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This week's Kyiv Post has an article about the late Ilko' Ku'cheriv, who started Democratic Initiatives Foundation.  His exit poll the electoral fraud in 2004 which led to the Orange Revolution. Dmytro' Ponamarchuk', a comrade from their days in the Rukh, reported that he turned down $1 million from Sergei Tigipko to make the numbers go the other way, making him the only man Ponamarchuk' knows whose integrity kept him from becoming a millionaire in Ukrainian politics.

Integrity is a rare commodity in politics. Politicians have an awful reputation in America. Two years ago Americans voted for Obama mainly because they did not know about him. Sadly, we are finding out today that he is a politician no better than the rest, and many say worse.

My topic today is one American politician who has consistently demonstrated character. Anthony Robbins said "Surmounting difficulty is the crucible that forms character." Clarence Thomas certainly did that. He was born in Pinpoint, Georgia, a settlement of about 100 people in the saltwater marshes south of Savannah, Georgia. He met his father just twice in his life, when he was nine, and when he graduated from high school. He was raised in a house without running water by his stern grandfather, a man who made a poor living driving a fuel oil truck, but who was determined that his grandson would have character, and the character would make him a success.

Thomas was born a minority among minorities. There is a caste system among black people in the United States. The lighter your skin, the better your English, the higher your class. Clarence Thomas is so black that if you went out with him on a moonless night, you would never see him until he smiled. He grew up speaking the Gichee dialect, closer to the English in Jamaica than the United States.  These blacks to were isolated not just from whites culture, but from other blacks in the United States.

There he was. Poor, isolated, black, and surrounded by people who had no idea of education. But his grandfather insisted he be better than that. He enrolled Clarence in a Catholic elementary school in Pinpoint, and then a Catholic high school in Savannah itself. Although it was cheap, it was still a great burden for the family. These were black schools – and this happened about the time of the American civil rights movement. Clarence' grades were good, and when the best Catholic school in the city decided it would accept black students. Clarence was one of two who entered. He ran into a lot of prejudice from people who had never been around blacks before, or if they had, had developed a low opinion of their mental capacities.

Clarence needed all the character he had learned from his grandfather. He put up with and ignored the racist remarks as best he could, and worked his best to show that a black person could be equal with a white person. In fact, he was better. He was outstanding at sports -- no surprise for a black person -- but he also got the best grades in all of his subjects. The white boys were amazed.  Most of them were fair-minded enough to accept him, and many become his friends. They say that living well is the best revenge. I can imagine how Clarence Thomas fell when his grades in school were better than that white boys who had grown up with every advantage.

Thomas wanted to become a priest, so he went to a seminary in Missouri. Once he was there he changed his mind. The civil rights movement was at its peak in the United States, and most African-Americans decided that the proper thing to do was to be angry with the White man, and to demand everything that they could from him.  Preferential admission to universities, preference in hiring, and so on. Thomas became a Marxist for a while, placing his own demands on the white man. He was at a new college, Holy Cross, when they got one of the things they demanded -- a separate dormitory for blacks.  This was tough. He did not like being forced to choose between black friends and white friends. He felt obliged to live with the blacks, but he managed not to lose his white friends.  He gave up Marxism and the idea that people have to be categorized by social class, race, or anything else.
When he graduated, he was accepted to the best law schools in America, and he chose Yale. Of course, he did not have to worry about money -- the schools were falling all over themselves to give money to qualified black people. This was a problem.  When he graduated, he found it difficult to get law firms to take him seriously. So many black students had been admitted and graduated without working hard because the universities were afraid to fail them.  They assumed that a black lawyer could not be any good. Clarence prove them wrong -- he did very well in his first few legal cases, including defending a white murderer.  He became a corporate attorney for Monsanto.
The political system wanted to absorb, showcase and exploit talented black people. He took a job with the US Civil Rights Commission. He did very well, and was on his way to a promising career, but he could not stomach the idea that blacks should advance simply because they are black, instead of on their performance. He got sick of the whole thing, and went back to practicing law. Other blacks in politics started to look at him as being a bit peculiar.

The first President Bush appointed him to the US Court of Appeals in 1990, and then the US Supreme Court in 1991.  It was a political decision, and his most ferocious opponents were other blacks. They pulled out a black feminist, Anita Hill, who spread lies about his supposed "sexual harassment" of her. But he is a strong man and he went through the "high-tech lynching" and proved that the character of the American people was better than that of the senators – one of them now the Vice President of the Unites States – whose desperately lied to bring him down.

Thomas is now a reliable member of the conservative wing of the supreme court. President Obama believes that who you are, and especially, what color you are should be the major factor in hiring and promotion decisions. Clarence Thomas believes the opposite: Everybody, black people and white people alike, should get rewarded for exactly what they do, without any consideration for what color they are. Liberal and especially black politicians in America hate that idea.

Thomas is colorful in other ways. He drives a bright red Corvette sports car, with his white wife at his side. That is really rubbing it in. But he is a man of character, and not afraid to be an individual. He represents the best of America -- too bad there are not many more like him.
Ilko Kucheriv is dead, but integrity lives on in people I meet every day here in Ukraine.  My English students at Mryia are both disgusted with politics in Ukraine and committed to take concrete steps in politics, education and medicine to make life better for Ukrainians.  We recently passed bylaws for Toastmasters Ukraine to prevent the types of abuse that have occurred in the past.  President Teddy Roosevelt said, " Character, in the long run, is the decisive factor in the life of an individual and of nations alike."  I hope he is right.
