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The death of Bahamian-American trailblazing actor and director Sidney
Poitier at the age of 94, announced Friday, has inspired an outpouring of
tributes and remembrances, with “CBS Sunday Morning” sharing a 2013
interview in which the Academy Award winner revealed that a former
Jewish coworker taught him how to read English.

The youngest of seven children, Poitier was born three months early on
Feb. 20, 1927, in Miami, where his Bahamian parents travelled to sell
tomatoes. He lived in the Bahamas until age of 15, when his parents sent
him back to Miami to live with his older brother.

He left for New York at age 16 and tried to launch an acting career, though
he had only two years of schooling and was unable to read well. However, a
Jewish waiter at a restaurant where Poitier worked washing dishes devoted
time to helping him, he told “CBS Sunday Morning” anchor Lesley Stahl.

Poitier recalled: “One of the waiters, a Jewish guy, an elderly man, had a
newspaper and walked over to me and said, ‘What’s new in the paper?’
And I looked up at this man and said to him, ‘I can’t tell you, I can’t read
very well.’ He says, ‘Let me ask you something, would you like me to read
with you?’ And I said to him, ‘Yes, if you’d like.'”

…“Every night, the place is closed, everyone’s gone, and he sat there with
me, week after week after week,” Poitier added. “I learned a lot, a lot. And
then things began to happen.”

In 1992, when Poitier was given the Life Achievement Award by the
American Film Institute, he told the audience, “I must also pay thanks to
an elderly Jewish waiter who took time to help a young Black dishwasher
learn to read. I cannot tell you his name. I never knew it…


