
Old Friends and an Historic Election 
by Lou Buttino 

I have a friend, Gary, who has been my friend since we were about seven years 

old. When I was ten, somebody told me he was black and that it should matter. 

But it didn't. Not to me or to my family, especially my dad. 

My father was a powerful-looking man but as gentle as they come. He never 

hunted. He told me once that he popped some kid in school once but that was the 

only time he had been in a fight. The kid had called him a "wop." My father was 

expelled from school. 

The only other time I remember him getting mad was when a coach hit Gary in 

high school. I told my dad about it during supper, fighting back the tears, and he 

turned, dialed the coach's number and said, "If you think Gary doesn't have a 

father your wrong. It's me." 

Gary lived by the railroad tracks and sometimes the thunder on the rails seemed 

as though it was going to rip his grandmother's house apart. It was like his life, 

growing up in the 1960s. Prejudice was commonplace even in the North. 

My friend and I were inseparable. I took Gary cross-country to Camp Pendleton 

in the late 1960s, where he was to leave for Vietnam as a first lieutenant in the 

Marine Corps. In Georgia we couldn't get gas, despite the large, fully functioning 

gaseteria. I protested, Gary pointed to a shotgun beside the attendant's door. A 

night clerk at a New Orleans hotel would let me register but said he couldn't stay 

there. I had to pull him off the desk he was angrily climbing over. He asked me 

afterward about whether America would ever be about him, too. 

We lost touch for a while, I'm not exactly sure why. I was doing graduate work 

and he was pursuing a law degree. I became a college professor and he worked for 

the FBI - and is now the union lawyer for the NBA in New York City. I think when 

you get older and your parents die you begin to gravitate to the "next" family in 

your life, your friends. And it was because of this we began to see each other more 

often, and write to each other even more often. 



I purposely didn't call or write him after the election of Barack Obama. He's a 

practical guy, not given much to sentimentality-except for what the poignancy of 

autumn does to his heart. I wanted him to give me his take, raw and real. Popping 

up on my computer screen the day after the election was this: 

"Dear Louis, 

"I've not finished with my tears! I have no words to tell you how I feel or the 

intensity of those feelings. From Jim Crow to the White House. I have lived long 

enough. Just wanted to communicate with you and will do so more fully after my 

heart settles to its normal rhythm. 

-- "Your Black Brother" 

I wrote him back: 

"Dear Gary, 

"I received your note yesterday. You could not have offered your sentiments 

about the Obama election with more heartfelt eloquence than you did. 

"I was glad we shared so much together, a skinny white kid and wise black kid. I 

wasn't always thoughtful or brave, but I never doubted the injustice of what I saw 

in terms of race, or ever doubted the fact that you had to climb higher and endure 

far longer. I am not sure what is happening in America: One hundred thousand 

people showing up, 200,000 people, people dancing on the sidewalks in front of 

the White House, celebrations in Kenya. I saw so many young people, not wildly 

screaming, but eyes and heart wide open to a new world being born right there in 

front of them. I wrote my daughter early the following morning to say how glad I 

was for her. 

"We began to lose touch with one another for a while and I don't know if I ever 

explained to you what happened to me. There was too much lying and too many 

deaths in Vietnam. There was too much hate regarding race in America. Then 

there were the assassinations. I never gave up trying to help change things, but I 

could never pledge allegiance to the flag with the same emotion I once did in our 

elementary school classes, you and me, side by side. 



"But seeing the news that Barack Obama was elected President flash across the 

TV screen and listening to his words, I felt this long, painful sigh rising up inside 

me. Maybe it was forty years in coming. Tears of healing fell and I knew I had 

begun to fall in love with my country again. 

"We, as the elders now, must help our new president in whatever way we can. 

Mostly, I think, by translating his message into our work and interpersonal lives. 

It would not be good to see hope die again. 

"Hauntingly, I noticed, as Obama, his smiling children and others were leaving 

the stage, after his victory speech that there was bulletproof glass in front of 

where he had spoken. There was no such glass in front of McCain. 

It would not be good to see hope die again. 

"Love, Louis" 

 


