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PROFILE

Change in direction led to college

James Sampson was on a road that led to prison. But he turned his life around and found success in college.

BY TRISH RILEY

trish@trishriley.com
James Sampson toked a little weed, put on his Walkman and made his way through the ''hood,'' no real destination, no plan, no obligation. When he wandered back to his mother's home, the door was locked, so he settled into the front seat of the family car.

There, on the leather seat of his parents' red Cadillac, his clouded mind began to clear. With gospel singer Shirley Caesar belting her hits in his ears, he broke down crying. He decided the time was right to take her advice and get ready for his own miracle.

'I'm thinking, `Lord, how did my life end up like this? I never predicted my life would ever be the way it's going.' ''

He'd gone to jail at 17 for associating with armed robbers but refusing to testify against them (he says he wasn't with them when they committed their crime, so how could he testify?). He served five years. Eight months after his release, he was nailed for drug trafficking: He swallowed 38 plastic-wrapped packets of cocaine, nine ounces in all, and tried to carry them home from Jamaica. He was caught in Miami with a bellyful of coke.

''It was real, real scary,'' he remembers. ``I guess I did it because I didn't really have nothing. I knew I was going to go back. I just wanted to die.''

He tried to avoid the inevitable by refusing to drink the laxative that would prove his guilt.

'Something in my mind was saying, `Just die.' I remembered seeing this cartoon, and it was like I had a devil on one side, telling me to let the cocaine burst in my stomach and let me die, and I had this angel on the other side, telling me to try to live,'' he says. ``I remembered watching the cartoons, every time they listened to the devil, something went wrong. So I gave it up. I decided to listen to the angel inside and drink it. They gave me three years.''

Today Sampson is 30 and about to graduate from Broward Community College with an associate's degree in business administration. He's vice president of the African American Student Union and a volunteer role model for young kids in his Fort Lauderdale neighborhood.

''I'm not saying everything was a smooth road -- I still had some bumps in the road -- but from that day in the Cadillac, I was on the right path,'' he said.

When he arrived at BCC in 2003, administrators reached out to help pull him into a life of better opportunities.

''If students have had dealings with the law, a flag goes up and they are given a special interview,'' said Don Cleveland, a counselor assigned to serve as Sampson's advisor and mentor. ``When he came in, he was a little gun-shy as to whether he could fit the bill. He did know he needed to do something different than he'd been doing, but he wasn't sure how to go about doing that. He was encouraged not to let his past hold him back. As a result, he's always putting forth his best positive attitude and presentation. In doing so, he won the hearts of people at this college.''

Michelle Lilly, coordinator of student success and evening administrator at the school, invited Sampson to join the PRIDE program at BCC: Providing Resources to Individuals Determined to Excel. In exchange for scholarship funds, students help others through peer mentoring and homework help.

''Listening to James talk with students, encouraging them to take responsibility for their actions, is a reminder of how much he as grown as a student and personally,'' Lilly said.

In prison, Sampson churned out pages of poems and rap songs, angry music that he later threw away. Now his goal is to start his own gospel music record label.

''I can't change the whole world, but if I can help one person, stop one person from going to prison, I've done a lot,'' he said. ``That's no place for anyone.''

Sampson works with teenage boys at Carter Park in Fort Lauderdale. ''I see myself in them because they're going through some of the same situations that I went through,'' he said. ``These days and times you don't have too many positive role models. I think every child needs a father. There is only so much a mother can teach a son. They don't know how to teach a son how to be a man. Boys tend to go out in the streets to find a father figure.''

He remembers thinking his friends had his interests in mind but learning the hard way they were only thinking of themselves.

''James is one of our success stories,'' Cleveland says. ``I've learned a lot from him, and he says he's learned a lot from me. We've had a good rapport.

``You're going to be confronted by different things in life, and your interpretation is going to determine whether you go forward or backward.

``I guess attitude is everything.''

