Harold Freeman in Alabama in the early ’70s.

But at least I was able to relate to these African Americans in my life one-on-one again—and not just at the societal and institutional level, but at least, human being to human being. And, something else was changing during this time. Years of education, exposure to a changing world, a profession steeped in compassion and care, and a deepening faith—and I’m sure other influences not fully understood—began to make perfectly clear to me the evils of slavery, segregation, discrimination of any kind. It’s obviously heart and character that count, not the color of skin.

And, so, through a series of unexpected events, after 11 years of private practice in GYN oncology, I ended up in academic medicine, running the Division of GYN Oncology at the University of Alabama at Birmingham. That was in 1990. Eighteen months after that, I was asked by the Cancer Center Director to respond to a RFP which was to establish a system ensuring that rural cancer patients got care by a cancer specialist—or, at least, a consultation by a cancer specialist. So, my first grant was actually in the Black Belt, where I was born and raised—my home—and it dealt mostly, as you might expect, with African-American populations.

The grant was awarded at a time when cancer disparities were rising to the public consciousness. They had always been on Dr. Baquet’s and Freeman’s consciousness. But it was basically the early ’90s when it really began to be a public issue. And so began a new era in my life, with the assistance of many people. Mona Fouad, my right arm: She knows about community-based participatory research; I don’t know a thing about it. I’m a cancer surgeon, remember. Groesbeck Parham, who became my African-American conscience. Agnes Hinton and Nedra Lisovicz, who stepped up to the plate when the University of Mississippi dropped out as a partner for the Deep South Network 5 days before the original application was due. Freddy White-Johnson and Claudia Hardy, two beautiful African-American women, who serve as the project managers for the Deep South Network and have the unbelievable skill to be in the community one minute and walk into an academic community the next, relating to both. And, then, Pat Bailey and Annie Aaron, Community Health Advisors, part of the 883 that have been trained in the Deep South Network. Francine Huckaby, Pearlean Day, on the staff: just an amazing group of, really, hundreds of people that have assisted me in my career—mostly African Americans. We began to train Community Health Advisors; recruit African-American faculty, establish the Alabama Partnership for Cancer Control in the Underserved, establish the Morehouse School of Medicine-Tuskegee University-UAB Cancer Center partnership, Reach 2010, and then, finally, the Deep South Network. I became a white man immersed again in an African-American world.

I’ve been a leader all my life—captain of the football team for 2 years; president of the Key Club, my college fraternity, Alabama Chapter of the American College of Surgeons, Alabama Society of Clinical Oncology; Chairman of the Commission on Cancer of the American College of Surgeons; Division Director—and the list goes on. No different from many of you that are sitting out in this room who have been leaders all of your lives. But before the Deep South Network, it was always leadership of mostly white organizations. This time, it is different.

Well, what’s different this time? The usual trials and tribulations of leadership are still present—fear of failure, difficult personnel decisions, disappointment in myself and others, anxiety, worry, waking up at 4:45 a.m. in the morning, worrying about the day—all of these things that each of you in your own leadership roles feel and experience. But there is something different. There is something different in this new leadership role, leading mostly African Americans. There are 500 years of oppression and our own individual personal pasts as they relate to that oppression. The history and the personal pasts are just below the surface, and often ready to erupt at the slightest nudge.

Before I go on, let me give you an example of that. In 1996, I was sitting in the second annual Partnership for Cancer Control for the Underserved in a room about this size—probably this many people in it, mostly African-American women and a few men. The Director of the Breast and Cervical Cancer Early Detection Program was introducing the supervisors—the regional supervisors—for that program. But as he began to introduce them and call them by name, they began to stand, and they were all sitting at one table, and they were all white. You could have heard a pin drop when one of the more vocal black women in the audience stood up and said, “Well, they’re all white. Why are they all white?”

And, of course, we worked our way through that situation. And then, my own personal failure; I’ll never forget it. I’m sitting in a retreat with the Morehouse School of Medicine-Tuskegee University-UAB partnership, and I’m being grilled by one of the young investigators who was implying, and probably correctly, that we were not giving enough support to her research effort. My feeling was, again probably incorrect, that she was not working really hard enough, either. And so I said, “We’re not conducting ‘research welfare.’” Well, the minute that word came out of my mouth, I knew that it was wrong, and I would have loved to have pulled it right back in, but I couldn’t. All I could do was to immediately apologize publicly to her and the group for what I had said—and then privately to her, of course, later—hoping that would somehow mend the fences, which it did. But, it’s just right there. I mean it is just right there. Likewise, I’m sure many of you working in these areas and these situations have your own stories to tell.

But, back to the question. How does one deal with these issues at the leadership level? For me, personally, working with African Americans in the South, it has really boiled down to one observation and a belief. Now, what I have to say next will probably offend someone. Heck, in all likelihood, what I’ve already said has offended someone. I was sitting on a swinging bridge with my daughter in Lexington, Virginia, a couple of days ago, talking about my anxieties regarding this talk, and she pointed out that it is always difficult to talk about something personal. It would have been real easy for me to get up here and talk about the Deep South Network. It’s somewhat abstract; it’s not as personal as what I’m talking about today. So, when you talk about yourself in a public forum, it’s difficult. When you talk about your deepest beliefs, which I’m going to talk about just a little bit in just a minute, that observation is going to touch somebody at his or her own personal level; it’s going to be either positive or negative.

First the observation: The Deep South African-American man or woman is for the most part deeply spiritual, usually defined in the case of the Deep South African American as Christianity. You do not conduct secular events in the Black Belt of Alabama or the Delta of Mississippi; you just can’t do it. Jesus Christ is always mentioned and called on frequently. So, when we have an event in the South, it’s going to open with a prayer; it’s going to close with a prayer; and there are going to be testimonials in between. That’s just the way it is. The Deep South Network does not intend to change that.

Secondly, my belief has developed as I’ve increased my study of Christianity and deepened my faith -- in many ways stimulated by the trials and tribulations and joys of working in the African-American community. The study of Martin Luther King’s namesake [Martin Luther] has really crystallized this belief, that there is one thing that we all have in common, regardless of the color of our skin, our ethnicity, our gender, our race, our nationality, our religion or karma, or whatever the perceived difference may be. What we have in common universally is that we all sin, we all fall short of what we are intended to be—maybe not in human eyes, but at least in God’s eyes. I don’t believe there is really a difference between a white slave trader in the 1600s, and a black man in Rwanda or the Sudan that’s committing genocide. Nor do I really believe there is any difference in the white man who believed O. J. Simpson should be executed and the black man that rejoiced in the streets at his acquittal, or the Islamic militant terrorizing innocent people and the American soldiers at Abu Ghraib prison who treated the Iraqi soldiers the way they did, or the white man blocking the entry of a black student into college and the black mother completely indifferent to her child’s education. I believe in God’s eyes they are all the same. What we have in common is that we are all fallen—me, you, and those I’ve just mentioned—and, at least for me and for those in the Deep South Network, what we have most in common is our understanding of this and, in our case, a need for a savior. It’s my belief that the sooner we realize how alike we are—at least on the inside—ask for and receive each others’ forgiveness, and work together in love, with those hugs we were talking about earlier,  then we can attack this new moral imperative that stands before us. Just as slavery was morally wrong, just as segregation was morally wrong, so, too, is cancer health disparity.

Let me finish by returning to my opening story. Having just been called a slave master, sad, hurt, angry that all my works had come to naught; how does one address such a challenge? To explain who you believe you are and what you stand for? I believe there is really only one way. It is with humility, introspection, compassion, care, a willingness to listen, a willingness to change, and above all, a love for those who have challenged you. What you can’t do, obviously, is get angry, retaliate, argue, assault, get even, turn your back on your mission or your friendship – all unacceptable. The same black man who called me a slave master, I loved before he said that, and I love him still and truly believe he loves me. The situation is fixed because we cared about each other on a one-to-one level. I believe the leadership of these Special Populations Networks, soon to become Community Networks, requires “servant” leadership. I personally believe that no other leadership is likely to succeed. For servant leadership is all about humility, introspection, self-assessment, caring about those you serve, and the ability to listen, a willingness to change, and lastly, and most importantly, deep love for those you serve.

Let me end by returning to Martin Luther, who wrote the following in his Heidelberg Disputation: “The thirst for glory is not ended by satisfying it but, rather, by extinguishing it.” Let me say that again: “The thirst for glory is not ended by satisfying it but, rather, by extinguishing it.” I would hope that an understanding and application of this remarkable insight by Luther will guide my public and my spiritual life. I really appreciate the opportunity to share these thoughts with you this morning.
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