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Newark

ALONG a chain-link stretch of

Frelinghuysen Avenue, in the shadow of an

old red-brick housing project in a far

corner of the South Ward, the brightest,

freshest block is a new strip mall of the

familiar variety that would hardly draw a

second glance in many other places: a

dollar store, a coin laundry and a Subway owned by a man

everybody seems to know, even if they don’t.

“Everything’s beautiful,” Altarik White said on a recent rainy

evening to one more customer who hailed him by name. “No

problems, no problems.”

Mr. White’s name has been widely known across the city for

more than two decades, ever since he was a star running back

for Malcolm X Shabazz High School who once scored five touchdowns in a single game and was,

as he said, “bigger, stronger and faster than everyone else.” He set school records for rushing and

scoring at William Paterson University, packed away his pro dreams after separating his shoulder

at the Miami Dolphins’ training camp, and then came back home to teach and coach football. In

2006 he led the Weequahic High School team to the state championship in its group, a jolt of good

news at a school that had endured too much bad.

“When I had a football in my hand, there was nothing that could stop me from reaching the end

zone,” said Mr. White, 37, as the old-school soul he favors over rap played in the background.

“Instead of running over linebackers, I’m tackling business now.”

When Mayor Cory A. Booker gave his State of the City speech in February, some of the loudest

applause came when he announced something far less dramatic than the drop in the number of

murders: a loan to Mr. White from the Brick City Development Corporation that would allow him

to open the Subway he had long been planning. Not downtown, where there were already several

others, but in a neighborhood where national chains, and foods that haven’t been fried, were in

short supply. Mr. White’s Subway opened in April, an act of faith in his city as much as of

entrepreneurship.

“In our community, there’s not a lot of healthy places to go — no Whole Foods, no Stop & Shop,

just a bunch of Chinese stores, hamburger joints and fried chicken places,” said Mr. White, whose

Subway is on the other side of Weequahic Park from the school where he coaches and works as a

substance awareness counselor. Next door is Seth Boyden Terrace, a public housing project where

a triple shooting took place last year.
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“Who’s to say that people, because they live in Seth Boyden, that they don’t deserve good food at an

affordable price,” he said. “What I say to people who say, ‘That’s a tough place,’ is, ‘Yeah, well,

guess what — it’s a tough world we live in.’ ” He knows just how tough it is: his father was absent

for much of his youth and his mother died when he was in high school.

“So will we all just close our doors and act like it’s not happening?” he asked.

Opportunities beyond Newark have beckoned, including coaching in the National Football League,

he said, but he has resisted. “I’m not ready for players to tell me what they ain’t going to do, and

that’s what happens when you get there, because you’re just the coach,” he said. “Now when I bark

a command, five or six people pop their heads up and they’re ready to do it.”

His voice travels far in the store, too. “Keep it wrapped up until she gets back,” he told Shakia

Standifer, 18, who had just made a roast beef sub for a customer who needed a quick

cash-machine visit to pay for it.

“He treats you how life’s going to treat you,” said Ms. Standifer, 18, a Weequahic senior and the

football team statistician, one of four students among his 10 employees. She is headed to Fairleigh 

Dickinson University in Madison in the fall to study forensic psychology.

The last year has been tough on Mr. White: His younger brother, Shahib, 29, who played football

at Rutgers and was an assistant coach at Weequahic, committed suicide last summer, and the

school’s beloved principal, Ronald G. Stone, died of a heart attack last fall.

He has lived for the past three years in Piscataway, to be closer to his young daughter from a

previous marriage, but he has grown restless counting squirrels and watching deer from his

backyard. He owns three houses in the South Ward and hopes to move back soon. He has begun 

to read the business section of the newspaper more carefully, discovering just how much coaching 

has in common with selling. 

“I could sell white gloves to a nun eating barbecue ribs,” he said.

When he was playing football he studied the films of the opposing teams, analyzing the defenses

they would try to stop him with, and then lie in bed the night before kickoff, playing the game in his

head, making his moves and seeing the yards pile up. What he sees in his head now are mounting

sales figures, new stores — he has plans to open two more — and the difference one sandwich shop

can make in a neighborhood that never had one.

One afternoon earlier in the week, some neighborhood boys drifted over and, as often happens

when Mr. White is around, a football appeared. The parking lot became a gridiron. “I don’t run

anymore,” he said. “I’m the spot quarterback” — the guy who stands in one place and throws

passes, hoping somebody catches them.
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