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Very Short (62 words)

Otis L. Lee, Jr. is an attorney turned author who is African-American. He achieved personal and 
professional success despite the odds of growing up during a time of segregation and Jim Crow laws. Today 
he shares his insights and experiences through writing, video shorts and speaking engagements. Additional 
information is posted on his Facebook page (Otis Lee Author) and his website (www.otislee.com).

Short (180 words)

Otis L. Lee, Jr. grew up in Georgia and Virginia, the son of schoolteachers who valued education, hard 
work and self-reliance. He attended “black” Virginia schools, first in Charlottesville and later in Richmond. 
Outside the classroom he studied piano and developed a love of theatre. He improved his vocabulary by 
reading the dictionary. By his early teens, Lee was a voracious reader and a hard-working student. He 
would go on to attend the historic black university, Howard University in Washington, D.C., for both 
undergraduate studies and law school.  Lee has practiced law in Philadelphia, PA and Charlottesville, VA. 
He was a director of the Center For Banking in the School of Business at Howard University. Lee’s first 
book, a memoir, is “From South Boston to Cambridge: the Making of One Philadelphia Lawyer.” His 
second book is “Last Train From Djibouti,” inspired by the true story of his wife and her mentor as they 
make their separate journeys to Africa. Lee shares his insights and experiences through writing, video shorts 
and speaking engagements. Additional information is posted on his Facebook page (Otis Lee Author) and 
his website (www.otislee.com).

Full Length (436 words)

Otis L. Lee, Jr. is an attorney turned author, an African-American who achieved personal and professional 
success despite the odds of growing up during a time of segregation and Jim Crow laws. Today he shares his 
insights and experiences through writing, video shorts and speaking engagements. 

Lee’s first book, a memoir, From South Boston to Cambridge: the Making of One Philadelphia Lawyer 
chronicles his journey as he takes on one obstacle after another. One particularly poignant memory is that 
of Otis as a youngster watching his father beg a white clerk to sell him dinner for the family.  Lee goes on to 
share other life-changing experiences and memories, such as the hurdles he surmounted to become a lawyer, 
relationships and the loss of his father. Throughout the memoir, as the reader travels Lee’s path with him, 
honesty prevails. 

Otis Lee is currently in the editing stage of his second book Last Train From Djibouti, a work of nonfiction 
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inspired by the true story of two women who travel to Africa on separate missions in search of fulfillment. 
What they encounter, however, are realities that dispel their illusions. But in the process, they find a greater 
sense of self, an appreciation of their African ancestry, and their place in America. It is based on the true 
experiences of Lee’s wife, Dr. Michelle Palmer Lee, and her mentor Dr. Harriett F. Karuhije.

Otis L. Lee, Jr. was born in South Boston, VA, in the southernmost part of the state, less than 40 miles 
from the North Carolina state line, the only child of two teachers entrenched in the segregated school 
system of the southern states during the time of Plessy v. Ferguson and then under Brown v. Board of 
Education. He attended both undergraduate and law school at Howard University in Washington, DC. 

Practicing law in Philadelphia, PA and Charlottesville, VA, Lee developed success in estate planning, general 
law practice, and as a trial lawyer.  He also developed a successful real estate business and served on the 
faculties of several universities. 

His career has also included serving as Trust New Business Solicitor at Harris Trust and Savings Bank, 
Chicago, IL; Panel Executive for the Panel on Product Liability and Associate Director of the Center for 
Small Business at the United States Chamber of Commerce in Washington, DC as well as an Advance 
Underwriting Consultant for the Mid-Atlantic Region for the New York Life Insurance Company.

Lee currently splits his time between Virginia and southeastern North Carolina. He shares his insights and 
experiences through writing, video shorts and speaking engagements. Additional information is posted on 
his Facebook page (Otis Lee Author) and his website (www.otislee.com).
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Synopsis

Eye-opening, heartfelt and sometimes shocking, this is the story of one African-American man’s roller 
coaster journey through life starting with the twists and turns of growing up in the Jim Crow south. 

Unfair working conditions, substandard middle and secondary school education, negative stereotypes and 
limited financial opportunities all conspire against the young man. Despite the odds, he builds a successful 
career in real estate as well as a thriving legal practice, but then suffers a series of life-threatening cardiac 
events at age 43. 

In his memoir, author Otis L. Lee, Jr. shares with us the critical events and circumstances that have shaped 
his life. He opens his family history to us and invites us to study his own sometimes-flawed behavior as he 
advances in life and achieves his goals.

Otis first came face to face with Jim Crow at age nine while traveling to Florida when his father had to beg 
a fast food clerk for service. Young Otis was angry and ashamed, but his father was able to feed his family 
on that long trip. It was a balancing act Otis would come to respect.

Though the societal challenges thrown at the youth were many, the positive constant in Otis Lee’s life was 
his family – well-educated, hard-working, supportive parents who provided opportunity and expected the 
most from their son and from life. 

This poignant story should be required reading for young black men and women embarking on professional 
careers and for white readers who simply want a better understanding of the obstacles faced by 38 million 
Americans. 

Sales Copy

What began as an homage to long-suffering ancestors and a memoir for his own grown children is now a 
must-read primer for young African-Americans as they embark on their own journey of education, business 
and life. 

Author Otis L. Lee, Jr. talks candidly about his experiences as a child in the Jim Crow South, his coming of 
age during the turbulent Civil Rights era, and his struggles to fight stereotypes as first a young businessman 
and later as a thriving attorney.

Lee gives us a glimpse into his disappointments and failures as some of the roadblocks he encounters are at 
the hands of other successful black businessmen, attorneys and even a judge – none of whom are willing to 
mentor or even help the aspiring young lawyer.

PROMOTIONAL INFORMATION
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“Why did you write the book?”

	 From South Boston to Cambridge began as a genealogical narrative for my family. I wanted to give 
face and a voice to my family members who otherwise would be anonymous. So many people have no idea 
where they came from or the accomplishments of their ancestors. I believe that to know from “whence 
one came” is the bedrock of self-esteem. I am often reminded about what Nelson Mandela said about his 
captivity by the South African authorities, that “they could not break him because he knew he came from a 
line of kings;” He knew who he was.

The book evolved from this project on genealogy to a David and Goliath saga about my life and 
overcoming odds, some self-imposed and others systemically imposed. I also thought it useful to share 
the lessons I learned from the practice of law in Philadelphia and what that was like for me. Finally, I also 
wanted to debunk stereotypes about black folks as lacking initiative, frugality ethics and the ethos of hard 
work, love of family and achievement.

“Where did you get the inspiration?”
	
	 My first inspiration was the terrorist attack on September 11, 2001. I was moved by the losses to the 
families of 9/11 of their loved ones and the fact that the event was so unexpected that it left the children, 
most importantly, without a record or a more complete knowledge about their loved ones. The New York 
Times ran a series of short biographies about each victim.  I read them and the paucity of information about 
these people was clearly noticeable to me.  So I thought it would be good for me to leave a written record of 
my life and how I felt about the world for my two sons.  I wish that I had had this from my father.

“Who are the main characters?”

	 Myself, from youth through adulthood, innocent until educated in the ways of the world. My 
parents, Otis Leonard Lee and Rosa Belle Moon Lee, both educators who taught in black-only schools 
in the segregated school system of the south. Lang Dixon, a friend and colleague. He was a successful 
businessman but damaged by his family. Lang aspired to the better things in life but was never quite able 
to put the whole package together. Wendy Bee, a good friend and one of my anchor clients. Wendy was a 
hard-working entrepreneur, successful but unable to master the “back office” job of running a business. She 
was a naturally gifted woman who could have been a surrogate mother if needed.

“Do you think your experiences in the segregated school system of the south hindered 
your education and ultimately your successes?”

Q & A WITH OTIS LEE
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	 Yes, but not unqualified.  The segregated school system did not provide a competitive education. 
It was systemically designed that way.  But the system was comforting.  Being around your own people 
and not in a hostile environment.  The segregated system for me at least allowed for my latent talents to be 
revealed without discouragement.  My success, not without trial and tribulation, occurred because I was 
given a chance and I had the will and the intellectual drive to overcome to succeed notwithstanding the 
deficits systemically and personally hence the need for black colleges and universities.  

“Do you feel your family life helped you or held you back?”

	 Helped, if not solely responsible, no question.  My family life was integral to my success.  My 
parents supported me and made opportunities available to me.  They supported me and made the best 
decisions they could for me based upon their judgment at the time.  My parents were always there, they 
continued to support me in the worst of times and in the best of times.  They never wavered.  They never 
loss faith and continued to invest in me.  I was raised in a loving and caring close knit family.

“Who should buy your book?”

	 The people who would buy this book and get something out of it would be those who like the 
story of the underdog, the “Rudy” type character who would not take “no” for an answer and refused to 
be broken by a system that sought to destroy him.  Seekers of truth would find my book interesting. Folks 
interested in lifting the veil of ignorance and misconception about a segment of the black community in 
America that is not the typical story of poverty and ignorance.  Those folks interested in knowing what it 
is like to be middle class and to grow up in America thinking that everything was going to be “alright” if 
you lived by the rules and played the game the right way, not knowing that the deck was stacked against 
you: The price of naïveté and the cost of shedding innocence.  Those interested in how it is to make it in 
America as seen through the eyes and experiences of one middle class African-American.

“How do you like the work of a writer as opposed to that of a lawyer?”

	 At this point in my life, I prefer the work of the writer because it offers solace; it is less stressful.  
The work of a writer allows for introspection.  Looming in the back of a lawyer’s work is the court, the 
client and Bar.  Both jobs require command of the language but writing releases creativity and releases the 
spirit.  You can get off  the “beaten path” more freely. Contemplation, introspection, creativity and going 
down unexpected pathways of discovery nourish the intellect and releases the soul to fly free for the time it 
last. Writing is indeed very hard work but the psychic rewards are plenty.



AFRICAN-AMERICAN ATTORNEY GROWS UP 
UNDER JIM CROW, SHARES POIGNANT STORY 
AND NECESSARY STRENGTHS FOR ACHIEVING 
SUCCESS

Otis L. Lee, Jr. is an attorney, an African-American who achieved 
personal and professional success despite the odds of growing up 
during a time of segregation and Jim Crow laws. In his poignant 
memoir, From South Boston to Cambridge: the Making of One 
Philadelphia Attorney, the attorney turned author chronicles his 
journey as he maneuvers many obstacles, forges successful careers 
in both real estate and law, survives a life-threatening series of 
cardiac events in his early 40s and finally raises his much loved 
sons to flourishing adulthood.

Lee was born in South Boston, VA, in the southernmost part of 
the state, less than 40 miles from the North Carolina state line, 
the only child of two teachers entrenched in the segregated school 
system of the southern states during the time of Brown v. Board of 
Education. He attended black-only grade school and high school. 
He went on to attend Howard University, the historically black 
university in Washington, DC for both his undergraduate and law 
studies. After graduation he practiced law in both Charlottesville, 
VA and Philadelphia, PA.

The memoir, which began as a legacy for Lee’s two sons, traces the 
family history from Patrick Moon, Lee’s great-great-grandfather 
born in 1795, a slave in Halifax county, VA and Amos Lee, a 
slave in the Confederate Army to the present with genealogical 
research, family papers and many historical photos. 

Reviews for the book have been positive and eloquent:

“This is not just a story of race, of black and white; this is a coming 
of age story, in which the protagonist longs to “sing his own song” 
but first has to discover what that song is through life’s struggles 
and setbacks.”
 – Justin R. Wert, Editor, Associate Professor English, Piedmont 
Virginia Community College

PRESS RELEASE
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“It is a remarkable journey into the innermost parts of his 
life as a young boy growing up in the segregated south where 
Jim Crow laws were used to stifle the aspirations of young 
black boys and girls … Seeing life through his eyes has given 
me a greater perspective of the power of the human spirit. “ 
–  Frank S. James, MD

Lee is currently in the editing stage of his second book Last 
Train From Djibouti, a work in creative nonfiction inspired by 
the true story of two women who travel to Africa on separate 
missions in search of fulfillment. What they encounter, 
however, are realities that dispel their illusions. But in the 
process, they find a greater sense of self, an appreciation of 
their African ancestry, and their place in America. It is based 
on the true experiences of Lee’s wife, Dr. Michelle Palmer 
Lee, and her mentor Dr. Harriett F. Karuhije. Lee expects 
Last Train From Djibouti to publish in late 2017.

Lee, who currently splits his time between Virginia and 
southeastern North Carolina, speaks regularly about his 
writing and experiences. He also maintains a Facebook page 
(Otis Lee Author) and a website (www.otislee.com), where he 
posts scheduled events, videos, news and other information.

He can be reached via email at otis@otislee.com or by 
telephone at 434-293-9977 to schedule speaking engagements 
or for other information. 

About Otis L. Lee, Jr.
Otis L. Lee, Jr. is an attorney turned author who is African-
American. He achieved personal and professional success 
despite the odds of growing up during a time of segregation and 
Jim Crow laws. Today he shares his insights and experiences 
through writing, video shorts and speaking engagements. 
Additional information is posted on his Facebook page (Otis 
Lee Author) and his website (www.otislee.com).
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1. Otis so hungered for learning and intellect that he began reading the dictionary in high school, a practice 
he continues today.

2. As a boy, Otis nearly drowned in a public swimming pool. It affected him so profoundly that, as an 
adult, he has made the conscious choice to go swimming everywhere he visits. He has swum in Xian, 
Beijing and Shanghai, China; he swam in Istanbul, Cappadocia and Antalya, Turkey. He swam in Dakar, 
Senegal.

3. During one summer vacation during his youth, Otis picked cotton in Fitzgerald, GA in order to earn 
enough money for a baseball mitt.

4. When he was an attorney in Philadelphia, PA, Otis received a court appointment from the Dependency 
Court.  It was covered in the Daily News and the Philadelphia Inquirer as the case of the Baby Thrown Out 
the Window. 

5. Otis’ heart attack in 1990 at 43 years old served as a wake up call for him. A hospital psychiatrist helped 
him work through his anger, self-pity and denial.

6. While on a trip to Ghana in 2002, Otis acquired his African name drawn from a dialect of the Akan 
tribe Nana Yaw, which translates to “chief born on Thursday.”

7. This memoir began as a legacy for the author’s two sons and evolved into a novel-esque coming of age 
story of an African-American male born and raised during the Jim Crow South.

8. Otis L. Lee, Jr. is a member of the Virginia State Bar Association, a past member of the Philadelphia and 
Pennsylvania Bar Associations, and a practicing attorney in Virginia for over 30 years.

9. Otis L. Lee, Jr. has been a successful real estate entrepreneur since the 1970s. Continuing a family 
tradition of real estate investment, he purchased his first piece of property in Chicago, IL., in1973. He 
continued his real estate career in Philadelphia, Pa. from 1983 – 2016.

Otis Lee, Author
F A C T  S H E E T
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EXCERPT: From South Boston to Cambridge
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