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Investment Group, shared powerful lessons with me
and Rhonda Morris, the chief human resources officer
of Chevron, for our interview series with prominent
Black leaders. Subscribe here for all Leading in the B-

Suite interviews.

Morris: What were important early influences that really shaped

who you are today?

Primo: My parents, Quintin and Winifred. My father was a bishop in
the Episcopal Church, and my grandfather was also an Episcopal priest.
So I grew up in a very religious household, and that shaped my views
on faith, basic morals and ethical values, and especially how I should

treat others.

My parents both had careers and I observed how they managed

them. They were hard workers, and very insistent that I get good grades
and apply myself. They were classic Black parents trying to make their
kids as good as they possibly could, given that it’s a very, very
competitive world and that we’re not always given a level playing
field. The drive to be at the top of my game, to be the best, was always

there. It was deep inside me, and I'm still very driven.
Bryant: What were your interests as a kid?
Primo: Primarily studying, but I also really enjoyed music, and I was

relatively good at it. My parents had me playing piano from age five,

and I turned to the trumpet when I was nine. Ultimately, [ was going to
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pursue a music career but I got a bit disillusioned.

I realized that I was really good, but I was not the best, and I wanted to
be the best. And I used to tell my parents that [ was going to be a
millionaire Black trumpet player, and they would laugh and laugh. At
some point, I realized that it was going to be a very difficult path, and
so I focused on studying business and finance in undergrad at Indiana
University, and then went to Harvard Business School. It was there that
I decided to go into real estate finance, partly because architecture and

buildings had always interested me.

One day I was walking down the campus near Baker Library during my
first year and it came to me, that I should pursue real estate finance. It
was like a bolt of lightning — the skies parted and the angels sung and I
realized, that’s what I should do. I should go into the real estate
business — real estate finance with an international twist. I interviewed
at various organizations and received an internship offer to work at
Citibank in real estate finance and then returned to the bank after I

finished business school.

Morris: When you were growing up, did your parents talk to you

much about racism?

Primo: In our family, race was always discussed in a very objective
manner, and it was discussed in a way that did not cause me to hate
people of other races, specifically White people. One of my father’s
favorite sayings was “disagreement, but with respect.” It’s about

putting yourself in the shoes of the person you’re criticizing or



disagreeing with, and trying to have as much empathy as possible, even

if you find their opinions vile.

The topic of race had some interesting nuances in our family. My
mother, who was African American, had a Bahamian-born mother and
a White Irish father. She looked perfectly White — you could not tell

that she had even an ounce of Black blood in her.

Her hair, her nose, her complexion made her look unassailably
Caucasian. My father, whose family came from Guyana, was very
dark-skinned. They lived together in the South, and after they got
married, they eventually moved north because of the discrimination

they experienced.

My father stressed that we
keep an open mind, and that
we don’t condemn anyone on

the basis of their race.

My mother very much involved herself in my school, and she would
sometimes walk me to my classroom in the morning. The kids at this
primarily White school would say to me, “Is that your mother? Do you
have a White mother?” And it used to be the most embarrassing thing

for me.

I would say, “Mom, don’t — I’ll walk to school. Don’t take me to

school.” I was concerned about being different, and having a White



mother made me different. Later, I attended an all-Black school in
Detroit, and it was even worse. They were incredulous that I had this

mother who they assumed was White.

All African Americans in this country have had to deal with race in
their own personal ways. But my father stressed that we keep an open
mind, and that we don’t condemn anyone on the basis of their race. We
understood the limitations that we had as African Americans, but we
did not grow up as bitter, and that’s the point — that we realize we all
have crosses to bear, and that the world is unfair, and we are

discriminated against, but don’t let that hold you back.

To be discriminated against is a horrible thing. And it can cause you to
be downfallen and bitter, or you can take it and use it as fuel. For me,
it’s about demonstrating at all times my worth, my value, my
competence and to let nothing hold me back. I want to get to the finish
line, which, for me, is about creating intergenerational wealth. I take

every opportunity to make race a positive.

If I’'m the only African American in a room full of primarily White
executives, [ use it to my advantage. I’'m different, and they’ll
remember me. [ have an unusual name, and I use that to my advantage
as opposed to thinking, woe is me because there’s no one here who can
identify with me and I’'m never going to get my mission accomplished

in this room full of people who are different from me.

Bryant: But isn’t there a view that all the micro-aggressions that

come up in such settings need to be called out so that people



become more aware of what they are saying or doing?

Primo: Context matters. Within my own organization, we have zero
tolerance for any form of bias or discrimination. And when we see it,
the person gets one warning, and if we see the behavior again, they’re

out, period, end of story.

But I don’t have that control over the government officials or business
people I interact with on a daily basis. I don’t feel it is my mission to
correct every racist view or correct those who have racist opinions. I
don’t believe it’s my job to do that on a constant basis. My job is to
provide for my family. My job is to watch over my employees and my

associates and advance the mission of the firm.

If I can educate along the way, fantastic, but confrontation for me in
business is not the smartest way to go about things. It’s about showing
my competence and demonstrating that I know more on this subject
than anybody else, and that I just happen to be African American. This
is the way, in my opinion, to influence those who have discriminatory
beliefs.

And the small things matter. When I’m at a great restaurant with my
wife or a business associate, I will always over-tip. Always. I will
always over-tip because I want that server, who is usually White, to
have a very positive experience in their memories for when the next
African American couple walks in, and maybe then they will go out of
their way to provide great service to them, which in turn will lead to a

larger tip.



These things are so ingrained in my life. I take every single opportunity
that I have to demonstrate competence, experience, compassion and

empathy, especially with those who are different from myself.

Morris: What was your big break that set your career on a higher

trajectory?

Primo: After Harvard Business School, I worked for Citibank for about
eight years. But my learning curve had become very flat, even though I
was advancing very quickly in terms of promotions and pay increases. I
decided it was time to start my own business, which I did, and early on,
I failed miserably. But then I started up again in 1992 and created what

today is called Capri Investment Group.

Fortunately, I had a loving, caring, and employed wife who allowed me
to pick myself up, get back on that saddle, and keep moving. But there
was never really a moment that was a big break for me. I’ve always had
to outwork most everybody else, outthink most everybody else, be

more creative, and be more compassionate.

In Capri, certainly we started with no money, no clients, and no real
relationships in the pension fund business in which we were going to
work as investment advisors. With pure grit, we just hung in there and
eventually got our first client. But running your own business as an
entrepreneur is a daily grind. You have one day of glory for every 99
days of pure hell. And so if you’re not down for 99 days of hell, you’ll

never make it.



I fail regularly, but every now
and then I hit gold, and I make
the most of it.

My favorite quote is from Winston Churchill, who said, “Success is
moving from failure to failure without the loss of enthusiasm.” And
that to me sums up my experience in business. I fail regularly, but every
now and then I hit gold, and I make the most of it. I’ve been in business
for nearly 30 years, and making money certainly is easier today than it
was when [ first started because I have many more relationships and
have done a lot more things. But it’s still a daily grind, there’s no

question.

And it is not a level playing field for African Americans like me, but
I’m not going to be bitter about that, and just realize that if I want to be
in business, I’ve got to deal with that on a daily basis and not let it hold
me back. I’ve done $14 billion worth of transactions in the last 30
years. Somebody might think that I’ve been held back and maybe it
should have been $140 billion.

But I’ve done $14 billion more in investment transactions than my
father did, and I hope everyone who reads this interview and is
interested in real estate will seek to become five times more successful
than I am. I have created a base and I’ve been a role model, and I hope
that people see that it is possible and take my success and multiply it by

five or ten times. That’s what I’d love to see in the industry.



Bryant: What other career and life advice would you share with an

audience of young Black professionals?

Primo: Never give up and stay positive. It’s just so critically important
that you keep things as positive and respectful as possible. And lead by
example. That’s the best advice that I can possibly give to young Black
professionals, who have to be prepared for the fact that, even though
the world is slowly becoming more enlightened, they are absolutely
going to be discriminated against. Just don’t let it get you down. Keep

moving forward, stay positive, and you’ll do extremely well.

Be sure to subscribe here if you want to receive all our
Juture Leading in the B-Suite™ interviews. And check

out our previous interviews with:

o Arthur Evans Jr., CEO of the American

Psychological Association

¢ Lenny Comma, former CEO of Jack in the Box

restaurants

e Steve Stoute, founder and CEO

of UnitedMasters and Translation

e Dr. Freeman Hrabowski, president of University of

Maryland, Baltimore County

¢ Ryan Williams, co-founder and CEO of Cadre
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Debra Lee, the former CEO of BET Networks and
partner of The Monarchs Collective

Roy Weathers, vice chair of PwC and chief executive
of CEO Action for Racial Equity

Byron Auguste, CEO and co-founder of
Opportunity @Work

Barry Lawson Williams, board director
Mahisha Dellinger, CEO of CURLS

Eric Kelly, CEO of Overland Tandberg
Michael Mathieu, CEO of Prox

Crystal Ashby, former CEO of Executive Leadership

Council

Lori Dickerson Fouché, former CEO of TIAA

Financial Solutions
Gary S. May, Chancellor of UC Davis
Sheila Talton, CEO of Gray Matter Analytics

Harry L. Williams, CEO of the Thurgood Marshall
College Fund

Jessie Woolley-Wilson, CEO of DreamBox Learning
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Lisa Price, founder of Carol's Daughter

Lloyd Carney, former CEO of Brocade

Communications

Don Peebles, CEO of The Peebles Corporation
Ron Williams, former CEO of Aetna

Ursula Burns, former CEO of Xerox

Robert L. Johnson, co-founder of BET
Mellody Hobson, co-CEO of Ariel Investments

Ruth Simmons, president of Prairie View A&M

University

Carlos Watson, CEO of OZY Media
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