
        
            
                
            
        

    





Praise for The Book of Awesome Black Americans

			“Monique L. Jones is my go-to for witty, bold, and compassionate takes on pop culture. In The Book of Awesome Black Americans, Jones brings her impressive breadth of knowledge and slick style to this well-researched and endlessly exciting collection of Black American stories. The Book of Awesome Black Americans sheds new light on familiar heroes and showcases Black Americans we should be talking about more. Activists and rap stars, abolitionists and pioneers, inventors and scientists surge with life throughout this thrilling and comprehensive work. Read this book! It’s awesome.”

			—Jennifer Maritza McCauley, National Endowment for the Arts Fellow and author of SCAR ON/SCAR OFF

			“The Book of Awesome Black Americans belongs on every coffee table in America. Monique Jones packs her book with astonishing stories of bravery, grit, and joy. The astonishing anecdotes of overlooked personalities and heroes will ensure you never look at history the same again. Who says history has to be boring?”

			—Li Lai, founder of Mediaversity Reviews

			“Monique Jones digs deep to provide little-known facts and context for a marvelous assemblage of our unsung heroes.”

			—Trey Mangum, contributor to The Hollywood Reporter

			 

			“Black history has always been more than one month, more than one chapter in a history book. Monique L. Jones’s Book of Awesome Black Americans show us that and more. Black people built America, despite being ripped from Africa via the act of global terrorism called the Transatlantic Slave Trade. In her vital and thorough book, Jones writes the history we don’t learn in school, the history we need to truly understand the multitudes we contain as Black people. This is a textbook in Black excellence and contribution, and it begins a conversation many are too eager to stifle. Black people’s history did not begin in 1619, and our place in this country will continue to evolve for many years to come.”

			—Ashley Jones, recipient of the Rona Jaffe Foundation Writer’s Award and author of the award-winning poetry collections Magic City Gospel and dark // thing

			“Monique Jones strikes the balance of fun and learning with her fantastic debut. The Book of Awesome Black Americans gives us an upbeat but necessary lesson on our unsung heroes.”

			—Joi Childs, brand marketer and film/TV critic
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			To everyone important in my life; you know who you are.

			To W.E.B. DuBois who came up with the idea for an encyclopedia of African diasporic excellence. To Henry Louis Gates Jr. and Kwame Anthony Appiah for following through with that idea by creating Africana: The Encyclopedia of the African and African-American Experience. Your work inspired and educated me as a child, and I hope this book passes on that same spirit of learning and pride.
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Introduction 

			Black history. It’s a topic the country revisits every February. But Black history means more than just a cursory look at Black notables during Black History Month. Black History is part of American history. It’s important all year round—every second of every day.

			The Book of Awesome Black Americans is a look at some of the people who have made this country—and the world—greater by defying the odds, pushing through adversity, and paving a path for others to follow. This book is also a reflection of my own childhood, which was spent researching and reading about Black leaders, inventors, and innovators who shaped how I viewed myself and my place in the world. While this book is just a pittance of the debt they’re owed, I hope that it serves as my recognition for the incredible lives they’ve lived.

			There are some things we need to get out of the way before we dive headfirst into this book together. Most of us already know about Martin Luther King Jr., Malcolm X, Rosa Parks, and the like. Indeed, a few folks we always learn about will be included here. But this book is largely dedicated toward those faces and stories we don’t see or hear about a lot in the mainstream. This includes LGBTQ+ voices and the voices of people who lived in a time when their stories were considered unimportant. This includes individuals who predate the African American experience, such as the African nobles who are the genesis of African American history. This also includes everyday people past and present who have worked behind the scenes to make our lives, and our futures, better and brighter; they might have gotten accolades for their work, but, if you met them on the street, you probably wouldn’t recognize them. Those are the individuals this book is highlighting.

			Another thing to note is that I use “Black American” in two different ways in the book. The first way is to discuss African American people, people who are descended from African slaves brought to America. The second way is to write about people from the diaspora who are of African descent but are American citizens. This is because there are some people in the book who might not be descendants of slaves in the United States, but they are, indeed, American citizens of an African background.

			I hope that you, the reader, have fun with this book. As a child who loved learning, I was entranced by Africana, an encyclopedia set comprised solely of Black American accomplishments, historical dates, and facts written by W.E.B. DuBois and later edited by Henry Louis Gates Jr. and Kwame Anthony Appiah. Through Africana, which I read when it was in its website form, I was transported through time and learned so much about my own African American history. Of course, the book you’re reading now isn’t an encyclopedia. Still, my wish is that it engenders the same type of curiosity and love for learning as Africana did for me. I hope that you are inspired to learn more about the people highlighted in this book. I want it to inspire you to go on your own personal, enlightening journey.

			(Also, you’ll hear a lot about Alabama in this book, since that’s where I’m from!)

			I hope this book accomplishes its goal of showcasing how vast Black history actually is, particularly Black American history. We live in it every day, whether we realize it or not. It’s time to start showing honor to those who have provided us with so much. One of the best ways to do that is to start learning about their impact on our lives.
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Chapter 1 

			In the Beginning 

			As with all good stories, we must start at the beginning. When it comes to Black American history, that story doesn’t start with slavery. Instead, we must go all the way back to where civilization as we know it began: Africa.

			African Roots

			If we’re starting from the beginning, let’s make it count by starting with the first humans ever. Yes, African history actually encompasses all of human history, because the first hominins actually arose from Africa. So, regardless of our ethnicity or nationality, we all have much more in common than we’ve made ourselves believe.

			The most famous hominin ancestor is “Lucy,” the nickname for AL 288-1. She’s the female skeleton from the hominin species Australopithecus afarensis and was discovered in the Afar Triangle in Ethiopia in 1974. While we know her as Lucy, she also has another name, the Amharic “Dinkinesh.” Dinkinesh means “you are marvelous,” and she certainly is, seeing how she holds some of the answers to human evolution.

			Another ancient skeleton—”Little Foot”—was discovered in a South African cave in 1994. Whereas Lucy was dated as being 3.2 million years old, Little Foot was dated as being about 3.7 million years old, several hundred thousand years older than Lucy.

			More recently, others born in the same land became inspiring leaders, generals, royalty, and adventurers rivaling the likes of the Roman and British Empires we are always taught about in schools. Of course, you have Egypt’s ancient rulers, the pharaohs. One cool pharaoh is Amenhotep IV, who renamed himself Akhenaton after establishing something no other Egyptian ruler had done—a monotheistic religion. This religion was based around Aten, the god of the sun. Even though Akhenaton’s monotheistic religion was abolished with the crowning of his son Tutankhamun (otherwise known to us as “King Tut,” the teenage pharaoh), his contribution to religion affected the practice of worship for world religions for hundreds of years to come.

			The Kushites, who lived in current day Sudan, came to power in Egypt when the Kushite King Piankhi, also known as Piye, and his brother King Shabaka staged a successful coup and established Egypt’s twenty-fifth ruling dynasty with King Piankhi’s son, Pharaoh Shebitku and Shebitku’s brother Taharqa.

			Even though the Egyptians eventually regained their dominance over their region, Nubia cranked out exceptional leaders, like Queen Amanirenas, a battle-tested queen who lost an eye in her conquests. She successfully waged an extended war against the Romans occupying her land. Her battle strategy led her to victory against Roman emperor Caesar Augustus, who not only ordered his troops to retreat, but canceled Rome’s demand for Kushite tribute.

			Another warrior-queen was Queen Aminatu of Nigeria. Born in 1533, she was the daughter of Queen Bakwa Turunku and inherited her mother’s throne in 1576. Aminatu was known for her military might and was able to expand Hausa territory with each of her campaigns. She conquered the neighboring Nupe and Kwararafa states as she expanded her nation. She also succeeded in securing the trade route under Zazzau control, bringing Zazzau even more power. Her reign was the closest any ruler has come to unifying Nigeria under the power of one person.

			Mansa Musa was the tenth Mansa or “sultan” of the Mali Empire. Musa is known as one of the richest people in all of history, reigning over a kingdom that is thought to have possibly been one of the largest producers of gold in the world. His wealth was documented throughout history, including in a 1375 Catalan Atlas, which depicts him holding a gold coin. This gold coin represented unfathomable riches, which he displayed throughout his pilgrimage to Mecca. It’s been recorded that his retinue consisted of sixty thousand men dressed in Persian silk and brocade. Of these, twelve thousand were slaves, carrying four pounds of gold bars each. The procession also included expensively dressed heralds wielding gold staffs and animals including horses and camels, the latter of which carried 50 to 300 pounds of gold dust. Even though Musa was, of course, flexing on those he passed by, the flex was supposedly for a good cause; Musa reportedly gave his gold away to the poor he met while on his trip. His wealth also allowed him to build a mosque every Friday of his journey, spreading the message of Islam while letting folks know he was on an economic level other rulers could only dream of.

			Even more incredibly, Musa managed to buy back all of the gold he gave away, after realizing that his acts of charity devalued the price of metals in the cities he visited. So, on the way back from Mecca, he borrowed as much gold as possible from Cairo’s brokers. While hard to believe, Musa was indeed able to recover all of the gold he gave away. On top of that, he did it all in the same trip to Mecca. That legendary trip makes him the only man in recorded time to control the price of gold in the Mediterranean region. Wall Street and its brokers have nothing on the likes of this leader.

			Askia Mohammad I, also known as Muhammad Ture or Askia the Great, was an emperor of the Songhai Empire. Born in Futa Tooro near Senegal and Mauritania in 1443, Askia’s rule consolidated the varying regions of the empire until the Songhai Empire became one of the richest in Africa. Like Mansa Musa, Askia traveled to Mecca with a retinue. His consisted of 500 horsemen and 300,000 pieces of gold. During that trip, Askia met the Caliph of Egypt and, through that meeting, returned with a new title: the Caliph of the Western Sudan, meaning he was the spiritual leader of all Muslims in West Africa. Askia expanded his kingdom to the Hausa in Nigeria and established the Malian city of Timbuktu as one of the world’s foremost areas for education and commerce. Under Askia, the Songhai region expanded to the size of the continental US.



	


			The number of interesting characters in Africa’s history pre-slavery could fill up volumes of books or populate movie theaters with Marvel-esque film franchises. Unfortunately, a lot of this history has gone unrecognized by the Western world in large part due to the Transatlantic Slave Trade, which involved the kidnapping and trafficking of millions of Africans from their homes to the New World. It’s estimated that 12.5 million captives were brought from Africa to the Americas between 1525 and 1866. That means families were forever broken, knowledge was lost, and communities were deprived of parts of their identities.

			It’s worth noting that some of the entries in this section include enslaved African Americans who differ in opinion about their treatment in slavery. As you’ll read, some actually liked their owners, whereas several more disliked their masters. The differences in opinion must be put in context; some who speak of less-than-horrific experiences can only do so because they happened to have owners who were kinder than most. These types of masters, however, were the exception, and the overarching effect on slavery in the US perpetuated a system of racism that is so entrenched, we still feel its effects today.

			Some slaves’ gentler accounts also have to do with the wealth and status they had before becoming enslaved. Some of the following slaves were royals in their countries of origin. As such, they might believe they were enslaved because they were wrongly thought of as being part of a lower class, not just because they were Black. As you’ll read, one formerly enslaved man even became a slave trader once he was freed and was able to return to Africa.

			With that said, every slave listed below has a history that we should learn from. Regardless of their personal stances, their narratives and experiences have helped America move forward toward a more just society.

			Transatlantic Survivors

			Enslaved Black Americans were faced with hardship and abuse simply because of their skin. Incredibly, many were able to rise above adversity and accomplish great feats. One of those Black Americans who rose to notoriety during slavery’s grip on the country was Abdulrahman Ibrahim ibn Sori.

			Sori was a prince of Fouta Djallon in Guinea and, with a command of two thousand men, was responsible for protecting Guinea’s coast and economic interests when he was captured in 1788 and enslaved in the US for forty years. His title of “Prince” became a source of petty humor for those who couldn’t believe a Black man could be royalty. Sori’s enslavement brought him to Natchez, Mississippi, and, after realizing escape was impossible, he set about earning his freedom by becoming an integral part of the life of his new master, the uneducated Thomas Foster. Thanks to Sori’s knowledge of cotton, a native crop of his home country, Foster became one of the South’s largest cotton producers. As for Sori, his power earned him limited freedom on the plantation, which allowed him to grow and sell his own vegetables.

			After gaining relative freedom and building a family with his wife, Foster’s midwife Isabella, Sori was recognized by a random traveler, British surgeon John Cox. Decades before, Sori and his family had helped Cox when he was shipwrecked off the coast of Guinea. Intent on paying Sori back for his kindness, Cox made it his duty to spend the rest of his life buying back Sori’s freedom. Even though the surgeon’s efforts didn’t pan out, Sori became a celebrity due to the story, and he used his status, as well as the country’s racism, for his own advantage: he allowed America to believe he was a Moroccan citizen who was wrongly captured.

			Morocco was considered different from the remainder of Africa (including West Africa, where many slaves were from). Why was America so friendly with Morocco? Because the Moroccan government was one of the first nations to recognize the US as an independent nation in the late 1700s. Sultan Sidi Muhammad Ben Abdullah extended the proverbial olive branch to create an alliance with America to establish peaceful trade. This explains why Sori felt it was in his best interest to pretend to be Moroccan; if America believed the lie, they would fear ruining trade relations—and Sori would be set free. The almighty dollar is often more powerful to the corrupt than actual human decency.

			And so, out of fear of worsening the country’s relationship with Morocco, Secretary of State Henry Clay ordered for Sori’s release.

			His battle to earn the release of his children proved unfruitful, and, even though he did make it to Africa—he arrived in Monrovia after his decades-long battle to return home—he died at age sixty-seven, after contracting a fever from his journey. Tragically, he never reached his homeland or saw his children again.

			Thomas Peters was born Thomas Potters and was rumored to have been an African royal kidnapped and enslaved in North Carolina, but little did anyone know that he would become a founding father of an African country. Enlisted as a Black Loyalist in the Black Company of Pioneers, Peters fled his enslavement with the British during the Revolutionary War. When he arrived in Nova Scotia, Canada, he also became notable for his recruitment of Black settlers in the Canadian province to join him in establishing a colony for free Blacks in Sierra Leone, Africa, called Freetown. Freetown is now the largest city and capital of Sierra Leone.
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			Absalom Jones,born enslaved, founded the African Methodist Episcopal Church (AME), a denomination that is immensely popular today, with seven thousand congregations and a membership of at least 2.5 million. Jones was born into slavery in Sussex County, Delaware, and asked for help to learn how to read. With this education, his owner Benjamin Wynkoop brought him to Philadelphia to serve as a clerk and handyman in a retail store. This allowed Jones to work for himself and keep his pay. During his time as a clerk, he also attended a Quaker-run school, where he learned writing and math.

			His earnings allowed him to purchase the freedom of his wife, Mary Thomas, in 1770, and he eventually earned his own freedom through manumission. During his life, he became a businessman owning several properties, and he also organized the Free African Society with his friend Richard Allen. The organization helped those in need, such as orphans, the infirm, widows, and those who needed help with burial expenses. The two were pastors and, because of their charitable efforts, increased their congregation to the point that they were able to create “The African Church,” an offshoot of the Free African Society.

			Archer Alexander was a former slave who is immortalized in the Emancipation Memorial at St. Louis’s Lincoln Park. He was born into slavery in Virginia and was moved to St. Louis with his master before he was sold to another master in Missouri. He eventually became a source of information to Union troops before the Civil War, warning them that a train trestle they were looking to use was sabotaged by Confederate sympathizers. Suspected as the leak, slavers caught up with him, but he broke free and managed to escape back to St. Louis.

			He became a part of writer Greenleaf Eliot’s life after his wife hired Alexander as a servant. Eliot’s personal credo said he wouldn’t return a fugitive slave to a former master, so he managed to keep Alexander safe until Lincoln issued the Emancipation Proclamation, allowing him, his wife Louisa, and one of their daughters, Nellie, to be reunited shortly before Louisa’s death. Alexander later remarried, but she, too, died one year before Alexander’s death in 1880.

			While Alexander was alive, his life story as a Union spy compelled Eliot to write his biography, The Story of Archer Alexander: From Slavery to Freedom. Sculptor Thomas Ball also utilized Alexander’s visage as a model for the freed slave in the Emancipation Memorial. Here’s the story of how Alexander became the model: The Western Sanitary Commission, which helped victims of the Civil War, began a fundraising campaign to build a statue after a freed woman gave them five dollars toward building a monument to President Abraham Lincoln. As a person affiliated with the group, Eliot met with Ball about the sculpture. At the meeting, Eliot gave Ball photographs of Alexander to use, because one of the Commission’s contingencies was that the statue feature a real freed slave. The statue, which features a freed slave kneeling in gratitude to President Abraham Lincoln, made its debut in 1876.

			Alexander also has another connection to today’s culture. According to DNA, Alexander’s great-granddaughter is the paternal grandmother of “The Greatest,” boxer Muhammad Ali. Ironically enough, author Greenleaf Eliot also has a connection; he is the grandfather of famous playwright and poet (and the person we have to blame for Cats), T.S. Eliot.

			Ayuba Suleiman Diallo was a prominent merchant from Senegal before he and his translator were captured by Mandinka slave traders in 1729 and brought to Maryland. Diallo was eventually freed after his owner was convinced of his nobility by Rev. Thomas Bluett and a letter Diallo wrote to his father. This letter had caught the attention of James Oglethorpe, the director of the business that captured Diallo, the Royal African Company. After his freedom, he was brought to London and became part of the region’s elite circle. In a dark twist, he himself became an interpreter and slave trader for the Royal African Company until his death in 1773. Even though he sent fellow Africans to harsh fates, his account of slavery, published by Bluett, is considered vital in understanding the horrific nature of the slave trade.
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			Dred Scott is the man behind the famous case Dred Scott v. Sanford.

			As we know, the Dred Scott case involves Scott, an enslaved man, suing for his freedom as well as that of his family. In the suit, he asserts that he, his wife, and his family were free after having lived in the free state of Illinois with his owner before returning to the slave state of Missouri and then completing the journey in the free Wisconsin territory. However, the case has a longer history than what we are taught in the schoolbooks.

			Scott was an enslaved man who was owned by John Emerson and his family. It’s the Emersons’ move between Missouri and Illinois due to John Emerson’s military duty that is the basis for Scott’s case. But reportedly, after his owner John died, Scott attempted to purchase his freedom from Emerson’s widow. She refused, compelling Scott and his lawyers to file individual suits for Scott and his wife, Harriet. The courts in St. Louis agreed that the case should move forward, and, by 1850, Scott had actually won his case on a state level. But the verdict was reversed in 1852 by the Missouri Supreme Court, which invalidated the state’s “once free, always free” doctrine.

			By this time, Emerson’s widow had given estate control to her brother, John F.A. Sanford. Sanford was a New York resident, and, since he wasn’t bound by Missouri law, Scott’s lawyers filed a case against Sanford in US District Court. Even though the court ruled in Sanford’s favor, the case advanced to the Supreme Court.

			Unfortunately, the case failed, with the US Supreme Court ruling that no Black person could claim US citizenship nor could they petition for their freedom. Particularly, the ruling made by the majority and written by Chief Justice Roger B. Taney, hinged on the Fifth Amendment, which declares it unconstitutional to be held for a crime barring a correct indictment by police. Slaves, it was argued, are property and therefore not American citizens. As non-citizens, slaves also had no ground to sue for their freedom in court.

			Overall, Taney’s ruling was a backward attempt to keep racial prejudices intact; his opinion did state that Black people could be citizens and even vote in certain states. But in his view, state citizenship wasn’t equal to national citizenship. However, if you’re a citizen of a state, you’re thereby a citizen of the United States. But Taney claimed that while Scott might have been free in one state, he wasn’t free in Missouri, where he resided. Ironically, Scott and his family were emancipated merely three months after the Supreme Court decision. Their freedom was granted by the Blow family, who had sold the Scotts to the Emersons in the first place. Scott lived the rest of his life working as a hotel porter in St. Louis, and Harriett worked as a laundress. Unfortunately, Scott died just a little over a year after gaining his hard-fought freedom in 1858. His cause of death was tuberculosis. Incredibly, the Blow family continued to care for Scott after his death, giving him a proper burial.

			Scott wasn’t the only person in American history to sue for freedom. Hundreds of slaves waged such lawsuits before the Civil War, and Elizabeth Key Grinstead is one of those litigious enslaved Americans. She became one of the first Black people in the North American colonies to successfully sue for her freedom. The lawsuit, filed in 1656 in Virginia, was for her freedom as well as the freedom of her infant son. Similarly, Elizabeth Freeman successfully sued to be freed by her owners Colonel John Ashley, the judge of the Berkshire Court of Common Pleas, and his wife. Freeman and her sister were wedding presents, in fact, since Ashley’s new wife was the daughter of Freeman’s former master, Pieter Hogeboom. The newly minted Mrs. Ashley was a cruel mistress to Elizabeth, known as “Mum Bett,” and her sister. For instance, when Elizabeth tried to protect her sister from one of Mrs. Ashley’s strikes, Elizabeth received a wound on her arm that never healed. Instead of shielding it, she instead kept it visible so everyone could see her mistress’s cruelty.

			It is Colonel Ashley’s own words that gave Elizabeth the keys to the freedom she so desperately wanted. Colonel Ashley was part of the committee that wrote the Sheffield Declaration in 1773, stating that “mankind in a state of nature are equal, free, and independent of each other, and have a right to the undisturbed enjoyment of their lives, their liberty and property.” These words compelled Freeman to seek lawyer Theodore Sedgwick for help. In 1781, she actually won her case in the Berkshire Court of Common Pleas, but Ashley refused to release Freeman. That August, the case, Brom and Bett v. Ashley, went to the County Court of Common Pleas of Great Barrington, where Sedgwick argued that Massachusetts actually outlawed slavery per the state’s constitution. The jury sided with Sedgwick and, finally, Freeman was a free woman. Freeman used her liberty to become a healer, nurse, and midwife. She also worked as a paid domestic to Sedgwick and his second wife, Pamela. Within the home, she became a rock for the family, even helping Pamela through her severe depression. She bought her own house to live with her children. By the time she died in 1829, she had a lineage of grandchildren and great-grandchildren to carry on her legacy.

			Interestingly enough, the “Brom” included in the case was the name of another slave, a man named Brom who was also a slave in the area. It’s unknown as to how he became involved in the case, but it’s believed that Brom was also in Ashley’s household. At any rate, the case also allowed for Brom’s freedom. However, we don’t know what became of him. Let’s hope he had a better life than the one he led before the case.

			Enslaved people also made their way into high office. Elizabeth Hobbs Keckley was a former Virginia slave who bought her and her son’s freedom in 1855 and eventually became the personal modiste (a personal stylist and dressmaker) and confidante for the First Lady Mary Todd Lincoln. She also became a civil activist and author, who published her memoirs on living in the White House called Behind the Scenes, Or, Thirty Years a Slave and Four Years in the White House. While in the White House, Keckley and Fredrick Douglass organized educational programs and relief initiatives for emancipated slaves.

			Archibald Grimké was the son of slave Nancy Weston and her owner Henry Grimké in Charleston, North Carolina, but went on to become a founding member of the National Association for the Advancement of Colored People (NAACP).

			Archibald and his brother Francis lived as free Black men before his half-brother, Montague, employed them as servants. After suffering abuse at the hands of Montague, he escaped and hid with relatives until Charleston surrendered to the Union during the Civil War.

			After attending Lincoln College in Pennsylvania, Grimké became one of the first African American students at Harvard Law School in Massachusetts, later establishing a Boston-based law firm. He also acted as consul to Santo Domingo (the Dominican Republic) and, in 1903, he became the president of the American Negro Academy until 1919. He helped found the NAACP in 1909 and became the president of the Washington, DC, chapter in 1913. In 1919, he was given the NAACP’s highest honor, the Spingarn Medal. Grimké died in 1930.

			Estevanico, who was also known as Esteban the Moor, Esteban de Dorantes, Estebanico, or Mustafa Azemmouri, is believed to be one of the first Africans to reach the continental United States. As a boy, he was enslaved by the Portuguese and later sold to a Spanish nobleman. He was aboard the Spanish Narváez expedition to establish a colony in Florida in 1527. He was among the few to survive the trek through Florida, with many of the three hundred men dying along the way from attacks by Florida’s Native Americans and the state’s harsh jungle. The survivors made barges and tried to sail away to Mexico, but only eighty people survived after the boats capsized near Galveston, Texas. The Native Americans in Texas were friendly at the outset, but eventually enslaved the remaining explorers, and, after five years, only four of the eighty survived, including Estevanico.

			Estevanico became an explorer of the American Southwest, traveling with Álvar Núñez Cabeza de Vaca, Andrés Dorantes de Carranza, and Alonso del Castillo Maldonado, the remaining survivors, through New Spain (what is now the US Southwest and northern Mexico) to Mexico City to meet up with Spanish forces. Estevanico and the other survivors became medicine men after living with another Native American tribe, and the four men became known as healers, earning the nickname “The Children of the Sun.” Estevanico also became fluent in several Native languages.

			Estevanico led a reconnaissance party back through the Southwest for the viceroy of Mexico. But it’s believed he was killed by the Zuni in their city of Hawikuh in 1539 because his trademark medicine gourd was trimmed with owl feathers, a bird that’s thought to be a symbol of death to the Zuni.

			Harriet Ann Jacobs escaped from slavery to protect herself from sexual threats put forth by her owner’s father, Dr. James Norcom. She lived as a fugitive for ten years before she was freed by Cornielia Grinnell Willis, the second wife of her employer, poet and editor Nathaniel Parker Willis. She became an abolitionist and an author, writing her autobiography Incidents in the Life of a Slave Girl, which included the sexual trauma she and other Black female slaves experienced from their masters. Unfortunately, the book would fall from the public eye until the 1960s and 1970s, when the civil rights movement and women’s movement gained traction.

			Hannah Crafts, also known as Hannah Bond, is the author of The Bondwoman’s Narrative, thought to be the first novel by an African American woman, as well as the only one written by a fugitive slave woman. The novel was written in the late 1850s but was only rediscovered and published in 2002 after Harvard professor Henry Lewis Gates Jr. purchased the manuscript.

			The slave “Fed” renamed himself John Brown and became an author with his book of memoirs, Slave Life in Georgia: A Narrative of the Life, Sufferings, and Escape of John Brown, a Fugitive Slave, Now in England. The book, which was published in London in 1855, contained the dictated accounts of Brown (written by the secretary of the British and Foreign Anti-Slavery Society’s secretary, Louis Alexis Chamerovzow) and how he managed to escape from Georgia to England. His memories include abuse, loss, familial separation, medical experimentation, and more. Brown eventually lived a full life in London, marrying a local woman and working as an herbalist. He died in 1876.

			Jordan Winston Early was born as a slave in 1814 in Virginia and lived with his maternal aunt, an astronomy-loving uncle, and an older woman known as “Aunt Milly” on his plantation before he became a minister at the young age of twelve. When he and his family were taken to Missouri by their masters in 1826, he was emancipated and began his journey toward becoming an African Methodist Episcopal Church preacher in 1836. After expanding the AME Church in St. Louis, Illinois, Indiana, New Orleans, and Tennessee, Early became a deacon in 1838 and established the first AME Church in St. Louis in 1840.

			Jupiter Hammon is known as the first African American poet to be published in America. Born into slavery in New York on Henry Lloyd’s estate, Hammon was educated along with his master’s children and worked with his master at his businesses. His first work, An Evening Thought, also known as An Evening Prayer and An Evening’s Thought: Salvation by Christ, with Penitential Cries, was published in 1760 and used to preach to Lloyd’s slaves. In 1787, he spoke to New York’s Black community at the African Society of New York City called “An Address to the Negroes in the State of New York.” Despite his celebrity status, Hammon was never freed. He was buried in an unmarked grave on his master’s estate.

			Lewis Adams, formerly a slave in Alabama, took his passion for education to found the Tuskegee Institute, now known as Tuskegee University, one of the prominent HBCUs in America. Born in 1852, Adams became proficient in reading and writing and became a polyglot even though he had no formal education. He was a Jack of all trades as an expert in tin-smithing, shoe-making, and harness-making. His Tuskegee Institute, which opened in 1881 as the Tuskegee State Normal School, came at the right time for freed Blacks after the Civil War and during Reconstruction, when Black people were in need of gaining different skills to make a living. To show just how interconnected Black leaders were throughout history, the first principal of the Tuskegee Institute was none other than scholar Booker T. Washington.

			Omar ibn Said was a wealthy Senegalese Islamic scholar and writer who was captured and enslaved in 1807 in North Carolina. Even though he was never able to return to his Senegalese home of Futa Tooro, Said became an author in the US, writing a series of books on theology and history and an autobiography that was published after his death in 1864. His account of his life in America includes escaping from his first owner, an abusive man named Johnson. He was put in jail and was later recovered by North Carolina governor John Owen and his brother Jim, whom Said described as godly people. He converted to Christianity and remained with his owner’s family until his death.

			Paul Jennings was a slave who served President James Madison and his family in the Madison family home of Montpelier and in the White House. Jennings’ memoir, A Colored Man’s Reminiscences of James Madison, is thought to be the first memoir about life at the White House. It also provided one of many written accounts of how slaves interacted with their owners, particularly those whose morals seem antithetical to the tenet of slavery. Jennings was later able to buy his freedom via statesman Daniel Webster, and, after gaining his freedom and making a living as a “laborer” by completing clerical tasks, he visited Madison’s widow, Dolley Madison, now broke, and provided “small sums of money from [his] own pocket” if he thought she needed it.

			Solomon Northup is known to us today because of Chiwetel Ejiofor’s dramatic performance in Twelve Years a Slave. Of course, like in any film, Northup’s account is dramatized for effect. That doesn’t mean that the horrors Northup lived through were any less vile or terrifying. The real man behind the film character was an abolitionist, professional violinist, and landowner in New York. Northup was born free as the son of a freed slave and a free woman but was later held hostage in slavery for twelve years, living through unthinkable conditions. His account of his enslavement furthered the abolitionist case in the US and fueled Northup’s work with the Underground Railroad as well as his lectures throughout the country. In fact, many freed Black people were kidnapped into slavery, so much so that the exact number of victims is unknown. Sadly, many didn’t have the happier fate of Northup, who managed to escape. Many who were sold back into slavery were never heard from again because of the nefarious ways their histories as free individuals were erased. In many instances, their freedom papers were either destroyed or dismissed by judges as being forged, White witnesses refused to testify against their neighbors who were committing these crimes, and much more.

			Slavery was much easier to excuse by the masses before the image of Gordon, who became known as “Whipped Peter,” circulated throughout the nation. Gordon’s influential status was established in 1863 after he came to a Union encampment in Baton Rouge. His harrowing escape was just part of the violence he had endured as a slave, which included being whipped nearly to death. The photograph of his raised scars, which traveled the length of his back and were accumulated over years, were revealed during a medical examination and became one of the most widely circulated photographs about slavery at the time, strengthening the abolitionist movement and putting the importance of the Civil War into perspective; as much as the argument could be made about the war being about “economics,” it was clear that there were human rights at stake. His photo propelled other Black abolitionist leaders, like Frederick Douglass and Sojourner Truth, to either pose for pictures for circulation or sell them to raise awareness and funds for abolitionist initiatives.

			The Bridge to Freedom

			Incredibly, there were also enslaved people who lived long enough to not only be emancipated, but to also make headlines in the mid-1900s. Cudjo Lewis and Redoshi are two of the last slaves to be trafficked across the Atlantic, coming from Africa to Alabama via the Clotilda, the last slave ship in operation in the Americas. Cudjo Lewis (born as Oluale Kossola) and Redoshi (also known in the US as Sally Lewis), were both born in Benin and kidnapped into slavery in 1860. Lewis and other Clotilda survivors went on to establish Africatown near Mobile, an isolated community of independent freed Blacks who not only shielded themselves from outside discrimination but preserved their shared African culture.

			Eliza Moore was also one of the last documented slaves in the Unites States. Moore was born in Montgomery County, Alabama, in 1843 and was a slave to a man named Dr. Taylor. She lived at Gilchrist Place, where she and her husband were sharecroppers for between sixty-five and seventy years. At the time of her death in 1948 at the age of 105, she was thought to be one of Montgomery County’s oldest residents, if not the oldest resident. However, her husband was just as blessed with longevity as she was. Ashbury died in 1943, and he too was over a hundred years old.

			North Carolina’s last Confederate Civil War veteran to receive a Class B pension from the state was Alfred “Teen” Blackburn, the last living person in North Carolina’s Yadkin County to be counted as a slave. Similarly to Lewis, Redoshi, and Moore, Blackburn is also one of the last living survivors of slavery in the nation to remember slavery as an adult.

			According to his family’s accounts, Blackburn was the son of Fannie Blackburn, a biracial Cherokee-African enslaved by Augustus Blackburn, a plantation owner and Confederate colonel in the Civil War. During the Civil War, he served as Augustus’s “body servant” and served Blackburn’s regiment as the cook and help.

			His time after the war included various jobs such as farming, working for a local sheriff, and becoming a contract male carrier for the US Postal Service, where he supervised both White and Black workers for sixty years. He also married a well-to-do White woman named Lucy Carson, related to the frontiersman Kit Carson. Together, he and Lucy had ten children, all of whom had formal education due to Blackburn’s tireless work ethic. Blackburn died in 1951 at the age of 108.

			George Freeman Bragg was born as a slave in Warrenton, North Carolina, but he and his family very quickly became free after the Civil War. Religion had always been a huge part of Bragg’s upbringing; he was baptized at Emmanuel Episcopal Church, and his family later moved to Petersberg, Virginia, to live with his grandmother Caroline Wiley Cain Bragg, a former slave of an Episcopal priest and a devout Episcopalian herself. Caroline became one of the founding members of Petersberg’s first Black Episcopalian church, St. Steven’s Episcopal Church. Bragg attended St. Stephen’s parochial school until 1870 when he was expelled for a lack of humility. He founded the weekly Black newspaper The Lancet (eventually known as The Afro-American Churchman and the Church Advocate) in 1882 and returned to parochial school in 1885. He was finally ordained as a deacon in 1887 and received his ordination as an Episcopal priest in 1888. Bragg died in 1940.

			Dr. Anna Julia Haywood Cooper was born into slavery in 1858, but later became one of the nation’s most prominent African American scholars. Known as “the mother of Black Feminism,” she earned her PhD in history from the University of Paris-Sorbonne in 1924, making her the fourth Black woman to earn a doctoral degree.

			Much of Cooper’s focus was on the importance of keeping African American folklore alive. Because she realized the importance of cataloging the oral tales told by Black families, she cofounded the Washington Negro Folklore Society to collect and preserve these stories. Her book A Voice from the South (1892) is considered the first book about the African American experience from a feminist perspective and focuses on suffrage, poverty, segregation, Black literature, and more. She later became the second president of the Frelinghuysen University, which offered vocational, religious, and academic education for Black working class adults. Even though the school earned and lost its accreditation within the decade of 1927 to 1937, Cooper continued to make the school (renamed the Frelinghuysen Group of Schools for Colored Working People) an avenue for Black Americans to take when advancing their careers. She remained with the school until 1942. She, like Moore, lived to the old age of 105.

			Going Forward After Slavery

			Although those who were enslaved were stripped of their magnanimous titles and prestige and, indeed, their human rights, they managed to keep their dignity through sheer force of will. It is their survival instinct that is present in Black American history today, and that instinct helped propel many of the country’s inventors, businesspeople, activists, artists, scientists, doctors, eco-warriors, and many more achieve their dreams and change American society in the process.
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Chapter 2 

			Making Boss Moves 

			Much of Black America’s history was affected by the country’s human rights abuses. Clearly, America has not been particularly kind to the Black American. However, even with an entire country set against them, the Africans who were brought to the West as slaves still fought for a better life and many actually achieved it in many disciplines, including business. In the eighteenth and (part of) the nineteenth centuries, it would have been impossible for many to believe that Black men and women could own businesses, employ hundreds or even thousands, and invent some of the most important products America has ever seen.
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			As a person living in the twenty-first century, it is probably impossible for you to remember a time when there weren’t Black movers and shakers in the world, building businesses, making lucrative deals, and reaching the monetary height of success. We should be thankful for that success, since it’s anecdotal proof that, despite all of the setbacks, our country has made societal progress. Today’s Black businesspeople can look like you and me, setting out into the world of entrepreneurship. Or they can look like bigwig rappers like Jay-Z and P. Diddy, two rappers who were able to transform their music careers into lucrative businesses.

			Jay-Z is behind the music distribution company Tidal but has many other companies to his name, such as the urban fashion line Rocawear and the music publishing and artist management/touring company Roc Nation, and he’s part owner of the New Jersey Nets, among other ventures. Diddy, on the other hand, made his most famous business mark with his clothing line Sean John. He has since made inroads in the wine and spirits category with his deals with Diageo’s Ciroc and DeLeon tequila. He also co-owns AQUAhydrate water with Mark Wahlberg and has a stake of Revolt, a popular television network.

			Today’s Black entrepreneurs and businesspeople come from all walks of life, from the wealthy to the bootstrappers. It’s great that we live in a time where we have so many examples of Black businessowners that we can be inspired to follow our dreams.
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			It wasn’t always this way. Many years ago, all we might have heard about were White businesspeople and their achievements, and it would have been tough to find examples of strong Black businesses unless you knew where to look. But they were out there, and they were laying the groundwork for business-minded Black Americans like Jay-Z, P. Diddy, and others to follow behind.

			Early Pioneers
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			Black Americans have been masters at making a way out of no way and creating a decent life for themselves despite everything that was stacked against them. Some, like Benjamin Banneker, went above and beyond and showcased savant-like talents that progressed a nation, even while that same nation was trying to keep him and those like him suppressed. Banneker was born a free man in 1731 Virginia and, as such, he attended Quaker schools. Thanks to the Quaker anti-racist philosophy, he probably grew up in a blessed bubble of protection against the harsh, racist outside world. However, he left school after the second grade and was self-taught afterwards. He was apparently his best teacher, since he excelled in many areas, including engineering, astronomy, mathematics, writing and public speaking.

			Banneker was easily one of the smartest people in the eighteenth century, replicating the blueprints for Washington, DC, from memory after the man hired for the job, Pierre Charles L’Enfant, left his position as engineer in a huff and took the plans with him. He also built the first clock in America, which worked perfectly for forty years. Another of his accomplishments includes his annual farmer’s almanac, which he created after becoming interested in astronomy (and successfully predicting an eclipse from his own calculations). The almanac contains information all drawn from Banneker’s mathematic and scientific know-how and became a top-selling book in several states including those in the original thirteen colonies as well as those closer to the South like Kentucky, a tremendous feat for the first book of science, and one of the first published works, written by an African American author.

			Banneker’s almanac was useful for farmers of all stripes, but one of the most important uses he had for it was as a weapon against racism and war. One of his tactics included sending a copy to Thomas Jefferson, who had hired him to replicate plans for the capital. Although Jefferson’s most famous line from the Declaration of Independence was, “all men are created equal,” he wasn’t a practitioner of what he preached; he owned hundreds of slaves on his property, Monticello, and kept Sally Hemmings as what many would have called back then a “mistress,” although in reality she was a victim of his sexual abuse, since slaves didn’t have the right to consent. How can you change the mindset of a man whose own behavior is wildly hypocritical? It’s not known if Banneker thought his plan of sending his almanac was a long shot, but he sent it anyway, with the goal to impress upon Jefferson that his own words of men being created equal should stand for Black men, too. However, despite Jefferson’s words of praise, he failed to implement any action against slavery, which is why Jefferson consistently gets an L in history for being one of the country’s biggest hypocrites, a man full of flowery words but no backbone to implement them in reality.

			Regardless of being unable to change Jefferson, Banneker charged forward when it came to speaking out against injustice, whether that was through his inventions or his almanac, his work as a farmer, surveyor, engineer and city planner, or through his writings as an author or his research as a mathematician and astronomer. Banneker and others like him provided inspiration for those looking to make a better life for themselves, even with slavery and discrimination staring them in the face. That drive kept up even after the Civil War, when many Black Americans were excited to start life as free Americans.

			After the Civil War, America was ready for Reconstruction, which took place from 1865 to 1877. This period was supposed to establish Black Americans as independent, self-sufficient citizens. Instead, Reconstruction was a volatile time in which freed Blacks faced violent racism, often resulting in lynchings, burnings, and other fearmongering tactics. It can be argued that Reconstruction was doomed from the beginning, since President Abraham Lincoln, the architect of Reconstruction, was assassinated one week after the end of the Civil War and the abolition of slavery. Even though Andrew Johnson, Lincoln’s Vice President, assumed Lincoln’s Reconstruction policies after he took over the presidential office, states as far up across the Mason-Dixon line as the Midwest began installing rules to limit Black economic and social progression.

			It can also be argued that Reconstruction didn’t last long enough to establish any kind of nationwide social sea change. Once the initiative became dismantled via Lincoln’s assassination and Southern and Midwestern states undermining the government, the idealistic notion of Reconstruction became something like a pipe dream. However, Black Americans had survived slavery through sheer will and ingenuity—they didn’t have the support of the government when they needed it during slavery, and they weren’t going to limit themselves after slavery just because of this lack of support.

			Despite states trying to limit progress, even with violent measures, Black Americans persisted throughout the trauma and established themselves as prominent business leaders, inventors and economic innovators.

			Inventors and businesspeople like Banneker and others from the eighteenth century showcased the intelligence of the Black mind, one that was able to reach for the stars despite Black Americans being shackled on the ground, whether by actual shackles or the societal shackles placed on free Black people. That uplifting outlook on life can be found in the life of Clara Brown, who was a slave in Virginia before becoming a community leader and philanthropist. As a philanthropist, she helped former slaves acclimate to free life in Denver, Colorado, during the state’s Gold Rush. Brown became the first Black woman to reside in Denver after arriving in 1859, and she’s believed to be the first Black woman to take part in the Colorado Gold Rush. Brown was also a business owner, opening a laundry shop wherever she went, including in Denver.

			That entrepreneurial spirit can also be found in the area of Tulsa, Oklahoma, once known as Black Wall Street. Black Wall Street was the nickname for Greenwood Avenue in the suburb of Greenwood. Greenwood Avenue was a breath of fresh air in America since it was home to hundreds of prosperous Black-owned businesses. It became a hot zone for commerce because of Tulsa’s oil boom in the early 1900s, which attracted many Black Americans from the South. It’s ironic that Oklahoma’s Jim Crow laws, which in the Southern and some Midwestern states prohibited Blacks from working, socializing, and living in general alongside Whites, helped Black Wall Street grow. Because Blacks couldn’t do business in the same areas as White Oklahomans, the isolation forced Black businesses to innovate, starting with O.W. Gurley, the entrepreneur who established Black Wall Street in 1906.

			Gurley was a wealthy Black landowner who had a presidential appointment from President Grover Cleveland before he moved from Arkansas to Oklahoma to take part in 1889’s Oklahoma Land Run. When he came to Tulsa in 1906, he bought forty acres of land, which became Greenwood Avenue, named in honor of a city in Mississippi. Gurley also established Vernon AME Church, which was destroyed during the Tulsa race riots and rebuilt in 1928. More on that tragedy later.

			All of the businesses were owned by Black businesspeople and catered exclusively to Black clientele. Despite Oklahoma’s systematic racism, however, both White and Black Tulsans patronized the shops and businesses in Black Wall Street.

			Black Wall Street exhibited the business power of Black Americans when given the chance. The area became home to many Black multimillionaires, and, if this area was a White-owned neighborhood, Tulsa wouldn’t have had a problem. But because it was run exclusively by wealthy Black Tulsans, the White community felt threatened by their success. So, the Tulsa riots arose after a nineteen-year-old shoe shiner named Dick Rowland allegedly assaulted seventeen-year-old Sarah Page, a White elevator operator in a White-owned building. Rowland only used the elevator to get to the building’s bathroom, and Page herself never pressed charges. But with an opportunity present, armed White men rampaged Tulsa, with armed Black men rising up to protect Rowland. Today, the burning of Black Wall Street is known as domestic terrorism, but, at the time, it was seen as keeping Blacks in their place, based on the imaginary fear created by stereotypes and assumptions.

			After Black Wall Street

			We can be thankful that Black Wall Street wasn’t the only place where Black business excellence thrived. Throughout the country, Black inventors, businesspeople, and innovators charged forward and created unimaginable lives for themselves. One of those businesspeople include Garrett Morgan, who started out life as the son of former slaves in Kentucky but became one of America’s wealthiest men in the 1920s. As a young man, Morgan quickly used his business talents to better himself. Once he moved to Cleveland, Ohio, in 1895, he spent twelve years as a sewing machine repairman, saving enough money to start his own repair business. His one business soon turned into several businesses, including a tailoring business, a newspaper company which published the Cleveland Call, and a company that made personal grooming products. By the time 1920 rolled around, Morgan’s empire made him extremely wealthy, allowing him to pass on working opportunities to his many workers.

			Several of Morgan’s inventions have helped shape America into the place it is today, such as the “safety hood” or gas mask, which he invented in 1916 after seeing firefighters struggle with smoke on the job. The device helped save a group of trapped miners who were stuck in a shaft under Lake Erie. The incident instantly made his gas mask a success, and he received orders from mine owners and fire departments throughout the US and Europe.

			What’s sad is that, at first, his contribution to saving the lives of the trapped miners was written out of the official story in Southern newspapers simply because he was a Black man. Eventually, that glaring omission was addressed, but regardless of whether Southern states wanted to acknowledge a Black man’s invention, Morgan’s gas mask became a staple in the lives of American first responders and the military. The mask not only helped save lives of firefighters and miners, but a slightly revamped version of the mask was given to soldiers in World War I. Morgan also invented the zigzag stitching attachment for sewing machines, now a must-have for sewing enthusiasts to create stitching for fabrics such as stretch knits. He also created a device we see and use every day—the traffic light.

			Morgan was inspired to invent traffic lights after he witnessed a crash between a car and a buggy. He saw an opportunity to create a product that could give motorists and other vehicles ease of mind when sharing the road. He received his patent in America in 1923 and later patented his invention in Canada and Britain. Eventually, the traffic light made Morgan even more money to add to his empire; he sold his patent to General Electric for forty thousand dollars. Without his invention, just think of how unsafe travel would be. Morgan died in 1963 as a wealthy businessman, a far cry from his meager beginnings on his parents’ Kentucky farm.

			Annie Turnbo Malone was the woman whose work in beauty and hair care inspired Madam C.J. Walker to launch her own hair care business. Malone was born in 1869 in Metropolis, Illinois, as the tenth of eleven children. When her parents died, she lived with an older sister and went to school, although she wasn’t able to graduate due to illness. But as her hometown’s name suggests, Malone was already born super. Even though she didn’t finish school, her time in class fostered her love for chemistry, and it was this love that led her toward creating her first product—one that helped Black women straighten their hair without damaging it.

			Malone kept creating more products until she had an entire line for potential customers, and to gain those customers, she moved to St. Louis and went door to door, giving women live demonstrations. She also debuted her products at the 1904 World’s Fair, one of the best ways to gain tons of publicity for a new product or service at the time. This amount of publicity gave her enough wind in her sails to launch her company, Turnbo’s Poro Company. She eventually married St. Louis school principal, Aaron E. Malone, and through her company’s success became a millionaire by the end of World War I. She used her wealth in charitable ways to help Black American organizations and philanthropic groups and established the cosmetology school Poro College in St. Louis.
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			Malone’s success in haircare paved the way for others, including Madam C.J. Walker. I feel we know more about Walker because of her ability to market herself as a brand alongside her business. She utilized her image as its own type of selling point, similar to how celebrities today use their status to sell products or business ventures or, for the Gen Z crowd, beauty YouTubers endear themselves to their audience by becoming an inviting personality. Her flair for the dramatic helped propel her to superstar status, but thankfully, she also used her fame to help other Black women find opportunity.

			Born Sarah Breedlove, Walker was the daughter of slaves-turned-sharecroppers in Louisiana. Similar to Malone, Walker became an orphan during her childhood and lived with her older sister and worked in the cotton fields with her.

			Her early life continued to be harrowing: she married at age fourteen as an escape from her sister’s abusive husband. But her husband, Moses McWilliams, died, leaving Walker a single mother to her daughter Lelia, or, as she came to be known, A’Lelia. Her second marriage to John Davis was also troubled, and the two eventually divorced. Throughout that time, though, Walker did her best to provide for her daughter by moving near her four brothers in St. Louis and earned work as a cook and laundress.

			Her brothers’ profession, barbering, was a bit of foreshadowing as to what Walker’s life would become. She became devoted to Anne Turbo Malone’s “The Great Wonderful Hair Grower” product to recover from hair loss, presumably from stress. Her love for the product led her to become one of Malone’s Black saleswomen and eventually, Walker launched her own hair line with just $1.25. By this time, she had moved to Denver, Colorado, and was married once again, this time to an ad man named Charles Joseph Walker, and renamed herself “Madam C.J. Walker” to launch her line.

			This third marriage didn’t last long either, but the name and her husband’s business acumen helped Walker establish her line and grow her Walker Manufacturing Company in Indianapolis, Minnesota. Like Malone, she also hired a line of Black women for her sales team and eventually employed forty thousand Black men and women throughout the US, Canada, and the Caribbean. She became a millionaire, owned a mansion in Irvington, New York, as well as several properties in Harlem, St. Louis, Chicago, and Pittsburgh and established the Negro Cosmetics Manufacturers Association, helping Black businessowners network and coalesce as a powerful business force.

			One of the Black women Walker inspired was Marjorie Stewart Joyner, who was one of Madam C.J. Walker’s contemporaries and became a huge part of Walker’s business as part of her board of directors. Joyner was born in Virginia in 1896, and her family moved to Chicago as part of the Great Migration north for jobs and opportunities. She met her future husband, Robert Joyner, who was studying podiatry. While he was in school, she went to the A.B. Molar Beauty School and became the school’s first Black graduate. Afterwards, she opened her beauty salon, where she became known for her prowess at setting Marcel waves, a popular style at the time. It so happened that when she tried to set her mother-in-law’s hair, she failed, which prompted her mother-in-law to pay for her to attend classes to learn how to work on Black people’s hair. As it turns out, that class was taught by Walker, and she was so impressed with Joyner that she offered her a job. Even though Joyner turned her down because of her new marriage, the two stayed in contact and, eventually, Joyner became one of Walker’s demonstrators who traveled throughout the nation teaching others Walker’s famous hair tips.

			Joyner’s own history with the Marcel wave led her to create a new invention—the waving machine, which can set an entire head of hair at the same time. She applied for her patent in 1928 and the machine took off. She never made a dime from her invention, since the patents belonged to Walker’s company where Joyner was still an employee, but her career in hair launched her higher up the ladder: she eventually became the vice president of one of Walker’s salon divisions and joined the board of directors. Joyner’s presence in American society is even more cemented in her philanthropy work, including cofounding Florida’s Bethune-Cookman College with Mary McLeod Bethune. It was at the college that she earned a BS in psychology in 1973. Joyner died at 1994 at the age of ninety-eight, but the spirit of her invention lives on in today’s contemporary wavers. Today’s wavers are handheld instead of looking like the intimidating apparatus Joyner invented, which was basically a hair dryer connected to several curling rods. Several handheld devices on the market today have the same multi-rod design embedded within their DNA, meaning that Joyner’s unique invention has lasting merit.

			Maggie L. Walker became the first Black woman in America to found a bank, a feat that is impressive to this day, since Kiko Davis is currently the only Black woman today who owns a bank. Born in Virginia after the Civil War, Maggie began her life of service to the community by joining the Independent Order of St. Luke, which helped the infirm and elderly and promoted humanitarian causes. She served as the Order’s Right Worthy Grand Secretary from 1899 until her death in 1934.

			Her banking career began in 1902 when she established the newspaper The St. Luke Herald, which helped the Order communicate with the public, and the St. Luke Penny Savings Bank in 1903 to help the people utilize their own money to help themselves. She served as the bank’s president from the outset and later became chairwoman of the board when the bank merged with two other banks to become The Consolidated Bank and Trust Company. The bank was the oldest continually Black-operated bank in America until 2009.

			It’s unfortunate that Walker’s achievement stands as a rarity in America today; Davis, currently the only woman who holds the same title Walker held decades ago, is the current owner of the tenth largest African American owned bank in the nation, First Independence Bank. Her ownership comes through being the trustee of the Donald Davis Living Trust, the majority stockholder of the bank. Even though the statistic of Black women in bank ownership remains unfortunately low, Davis and Walker show that it is possible for women to achieve anything they set their minds to.

			Bridget “Biddy” Mason was born as a slave in Mississippi in 1818, but little did anyone know that she would grow up to become one of the first prominent citizens and landowners in Los Angeles. Throughout her turbulent early life, which included being uprooted several times to live in Georgia and South Carolina with other slaveowners before being returned to Mississippi to become the slave of Robert Marion Smith. As a Mormon, Smith moved his family and slaves to establish a Mormon community in what was then Mexican territory. That community would become Salt Lake City, Utah.

			Mason’s turbulent life also included meeting free Black couple Charles H. and Elizabeth Flake, who told her to legally fight her slave status once she and her slaveowner reached California, where Smith wanted to move to despite California’s laws against slavery. After spending five years in California as a slave, she did legally challenge Smith for her freedom, which she earned via the court. She eventually became a midwife and a nurse and used her earnings to buy land in what is now downtown Los Angeles. She also established Los Angeles’s First AME Church, the city’s oldest Black church. Her wealth, which she used for charitable endeavors and for establishing an elementary school for Black children and a traveler’s aid center, was estimated at three million dollars. Mason died in 1891.

			Mary Ellen Pleasant was an abolitionist who helped slaves escape with the Underground Railroad, helped finance John Brown’s failed slave uprising, and sued San Francisco for Black Americans’ right to use streetcars. Pleasant spent her childhood in Philadelphia and worked with the Hussey family in their store. After her service to the Hussey family ended in her twenties, she became a tailor’s assistant and a church organist. It was during that time that she met her first husband, James. W. Smith, a rich plantation owner with African ancestry from his Cuban heritage. Smith had gone through his own journey before he met Pleasant; by the time they finally met, he had pledged himself to the abolitionist movement.

			Interestingly enough, both Pleasant and Smith were able to pass for White people, which they used to their advantage. However, Pleasant knew very well how her bread was buttered. She might have utilized her privilege to advance in the corporate world, but she used her earnings to advance the cause of civil rights. For instance, during her first marriage, she became friends with abolitionists William Lloyd Garrison and Wendell Phillips, the latter of whom promised her his estate if she kept fighting for the end of slavery. Pleasant and Smith also were a part of the Underground Railroad, helping slaves escape to Canada.

			Pleasant eventually remarried, this time to JJ Pleasant, a shipboard cook who decided to try his luck in the California Gold Rush. Pleasant followed him with the hopes of running a boarding house and restaurant. Her restaurant, which became known as “Black City Hall,” was where Black Americans who arrived in San Francisco after slavery could find work. She later invested in a boarding house for wealthy businessmen in the area as well as a Sonoma Valley ranch that included a vineyard and horse-racing track.

			When most people think of the lightbulb, they think of Thomas Edison, but the story of the lightbulb continues with Lewis Latimer, the son of runaway slaves who grew up to work at a patent law firm after his stint in the Navy during the Civil War. It was during his time with inventor Hiram Maxim at the US Electric Lighting Company that he patented the carbon filament for the incandescent lightbulb. This small invention made lightbulbs more affordable and accessible for families, which made electricity more accessible for all. Latimer later worked with Thomas Edison in 1890 at the Edison Electric Light Company as a patent expert and chief draftsman. While at Edison, he wrote the book Incandescent Electric Lighting: A Practical Description of the Edison System. Latimer’s electrical expertise led him to become one of the company’s charter members. Electricity wasn’t all Latimer was interested in. He also put his mind toward the telephone. While the credit is given to Alexander Graham Bell, it is actually Latimer’s drawings that Bell used to patent the telephone in 1876.

			These early businessmen and women have provided the groundwork for future Black businesspeople to follow in their footsteps.

			Businesspeople of the Twentieth Century
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			Lonnie Johnson should be well known to kids who grew up in the ‘90s, since he is the inventor of the Super Soaker, one of the biggest toys of that era. Johnson is the president and founder of Johnson Research and Development Co., Inc., as well as several other companies in science and real estate. As a Tuskegee graduate, he started out his career as a research engineer at Oak Ridge National Laboratory before joining the Air Force and serving as the acting chief of the Air Force Weapons Laboratory’s Space Nuclear Power Safety Section. In 1979, he joined NASA as a Senior Systems Engineer within their Jet Propulsion Laboratory, where he was part of the team that worked on the Galileo mission to Jupiter. He returned to the Air Force in 1982 and acted as the Advanced Space Systems Requirements Officer at Strategic Air Command. He also came back to NASA’s Jet Propulsion Laboratory in 1987, where he worked on the Mars Observer project and was the fault protection engineer during the beginning stages of NASA’s Cassini project.

			After his time in NASA, he created his own engineering firm in 1989 and developed the toy that became every kid’s dream, the Super Soaker. He licensed his invention to the Larami Corporation, and the toy was an instant hit, earning over two hundred million dollars in sales and becoming the number one toy in the nation. The toy became even bigger once Larami was sold to Hasbro, the second largest toy manufacturer in the US. The Super Soaker isn’t Johnson’s only invention; he has over a hundred patents to his name with over twenty more pending, and his products include a new generation of rechargeable battery technology and thermodynamic energy conversion technology.

			James Edward Maceo West has helped many in the music business create better sounding art. Born in Virginia in 1931, West currently holds over 250 US and foreign patents for microphone design and production and techniques for creating polymer foil electrets. West received a master’s degree in physics from Temple University in 1957. In 1962, West invented the foil electret microphone while working on instruments for human hearing research. The invention has had immense popularity throughout the industry; about 90 percent of more than two billion microphones are based on this invention. Even more impressive: many of our everyday products, including camcorders, telephones, baby monitors, recording devices and hearing aids are also built with this invention. West continues changing the world with his inventions. His latest one? A device to detect pneumonia in the lungs of infants. And for Black American burgeoning inventors, West provides support with the Corporate Research Fellowship Program for graduate students pursuing terminal degrees in the sciences. Combined with his Summer Research Program, he has given five hundred non-White grad students their chance in the science industry. West also cofounded the Association of Black Laboratory Employees. The group was formed to address the concerns of Black employees within Bell Laboratories.

			You know that home security system many parents have? The one that kids have to remember the code for? Guess what? It’s a high-tech version of the original system developed by a Black woman who wanted to feel safer in her neighborhood. Marie Van Brittan Brown is credited with inventing the home security system. Born in 1922 in New York City, Brown, who worked as a nurse by trade, came up with her idea for the closed-circuit television security system in 1966 with her husband Albert Brown when she realized the police in her area were responding too slowly to emergencies on her street. She probably felt like she’d have to rely on herself since the actual police weren’t doing their job. Thus, the home security system was born, so Brown could have peace of mind while staying at home alone.

			One could see her invention as an indictment on the local police, since it’s not said whether or not the police were slow to her neighborhood because of racist reasons or because of an actual backlog of crime they were trying to attend to. We can give them the benefit of the doubt and say that maybe the police were understaffed. Regardless, Brown’s invention showed that there was a gap in the city’s protection services for its citizens, and her invention found a needy market that still exists today.

			Her system is essentially what all home security systems are based on; even though there have been some twenty-first century updates including smartphone technology, the basic setup for home security rests on Brown’s original idea. Brown was given the Award for the National Scientists Committee for her invention. She died in 1999.

			Heart health is what many Americans are concerned with today, and one of the ways Americans find relief is through the installation of a pacemaker, which helps regulate the heart’s beating functions. Many Americans have to give thanks to Otis Boykin who created the pacemaker, which has saved countless lives.

			Born in Texas in 1920, Boykin graduated from Fisk College in 1941 and started his career at Magic Radio and TV Corporation and Nilsen Research Laboratories. Boykin invented products on his own while he tried to develop his own company, Boykin-Fruth Incorporated, with twenty-six patents associated with him, including the control unit for the pacemaker as well as the wire precision resistor used in TVs and radios. He also created a device that can withstand extreme temperature changes and pressure. Because it was cheaper and more reliable than others like it already out there, Boykin’s device became highly sought after by IBM for computers and the US military for guided missiles. It’s darkly ironic that he died in 1982 from heart failure of all things. Boykin’s inventions have helped doctors and surgeons give many Americans a new lease on life. So if your parents or grandparents are able to have renewed health because of a pacemaker, pour some out for Boykin, who made it all possible.

			Frederick McKinley Jones’s inventions have impacted many areas of American life, from refrigeration to movie theaters. Born in 1893 in Ohio, he served in World War I in France before coming home and starting a job as a garage mechanic. Jones began inventing based on his own self-taught knowledge, with his first invention being a self-starting gasoline motor. As he transitioned from mechanic work toward working at a steamship and a hotel, he did more inventing and design work, including designing and building racecars after moving to Hallock, Minnesota. Incredibly, one of his cars, Number 15, was able to drive faster than an airplane.

			Jones’s jack of all trades mentality kept him inventing new products, including adapters for silent movie projectors, allowing movie theaters to play talking films. He also invented a machine for the box office that issued tickets and provided change to customers. For those of you who have grown up in snowy areas, you might be accustomed to seeing a snowmobile or two—Jones invented that too.

			The area he has the most patents in, however, is in refrigeration with forty total. One of those inventions includes the first automatic refrigeration system for long-haul trucks and railroad cars, which eliminated food spoilage during shipping and allowed Americans all across the country to eat fresh produce no matter where they lived. His work in refrigeration led him to create the Thermo-King Corporation in 1935, where he continued to change the world of long-distance food shipping. Jones died in 1961.

			Atlanta owes a debt of thanks to Herman J. Russell, who started his real estate empire in 1946 by buying a lot where he would build a duplex. This property started Russell’s business of creating business in segregated Atlanta by developing many real estate investments and creating a construction company that would become one of the largest Black-owned companies in the nation and the largest Minority Business Enterprise (MBE) real estate firm in the country.

			Russell’s slate of businesses includes H.J. Russell and Company, the umbrella company which housed other companies including H.J. Russell Construction Company, Paradise Management Inc., DDR International, H. J. Russell Plastering Company and Southeast Land Development Company. Russell’s projects turned Atlanta into what it is today, with buildings such as the Hartsfield-Jackson Atlanta International Airport, Philips Arena (now known as State Farm Arena), Turner Field and the Georgia Dome—all included in his portfolio. By 1994, H. J. Russel and Company grossed around $150 million with offices throughout the country, including in Miami and New York City.

			Russell also used his money to help further Black prosperity by becoming the first Black member and eventually the second Black president of the Atlanta Chamber of Commerce. He contributed to the success of Maynard Jackson’s mayoral election campaign, leading to Jackson becoming Atlanta’s first Black mayor, and he also helped behind the scenes with the civil rights movement with friends like Martin Luther King Jr.

			Reginald Lewis is described as the “richest Black man in America,” and was estimated to be worth at least one billion dollars by 1992. Lewis’s status made his business, TLC Beatrice International, the first Black-owned business to gross one billion d0llars in annual sales. Born in 1942 in Baltimore, Lewis attended Harvard Law School as the only person in the history of the school to be admitted before actually applying. In 1970, he and his associates established the first Black-owned law firm in Wall Street and used his legal expertise to develop investments in minority-owned businesses, which led him to become special counsel for big brands such as Equitable Life (now known as AXA) and General Foods. He also worked as counsel for the Commission for Racial Justice and successfully lobbied for North Carolina to pay interest on the bond for the Wilmington Ten, nine men and one woman who were wrongly convicted of arson and conspiracy in 1971 and served almost ten years in jail before an appeal granted them release.

			The road to one billion d0llars started with Lewis’s TLC Group, L.P., established in 1983. The first acquisition he made under his new company was the McCall Pattern Company, which he bought for $22.5 million. Under his leadership, McCall’s had two of its most profitable years in its 113-year history, and in 1987, he sold McCalls for $65 million. He was also able to buy Beatrice Foods for $985 million, making his company the only US company to engage in the largest leverage buyout of overseas assets at the time. The newly restructured company, TLC Beatrice International, became the one billion dollar juggernaut that made Lewis a history-making Black businessman. Unfortunately, Lewis died unexpectedly in 1993 at the age of fifty due to a short illness. His legacy has certainly paved the way for others like rapper-turned Tidal mogul Jay-Z, who famously rapped, “I’m not a businessman, I’m a business, man.”

			Blackness in Business

			What can we learn from these men and women? I think the best thing we can take away is how much Black history surrounds us, even when we aren’t thinking about it. When you look at a traffic light or a simple zigzag stitch on a piece of clothing, you’re looking at a Black American invention. When you buy hair products or set your alarm system, you’re looking at the impact of Black Americans on our everyday lives. There is no part of America that Black Americans haven’t impacted, and it shows how we are a much more integral part of society than the history books would lead you to think.

			

	

Chapter 3 

			Little-Known Civil Rights Leaders 

			So far in this book, we have been traveling through earlier periods of American history. Even though the “civil rights movement” as we understand it isn’t linked to times like the 1700s, 1800s, and even the early 1900s, the movement’s core beliefs were alive in abolitionist and likeminded groups. However, the civil rights movement as we know it began in the 1940s and grew to its zenith in the 1960s.

			Conventional wisdom would tell us that the movement ended in the late ‘60s and early ‘70s with the murders of several civil rights leaders such as Martin Luther King Jr., Malcolm X, Medgar Evers, and several others, including regular, everyday citizens like Emmett Till who were killed for simply being Black. But that’s where conventional wisdom is wrong. The civil rights movement continues today with social media-turned-real world groups such as Black Lives Matter, Dream Defenders, and others.

			But before we get into the present and future, we must understand the foremothers and forefathers who laid the groundwork. We must give thanks to those who put their lives on the line to create better opportunities for us today.

			Unsung Heroes

			We know the usual names: Martin Luther King, Rosa Parks, Malcolm X, Congressman John Lewis. You have to wonder what the rest of the movement was like beyond these usual suspects. What are the stories we either haven’t heard or know very little about?

			For me, the beauty of the civil rights movement is that it included everyone who wanted to participate. You didn’t have to be a pastor with a large congregation or the leader of an activist group. You could have been a regular person whose only claim to fame was taking care of your family. But if you contributed to the betterment of your family and others by marching for the right to vote, boycotting businesses, or attending a local NAACP chapter meeting, you could have considered yourself a civil rights activist.

			With that said, it’s interesting how much politics and optics were a consideration in the movement. You might have already learned about the positive ways in which movement leaders utilized the media to propel their message, which involved putting their own lives on the line for newspapers to cover the injustices happening in the South. But there were also some negatives when utilizing the media, which came in the form of figuring out who could be the face of certain events and who couldn’t. Even though the fight was to change social mores, leaders oftentimes had to work within those same social mores to get anything done. Case in point with a young girl named Claudette Colvin, who actually refused to give up her bus seat in Montgomery, Alabama, nine months before Rosa Parks did in 1955.

			Colvin told the White bus driver who wanted her to give up her bus seat to a White passenger, “It’s my constitutional right to sit here as much as that lady. I paid my fare, it’s my constitutional right.” She was arrested for violating Alabama’s segregation laws, even though she was clearly correct—it was her constitutional right to sit wherever she wanted.

			So why did the civil rights rally happen around Parks instead of Colvin? Turns out the NAACP felt her case wasn’t the right one to litigate. Colvin was a pregnant teenager at the time she decided to challenge the segregation laws, and the association felt that Colvin being an unwed, single, teenage mother would be a distraction from the actual problem of discrimination at hand. Still, Colvin brought her case to court and declared herself not guilty. Unfortunately, her reputation was run through the gutter because of her pregnancy, and she was forced to drop out of college; the lies about her reputation also made it hard for her to find work. Eventually, though, Colvin was one of the four plaintiffs in the Browder v. Gayle case in which Montgomery’s segregated buses were ruled unconstitutional. After the case, she moved to New York City and, now a mother of two children, she became a nurse’s aide in a nursing home until she retired in 2004.

			Parks, on the other hand, became the face of the bus boycott nine months after Colvin’s decision to stay in her seat. Of course, this isn’t meant to shade Parks; she is a valuable part of the movement. However, it is important to recognize how fighting for civil rights is as much of a political game as it was a social rights fight. While Colvin was a teenage mother, Parks was a seamstress in Montgomery. Her arrest led E.D. Nixon, the head of the Montgomery chapter of the NAACP, to begin creating a structured plan to fight back against the bus system. As we now know, the bus boycott was a success. But that ball got rolling because of unsung heroes like Colvin who threw the first stone at Montgomery’s discriminatory laws.

			Another unsung hero in the civil rights movement is Bayard Rustin. It’s only been in recent years that Rustin’s importance to Martin Luther King Jr. has been explored. Sadly, it could be argued that the main reason historians have discounted his achievements in the civil rights movement is because he was a gay man.

			Thankfully, King didn’t care about Rustin’s orientation and considered him one of his closest friends. Indeed, Rustin can be considered the architect behind King’s nonviolence philosophy since Rustin was the one who introduced King to Mahatma Gandhi’s nonviolent resistance techniques. Gandhi’s philosophy was a part of Rustin’s own activism before meeting King in 1955. Rustin combined Gandhi’s work with African American labor leader—and Rustin’s mentor and friend—A. Philip Randolph’s socialism theory, as well as his own Quaker pacifist background. Some of Rustin’s activist work before his work with King includes joining forces with the American Friends Service Committee in 1941 to protect Japanese Americans’ property during their unjust internment. He and a group of activists also took a trip throughout the South after World War II. Since he had been a conscientious objector to the war, he had already been arrested in 1944. This road trip meant he’d be arrested yet again, but this experience would come in handy much later.
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			Some of the key moments within the civil rights movement were organized in part by Rustin, including King’s Montgomery bus boycott in 1956. Yes, the same bus boycott that involved Claudette Colvin (whose civil rights stance was written off because she was cast as a jezebel teen mom) and Rosa Parks. In fact, it was Rudolph himself that told Rustin to meet with King, which led to their friendship. The Freedom Rides that occurred throughout the South were also inspired by Rustin’s own fateful ride, and so was the infamous March on Washington for Jobs and Freedom in 1963, during which King gave his “I Have A Dream” speech. Two years later, he went further back to his labor activist roots by cofounding the A. Philip Randolph Institute for Black trade union members.

			This is a lot of work for one man to take part in, but somehow in between all of this, Rustin still had time to organize a march overseas. In 1958, Rustin was one of the coordinators of an anti-nuclear weapons march in Aldermaston, England. Clearly, as we saw by the huge turnout at the March on Washington five years later, Rustin had a knack for bringing out the masses. At the Aldermaston march, ten thousand people showed up to stand against nuclear weapons.

			King and Rustin were considered close confidantes, and some people within King’s circle wanted the civil rights leader to distance himself from Rustin; they feared that enemies to the movement would use their closeness against them, for political gain. This tension came to a head when King, Rustin, and Randolph were planning a march during the 1960 Democratic Convention of then-presidential candidate John F. Kennedy and vice-presidential candidate Lyndon B. Johnson. The protest was meant to call attention to the Democrats’ lack of action on civil rights. But the party probably found this an opportune moment to keep King (and in the process, Rustin) silent by delegating a Black congressman, Adam Clayton Powell, to threaten the group with a lie. Powell, who didn’t even face the group himself, sent a messenger to tell King, Rustin, and Rudolph that if they went through with the march, Powell would accuse King of having a sexual affair with Rustin, which could bring the civil rights movement to a screeching halt. After having counsel with his inner circle, including his confidant, speech writer, and advisor Clarence Jones, King did a rare thing—he conceded to pressure and began to distance himself from Rustin who then resigned from his post at the Southern Christian Leadership Conference.

			After King’s assassination in 1968, Rustin kept up the fight against inequality throughout the 1970s, including through his books Down the Line and Strategies for Freedom. As a man who was openly gay all of his life (even when it got him arrested in the fifties), he also advocated for LGBT rights in his activist work.

			Rustin isn’t the only civil rights activist whose work and very existence intersect race with sexual identity. Within the same timespan in 1969, the Stonewall Uprising occurred. You probably know the story—the Stonewall Inn served as ground zero for the beginning of the modern gay liberation movement. But the story wouldn’t have been told without Miss Major and Marsha P. Johnson, two of the three trans women who led the uprising. Miss Major and Johnson were already activists before the Stonewall Uprising, and they continued fighting the good fight afterwards.

			Miss Major, for instance, became part of the Trans Gender Variant and Intersex Justice Project, which she eventually led as executive director until her retirement in 2015. Johnson continued working with the other trans activist who led the Stonewall Uprising, Sylvia Rivera, to cofound the Street Transgender Action Revolutionaries. Sadly, her life was tragically taken and her body found in the Hudson River. It’s still unclear how she died; her death was ruled a suicide, but those in her circle beg to differ. Thankfully, her case was reopened in 2017 by crime victim advocate Victoria Cruz.

			Along with Rustin, King had other mentors who surrounded him, including Ralph D. Abernathy, whom King called “the best friend that I have in the world.” A pastor by trade like King—the two met after becoming pastors at nearby churches in Montgomery, Alabama—Abernathy helped King organize the Montgomery bus boycotts and cofounded the Southern Christian Leadership Conference.

			The church was a part of Abernathy’s life ever since he was a child; his father William was a farmer on their five hundred acres of land as well as a deacon in their local church. Abernathy was drafted into service during World War II, but, thankfully, he was able to survive and came back home to pursue a life as a minister while earning his mathematics degree from Alabama State College, which he received in 1950. He also earned his sociology degree from Atlanta University in 1951 and became the pastor of Montgomery’s First Baptist Church as well as Alabama State’s dean of students.

			Abernathy’s civil rights work with King constantly put him in danger. For instance, during the 1956 bus boycott, Abernathy’s church and home were hit by bombs. Throughout his and King’s work with the Freedom Riders and the SCLC and during protests in Atlanta, Abernathy was arrested seventeen times. Abernathy was even present the fateful morning King was assassinated at the Lorraine Motel in Memphis, Tennessee. Abernathy can be thought of as a successor of sorts to King’s legacy, since he took over the SCLC after King’s martyrdom and organized 1968’s Poor People’s Campaign, which led to the creation of the Federal Food Stamps Program.

			He published his autobiography And the Walls Came Tumbling Down in 1989, before his death in 1990.

			Another of King’s friends in the struggle was Fred Shuttlesworth. Like King and Abernathy, Shuttlesworth was a pastor, but I’d argue that he’s known more for his activist work than preaching from the pulpit, even in Birmingham where he lived and worked.

			As a Birminghamian, Shuttlesworth was a part of my life throughout my childhood and up until his death in 2011 for his consistent activism within the community. He was seen as one of the keepers of Birmingham’s oral history of segregation, civil rights, and the fights that ensued for justice. Even after his death, his presence is still heavily felt in the city. The Birmingham International Airport, for example, has been renamed in his honor. He may have never become Birmingham’s mayor, but Abernathy certainly ran—and still runs—the city with his legacy, a legacy that literally changed the city forever.

			Shuttlesworth and Abernathy’s careers had several parallels. As I mentioned, Shuttlesworth was a pastor like his civil rights compatriots. Like Abernathy, he also graduated from Alabama State College (known today as Alabama State University). He also earned his BA in ministerial institution at Selma University. Along with Abernathy, Rustin, and King, he cofounded the SCLC while serving as the pastor of Bethel Baptist Church in Birmingham. Throughout the city, he fought for civil rights including the hiring of more Black police officers and the establishment of the Alabama Christian Movement for Human Rights.

			Also, like Abernathy, Shuttlesworth wasn’t a stranger to threats on his life. His home was bombed on Christmas Day 1956. He and his wife were attacked by the Ku Klux Klan as they took their daughter to integrate her school. Throughout his career, he was arrested countless times.

			Shuttlesworth did relocate to Cincinnati in the sixties, only moving back to Birmingham in 2007, but kept his activism in the South alive with his work with King as well as by providing safe lodging for the Freedom Riders in 1961. His love for his hometown actually drove him to convince King to use Birmingham as a ground zero of sorts for the civil rights movement and utilized marches, particularly ones involving the socially activated young people of the city, to achieve change. He also took his fight even further south to Selma, where he organized the 1965 march from Selma to Montgomery for voting rights.

			Abernathy and Shuttlesworth are both Alabamians, but, as a Birminghamian, I have to say that I’m immensely proud of Shuttlesworth’s impact on my hometown, an impact I can still feel today because without his activism, Birmingham might not be the forward-looking beacon of hope in Alabama that is today.

			Women of the Movement

			While we hear a lot about the men of the movement, the women often become something of an afterthought. We know of Coretta Scott King, sure. But do we know that she was an activist in her own right and kept the fight for civil rights for all people alive after her husband’s death? Do we know that she, along with recording artist Stevie Wonder, helped establish Martin Luther King Jr. Day in 1986? I feel like that’s a tidbit that gets routinely left out of the retelling of Coretta’s life. She was a devoted mother and wife, accolades no one should take away from her. But she was also much more than the Black “June Cleaver” stereotype people paint her as. She was a woman who endured just as much pain as her husband from the frequent attacks on her husband and their family. She was a woman of character and dignity despite emotional turmoil from all sides. She managed to do it all with grace and courage until her death in 2006.
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			Her story has been routinely whitewashed by history, similar to how other women of the civil rights movement have either been neglected or whose contributions have been downplayed. Let’s shine a light on them now.

			Did you know King was friends with others in the civil rights movement, such as Betty Shabazz? Shabazz was the wife of Malcolm X.

			Shabazz and King’s friendship seems to me like one of the hidden gems of the civil rights movement. It wasn’t until Lifetime’s 2013 film Betty & Coretta, starring Mary J. Blige as Shabazz and Angela Bassett as Coretta, that I knew they ever spoke together, much less were close friends. However, it makes sense that they would be close; they both shared the burdens of being wives to the movement’s most powerful leaders as well as mothers to families who were constantly put at risk. In fact, Shabazz herself shielded her children with her body during the assassination of her husband.

			After her husband’s assassination in 1965, Shabazz had to call upon her strength to raise her children alone. The Nation of Islam, of which she and her husband were a part, reclaimed everything from her family. (A 1997 Chicago Tribune obituary says: “Everything the couple owned belonged to the Nation of Islam.”) So she had to start over. Thanks to her supporters and friends, Shabazz was able to pick up the pieces of her life, earning a master’s degree in public health from Jersey City State College and a PhD in education from the University of Massachusetts at Amherst and becoming a professor at Brooklyn’s Medgar Evers College. Eventually, she became the director of the college’s department of communications and public relations. Throughout her personal career, she also lectured about civil equality, keeping the torch of the civil rights movement alive.

			Sadly, she was severely burned in 1997 after her twelve-year-old grandson set their New York apartment on fire. Her injuries resulted in her death. King did come to Shabazz’s hospital bedside, according to minister and author Barbara Reynolds. “I know Shabazz’s death was heartbreaking for King because she loved her,” she wrote. “One a Muslim, the other a Christian; nevertheless, they were truly spiritual sisters. That is one truth I am certain of.” Indeed, King is quoted as having called Shabazz a “wonderful caring person” who “carried forward her husband’s legacy with dignity and grace.” Myrlie Evers-Williams, a mutual friend of the two women and the widow of Medgar Evers, who we’ll learn about below, also spoke highly of Shabazz. Evers-Williams, an activist in her own right, said that she “has not been given the amount of credit she deserves in shaping America’s civil rights movement.”
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			One of the biggest names to come out of the youth activist group SNCC (Student Nonviolent Coordinating Committee) is Congressman John Lewis, who acted as the group’s chairman. But Diane Nash, a lesser-known figure, finally made popular in Ava DuVernay’s 2012 film Selma, is historic in her own right as well. As one of the founding members of the SNCC, she supported various initiatives to push for change, including providing support for the “Rock Hill Nine,” nine students who were arrested and jailed for participating in a lunch counter sit-in in Rock Hill, South Carolina. She and fellow leaders Charles Sherrod, Ruby Doris Smith, and Charles Jones also staged a sit-in and refused bail, similar to the actions of the Rock Hill Nine. Nash also pushed for the Freedom Rides to continue even though the first Freedom Ride ended after being met with violence in Alabama. She told Shuttlesworth in 1961 that they were coming to Birmingham to continue the rides. Not only did they come to continue the rides, Nash herself led everyone from Birmingham to Jackson, Mississippi, in 1961.
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			Mary McLeod Bethune was a civil right activist from the generation before the one that took over in the 1950s and 1960s. However, her work is what future civil rights leaders drew from, intentionally or unintentionally.

			Bethune was the daughter of former slaves, and, while her parents probably expected her to be better off than they were—Bethune took advantage of educational opportunities for African Americans after the Civil War—they probably never expected she’d run her own college.

			She started her school, the Daytona Beach Literary and Industrial School for Training Negro Girls, after her marriage ended in 1904 and she was left trying to figure out how to take care of her son on her own. The school flourished and, after merging with Cookman Institute, an all-male school in Daytona, the result was Bethune-Cookman College, which is still in existence today.

			Bethune was also a businesswoman as well as a civil rights activist—she owned a resort in Daytona and cofounded the Central Life Insurance Company of Tampa. But her activism is what made her known nationwide. Her work included leading many African Americans to migrate from the Republican Party to the Democratic Party during the Great Depression and acting as the director of Negro Affairs of the National Youth Administration under President Franklin Roosevelt between 1936 and 1944. The position gave her the distinction of being the highest-ranking Black woman in American government, and her power lent itself to her efforts to end lynching and discrimination in America. Her longest position in politics was with the NAACP, which she ran as vice president until her death in 1955.
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			Bethune’s activism inspired others like Dorothy Height, who joined the group Bethune founded and was president of the National Council of Negro Women. Within the group, Height also focused on ending lynching in America as well as leading efforts to revamp the criminal justice system which often worked against African Americans just as much back then as it does now.

			It could be said that Height carried Bethune’s proverbial baton forward in the race against injustice, since Height became the fourth president of the council and remained in the position for forty years. Under her leadership, the council gave financial aid to civil rights activists and supported voter registration in the Southern states. Like her predecessor, Height also became friends with Eleanor Roosevelt. She served as an advisor to Eleanor as well as presidents Dwight D. Eisenhower and Lyndon B. Johnson.

			She also had a hand in organizing the March on Washington for Jobs and Freedom. But despite her work to get the march off the ground, as well as having a seat at the front of the march, she was not scheduled to speak. In fact, no women were scheduled to speak. This was indicative of the sexism that plagued the internal workings of the civil rights movement, a movement that had mostly men in its leadership. What else could explain the way Colvin was treated for being a teenage mother, or how Evers-Williams, Coretta, and Shabazz were treated as wives and widows? In the case of those three women, they were always reduced down to a second-tier position even though they were activists in their own right.

			However, this didn’t stop Height from her activist work, which eventually led her across the globe to India, where she served as a visiting professor at the University of Delhi, and South Africa, where she worked with the Black Women’s Federation of South Africa. She earned numerous honorary degrees and awards during her lifetime, such as the Citizens Medal Award, the Congressional Gold Medal, and an induction into the Democracy Hall of Fame International. Hopefully at the time of her death in 2010 at the age of ninety-eight, she considered her life’s work a job well done.

			Amelia Boynton and her husband Samuel William “S.W.” Boynton were activists in Selma, Alabama, years before the civil rights movement reached Alabama state lines. In fact, Boynton’s childhood in Georgia was centered around leadership, with her mother being a suffragist and her father owning his own business, a wholesale wood lot. But her activism in Selma began around the time she met her husband in 1929. They were both working as agricultural extension agents in Selma and, together, they used their positions within the government to convince Black Americans to buy land and register to vote. They also owned several businesses, such as a real estate office, an employment agency and an insurance agency. In the mid-1930s, the Boyntons took over the Dallas County Voters League and welcomed SNCC when the group’s leader Bernard Lafayette and his wife Colia Liddell came to town in 1962. Amelia Boynton also became the first Black woman in Alabama to run for Congress. Even though she didn’t win, her campaign laid the groundwork for others to come behind her years later.

			Boynton was one of the marchers during the first Selma to Montgomery march in 1965 that became known as “Bloody Sunday.” In fact, she was one of the injured, enduring tear gas and beatings that rendered her unconscious. But she survived and remained an integral part of the voting rights movement. It was through her leadership, and the leadership of other activists, that Black Americans are allowed to vote.

			Fannie Lou Hamer was also a civil rights activist who endured a different kind of injustice—forced sterilization. A White doctor sterilized Hamer without her consent during a surgery to remove a uterine tumor. This kind of forced sterilization was common and used as a way to “control” or limit the Black population, as if Black Americans were pests or weeds that were simply a nuisance instead of human beings with inalienable rights. In fact, the practice was so entrenched in Mississippi society, it became known as the “Mississippi appendectomy.”

			She became a SNCC organizer in 1962 after becoming enraged by the South’s tricks to keep Black Americans from voting. Her efforts to demand voting rights included leading a group of seventeen to attempt to register to vote before being harassed and given a ridiculous literacy test. Even the school bus they rode on was fined for being “too yellow.” Her action hit her family hard—she was fired from the plantation she and her husband worked on and her former employer confiscated most of their property.

			But, in 1963, Hamer did successfully register to vote, leading her to protest other injustices, such as challenging the “Whites-only” segregated seating at a Charleston, South Carolina, bus station restaurant. She and other Black women in her party were beaten, and Hamer was left with injuries she would keep for the rest of her life, including kidney and leg damage as well as a blood clot in her eye.

			However, none of that kept her down. She cofounded the Mississippi Freedom Democratic Party in 1964, challenging the Democratic Party’s attempts to stuff down Black American participation. A speech she gave at the Democratic National Convention arguing for her group to be recognized as the official delegation was initially blocked from airtime by President Lyndon B. Johnson, who held a petty televised press conference just so she wouldn’t get any airtime. Her speech was aired anyway. Finally by 1968, Hamer’s efforts paid off and she became a member of Mississippi’s first integrated delegation to the Democratic National Convention.

			That win didn’t keep Hamer from challenging other areas that needed reform. For instance, in 1964, she brought hundreds of Black and White college students together to form Freedom Summer, in which the students helped register Black voters in the South. She also announced her campaign for the Mississippi House of Representatives but was kept from the ballot. The next year, she, Victoria Gray, and Annie Devine became the first Black women to stand in US Congress as they protested the 1964 Mississippi House election.

			Although her tours around the country speaking about civil rights kept her busy, she still managed to found the National Women’s Political Caucus and the Freedom Farm Cooperative which allowed Black people to own and farm collectively. With the help of funds from donors including singer-actor-activist Harry Belafonte, she bought 640 acres to set up a co-op store, sewing business, and boutique. The cooperative also made it possible for two hundred low-income housing units to be built, many of which are still around today. Her cooperative was one of the largest employers Sunflower County, Mississippi, had until the mid-1970s. Hamer herself died not too long after that, in 1977, from breast cancer.

			Martyrs of the Movement

			We started the chapter with the story of Claudette Colvin being ghosted by the NAACP for being an unwed teen mother. Despite being the most notable person to challenge Montgomery’s segregation law before Rosa Parks, her status made her an outcast. In a way, she was a sacrifice made by the civil rights movement. Colvin in action did push the movement forward, but she had to give up a portion of her life, as her reputation was run through the mud.

			Thankfully, Colvin was able to keep her life. There were thousands of martyrs in Black America’s struggle for equality, including the 4,400 people who were lynched, drowned, burned, or shot in the South as a result of Jim Crow laws up to about 1950. Those men, women, and children are thankfully now honored at Montgomery’s National Memorial for Peace and Justice, spearheaded by the founder of the Equal Justice Initiative (EJI) and public interest lawyer Bryan Stevenson. Stevenson’s career can be seen as a bridge between the civil rights movement’s past and its present, seeing how he has constantly brought his activism into the courtroom and the public sphere with the EJI. His museum dedicated to the thousands of souls lost to racist violence brings their stories back to life and honors them in a way that reminds us that the fight is not over.
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			While too many of the martyrs in our march toward civil rights have died with their names unetched in the annals of history, there are also others that became infamous in death, such as Emmett Till, the fourteen-year-old boy from Chicago who was killed in 1955 while visiting his relatives in Money, Mississippi. Four days after Till was wrongfully accused of flirting with a White woman, the woman’s husband and brother tortured Till. They made him carry a seventy-five-pound cotton gin fan to the Tallahatchie riverbank where he was made to take off his clothes; the two men beat him, gouged out one of his eyes, shot him in the head, tied his body to the fan with barbed wire, and threw the boy in the river. When his body was recovered, he was nearly unrecognizable. His mother, Mamie Till, ordered for her son to have an open casket funeral so people could see what racial violence had done to her boy’s life and image. The gruesome images of Till’s disfigured face were published in JET, a magazine we will learn more about later in the book. The photographs rocked the nation, especially the pockets of people who had trouble recognizing that the horrors Black Americans were fighting against were real.

			Medgar Evers is another casualty of the movement. A civil rights leader in Mississippi, Evers and his family were constantly fighting for their lives amid attacks on their home and personhood. Evers and his family were lucky at first, avoiding a firebomb attack on their home. Despite this, Evers was shot in the back in his own driveway by White supremacist Byron De La Beckwith. He was pronounced dead at the local hospital less than thirty minutes later. It was this tragedy that led his brother and fellow activist, Charles Evers, to take over Medgar’s spot within the NAACP as state field secretary for Mississippi. Charles was elected mayor of Fayette, Mississippi, in 1969, making him the first Black mayor of a racially mixed Southern town since Reconstruction.

			Medgar’s widow, Myrlie Evers-Williams, also became an important leader within the NAACP. She was elected as the organization’s chairwoman of the board of directors in 1995 and kept her post until 1998.

			But her achievements within the organization probably pale in comparison to her personal achievements in honoring her late husband’s memory and avenging his death. She was the prime force behind getting Medgar’s killer charged and put behind bars. Thankfully, her persistence paid off in the 1990s, when Beckwith was arrested. Even though he had been arrested for Medgar’s murder before, this time was different, since he was finally convicted by a mixed-race jury. Evers-Williams has kept her late husband’s memory alive in another way—by establishing the Medgar Evers Institute in Jackson, the place Evers gave his life for. The institute was later renamed the Medgar and Myrlie Evers Institute to honor the work and sacrifice Myrlie herself endured during the civil rights movement. She currently serves as the institute’s chairwoman.

			The murder of Selma civil rights activist Jimmie Lee Jackson was the catalyst for the marches from Selma to Montgomery. In life, Jackson was a deacon and activist who also served his country in the Vietnam War before coming back home to injustice in his own state. After he, his grandfather Cager Lee, and his mother Viola Lee Jackson were turned away from registering to vote in his hometown of Marion in 1962, Jackson became involved in fighting for voting rights. He participated in all manner of protests and boycotts and attended meetings, leading him toward his tragic death.

			Marches in both Selma and Marion ended with brutal results. For instance, in Marion, seven thousand children were arrested for marching, and, in Selma, during a march of over three thousand people, civil rights leader C.T. Vivian was clubbed and arrested by Selma’s Sheriff Jim Clark. The latter event led Vivian to lead another march in Marion. The night march took place February 18 in 1965 with over two hundred people taking part. State troopers and Marion’s police chief ordered the group to break up, and after a Black minister was struck by a trooper marchers quickly panicked and began running for shelter. Jackson and his mother ran into Mack’s Café when they saw Lee stagger in, bleeding from being beaten. Jackson tried to get his grandfather to a hospital, but they were caged in by troopers and marchers alike. A trooper struck Viola, and Jackson tried to take down the trooper, but his heroism led to his death—the trooper clubbed him and knocked him against a cigarette machine, and another trooper shot Jackson in the stomach. He died at Selma’s Good Samaritan Hospital eight days after the attack. Jackson sacrificed his life for the right to vote, so if you’re on the fence about voting, consider Jackson’s life the next time you think about not casting your ballot.

			My hometown of Birmingham also had its share of sacrifices. The most famous martyrs from my city are Denise McNair, Addie Mae Collins, Cynthia Wesley, and Carole Robertson, otherwise known to the world as the “four little girls.” On a fateful Sunday in September of 1963, they were preparing for a church service in the basement restroom of the 16th Street Baptist Church in downtown Birmingham. A bomb went off. Most of the damage was done in that basement, where the girls were killed.

			They weren’t the only children to be affected by the blast. One other girl, Sarah Collins, Addie Mae’s sister, was also with the girls during the bombing. Sarah managed to survive but lost her right eye. Riots broke out in response to the attack, and, as a result, two more children, Virgil Ware and Johnny Robinson, were killed. On the whole, over twenty others were injured either from the blast or the riots.

			Living in a place like Birmingham allows you to never be too far removed from history. Even though the events of the church are now in the past, the church itself is still open for Sunday service. Several of the girls’ family members still reside in the city as well, a stark reminder that while the girls’ lives have become simply a part of American history, they are still lost loved ones bereaved by their family members first.

			Children of the Movement

			Emmett Till, the four girls killed at the 16th Street Baptist Church and the two boys killed later that day are only a fraction of the toll children took during the civil rights movement. As the National Memorial for Peace and Justice tells us, there are plenty of children who were killed whose names and stories have been lost to history. It’s a shame, since the only way we can learn from the past is if we are able to acknowledge the crimes that have taken place. Thankfully, the memorial can fill in some of those gaps.

			Even though the museum has been able to catalogue an impressive 4,400 lives, I wonder how many more have fallen through the gaps of time, not by any fault of the memorial’s research team, but because of America’s lack of recognition of these lives in the first place. Keep in mind that between the late 1800s all the way up to the early 1960s, Black men, women, and children could be tortured and lynched for a host of reasons—false accusations of rape and murder, trying to vote, talking back to White people, etc.—in front of a crowd of White people, including families with children, at picnic-like fetes. The events would also be money-earners; postcards would be sold with the gruesome images of Black death on the front amid an otherwise idyllic pastoral scene of family “fun.”

			Who knows how many children’s lives have been destroyed by the violence of White supremacy in America. But while Black American children have been subjected to horrors unimaginable to their White counterparts, they’ve also showcased tremendous courage, sometimes more courage than the adults in their lives.

			One such child is Ruby Bridges, who became the first Black student to integrate a Southern elementary school. Even though Brown v. the Board of Education of Topeka, Kansas, had established integrated schools as the law of the land by the 1950s, Southern schools were still segregated. Bridges tested the Southern resistance against national law when she was enrolled in a segregated kindergarten class in William Frantz Elementary School in New Orleans, her home since she was two years old after her parents moved from Mississippi.

			Every morning, Bridges and her mother were escorted by federal marshals to protect them from racist crowds that would heckle them. She spent the entire school year in a classroom by herself after White parents took their kids out of her class. Her parents and grandparents also faced hardship, with her father losing his job and her grandparents being evicted from the farm where they worked and lived as sharecroppers for twenty-five years. However, her courage paved the way for other Black students to enroll. Her bravery not only affected New Orleans, but schools across the South and the entire nation. After the death of her brother Malcolm, Ruby created the Ruby Bridges Foundation in 1999 to promote acceptance and tolerance of others through education.

			Other children who moved the needle during the height of the civil rights movement include the children who participated in the Children’s Crusade of 1963. I mentioned how Shuttlesworth’s legacy helped Birmingham become what it is today. But I have to say that the children who participated in the Children’s Crusade left a mark that is even more personal since they were willing to put their futures on the line. It’s easy to understand how an adult can rationalize the life-and-death risk of standing up for what’s good; it’s haunting to realize that children were contemplating the same risk, sometimes against the wishes of their understandably scared parents.

			The children were part of a plan developed by the SCLC to desegregate Birmingham as a whole, including parks and fairgrounds which only allowed Black youth and families on “colored days.”

			To be clear, the SCLC’s James Bevel came up with the idea of utilizing children in a march, and those children, counted in the thousands, were trained on the same tactics of nonviolence that adults had been using throughout the movement.

			Not everyone within the civil rights movement were onboard with Bevel’s idea. Many were worried about putting kids in harm’s way.

			Indeed, the threat of harm was real; the first day of the crusade, hundreds of children were arrested. When that didn’t deter the crusade, Bull O’Connor, the infamous Commissioner of Public Safety who has gone down in history as one of the most notoriously racist public servants in Birmingham, ordered water hoses sprayed on the children, knocking them down. The children were also battered with police batons and attacked by police dogs, resulting in countless injuries. But the crusade continued, and the images pouring out of Birmingham filled the newspapers around the country.

			The gamble of recruiting children was probably one of the riskiest made during the civil rights movement. But the risk paid off; around the country, people were wondering how could a city, much less a region, hate a race so much that it would try to injure and kill children? Public pressure heightened as the children continued the crusade, with one of their last marches taking place to the Birmingham jail where many of their comrades were still in custody.

			After being shamed by the enduring national anger, Birmingham officials finally met with the civil rights leaders to desegregate the city. But Birmingham still tried to stick it to the children when the Board of Education decided to expel all of the children who had participated in the crusade. The decision was eventually overturned by the court of appeals.

			The entire crusade took place in May of 1963, months before the four girls were killed in the 16th Street Baptist Church bombing. I’m sure at the time, it might have felt like everything the children endured in the crusade was for naught. It probably seemed like Birmingham would never get any better. But we can see the effects of the Children’s Crusade today; Birmingham is what it is now because of their personal sacrifice and bravery. If those kids didn’t put their lives on the line, my life in Birmingham would certainly be less safe than it is now. In short, all of us in Birmingham, as well as the rest of nation, owe those children a debt of gratitude for their accomplishments and their grace under fire.

			Everyday Heroes

			There is another batch of unsung heroes that deserve the spotlight: the everyday people who did what they could to participate in the movement. These people, collectively called foot soldiers, were numerous and consisted of men and women from all walks of life. You didn’t have to be someone with multiple degrees or a pulpit to be part of the movement. All you had to do was take part in the grassroots movement by marching, protesting, boycotting, or otherwise making it known that segregation would stand no longer.

			As a Birminghamian, I’ve grown up with the knowledge of the foot soldiers. I think I’ve become even more adept at recognizing their accomplishments as I get older, particularly now that I know that so many of them are still alive within the city today. One of them, in fact, works regularly as a substitute teacher at our local fine arts high school—that’s how close I am (and others in the city are) to this living history. Birmingham has honored these courageous people, and with good reason, since they helped make the city one of the most progressive places in the South (in my own opinion).

			The Results of the Movement

			The civil rights movement of the 1950s and 1960s wasn’t that long ago—for context, Ruby Bridges is in her sixties today. That means that in the span of a lifetime, a generation of special individuals took the work that had been done by generations before and accelerated it, shaping the country we have today. It’s still not a perfect union, but it’s much more enjoyable and safer for us Black Americans than it once was just over sixty years ago. However, as the often stated and sometimes cliched saying goes, even though we’ve come very far, it’s clear we still have a long ways to go.

			However, what the civil rights leaders and foot soldiers accomplished, all while battling their own differences, should give us hope for what we can achieve today. We don’t have to be perfect to strive for a perfect ideal. We can still reach the sky if we aim to touch the stars. To paraphrase King himself, we might not get to the promised land, but we can certainly get closer to it than we believe is possible.



	

Chapter 4 

			Black Liberal Arts 

			Clearly, the times featured so far in this book, spanning over two hundred years, weren’t the happiest of times for Black Americans. However, while history paints a picture of perpetual doom and gloom, Black Americans still found a way to release stress and tension through the arts.

			The arts, such as writing, visual arts, dance, and drama have always had a space in the African diaspora. When speaking about slaves in America specifically, the arts took on even more importance. For those working in the fields and enduring unspeakable crimes, artistic expression (song and dance specifically) became a way of communicating and poking fun at their masters. For instance, the songs that we now call “Negro Spirituals” were created in an effort to keep up morale, but, most importantly, they were codes to other slaves about escape routes. The most popular of these is “Follow the Drinking Gourd,” which was first published in 1928, but had supposedly been around since the 1800s and used as instructions for safe passage through the Underground Railroad. The “drinking gourd” (the utensil slaves used to drink water from while on the plantation) was code for the Big Dipper, which pointed toward the North Star and freedom. Both states where slavery was abolished and Canada could be reached by following that star.

			Other Negro Spirituals that included secret code were “Swing Low, Sweet Chariot” and “The Gospel Train.” They both served Underground Railroad refugees as an oral map about where to go next. Both refer to “stations” on the secretive path to freedom, with “Swing Low, Sweet Chariot” specifically referencing a place on top of a hill by the Ohio River called Ripley. To reach Ripley, a person on the railroad would have to wait for help, which is referenced in the line about the singer looking over Jordan to see “a band of angels” coming to carry them home.
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			“Wade in the Water,” which many probably think of as strictly a Christian song instead of one with a double meaning, is indeed another example of slaves utilizing Christian themes to tell covert messages. Harriet Tubman, for instance, used Negro Spirituals as clues to refugee slaves in her care to follow. The instructions in the song “Wade in the Water” is right there in the title—staying in bodies of water, like rivers or streams, would keep slavecatchers’ dogs from sniffing out their scent. Therefore, while the song on the surface sounds like Christian baptism, it is actually telling of a baptism of another sort—a journey from enslavement to freedom.

			Tubman and others constantly used spirituals as codes for other slaves, and what’s darkly hilarious to me is that slaveowners seemed to not catch on to what slaves were doing. Yes, some slaveowners differed in what they would allow their slaves to sing. But generally, “Christian”-based work songs were seen as okay since, to the slaveowner, it showed that the slaves were being indoctrinated into Western religion (and therefore had their souls “saved” by their White masters). The songs also allowed slaves to use their masters’ racism in their favor. While the master might have thought their slaves were happily (and mindlessly) singing about Jesus Christ, the slaves were, in fact, having an entire conversation about escape routes, tactics and strategy in broad daylight, and no one was the wiser.

			The same thing happened with dance, such as the Cakewalk. The Cakewalk, which earned its name from plantation contests in which the prize was an extravagantly decorated cake, was developed by slaves as a way to make fun of their masters. The dance was mimicking a promenade of sorts that the White gentry would do at balls. The dancers’ demeanor was all a front, poking fun at the White elite’s focus on gentility, an irony seeing how White supremacy was responsible for some serious human rights atrocities. The hilariously embellished dance, however, was a small way the slaves could get back at their slaveowners.

			Ironically, the plantation owners often were judges during the Cakewalk contests, clearly not getting that the dances they were judging were poking direct jabs at them. The Cakewalk was “playing the dozens” in dancing form, a brilliant way of undercutting White supremacy’s power in an unexpected way.

			Seeing how integral song and dance were to Black Americans way back when, it makes sense to me as to why so much of African American culture is intertwined with the arts. These examples show how the arts in general have been used as our weapons, our protection, and for our cultural touchstones.

			Musical Pioneers

			There are plenty of early Black musicians that we know by name, but there are some that we don’t, like the slaves who invented the blues, the basis of most pop music today. No one person invented the blues; it was the collective inventiveness of slaves and sharecroppers that developed the style from the songs they’d sing while working on the plantations, with the genre’s roots grounded in various influences such as African chants and spirituals, drumming, field hollers, Southern-style revivalist music and more. The genre stayed in the southern part of the US until the 1930s and 1940s, when it moved to the Midwest and elsewhere, branching off into different regional styles of blues.
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			Even though no one person created the blues, bandleader and songwriter W.C. Handy is credited with bringing blues to the mainstream. He is also credited as saying that he learned about jazz in Mississippi from a street guitarist in 1903. Handy was originally from the South himself; he was born in Florence, Alabama, to former slaves. His uncle, also an ex-slave, earned a reputation as a fiddler while on the plantation, and Handy’s family’s love for music influenced him to start his music career.

			After learning of the blues in Mississippi, he later moved his family to Memphis, Tennessee, and began writing blues pieces, such as “Memphis Blues,” which he self-published in 1912. His most famous work, “Saint Louis Blues,” was published in 1914 with businessman and lyricist Harry Pace. This song became Handy’s claim to fame, and it’s reported that twenty-five years after the song was released, it was still raking in twenty-five thousand dollars in yearly royalties. That’s what you call a hit.
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			While W.C. Handy hit it big with “Saint Louis Blues,” Gertrude “Ma” Rainey is known as the “Mother of the Blues.” As someone born in Georgia with parents from Alabama, she had the country blues in her blood, and she started performing at the early age of fourteen. She married William Rainey later in her teenage years, and together they both toured with the Rabbit Foot Minstrels.

			Even though Handy is credited as making the blues mainstream, I wonder if that’s because of male privilege. Why? If we go by some of the research, Rainey might have sang the blues while with the minstrel troupe. If so, that means she was singing to crowds in the style of the genre a whole seventeen years before the big blues takeover in the 1910s! So even though Rainey is given the honor of being called the “Mother of Blues,” maybe she should get even more credit for what she’s done for bringing the genre to the masses.
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			It was during her time with the Rabbit Foot Minstrels that Rainey mentored a young Bessie Smith, who would later earn the title of the “Empress of Blues” in her career for her charismatic acts and songs. She became the highest-paid Black performer of her time, not only making her a Black musical great, but also a boundary-breaker for LGBT Black performers. Smith was married to security guard Jack Gee and later on had a common-law marriage to a friend, Richard Morgan. But throughout her rocky relationship with Gee, she had various relationships with women while Gee was also having affairs. It’s even rumored that Smith and Rainey had a relationship even though there’s no evidence to back up this assumption.

			Regardless, Smith was a woman who didn’t hide who she was. In fact, she was open about her sexuality in songs such as “It’s Dirty but Good,” in which she sang, “I know women that don’t like men.”

			She was a performer who lived hard and loud, and, even in death, she courted controversy. When she was killed in 1937 in Mississippi from injuries in a car accident, the manner of her death was mired in questions, such as whether her injuries were ignored because of her race. Most historians believe that Smith’s injuries were still mortal wounds and she would have died regardless. Ultimately, we’ll never know the truth.
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			While Ma Rainey is the Mother of Blues, Sister Rosetta Tharpe is considered the Godmother of Rock and Roll. Tharpe created the genre by blurring together gospel, jazz, and blues with her signature talent as a guitarist. She broke into fame in 1938 with her song “Rock Me,” which was shocking for its sexual content mixed with its gospel-esque sound. She traveled around the country in the 1930s and 1940s, singing gospel and utilizing her own rock and roll sound. She is credited as having the first gospel crossover hit with her 1945 “Strange Things Happening Every Day.” This crossover led to the origins of mainstream Rhythm and Blues but also became a blueprint for modern rock and roll.

			Like Smith, Tharpe was also a bisexual icon, having relationships with men and women as well as several marriages. She even toured with her partner Marie Knight as a duo with their own band. But Tharpe’s career as an early rock and roll pioneer waned in the 1950s when the genre started becoming synonymous with young White guys like the Rolling Stones, The Beatles, and, the most controversial of them all, Elvis Presley. But she still toured throughout Europe, garnering huge crowds. She kept her career alive overseas until she died in 1973. But Tharpe’s influence kept going beyond her death due to one other action earlier in her career. In 1947, she discovered a fourteen-year-old boy and put him on stage. That boy, Richard Penniman, later became known as Little Richard, one of the greatest rock and roll performers of the 1950s and a queer icon in his own right.

			Jackie Shane builds on the status Smith and Tharpe created by becoming a pioneering transgender soul singer in North America. Shane was born in Nashville, Tennessee, but she established her career in Toronto, Canada. She became huge there, performing for large crowds in nightclubs and eventually for TV on the Toronto show Night Train. Her performances on the show were for integrated audiences, furthering her power in the R&B industry.

			However, her career fell out of the public eye after 1971, leaving many to believe she had died. Others, like me, had never even heard of her until recently. However, her reason for staying away from the limelight was personal. As she told the New York Times, she stopped her career to take care of her mother in Los Angeles. After her mother died, she moved back to Nashville. But her career was brought back into full scope in 2017 when record label Numero Group released her music on a boxed set called Any Other Way. It was nominated for a Grammy for Best Historical Album, cementing Shane’s musical legacy.

			She died in 2019, and I wish America had embraced her earlier in her career the same way Toronto did; while we in America have little to no knowledge of Shane, she is so legendary in Toronto that her visage is on a mural with other R&B, blues, and rockabilly greats.

			I’m a huge disco fan, so while I can’t feature every Black disco group or singer that made the genre one of Afrocentrism and self-affirmation, I must talk about at least one singer, the iconic Sylvester. Born Sylvester James Jr., he is one of the most interesting and singular disco and R&B singers of the late seventies and eighties (and one of my favorites).

			One of the few openly gay artists during the late 1970s and 1980s, Sylvester carved out his own lane with his androgynous fashion sense and vocal stylings directly influenced by the Black church. His gospel infusion into disco led to some of his biggest hits (and some of my personal favorites) such as “You Make Me Feel (Mighty Real)” and “Dance (Disco Heat).”

			Sylvester, nicknamed the “Queen of Disco,” was always proud of himself, despite rampant homophobia during the seventies and eighties, and gave his audience permission to embrace themselves or others who might be different from them. He also used his fame to propel his activism, which included fighting against the spread of HIV/AIDS through the eighties. Unfortunately, Sylvester became one of the casualties of the virus, dying in 1988. But he still used his star power to help those in need for generations to come; in his will, he left all his future royalties to California-based HIV/AIDS charity Project Open Hand and the AIDS Emergency Fund.

			Dance Revolutionaries

			As much as I love dance, I’d never cried during a ballet performance until I saw the Alvin Ailey dance troupe. To me, it is just one example of how Alvin Ailey’s influence as a dancer and African American storyteller still lives on.

			Ailey changed the dance world forever when he created the Alvin Ailey American Dance Theater in 1958. The company, still in existence today, brings together dancers from different races to bring modern dance to poetic heights. Its most popular work is Ailey’s Revelations, which draws from Ailey’s own Southern Black upbringing, which includes the Black church services he attended as a child.

			Ailey was living his truth as a dancer early in his life. At just twelve years old, Ailey left his home state of Texas for Los Angeles. It was this move that put him in the path of the Ballet Russe de Monte Carlo. He was inspired to become a dancer and began studying under modern dance pioneer Lester Horton, the man credited with creating the first integrated dance company in America.

			His tutelage under Horton led him to Broadway in Truman Capote’s musical House of Flowers and other musicals such as The Carefree Tree and Jamaica, which starred Black actress, singer, and activist Lena Horne and Ricardo Montalban. But it’s what Ailey did the year after Jamaica that launched him into the stratosphere of dance. That year, 1958, Ailey launched his own dance company. Ailey’s talents also caught the eye of the US State Department, who sponsored his company’s tour in the 1960s. In 1969, he created another gem in his legacy, the Alvin Ailey American Dance Center, now known as the Ailey School.

			Ailey choreographed nearly eighty ballets throughout his career and was honored by the Kennedy Center in 1988 for his contributions to the arts. This accolade was a beautiful bookend for his career, because, unfortunately, Ailey died in December of the following year from AIDS (originally, his death was attributed to “terminal blood dyscrasia” by The New York Times).

			Janet Collins, like Ailey, made it possible for Black American expression to take hold in the world of ballet. Collins faced backlash when she attempted to enter ballet. She tried to audition for the Ballet Russe de Monte Carlo at fifteen years old but was told she would have to disguise her race. She could have taken the offer as someone with “passing” privilege, but thankfully she declined and made it in ballet her own way. Her journey toward stardom with integrity paid off when she was awarded the Donaldson Award for Best Broadway dancer for her role in Cole Porter’s Out of this World. In 1951, she joined the Metropolitan Opera and, a year later, she became the company’s first Black prima ballerina. She also passed on her knowledge to other dancers as a modern dance teacher at the School of American Ballet and at Manhattanville College.

			Misty Copeland is one of today’s ballet dancers making waves with this generation’s group of Black dancers. I first saw her perform with Prince on George Lopez’s now-defunct late-night talk show, Lopez Tonight.

			Copeland made history as the first Black woman to be named the principal dancer for the American Ballet Theater, a feat that is both impressive and sobering, seeing how long ballet has been a part of the American landscape. However, if you’re familiar with ballet, you’ll know that colorism and racism have both played an unfortunately big role in the industry. Case in point: only recently have pointe shoes been made in different flesh tones.
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			Sadly, Copeland hasn’t been immune to racism, not just in the world of ballet, but even in her own personal life. Her mother’s fourth husband was physically and emotionally abusive, calling his stepchildren and wife racial slurs. Thankfully, Copeland was able to purge much of her anxiety in dance, first by finding common ground with the story of famed gymnast Nadia Comaneci and creating dance routines based on Mariah Carey songs. She became the captain of her middle school drill team, and, at the behest of her teacher, she began taking ballet at her Boys and Girls Club. Her teacher, Cynthia Bradley, quickly realized Copeland was a prodigy.

			Bradley became more than just her teacher. After Copeland’s mother left her husband and moved her family into a motel, she decided to let Copeland live with Bradley so she could continue her dance lessons. Copeland’s biggest moments in her teenage career included important performances such as a charity event featuring Angela Bassett and with Debbie Allen’s production of The Chocolate Nutcracker.

			Her tumultuous family life became even more so by this point, leading Copeland to consider emancipating herself from her mother after she was ordered to come back home. Copeland kept dancing despite the setbacks. She joined the American Ballet Theater in 2000 and began rising to the top of the company toward her top spot today.

			She is probably the most notable dancer to most people who don’t keep up with the dance world simply because she’s crossed over from the insular dance world to mainstream pop culture. Her activism comes through her dance and her personhood; she’s someone who probably would have been passed over, if we go by conventional statistics about what makes a child successful. Instead, through the help of a mentor, she was able to rise from a childhood of confusion to reach her fullest potential. She has defied the odds and was one of Time magazine’s 100 Most Influential People in 2015; recently, Barbie awarded her with her very own doll as part of the Shero collection. In fact, she’s been turned into a Barbie twice over with another doll based on her character in Disney’s 2018 holiday film The Nutcracker and the Four Realms.

			Journalist Role Models

			I can’t leave journalists out of this chapter! I’m an author right now, but when I’m not writing a book, I’m living life as an entertainment journalist. While entertainment is my main love, I’ve worked in “hard news” journalism—politics, social issues, and more—as much as I have in the more fun realms of the industry. Regardless of what branch of journalism I’m doing, I have several pioneers to thank. Without them, it would have been infinitely harder for me to do what I love.

			The first Black newspaper in America was Freedom’s Journal, created by Samuel Eli Cornish, abolitionist, editor, and minister, and John Russwurm, a Jamaican-born Canadian who later moved to Maine to attend Bowdoin College, becoming the second person of African descent in America to earn a college degree. His graduation speech, much like his field of study, focused on the Haitian Revolution and its leader Toussaint L’Ouverture, which should give you an inkling of how revolutionary his and Cornish’s newspaper would end up being.

			The newspaper not only spoke to its Black audience about issues of the day, but it also took direct shots at White newspapers such as the New York Enquirer, whose publisher Mordecai Noah took specific delight in talking smack about freed Blacks. Even though the paper was a godsend to abolitionists and kept African American readers informed and enlightened about their environment, the paper sadly came to an end two years later due to disagreements between Cornish and Russwurm over the subject of African Americans colonizing Africa. However, during its time in the sun, Freedom’s Journal was popular throughout the country, with its circulation extending to eleven states and Washington DC, Haiti, Canada, and Europe.

			Ida B. Wells-Barnett, otherwise known as simply Ida B. Wells, was one of the great journalists and activists of the late 1800s and early 1900s. She was born into slavery during the Civil War in Mississippi, but, after the war, her parents became politically active, which was probably the beginning of Wells-Barnett’s own interest in politics and social justice. She was expelled from Rust College after starting an argument with the university’s president, but this also exemplified her tireless and bold search for the truth that characterized her career.

			Sadly, her parents and her brother were killed by yellow fever, so, as a young adult, she had to take care of her remaining siblings by working as a teacher. Even after her family’s move to Memphis, Tennessee, she kept teaching until she filed a lawsuit against a Memphis train company for throwing her off a train despite her first-class ticket. Although she won the case locally, the ruling was overturned federally. This, combined with one of her friends being lynched, led Wells toward a life of reporting on the injustice around her. She investigated several lynchings of Black men in the community and released her findings in newspaper columns and pamphlets.

			Her work exposing the corruption in the town put her and her family in danger, and she had to relocate to Chicago. However, this didn’t stop her from reporting the truth. She continued her activism and traveled around the world, calling boycotts, bringing attention to lynchings, and confronting White suffragettes for ignoring the human cost of lynching. Because she dared to confront them with their own injustice, she was often left out of women’s rights organizations. But she kept fighting for women’s rights by starting the National Association of Colored Women’s Club and was in Niagara Falls at the founding of the NAACP; however, she’s not listed as an official member. Regardless, Wells fought for freedom her own way, with her words and sheer will.

			Clarence O. Smith and John H. Johnson’s names should be familiar to us, since they started the Black-centric magazines Essence and Ebony. Smith cofounded Essence with Edward Lewis in 1970, right at the height of a sea change in America. This was the point where Blackness was finally beginning to be recognized and accepted, thanks to the civil rights movement. This newly empowered group of consumers, including Black women, needed something that would reach them where they were—women who were going after the American dream, fighting for their rights, and trying to look and feel good while doing it.

			Smith and Lewis attracted huge advertisers to the magazine, leading Essence to become one of the most prominent magazines in America. Smith in particular took the brand even further by establishing The Essence Awards television special and other licensing opportunities.

			Johnson, Like Smith and Lewis, established Ebony and its sister publication Jet in order to reflect a sophisticated African American market. Ebony wasn’t Johnson’s first publication—his first ever was Negro Digest, later renamed Black World, which utilized the format of Reader’s Digest. But Ebony, created in 1945, is undoubtedly his most famous creation, which paved the way for its sister publication Jet, which launched in 1951. Ebony has set the bar high for other magazines in its market—Ebony has been the top African American magazine since its first year, and Jet has become the world’s biggest Black weekly magazine. Johnson, like Smith, also pushed his business into new territory, starting ventures such as beauty line Fashion Fair, which catered specifically to Black women who were underserved in the market. He also produced television specials and, in a twist of fate, became the chairman and CEO of the place where he started his career, Supreme Life Insurance.

			Gwen Ifill became the first Black woman to host a nationally televised political talk show when she served as the managing editor and moderator of PBS’s news show Washington Week as well as The PBS NewsHour’s senior political correspondent in 1999. This was the cherry on top of an illustrious career starting at the Boston Herald newspaper in 1977. She worked at several newspapers throughout the eighties, including the Baltimore Evening Sun and the Washington Post before moving on to work as a White House correspondent for the New York Times in 1991. Her time as White House correspondent can be seen as a shift between her time as a printed journalist toward her time as a journalist on screen, since, in 1994, she began working with NBC News. Her tenure as the network’s chief congressional and political correspondent was just right for her career with PBS, where complete and thorough reporting is key to putting out trustworthy news to a discerning audience.

			Her career is filled with awards, including a Peabody Award, highly coveted in the world of journalism, as well as a Leonard Zeidenberg First Amendment Award. Sadly, Ifill’s career was cut short by a battle with endometrial cancer, and she died in 2012 at the age of sixty-one. However, she left behind an entire generation of journalists, particularly women of color, inspired by her presence on screen and in print throughout their lives.

			Like Ifill, Lester Holt also made television history when he became the first Black host of NBC Nightly News in 2015. Holt’s start in journalism was rocky; he dropped out of college to work at a radio station in his hometown of San Francisco. Two years later, he began working with CBS as a reporter for a CBS affiliate in New York City. Little did he know that this job would launch him into a nineteen-year career with CBS with jobs in New York, Los Angeles, and Chicago.

			After his CBS career, Holt joined MSNBC in 2000 as a substitute anchor for NBC Nightly News and Today. He was later made the Nightly News weekend anchor until 2015, when he made history as the weekday Nightly News host. Holt’s transition to the job was probably a jolt to many viewers, who had seen Brian Williams in the position for years. But Williams was in trouble for making several factually inaccurate statements about events he reported on, so his sudden vacancy made sense. (As to why he’s back on TV at MSNBC is a different story entirely and could be the subject of its own book.) Holt took the role and returned it to the dignified position it once had before Williams’s scandal.

			Tamron Hall is one of my favorite journalists and I aspire to align myself with her. Hall is an award-nominated and -winning journalist who is best known for her former anchor role on MSNBC’s NewsNation and Today. She left NBC in 2017 and is now working on her new daytime talk show, which airs across the nation.
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			Hall’s work expands beyond her journalism; she uses her profile to advocate more interest in cold cases and domestic violence, due to a personal connection. Her sister died as a result of domestic violence, in a case that, unfortunately, remains unsolved. Hall is an example of how to use one’s platform and talents to shine a light on issues in the world.

			Artistic Pioneers

			I started out life as an artist. Art is one of the ways I’ve been able to practice self-expression, and my life has been thoroughly enriched by it. Even though I’m currently not making a living as a visual artist, my work and the work of others have plenty of earlier artists to thank. While we often think of people like Monet and Picasso when we consider art, there are a lot of creative forefathers and foremothers who don’t get enough recognition.

			Visual art legends can come from anywhere. That fact has never been truer than with the Gee’s Bend Quilters, a group of Black women from Alabama who have created some of the world’s most renown quilts.

			The existence of the quilting group in Gee’s Bend has been known to the public since the early 1900s. The citizens of Gee’s Bend, a little patch of land surrounded by the Alabama River on three sides, are descendants of slaves who worked for the nearby Pettaway plantation. The quilts these artists have created hold within them African American creativity and history, and generations of women have kept the quilting tradition alive.

			Carrie Mae Weems is considered to be one of America’s most influential contemporary artists. From photography to film, her work investigates the facets of the African American identity. Her art, in which Weems utilized black-and-white photography and photography negatives, frequently showcases her subjects in pared-down settings, highlighting the experience of Blackness as being one of existing in, but never belonging to America’s social fabric. Her biggest works throughout her career, Ain’t Joking, The Kitchen Table Series, From Here I Saw What Happened and I Cried, The Louisiana Project, and Roaming, exemplify her interest in investigating the condition of being Black in America. She has also used her art for social justice initiatives such as Operation Activate, an anti-gun violence public art campaign, and the Institute of Sound and Style, which gives kids the chance to gain training in visual arts.

			Jackie Ormes, America’s first Black cartoonist, created characters that brought dignity and style back to the image of the African American. She created her comic strips between the 1930s and 1950s, when Black people were still being depicted as pickaninnies and mammies. Thankfully, her pin-up-esque comics, particularly the one centering on fashionable, glamorous socialite Torchy Brown, provided Black readers a counterpoint to all of the horrible imagery they were receiving about themselves. Ormes was also a dollmaker, turning one of her characters, a precocious little girl named Patty-Jo, into a doll in the late 1940s. What Ormes did with Patty-Jo was a feat during a time when the majority of dolls on the market were White and the ones that were Black were seen as ugly. Ormes’s career in general was a boon for those growing up who wanted to see themselves living the upper-crust life.

			Gordon Parks is one of the greatest photographers to document Black life in America. Parks’s love for photography began in his young adulthood when he saw black and white dramatic images of migrant workers in a magazine. He bought his camera at a pawn shop and learned how to use it. He was talented—even though he had no professional photography experience, he was able to secure a job with the Farm Security Administration (FSA) to take photo evidence of various social issues such as the devastation of The Great Depression.

			After the FSA closed in 1943, Parks had to find work as a fashion photographer until Life editors saw his 1948 photo essay on the life of a Harlem gang leader; the magazine hired him. His position with Life made him the first Black staff photographer and writer for the publication, breaking the color line at Life and furthering the African American footprint in mainstream photography. He also became huge in Hollywood, becoming the first African American to write and direct a feature film, 1969’s The Learning Tree, based on Parks’s book of the same name. In 1971, he also directed Shaft, one of the most iconic blaxploitation films ever.

			Black Writers
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			The first published Black female poet was Phillis Wheatley. Wheatley was a slave in the prominent Boston household of John Wheatley. Phillis’s origins lay in Senegal and Gambia where she was kidnapped, transported, and sold into service. Even though she was seen as a weak child, she soon became an important part of the Wheatley household and was taught to read and write. Wheatley had an interest in many subjects, such as astronomy, history, British literature, Biblical works, and ancient Latin and Greek works. Her interest in learning is reflected in what is believed to be her first poem, “To the University of Cambridge in New England.”

			Her first published poem, however, is thought to be “An Elegiac Poem, on the Death of that Celebrated Divine, and Eminent Servant of Jesus Christ, the Reverende and Learned George Whitefield” in 1770. Her poem made her a worldwide superstar, with abolitionists using her as an example to show that African slaves weren’t merely chattel—they were people with interests in the arts and creative expression. As an eighteen-year-old, Wheatley had written twenty-eight poems and, after American publishers refused to look at her work, the Wheatleys had her book, Poems on Various Subjects, Religious and Moral published in London in 1773, making Phillis the first Black person to have a volume of poetry published in the modern world.

			After Wheatley was manumitted in 1773, her troubles were far from over. The Wheatleys began dying off years after her manumission, leaving her alone, despite her marriage to a free Black man: lawyer and entrepreneur, John Peters. He, like Wheatley, lived the life of a genteel person, but Wheatley, Peters, and their children fell into deep debt and Peters was eventually arrested and put in debtor’s prison. Wheatley died soon after in 1784. Before her death, despite her ups and downs, Wheatley had continued to write, and her work leaves a legacy that has paved the way for many Black poets to follow.

			I never see too much ado about Octavia E. Butler, even though she’s a cornerstone of modern science fiction. Even if you haven’t read any of Butler’s works, such as Patternmaster, Kindred, Fledgling, and many more, you probably still know of them without realizing it. Why? Because her works constitute what we think of as Afrofuturism, an aesthetic and activist movement that encompasses various forms of art, music, and literature, which intersects Black history and culture with science and/or technology. Afrofuturistic works imagine, investigate, and celebrate alternative futures for Black identity.

			Butler did this in her books by imbuing them with themes of African spirituality, such as in her Patternist series starting with Patternmaster, in which the characters are telepathically linked to a four-thousand-year-old African immortal named Doro. Other books, such as Kindred and Bloodchild examine the African American experience of enslavement. Thankfully, her work is now being adapted into television and film projects we will soon be able to binge watch.

			Richard Wright documented the experience of being a Black man in America. He was one of the first Black writers to openly skewer White treatment of Black Americans in his 1940 novel Native Son and his 1945 autobiography Black Boy. Both books and other works by Wright investigate the perils of being Black and male in America, drawing from his own politically charged background and his grandparents’ experiences as slaves. The original film adaptation of Native Son was made in Argentina in 1951, ten years after Orson Welles brought the book to Broadway. In the 1951 film version, Wright played his book’s main character, Bigger Thomas. Now, this generation has our own film version of Native Son thanks to HBO, with the role of Bigger Thomas played by Ashton Sanders.
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			Did you grow up reading Zora Neale Hurston’s Their Eyes Were Watching God in high school? If you’re raising your hand, I’m raising mine alongside you. I was first introduced to Hurston in tenth grade, and reading her book was a unique experience for me, since I don’t think I had read many books written by Black authors by that time aside from American Girl’s Addy book collection.

			A Notasulga, Alabama, native, Hurston wrote Their Eyes Were Watching God not in her home state, but in the midst of the height of the Harlem Renaissance. Whereas Wright related the Black male experience in America, Hurston wrote about the Black female experience, particularly one located in the South. Even though Hurston died in 1960, her work as an anthropologist lives on in the form of a recently released posthumous book, Barracoon: The Story of the Last “Black Cargo.” This nonfiction book relates the story of a person we met all the way back in Chapter 1—Kudjo Lewis, one of the last slaves brought to America.

			Hopefully Barracoon will bring to light more of Hurston’s anthropological work, which often documented her travels to the South and the Caribbean to document cultural practices of Black locals. She was able to do this work thanks to support from philanthropist Charlotte Osgood Mason and, later, the Guggenheim Foundation and the Federal Writer’s Project. Her travels led to her books Mules and Men and Tell My Horse. Hurston also shot documentary footage as a part of her fieldwork in Haiti and Florida, documenting rare evidence of the Vodou and Hoodoo religion within and outside of America.

			Speaking of films, Hurston’s Their Eyes Were Watching God was turned into a TV movie in 2005 by Oprah Winfrey, starring Halle Berry and Michael Ealy.
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			Toni Morrison, born Chloe Anthony Wofford, is known around the world for her writings on the experiences of Black women in America. Her books, which include The Bluest Eye and Song of Solomon among others, examine how Black men and women are often made to negotiate their Blackness in order to have an identity acceptable to the mainstream. Her writings earned her a Nobel Prize for Literature in 1993. Along with that honor, her work has also been highly sought after in Hollywood, with Oprah Winfrey bringing her Pulitzer Prize-winning book Beloved to the big screen. Morrison helped generations of writers hone their crafts by teaching at State University of New York at Albany and Princeton University before retiring in 2006. Morrison also expanded the literary world through her work as Random House’s first African American female editor. During her tenure between 1967 and 1983, Morrison brought to the masses the works of Black activists and notables like Muhammad Ali, Huey P. Newton, Gayl Jones, Angela Davis, and others. Her work and her life are still impacting people today, most notably through the 2019 documentary, Toni Morrison: The Pieces I Am. Morrison died in 2019 at the age of eighty-eight.

			A Creative Legacy

			This is only a smattering of people that belong on the “Awesome Black Americans” list. As someone in the liberal arts world myself, I could have filled this entire book with people who have changed the face of America as we know it through their creativity. It’s astounding how much America has been shaped by the African American artistic output, even when our ancestors were enslaved and working on the plantations. Somehow, we managed to free ourselves through song, dance, visual arts and the written word.

			We stand on the shoulders of many giants in our chosen liberal arts fields. We have to remember that while we might think we have it tough today, our spiritual mentors might consider this a cakewalk (pardon the pun, now that we know what “cakewalk” means). They had it much rougher than we do, with less technology and even less of an ability to “make it,” as it were—racism kept many creatives out of venues and away from opportunities. To paraphrase a popular saying, still they persisted. And the fruits of their labor give us the space to realize our biggest, best, and most creative selves.

			

	

Chapter 5 

			Beautiful Blackness 

			Perhaps it’s because I have an arts background that makeup has become a new obsession for me. However, if you’re like me and you know you love makeup, have you ever taken a look at your personal collection to see how many of these products are from Black-owned businesses?

			Similarly, if you love primping your hair, have you ever thought about the types of products you use for your haircare routine? Are they from brands started by Black haircare enthusiasts who wanted to create products that meet the needs of Black and ethnic hair?

			Maybe you have a ton of products by Black-created brands, or maybe you are just starting your collection. Regardless, if you’re interested in beauty on any level, you have probably realized that Black-owned businesses are on the rise. If I can rework the classic phrase, Black is the new Black when it comes to the fashion and beauty industry.

			Unfortunately, it hasn’t always been this way—Black beauty hasn’t always been en vogue. For decades, America praised Whiteness as the ultimate beauty standard. Thankfully, Black women and men were able to fight their way inside the industries and mold it to their own image. I know I’m personally grateful, because, as another old adage states, when you look good, you feel good. And when you feel good, you can access the confidence and self-esteem you need to conquer the world.

			Redefining Beauty

			There was a time when it was hard for many Black Americans to come to terms with their identity. I think the best example of that for me are the “doll tests” psychologists Drs. Kenneth and Mamie Clark conducted in the 1940s. Black children were given four dolls that were identical except in terms of their skin color. The Clarks asked which doll they preferred and found that most of the Black children chose the White doll, associating it with positive attributes, while the Black doll was instead associated with negative attributes, including ugliness. The children’s reactions to the dolls reflected their own image about themselves, taught to them by society at large. The Clarks determined that “prejudice, discrimination, and segregation” created feelings of inferiority and low self-esteem among Black children. Self-esteem was so bad that one child in Arkansas said of the brown doll he was pointing to, “That’s a nigger. I’m a nigger.” Or, among some children in Massachusetts, Kenneth noted, they “would cry and run out of the room.”

			Self-esteem is more than just believing you can accomplish something; it’s also about seeing yourself as aesthetically pleasing. It’s clear many of these children had already internalized negative images of themselves, as seen in the way they described the Black dolls, but also in the way they described the White dolls. Part of that negative image has to affect standards of beauty: if you see someone more likable, accepted, and as an aspirational figure, you would also see them as more beautiful.

			Unfortunately, a bias toward lighter skin still exists if you pay attention to today’s media. However, I feel that we have come some distance from where we started—for instance, Black dolls weren’t even being produced at the time of the Clarks’ original tests, so they had to paint a White doll brown for the experiments. Also, the tests helped influence the outcome of Brown vs. The Board of Education of Topeka, Kansas, which rules that racial segregation in public schools was unconstitutional. So movement toward progress does exist.

			Thinking of Blackness in terms of beauty has always been a radical, political act in this country ever since slavery embedded itself into the nation’s fabric. As you can infer from the background above, there was a time when thinking a Black person was beautiful was potentially laughable. Case in point: the Tignon Laws, the set of rules enacted in New Orleans in the late 1700s that prohibited Black women from showing their hair. As the Tignon Laws illustrate, people were very much aware of Black style, but to admit that a Black person was beautiful was controversial and even indecent. So, it comes as no surprise that the popular saying, “Black is beautiful” has been seen as a revolutionary statement in the past.

			Instead, the statement should be interpreted as meaning Black people are just as beautiful as anyone else. A Black person can choose how they want to express themselves regardless of what others say. That’s the essence of “Black is beautiful.”

			John S. Rock is credited with coming up with the phrase “Black is beautiful.” He was a Black abolitionist who was also the first Black person to be admitted to the Supreme Court bar. He’s supposed to have said a version of “Black is beautiful” during an 1858 speech, and the phrase has been kept alive to this day. In each generation, the phrase takes on a different layer of meaning. In my opinion, during the sixties and seventies and decades beyond, the phrase has been used to signify Black beauty—and the Black Beauty industry—as a political statement.

			The Evolution of Black Haircare

			If you need a refresher, refer back to the second chapter, where we covered several Black haircare pioneers who changed the game for how Black people took their beauty into their own hands. The lane Black haircare businessowners created gave the everyday Black person a way to express themselves in new and unique ways.

			There can be a conversation about how early Black haircare might have perpetuated White Western stereotypes about beauty, such as the ongoing conversation about straightening Black hair to fit into mainstream society versus wearing your hair completely natural. Even within the natural hair community, there is a preference for a certain coily hair type that can easily withstand wash-and-go treatments versus the more tightly coiled hair textures. It’s a colorism discussion of hair, if you will, with coily hair seen as more desirable because it’s more closely associated with lightness or Whiteness. Again, the remnants of the low self-esteem showcased in the Clarks’ doll tests crop up in all manner of ways, including something like hair management. Regardless of what part certain businesses might have had in that conversation, we can acknowledge that these pioneering beauty professionals laid the groundwork for future Black businesses to advance what it means to be Black and beautiful.

			There are probably a lot of Black-owned hair companies that have come and gone throughout the decades that we’ll never know of. However, even though many companies and their products have died out or were acquired by larger ones over the years, there are a lot from the olden days that are still kicking today. One happens to be products inspired by Madam C.J. Walker herself.

			The Madam C.J. Walker Beauty Culture line was created by Richelieu Dennis, CEO of ethnic haircare company Sundial Brands, and A’Lelia Bundles, Walker’s great-great-granddaughter. You can either walk into your local Sephora or go to their website and get your own piece of haircare history.

			These aren’t the only products from Black America’s beauty past in demand today. If you grew up with products like Luster’s Pink Oil Moisturizer and Blue Magic hair grease in your house, then you grew up with living pieces of history. The next time you’re in your bathroom or visiting with relatives and you see Luster’s Pink Oil Moisturizer in its proper place on the counter or in the vanity cabinet, think of Fred Luster. This Mississippi native moved as a child with his family to Chicago in 1934 and started out his adult career as a steelworker. But his trajectory changed toward business while on strike from his job in 1950. To keep a flow of income during the strike, he started cutting hair. After realizing he had a knack with customers and with cuts, he became a barber, doing haircuts and hair relaxation. He also started creating and selling his own relaxer, cementing his talents even further.

			It only took him seven years to generate enough capital to open a plant. He moved his plant from its original address to Michigan Avenue in 1971, where it has grown into the international company it is today.

			The best-known product from Luster’s company is, of course, the aforementioned Pink Oil Moisturizer. Even though Luster created tons of products for customers, the Pink Oil Moisturizer is what has become synonymous with Black hair hygiene. Luster died in 1991, but his products are still in demand today. Case in point—I have some Pink Oil Moisturizer as part of my own hair supplies. I bought some because I remembered it being a part of my hair routine as a child and the nostalgia factor convinced me to give the product another shot. But I can also say that it’s just plain good, at least for my personal hair type. There’s a reason why this moisturizer has stuck around for so many years.

			Another product ubiquitous with Black American haircare is Blue Magic pressing oil, or as you probably grew up calling it, Blue Magic hair grease, because, let’s be honest—Blue Magic is like blue Crisco for your hair.

			Even though I’m making jokes, Blue Magic was one of the premier products for Black hairstyling. The brand continues to be popular with hairstylists because of its long history and reliable results. As one of its vintage ads stated, it “reconditions hair [and] helps dry scalp, helps prevent burning” during the hair straightening process, “gives lovely, high silky gloss” and “hold[s] hair longer for [a] lasting, natural look.” Having experienced Blue Magic myself growing up, I can vouch for all of this. As with Luster’s Pink Oil Moisturizer, I also have some Blue Magic in my arsenal because of the nostalgia factor—I know how to work with it because my mother used it on my hair all the time. And it actually works when you want moisturizer with some staying power.

			Blue Magic was manufactured by J. Strickland & Co., founded by George B. Long. Long went into the haircare business in 1936 when he borrowed five hundred dollars as seed money. While Blue Magic is probably his best-known product, it wasn’t created until 1968. Instead, Long’s first products were Royal Crown Hair Dressing and White Rose Petroleum Jelly.

			The industry has changed a lot since Blue Magic and Luster’s Pink Hair Conditioner first hit the market. In fact the industry was changing even as those two products were at the height of their popularity. When the mid-sixties and early 1970s rolled in, so did natural hairstyling. Thanks to the civil rights movement and its spiritual cousin the Black Power movement, natural hairstyles such as afros and braids became en vogue. It was a celebration of Black hair without any alterations, and pressing oils weren’t going to give the natural hair enthusiast what they were looking for. The movement was as political as it was cultural and stylish.

			Magnificent Products, a company from Los Angeles, filled this void for natural hairstylists. In the mid-1960s, Dennis Taylor and Wilber Jackson created products specifically for the afro hairstyle, then called the Natural. Magnificent Products shook up the Black haircare industry and their range made it tough for other brands, who were still in the mode of making products for pressing and straightening hair, to compete. J. Strickland & Co. also realized this, so they bought Magnificent Products. But the deal was a bad one; instead of incorporating the company, J. Strickland shut the company down after its acquisition. To quote that popular Connect Four ad from the early eighties, “Pretty sneaky, sis.”

			However, J. Strickland & Co. couldn’t keep their monopoly over the Black hair market forever. Nowadays, Blue Magic has to compete with a plethora of natural hair care companies. These companies use much more sophisticated base ingredients and are more mindful of the different hair textures that exist within the Black American diaspora. This ran counter to how the old-school companies viewed Black hair products, which were all created to straighten or stretch out hair, regardless of density and texture. Gone are the days when Black Americans felt the only way they could be taken seriously by White America was by adhering to White beauty standards. Nowadays, there are a myriad of ways to express Blackness naturally, and there are tons of products on the market that allow people to discover their individual style. Some of those companies include Shea Moisture, Mixed Chicks, and one of the biggest names out there, Carol’s Daughter.

			Carol’s Daughter got its start in 1993 thanks to Lisa Price, who began developing hair care products in her Brooklyn kitchen after encouragement from her mother Carol, hence the name. She began selling her products at local flea markets and, in 1999, her popularity had grown to where she could open her own boutique in Brooklyn. Her business grew to have an online presence in 2000 and, in 2002, Price got the Oprah boost by being featured on The Oprah Winfrey Show.

			As an established brand, Carol’s Daughter launched on HSN, introducing Price to even more haircare lovers. Between 2014 and 2015, her growing line of products for hair, skin, and body were brought to Target and, within that same time span, Price’s company was acquired by L’Oreal, firmly cementing her as a centerpiece in the natural haircare community. Carol’s Daughter is now in thirty thousand retail locations around the US and, in 2017, Price was honored by having her company featured in the Smithsonian National Museum of African American History and Culture.

			During the acquisition, fans noticed that the brand’s marketing skewed a little toward all women with curly hair textures, or otherwise underserved hair textures, rather than just the ranges of African American hair. Some people took umbrage to this. But, at the end of the day, it can’t be denied that Carol’s Daughter revolutionized the hair industry with her focus on ethnic hair textures.

			Richelieu Dennis, who we already met when learning about the new Madam C.J. Walker hair line, had his original claim to fame with his line of haircare products, Shea Moisture. He and Nyema Tubman, a direct descendant of abolitionist Harriet Tubman, started their company, Sundial Brands, as a way to make it in America. Hailing from Liberia, Dennis was able to escape his country’s civil war by attending Babson College on scholarship. After his mother came to visit him for his graduation, their family home was destroyed by rebels. With no home to go back to, Richelieu made it his mission to become successful in America. He utilized his family’s knowledge of hair, skin, and body products from recipes developed by his grandmother Sofi Tucker. He, his mother, and his sister named the company Shea Moisture and began selling their products in Harlem in 1992. Shea Moisture quickly became popular and street vendors began asking for products to sell. As the business grew, he and Tubman created Sundial Brands, which eventually became acquired by Unilever.

			Sundial Brands, which also includes the Nubian Heritage line of products, is now a company worth one billion dollars, but thankfully, Richelieu also pays his fortune forward by creating the New Voices Fund, which is a hundred million dollar fund for women of color entrepreneurs that provides them with the tools to level the playing field and help them succeed. Incredibly, Richelieu is also now the owner of Essence magazine, which means the historic magazine will be able to continue influencing Black Americans for years to come.

			While most natural hair brands on the market specifically market toward Black Americans that present as or identify as monoracial, there wasn’t a brand out there that catered to the hair needs of biracial or multiracial Black Americans. Enter Mixed Chicks, created by friends Wendi Levy and Kim Etheredge, who created their line out of their garage in 2003. The range targets people with curly hair regardless of racial or ethnic makeup. The line also allows curly-haired multicultural people to buy one product instead of embarking on their usual journey of blending products to help their hair, leaving their hair bogged down under too much product.

			Black Makeup Emerges

			The makeup industry has come a long way in a short time regarding choices for darker complexions. Thankfully, younger generations won’t ever have to know the struggle of being unable to find your shade or finding ashy shades that were supposed to be matches for your skin.

			The company that put a dent in that scarcity was Fashion Fair Cosmetics. Eunice W. Johnson, the wife of Ebony and Jet owner John H. Johnson, was the creator of the brand in 1973, finding holes in the makeup market for women of darker complexions.

			Johnson got the idea for the company when she noticed models hired for the Ebony Fashion Fair Show had to mix available tones together to get their proper shade. After finding that existing cosmetic companies were unwilling to create shades for Black women, she and her husband decided to hire a private lab to create foundation formulas based on the mixes the models had created themselves. After the models wore these new shades on the catwalk, the Johnsons debuted a capsule collection of makeup as a mail-order package in 1969. The line was an instant success, and Fashion Fair Cosmetics was born four years later as a brand aimed toward affluent department stores.

			Fashion Fair’s success also paved the way for other brands to come along in the 1990s, such as IMAN Cosmetics, created by world-famous supermodel Iman, in 1994. Like Fashion Fair, Iman created IMAN Cosmetics to cater to the underserved Black woman, but her line also extended itself to Asian, Latina, and multicultural skin tones. Rapper and actress Queen Latifah also got in the beauty game when she released her line of makeup, the Queen Collection, with CoverGirl in the early 2000s after she became a CoverGirl ambassador.
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			Queen Latifah said that she felt compelled to create her line after a fan approached her at the airport to congratulate her on her ambassadorship but complained how CoverGirl still didn’t have her shade. Combined with Latifah’s own experience with poor, ashy shade ranges throughout her life, she approached CoverGirl about strengthening their line.

			The Queen Collection eventually became even broader, offering shades for all ethnic hues. Now CoverGirl has taken the Queen Collection idea and incorporated it into their brand proper, now offering a wider range of foundation shades.

			Nowadays, there are even more brands to choose from that cater to Black skin tones. The biggest one out there right now is Fenty Beauty, owned by international singing superstar Rihanna.
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			I’d say that Rihanna’s Fenty Beauty is like the Fashion Fair of the twenty-first century, since she, like the Johnsons, put the makeup world on notice by introducing a whopping forty foundation shades with her first line. Even though there was more visibility for darker shades in makeup before Fenty, cosmetic companies were dragging their heels when it came to providing proper mid-tones for Black Americans, whose skin tones run the gamut from super light to super dark. Even better is that recently she’s debuted even more shades.

			Mented Cosmetics founders KJ Miller and Amanda Johnson became the fifteenth and sixteenth Black women to raise a million dollars in seed capital for the business. Turns out they were only trying to raise $500,000 but doubled that goal, adding to Black women’s entrepreneurial history.

			Mented Cosmetics continues the explosion of Black-centric makeup with lipstick ranges specifically catering to Black women and other women of color looking for that perfect nude, a quest made difficult by how few brands will put out nude shades that actually match dark skin tones. Now, Mented includes a wide range of foundation for darker shades as well as a set of nude nail polishes that, like everything else Mented offers, caters to darker tones. They have also begun expanding into eyeshadow, making them a one-stop shop for women who are looking for products that are “their skin, but better.”

			One of the most ingenious Black-owned brands on the market is Beauty Bakerie started in 2011 by Cashmere Nicole. The brand has blown up so fast—and in such a short time—that the brand has even been shouted out by the likes of Beyoncé, along with Essence, Teen Vogue, Allure, Forbes, InStyle, The Huffington Post, BuzzFeed and many others.

			Nicole was trained as a nurse before launching into the beauty business, but she always had an entrepreneurial spirit, even as a child. In her adult life, she acquired the life skills necessary to start Beauty Bakerie. Some of those are the result of her becoming a single teenage mother. Later, right before her makeup line came out, she was diagnosed with breast cancer, putting her line—and her life—at risk.

			But throughout all of the ups and downs of her life, including a double mastectomy, she kept working on her beauty line, which earned a three-million-dollar investment from Unilever Ventures and is now a five million dollar business.

			Her product line is based around the aesthetic of baking and sweetness, and that sweetness doesn’t just stop at the pastel, dessert-themed packaging. Nicole’s business has also allowed her to create Sugar Homes, which donates money, toys, clothes, and other essentials to orphanages around the world. The initiative’s first project is with Uganda’s female-led orphanage, The Hopeworth Children’s Foundation. The initiative will help the foundation with the construction of their new orphanage and provide school fees, food, and clothes for the foundation’s children.

			The Lip Bar, a line of custom-made vegan lipsticks, started in 2012 and is another Black-owned brand that has risen from adversity toward astronomical success. I first saw The Lip Bar founder Melissa Butler on an episode of Shark Tank. At the time, she was trying to secure funding from at least one of the Sharks, investors who have made their fortunes in various sectors. As much as I was used to the Sharks ripping some inventors apart, I was taken aback by how much they let Butler have it just because she wanted to make uniquely colored lipstick.

			Butler’s goal was simply to create lipsticks without harsh chemicals in a line that features a wide range of cool and interesting colors. And that’s what Butler has delivered. Now, her brand has grown to the point where it’s sold in Target. So, it looks like the Sharks were wrong in their assessment of Butler’s business. Who’s had the last laugh now?

			Pioneering Models

			Today, a lot of people scoff at the modeling world, as if it’s just a world of vapid people doing vapid things. But don’t let the stereotypes fool you—this isn’t Zoolander. The modeling world is full of people who are changing the nation’s beauty standards, thereby changing views on race.

			The models listed below not only broke the color barrier, but some also provided much-needed representation for LGBT Black Americans who also wanted to see themselves represented in a positive, beautiful way.

			Donyale Luna, born as Peggy Ann Freeman, is credited as “the first Black supermodel,” officially breaking the beauty standard mold. Of course, Black models were featured regularly in magazines like Essence, Ebony, and Jet. But Luna was the first to cross over into White mainstream publications, appearing in the April 1965 issue of Harper’s Bazaar as the first Black woman to be featured on the cover. She then signed an exclusive year-long contract with the magazine’s fashion photographer Richard Avedon.

			She continued breaking barriers, becoming the first African American model on the cover of British Vogue, and her visage and figure were used as the inspiration for the first Black mannequin made in 1967. She also became a muse for famous surrealist painter Salvador Dali and earned the nickname “the reincarnation of Nefertiti.”

			A fun note for me, a journalist by trade: before her journey in fashion, Luna studied journalism at Cass Technical High School in her native Detroit. She also sang in the choir, showing that she was more than just a pretty face.

			Even though Luna is believed to be the first Black supermodel in America, there’s a bit of discrepancy as to whether she or Naomi Ruth Sims was truly first. If we go by the dates, Sims’s first cover was for the October 17, 1969, issue of Life, breaking the color barrier for the magazine. However, as we see above, Luna’s first cover was four years prior.

			Maybe the discrepancy is the result of Sims starting to work on the runways in the late 1960s. She got her break with former Dutch model Wilhelmina Cooper, the founder of the now-infamous agency Wilhelmina Models. With Cooper’s representation, Sims was featured on an AT&T national television campaign in designer clothes by American powerhouse Bill Blass. By 1970, she was one of the world’s biggest names in the fashion industry. By 1973, Sims retired from modeling at twenty-five to start her own business, a multimillion-dollar wig and beauty company. She’s also written five books on the industry and an advice column for young Black girls in Right On! magazine.
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			Luna and Sims’s careers paved the way for Beverly Johnson, who launched her career with Glamour magazine in 1971; Johnson became the first African American model on the cover of American Vogue in 1974. Before her modeling career, she was an Olympic-qualifying competitive swimmer and went to Northeastern University in Boston on a full scholarship to study criminal justice. Even though she put her law school dreams aside for modeling, she managed to change the world with her presence by refashioning what it meant to be thought of as “the girl next door,” a trope usually associated with White girls (think Betty Cooper from Archie Comics). Girls next door are generally thought of as “good” girls who are wholesome, innocent, and someone you’d like to bring home to your parents. On the flip side, Black girls were often hypersexualized even before reaching adulthood. They were also villainized, exoticized, and objectified. However, Johnson’s athletic frame and beautiful looks earned her the moniker the “supergirl next door,” changing the game for how Black beauty could be conceptualized.

			Tracey Norman, also known as “Africa,” broke more than just the color barrier. She is America’s first Black transgender model (appearing on a Clairol hair color box in the 1970s), the second African American woman to be featured on the cover of Vogue, and one of the first openly transgender models on the cover of Harper’s Bazaar along with transgender model Geena Rocero in 2016. Throughout her career, she has been featured in Essence and has modeled for Avon as well as the aforementioned Clairol.

			Norman endured hardship growing up, enduring sexual abuse from a neighbor as a child and struggling with her gender identity. Her mother accepted her for who she was. Norman had to make her name as a successful model before her father, who was then battling cancer, came to accept her without prejudice.
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			These trailblazers have made the way for models like Leyna Bloom. She is a biracial transgender model of Filipina and African American descent. Talented in various modes of dance, she originally went to Chicago Academy of the Arts with a full scholarship. However, she later dropped out after her scholarship wouldn’t allow her to continue dancing at the school after her transition. She moved to New York and was homeless while working at a restaurant and performing in New York’s underground ballroom scene. Her career in modeling exploded in 2017 when she became the first transgender woman to appear on the cover of Vogue India. Her career became even more viral when she launched her campaign to become the first transgender model to walk on the Victoria’s Secret Fashion Show runway.

			Beauty Is a Civil Right

			As we learned earlier when reviewing the civil rights movement, there was an overabundance of men in powerful roles, while women were either pushed aside or desexualized as mothers of the movement instead of being represented as the activists they actually were. Many Black women were able to carve out a path for themselves and excel in the beauty and fashion world—a world that is, perhaps condescendingly, typically thought of as a woman’s domain.

			However, as we know, the world of beauty and fashion is far from “women’s work.” These industries are socially relevant and socially charged. They represent how we see ourselves, and, unfortunately, the industries are also used by the White supremacist systems to compartmentalize beauty by race and culture. Regardless of the deck that’s stacked against them, Black women have succeeded by breaking boundaries, reinventing the standards, and creating brand new beauty and fashion moments pop culture historians will be talking about for decades to come.

			

	

Chapter 6 

			Black American Environmentalists 

			The environment is a hot topic these days, both literally and figuratively. But hardly anyone ever talks about what is actually being done to help save the planet and at-risk habitats. Most of the press’s energy regarding climate change seems geared toward scary statistics and predictions instead of the people who are putting boots to the ground, saving the planet and making sure those predictions don’t come true. The solutions are clearly there, and many scientists and activists are doing their best to implement said solutions to make life better, not only for their families, but for people around the planet who are facing the brunt of climate change. A lot of those boots on the ground belong to Black environmentalists and activists who are doing the hard work of protecting the environment but rarely getting the credit, since the environmental discussion is most often skewed toward White influencers and organizations.

			More importantly, those getting the most attention not only have more capital to work with, but they are usually working from a place of privilege. It’s not their neighborhoods that are being used as the building ground for plants that pollute the groundwater and the air alike. They aren’t the ones living next to landfills or other undesirable locations that White neighborhoods are far from. In short, they aren’t usually the victims of ecoracism, the practice of using negative environmental factors to harm people of color or low-income families.

			The Foundations of Black Environmentalism

			The term “environmental racism” (or “ecoracism”) has been around since its development in the 1970s and 1980s. Benjamin Chavis, the former executive director of the United Church of Christ Commission for Racial Justice, defined environmental racism as “racial discrimination in environmental policy making, the enforcement of regulations and laws, the deliberate targeting of communities of color for toxic waste facilities, the official sanctioning of the life-threatening presence of poisons and pollutants in our communities, and the history of excluding people of color from leadership of the ecology movements.”

			The person we can thank for expanding on the study of ecoracism and bringing ecoracism discussions to the forefront of modern environmentalism is Robert Bullard, who is considered the father of environmental justice. It’s surprising that we haven’t heard a lot in the media about Bullard’s hallowed place in environmentalism, especially since his work revolves around the people who could be the most impacted. His groundbreaking work on environmental racism started with his 1994 paper, “The Legacy of American Apartheid and Environmental Racism,” in which he defined environmental racism as a practice that “refers to any policy, practice, or directive that differentially affects or disadvantages (whether intended or unintended) individuals, groups or communities based on race or color.”

			Bullard’s accolades include being named as one of TheGrio’s 100 Black History Makers in the Making in 2010, receiving the 2017 Child Health Advocate Award from the Children Environmental Health Network, being called one of twenty-two Climate Trailblazers by the Global Climate Action Summit in 2018 and being named one of the world’s 100 Most Influential People in Climate Policy by Apolitical in 2019.

			Bullard was the founding director of Clark Atlanta University’s Environmental Justice Resource Center before joining Texas Southern University as the dean of the Barbara Jordan-Mickey Leland School of Public Affairs, a position he held between 2011 to 2016. Bullard currently works as a distinguished professor of urban planning and environmental policy at TSU. In 2011, he also cofounded the HBCU Climate Change Consortium with Dr. Beverly Wright, the executive director of the Deep South Center for Environmental Justice. The Consortium is running to this day, its seventh HBCU Climate Change Conference took place in November 2019. The Consortium was created to “help raise awareness about the disproportionate impact of climate change on marginalized communities to develop HBCU students, leaders, scientists, and advocates on issues related to environmental and climate justice policies, community resilience, adaptation, and other major climate change topics—especially in vulnerable communities in the Southern United States where the vast majority of HBCUs are located and where more billion-dollar disasters occur than the rest of the country combined.”

			Bullard has published eighteen books and his focus over the course of his work revolves around the interconnectedness of problems such as environmental racism, industrial facility sitting, climate disaster, and emergency response with sustainable development, urban land use, community reinvestment, proper housing and transportation, and a community’s ability to utilize smart growth and regional equity for community resilience and climate justice.

			Wright, Bullard’s partner with the HBCU Climate Change Consortium, is herself an environmental justice scholar and advocate as well as a civic leader and sociology professor. She is the founder and executive director of the Deep South Center for Environmental Justice, which addresses the unique health and environmental inequities facing people and habitats along the Louisiana Mississippi River Chemical Corridor and the Gulf Coast Region. The Center is a community-university partnership organization that gives education, safety and health training, and job placement to people living in communities impacted by climate change and environmental justice issues. Her work has allowed her to create a curriculum to teach young children in elementary schools, and this curriculum has been utilized by the New Orleans Public Schools, giving children a much-needed background in environmental justice. Wright also manages hazardous waste worker training programs that educate young people who live near Superfund and Brownfield sites for employment.

			Warren Washington is the man who has helped us understand climate change to begin with. Washington is a rock star in the meteorology community as the current director of the Climate and Global Dynamics Division of the National Center for Atmospheric Research (NCAR) in Boulder, Colorado. Washington started with NCAR in 1963. His historic career revolves around his codevelopment of computer models that help scientists understand how climate change is impacting us today. Throughout his research, he has refurbished his models to include data about oceans and sea ice, giving scientists more information about what’s going on in the environment.

			As an expert on the subject of climate, Washington has advised several US presidents and Congress on climate issues and served on the President’s National Advisory Committee on Oceans and Atmosphere from 1978 to 1984. Three years later, he was appointed to be NCAR director and, in 1994, he was elected as the President of the American Meteorological Society. He is also a fellow at the African Scientific Institute as well as the American Association for the Advancement of Science. He has written over a hundred professional articles on atmospheric science and the 1986 book he coauthored with Claire Parkinson, An Introduction to Three-Dimensional Climate Modeling, has become the gold standard scientists refer back to. Washington is the main reason we know so much about climate change, yet his name goes virtually unmentioned or unrecognized in the mainstream media.

			One person who provided groundwork for modern Black environmentalism is someone we met in a previous chapter, Fannie Lou Hamer. While Hamer is mostly aligned with civil rights work, she is also part of the environmentalist movement for Black Americans in terms of fighting ecoracism. As we can tell from Hamer’s overlapping interests and the overlapping interests of many in this chapter, racism and environmentalism do, in fact, go hand in hand. We usually think of the two areas of interest as being in silos differentiated from each other.

			Hamer, as we learned, started the Freedom Farm Cooperative, which gave Black people the ability to own and farm collectively. Through star-studded support as well as a ten thousand dollar donation from Wisconsin-based organization Measure for Measure, Hamer started out with forty acres of land to allow poor sharecroppers and farmers the ability to chart their own financial course in their lives, free from the economic shackles of White landowners.

			Farmers could join the co-op for just a dollar a month, which today seems absolutely unbelievable. Everyone should have been able to afford that, right? Wrong. We can’t under-estimate how hardcore the economic disparity was for poor Black people, since only thirty families could afford to join even at just a dollar a month while 1,500 families were part of the co-op in name only.

			However, the co-op grew over time and, by 1970, Hamer was able to purchase 640 acres to add to her co-op and, through the help of organizations like the National Council of Negro Women, she was able to create a piggy bank that provided food to poor families.

			What’s unfortunate is that the Freedom Farm co-op wasn’t able to keep this growth going and, by the mid-1970s, it folded. To double the bad news, Hamer died a few years later in 1977. But we shouldn’t think of her efforts a failure; her work regarding low-income housing, entrepreneurship, economic equity and land ownership are the cornerstones many of today’s Black and POC-centered co-ops are based on. She is rarely given her moment in history, but she is one of the pioneers of the modern wave of Black ecoracism activists. Her work has influenced and will keep influencing those who want to create a society that is devoid of White supremacy and a centralized economy.

			Now that we have a bit of a background on Black America’s influence in environmentalism, let’s talk about some of the movers and shakers in the contemporary Black environmentalism space.

			Environmental Game-Changers

			In the field of Black environmentalism, there is a lot of focus on problems that are happening right now as opposed to problems that could happen in the future. In order to prevent a dire future, it makes a lot of sense to stop what’s happening in the dire present. Because let’s face it—there’s a lot of horrific stuff going on as you’re reading this book, and many of these issues are affecting people of color, including Black Americans, the most.

			The issues are varied and far-reaching, such as food deserts in neighborhoods and lack of access to clean water, like in Flint, Michigan, and in other pockets around the country. There are neighborhoods situated right next to plants or landfills or other industrial zones.

			But there are people out there working to create a more equitable and sustainable future. Color me excited to learn that many of those people are Black American activists.

			Rue Mapp, for instance, is the founder and CEO of Outdoor Afro, a national nonprofit organization that reconnects Black Americans to nature. Many Black Americans have a traumatized relationship with nature because of our collective history regarding slavery. Many in our families associate the outdoors with work, inequality, and injustice. My late maternal grandmother, for instance, loved seeing my dad’s bountiful garden whenever she visited but hated gardening herself because of her childhood as a sharecropper, picking cotton in what is now known as Alabama’s Black Belt. Because of her hard childhood, she never wanted to do anything remotely resembling picking again.

			However, Black Americans also have a collective history of being connected to nature, thanks to those same enslaved ancestors who often did their best to keep their traditions from the African motherland alive. Outdoor Afro helps Black Americans reconnect with the outdoors and their roots. Through its work, the organization is changing ideas about conservation. Outdoor Afro makes conservation a communal experience by leading outdoor recreation activities such as biking, camping, and hiking. The nonprofit also educates about the environment and conservation stewardship, reaching thirty thousand people a year through the organization’s physical events. Thanks to the advent of the internet, the organization has an audience of millions who know about the group and interact with its initiatives.

			Mapp’s work has helped the everyday person in a one-on-one setting, but she has also been able to leverage her work into a position in politics, by being invited to participate in the Obama administration’s America’s Great Outdoors Conference and First Lady Michelle Obama’s “Let’s Move” initiative. From 2010 to 2012, she also oversaw the Stewardship Council Foundation for Youth Investment’s grant-making program.

			Shelton Johnson would love what Outdoor Afro is doing. Johnson is a National Park ranger who grew up in the city of Detroit. However, he always had a love for the outdoors and became a seasonal worker at Yellowstone while working on his MFA in writing at the University of Michigan. What started as a way to have a peaceful place to write turned into a lifelong career; he worked not only at Yellowstone, but at the Great Basin and as an interpreter at Fort Dupont Park. In his work throughout the country, he has been able to influence other kids who, like him, grew up in the inner city with limited or no access to the great outdoors. He made it his mission to get these inner city kids interested in nature, and through serendipity, he came across the history of the Buffalo Soldiers: African American soldiers who patrolled the American West. Their main goal was to protect settlers, wagon trains, stagecoaches and railroad crews while keeping Native American tribes at bay.

			Of course, there’s a complicated history embedded in the fact that a group of people who were descended from slaves were fighting sanctioned battles against indigenous people embattled by the same foe—White supremacy. Despite this, the buffalo soldiers are a part of African American history, and as such, it gave Johnson a way to get Black kids to realize that they, too, have a place in the wonders of nature.

			Johnson has told the tale of the Buffalo Soldiers since 1998. His time as a historian has provided him with opportunities to speak to children across America and educate groups with his fictional Buffalo Soldier character Sergant Elizy Boman.

			While there are several organizations that aim to help Black Americans within the country’s borders, there are also other organizations that aim to help native Africans on the continent since they, like us over here, are subject to the brunt of climate change.

			The Sierra Leone Foundation for New Democracy, for instance, is one of those organizations leading the charge of protecting African nations from climate change’s potential impact. Sam Grant is the cochair of the Board of Directors of the organization, which works with communities to build a foundation for people to utilize new, sustainable alternatives that “nurture democratic relationships and decision making among and across individuals, families, institutions, and the environment.”

			To quote the organization itself, its work is intent on “actively transforming extractive and exploitative dynamics by reviving Africa’s nonviolent, deliberative traditions of decision making—the foundation for a new democracy—through the vehicles of Food Sovereignty & Ecological Resilience, Mass Critical Literacy, and Cooperative Economics.” In short, the group is working on making Africa a place that harkens back to its philosophical and social roots to create a new, more sustainable way of life.

			Grant’s influence in the organization stems from his own background in Jacksonville, Florida, where he became affected by the area’s racism at just seven years old when his family integrated a White neighborhood. As a social entrepreneur and a faculty member at Metropolitan State University in Denver, Colorado, Grant has worked since 1983 to create solutions for some of the most pressing environmental and economic issues of the day.

			The Sierra Leone Foundation for New Democracy isn’t the only organization Grant has founded. Some of his organizations include AfroEco, Organizing Apprenticeship Project, Full Circle Community Institute, The Green Institute Eco-Industrial Park, The Wendell Phillips Community Development Federal Credit Union and Grassroots Public Policy Institute, among others.

			Savonala “Savi” Horne is the executive director of the Land Loss Prevention Project in Durham, North Carolina. Her nonprofit law firm is part of the North Carolina Association of Black Lawyers and provides legal representation of clients as well as outreach and community economic development to promote land perseveration, wealth, and rural ways of life. Horne has been doing this work for over thirty-three years and has helped rural communities who are facing disadvantages in their businesses, particularly Black farming communities. Some of the threats these farmers face include regular difficulties like debt, but there’s also the big threat of gentrification, a type of predatory appropriation in which landowners, usually Black or POC, have their land bought out by richer, usually White, land developers. Horne’s work helps farmers fight these threats and provides them with the tools to make their farms more technologically savvy, sustainable, and, of course, financially “in the black.”
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			Tanya Fields also works in the arena of food justice and land preservation, basing her work as the founder and executive director of the Bronx-based Black Feminist Project on her own life as a woman who has experienced food insecurity: the lack of access to affordable and nutritious food. Fields was a single working mother of four in New York City facing the inequalities common to many underserved and impoverished families. She founded her organization in 2009 to serve women of color by creating women-led economic development opportunities. The Black Feminist Project focuses on urban farming and the eradication of the blight on low-income communities of food deserts—the lack of businesses that make high quality fresh food accessible. Two years after forming her organization, it was nominated for a Union Square Award in 2011.

			Some of Fields’s work within The Black Feminist Project includes attempts at establishing an urban farm on underdeveloped land from the New York City Parks and within the South Bronx. She has created the 5,400 square foot Libertad Urban Farms and the South Bronx Mobile Market—a clean energy vehicle that is solar-powered and runs on vegetable oil—which distributes nutrition education along with nutritious food. Fields’s organization also hosts the SBMM Buying Club, which supports local rural farmers and gives families access to locally grown food, as well as the Not Just Talk Summits, which allow women and young people the chance to showcase their work and narratives revolving around equality and justice.
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			Peggy Shepard is the cofounder and executive director of WE ACT for Environmental Justice, also located in New York City. Whereas Fields primarily works in the Bronx, Shepard’s work centers around upper Manhattan, engaging residents in the importance of environmental protection and health. She focuses primarily on environmental policy and environmental justice in urban communities and works to provide low-income residents clean, healthy neighborhoods.

			The organization got its start in 1988 when Shepard and two other communities leaders reacted to the ecoracism that was taking place in their neighborhood in West Harlem. The community-based organization is now influencing policy in both New York and Washington DC. It continues to engage new generations of environmental activists through their People of Color Environmental Leadership Summits in DC and by acting as the lead organizer of the Environmental Justice Leadership Forum on Climate Change, which affects environmental policy in New York and the Northeastern United States. The group has been able to get several acts passed that have helped New York and the Northeast live healthier, more environmentally friendly lives.

			Ron Finley is one of my personal favorites, since he does what my dad does in his backyard: aggressive gardening. I’ve grown up with gardens in our family yard, thanks to my father’s obsessive love for gardening, so I feel like he and Finley would get along swimmingly.
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			Finley calls himself the “Gangsta Gardener” for various reasons. The first, I believe, is because of his roots in South Central Los Angeles. We think of South Central as the epicenter of West Coast gangster rap, but, for Finley, the community is, in his words, a “food prison.” South Central is notorious not just for its musical prowess, but for its lack of access to fresh food in its Black and Brown neighborhoods. Finley grew up knowing what it feels like not to have fresh produce or produce grown without pesticides, so he started his Gangsta Gardener crusade in 2010, growing vegetables in a small patch of dirt next to his home. From those humble beginnings grew Finley’s life of food justice activism.

			Finley earned his gangster nickname because of those same strips of dirt Finley was utilizing for his produce. The more Finley grew, the more he was breaking the law; those seemingly innocuous strips of land were owned by the City of Los Angeles, and the strips, which are technically called “parkways,” couldn’t be utilized without a permit. This led Finley to take on the system. He started a petition with other activists, demanding that the city allow people the right to garden in the neighborhood. He was successful and, because of his efforts, the city now allows public gardens on those parkways. His fight against the system also brought him national attention, launching him into a new stratosphere of activism. His work now includes all manner of community revitalization revolving around urban gardening. His biggest project yet is planning an urban garden in South Central called “HQ” that will, like its name, be the community’s headquarters for fresh fruits and vegetables.

			Omar Freilla is another activist with his home base in New York City. His organization, Green Worker Cooperatives, is based in the South Bronx and works with the borough’s communities of color and immigrant communities to create and sustain worker-owned green businesses. Like his fellow NYC activists, his work is rooted in creating a stronger community-owned economy, which not only enriches the lives of the business owners, but also the neighborhood itself with a lifestyle that supports equity among genders and races.

			As the creator of Green Worker Cooperatives, Freilla is credited as being the creator of the academy model of cooperative development based on his more than thirteen-year history within the green business and cooperative space. He’s also spent a commiserate number of years fighting many issues that affect marginalized communities, including the enemy we’re currently investigating in this chapter, ecoracism.

			Jeaninne Kayembe and Devon Bailey cofounded the Philadelphia-based Urban Creators with Alex Epstein. Kayembe, a Black queer thought leader and multimedia artist, and Bailey, a community leader and mechanical jack of all trades, cofounded Urban Creators to revitalize the city’s eyesore areas into beautiful gardens and urban farms. Their first project was to create a farm out of a two-acre garbage dump. But now, they have transformed over three acres of land in Philadelphia and have given five thousand students and volunteers opportunities to get closer to nature. Because the local population—including artists and other creators—has been supported by Urban Creators, there’s been a positive effect throughout the community. The organization’s work has contributed to a 40 percent decrease of Part I Violent crime (a description that includes crimes such as murder, homicide, burglary, rape, and other offenses) since 2008.

			Kayembe and Bailey’s personal stories are just as interesting as their organization’s impact. Kayembe, for instance, cofounded Urban Creators when she was just nineteen years old. Since becoming the organization’s co-executive director, Kayembe is also the executive producer of the HoodStock Community and Arts Festival, which gives the city government, local artists, and the area’s underserved communities chances to collaborate. She is also the consultant for Youth Speaks, which helps literary organizations build their impact through community and civic engagement and sustainable programming.

			While Kayembe came to Philadelphia from California, Bailey is a native of North Philadelphia, with his family roots deep in the area. His grandfather, for instance, became a business owner and property owner after moving to Philadelphia from the South, despite only having a fifth-grade education. Bailey’s grandfather’s talents seemed to have traveled to Bailey, who is also a property owner and developer. Additionally, he is fluent in carpentry, home remodeling, landscaping, plumbing, roofing and mechanics.

			Like Kayembe, Destiny Watford, the cofounder of student organization group Free Your Voice, is another example of how anyone can positively impact the world, regardless of age. Watford was sixteen years old when she won the 2016 Goldman Prize for her environmentalism within her own community.

			Watford grew up in Curtis Bay, an industrial community in Baltimore, Maryland, that is notorious for inviting new plants or refineries into its borders. While those plants might generate money and jobs, they also generate tons of pollution, which was affecting the health of its citizens. Case in point: a study found Baltimore to be the deadliest city for air pollution in 2013, with 130 out of every 100,000 residents likely to die from long-term exposure to air pollution.

			Another source of air pollution, the country’s largest trash incinerator, was about to be built in Curtis Bay by Energy Answers in 2010, with the strange promise of bringing “clean” energy to the state. Of course, you might be wondering, how could those claims even be possible when the incinerator was expected to burn four thousand tons of trash, and not just local trash, but garbage brought into the city from elsewhere? Clearly, those claims were false, since operations would lead to various health problems. To be clear, it was determined that burning that much trash could release more mercury than the worst coal-powered plants, and it would be located within a mile from two of the area’s public schools. Watford went to one of those schools, and, when she learned of the plan for the incinerator, she gathered together local residents to fight against the incinerator being built.

			She and her fellow students walked up and down the neighborhoods, canvassing for support and organizing protests and petitions. She and her student-activists also attended a school board meeting to demand that the school board—which had agreed to buy in energy from the incinerator—divest. That next year, the school board voted to terminate its contract with Energy Answers, and by that fall, all twenty-two customers who had signed on with the incinerator terminated their contracts as well. By 2016, the Maryland Department of the Environment declared the incinerator dead; the incinerator’s permit was now invalid. Watford, Free Your Voice, and her Curtis Bay residents won after years of being subjected to waste and pollution.

			For a town that had been steeped in the malaise of their health and social concerns going unanswered for the sake of profit, the incinerator battle renewed the hearts and minds of Curtis Bay residents and gave Watford and her group the fortitude to keep fighting for clean energy. Currently, the area wants the land that would have been used for the incinerator to be dedicated toward actual clean energy, such as a recycling center and community solar farm. None of this would have been possible if it wasn’t for Watford’s intense focus on being heard.

			Kari Fulton also knows the journey of fighting for justice early in one’s life. She is currently the interim director of the Environmental Justice and Climate Initiative (EJCC), but before, she was the organization’s National Youth Campaign coordinator. She is actively shaping upcoming generations of climate activists through her work.

			She has led the EJCC through its partnership with the Energy Action Coalition to create youth summits such as Power Shift 2009, which became the largest lobby day and youth summit on climate change in the nation’s history. She also cofounded Checktheweather.TV, which gives young environmental activists of color a place online to spread their stories and messages of environmental justice. Who knows? Through Fulton’s work, we might already have the next Kayembe or Watford in our midst, ready to usher us into another way of life.

			Dr. Rose Brewer falls in the same vein as a Fannie Lou Hamer as her activism is made up of several different disciplines. These include the study and discussion of Black feminism, the prison-industrial complex, environmental justice, and other related issues. She has said that her work in environmental justice is “deeply connected to an African-rooted value system” and she utilizes that system in her work as the chairperson of the board of Environmental Justice Advocates of Minnesota, a coalition of community leaders and activists who support sustainable, fair local economies that promote universal access to safe environments. She is currently a professor of Afro American and African studies at the University of Minnesota—Twin Cities.

			Christopher Bradshaw is taking care of environmentalism in the Washington DC area. He’s the founder and executive producer of Dreaming Out Loud, Inc., which works toward creating food equity for the area’s underserved communities.

			Bradshaw’s vision for change led him from Howard University, where he was studying political science and business, to create Dreaming Out Loud, which addresses the staggering statistics surrounding DC’s impoverished communities, which includes exorbitant numbers of residents living in food deserts and without a high school diploma. On top of that, there’s a lack of jobs for these residents, leading to higher-than-normal unemployment rates. These issues compound to create a perfect storm of poor health, including higher rates of diabetes. To combat these issues, Dreaming Out Loud uses a multipronged approach of combining food hubs, farmers’ markets, urban farming, and other direct-to-consumer methods to bring these residents the food they so desperately need to have a healthy life. The result is twofold: families are finally able to have access to healthy produce, and the unemployment rate is addressed by a focus on entrepreneurship.

			Similar to Brewer’s focus on African principles, Dreaming Out Loud also uses African culture to define its mission. Their Adinkra Core Values are comprised of West African symbolism to showcase their focus on community living and sustainability.

			Bradshaw’s work has also led him to become a member of the first DC Food Policy Council, furthering his goal to increase food equity among DC neighborhoods.

			While food equity is one thing, sustainable housing is another. If we’re going to live fully sustainable lives, we need housing and buildings to match, and that’s where Kimberly Lewis comes in.

			Lewis is the senior vice president of market transformation and development in North America for the US Green Building Council (USGBC) in Washington DC. Her personal and career focus is on creating housing equity for families of all income levels, leading her to become the White House Champion of Change for Clean Energy in 2011. Within that same year, she was also named the inaugural president of the Green Meetings Industry Council’s Greater Washington Area Chapter. She has also founded the Greenbuild International Conference & Expo as well as the USGBC Women in Green leadership platform events. She is also the governance chair on the board of directors for DC area community solar and clean energy development organization Groundswell and the Green Building Foundation’s former chair of the board of trustees.

			Mark Davis is also knee-deep in the solar and clean energy arena. In fact, he’s the founder of the Washington DC-based WDC Solar, the first African American owned solar manufacturing plant in the United States.

			A former NBA player, Davis grew his love for the environment during his childhood in Georgia, where he was raised on a farm. His environmentalism led him to become interested in green energy, the foundation of his business. WDC Solar allows Davis to provide free solar energy to DC’s low-income residents. His company has also created nearly twenty high-paying jobs. How’s that for growing the alternative economy? Even better, you can apply for a job simply by having a GED, meaning that WDC Solar is also reducing the amount of career inequity DC residents face, especially those with just a high school education.

			The company is also helping residents save money; with 30 to 35 percent of income saved on energy bills, Davis told CNN that his customers are able to put that money toward more useful things, such as medication, education, grocery bills, and more. Who would have guessed all of that could happen simply by switching to solar?

			Apparently, the rich know, since up until WDC Solar, it was only the rich who could afford retrofitting their homes with solar panels. Thankfully, things have shifted in the years since the company was founded in 2009, but solar energy panels continue to be too costly for a low-income family, meaning living sustainably in that way is out of the question. The rich, Davis noted, were taking advantage of the tax system, which rewards people with credits for using renewable energy. This allowed them to pay off the then-exorbitant upfront fees of purchasing solar panels.

			Most low-income families don’t have the time to play around with money in this fashion. Davis finally saw his opportunity to give other families the ability to get into the solar world when President Obama encouraged solar and renewable energy production as part of his economic stimulus bill. Davis was able to use the government’s investments and incentives to develop his company, along with the help of funding from the DC Sustainable Energy Utility and later from the Sustainable DC Fund. He also took solar panel installation classes himself since he couldn’t find any qualified installers. From what he learned, he created a training guide for entry-level installers. He’s now advanced his company by opening up a branch in New York. The company is also planning to expand to Baltimore and Atlanta.

			WDC Solar has also offered solar energy help internationally; after the devasting 2010 earthquake in Haiti, WDC Solar worked with ARCH trainees to create portable “solar suitcases” that could generate power for the country’s hospitals, orphanages, and other facilities.

			Gilbert Campbell III and Antonio Francis are also solar entrepreneurs. As the cofounders and managing partners of their Washington DC-based company, Volt Energy, they have grown their company to become one of the largest minority-owned solar energy development firms in the country. They build and operate solar energy systems for businesses, schools and industrial endeavors, and at an affordable price.

			Campbell and Francis’s company has earned the respect of its peers through its work with the American Association of Blacks in Energy and the Center for Energy Research and Technology at North Carolina A&T. Also noteworthy is the company’s work with the US Department of Energy’s Minorities in Energy Initiative.

			Felicia M. Davis also works within the green building industry as the director of the UNCF’s Building Green Initiative at Clark Atlanta University. The initiative is within the Atlanta University Center, the largest consortium of HBCUs in America.

			As the director of the Building Green Initiative, Davis is helping the program advance its efforts at sustainability and green building at colleges that cater to POC students, such as HBCUs, institutions that serve Hispanic students, and Native American tribal colleges. Her HBCU Green Fund, a project she is currently working on, will also help colleges that cater to marginalized communities reach their environmental goals.

			If you’re spiritual, then you’ve probably thought about the spiritual side to environmentalism as well. To paraphrase the Bible, man is supposed to be the steward of the earth. This has been misinterpreted over time as humans being able to do what they please to the earth. Instead, we should take this statement for what I believe it means, which is that man is supposed to take stock of the world and protect its environments by seeing the spirituality of God within all living things on earth.

			Perhaps that idea is what led Ibrahim Abdul-Matin to combine his Islamic studies with his environmental activism. His book, Green Deen: What Islam Teaches about Protecting the Planet, was published in 2010. It gives examples of how the practices and scriptures of Islam intersect with environmentalism and the calling humans have to protect the earth.

			Outside of being an author, Abdul-Matin has worked for years in the realms of sustainability, new media, community engagement, technology, and sports. He’s worked with New York Mayor Bloomberg as sustainability policy advisor and currently works as the New York City Department of Environmental Protection as the director of community affairs. He has also helped found the Brooklyn Academy for Science and the Environment.

			John Francis is another activist who sought a spiritual path through environmentalism, but his journey was much different than Abdul-Matin’s. Francis started his journey in the 1970s, giving up using motorized vehicles after he saw how an oil spill in the San Francisco Bay affected the area. Later, he took a vow of silence that lasted a staggering seventeen years. During that vow, he walked across America by foot to raise awareness for world peace and the environment. Somehow, throughout all of that walking, he also earned a PhD in environmental studies and a figurative degree in the human condition. He listened to people and the environment itself, and it was through this trek that he was able to ascend to the level of policymaker.

			In 1990, when he ended his vow of silence, he became a goodwill ambassador for the United Nations Environmental Program and contributed to the Oil Pollution Act of 1990, written up to impact transportation regulations after the Exxon Valdez oil spill. He also translated his own experience of walking through the environment in his nonprofit environmental education organization Planetwalk, and in his 2009 book Planetwalker: 22 Years of Walking. 17 Years of Silence. His musings on silence continued in his second book, 2011’s The Ragged Edge of Silence: Finding Peace in a Noisy World, published by National Geographic.

			Leading the Charge

			From civil rights to energy equity to food justice, environmentalism is a lot more than just a hipster pastime. For many of these activists, environmentalism is a present-day, active practice. Hopefully, this chapter did more than just let you know about some cool individuals. I hope it showed you that Black Americans are not only contributing to the environmental conversation but are actively providing solutions to the issues we face.

			We all need to do our part to usher in the new world alongside these activists. More than that, it requires everyone’s belief that they can do better. Whether that’s recycling your plastic and aluminum or going to a city council meeting to demand that they provide solar retrofits or close that oil company or oil mine, believe you can make that positive impact. All small efforts lead to bigger, greater change.
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Chapter 7 

			Black STEM 

			The world of STEM is a broad and fascinating field of scientists, engineers, doctors, and inventors who help make the world a better place. Unfortunately, that field is often depicted as being largely White. When we think of a scientist, we don’t typically think of a Black person.

			That doesn’t mean STEM hasn’t been impacted by Black Americans. On the contrary, Black Americans have contributed greatly to the country’s scientific advancements and continue to do so. In fact, we’ve already met a few such impactful people in previous chapters. Benjamin Banneker, for instance, was a whiz at astronomy and created a reliable farmer’s almanac as well as the first clock built in America. Otis Boykin invented a device that would change heart health forever, the pacemaker. Marie Van Brittan Brown invented the home security camera. Lonnie Johnson utilized a career as a NASA engineer to create the Super Soaker. Lewis Latimer patented the carbon filament for the lightbulb. Warren Washington created the computer models that allow scientists to study the effects of climate change. And Frederick McKinley Jones reinvented refrigeration for trains and trucks, which revolutionized how we ship and buy produce from all sectors of the country. Even the beauty inventors, like Madam C.J. Walker, Marjorie Stewart Joyner, Annie Turnbo Malone, and others participate in the STEM conversation by inventing products that either rely on chemical or electrical know-how.

			But of course, there are many other Black STEM role models I haven’t mentioned yet. For instance, there’s the story of the great Hidden Figure herself, Katherine Johnson. Johnson’s role within NASA helped create a viable path for other Black women who want to learn more about earth, the planets, and the universe.

			Black Americans in Space

			If you’re a fan of entertainment, you probably already know the gist of Johnson’s story as Taraji P. Henson portrayed her in the 2016 Academy-nominated film Hidden Figures, which recounts how Johnson’s calculations sent John Glenn on the US’s first successful space launch.

			But there is more to Johnson’s story aside from sending a man to the moon. Johnson’s civil rights activism began even before she came to NASA. She was one of the three Black students chosen to integrate her graduate school in West Virginia. What she endured as one of the first integrated students in West Virginia’s graduate schools opened the doors for other Black people after her. Indeed, like other students who were tasked with being civil rights figures (like our friend from Chapter 3, Ruby Bridges) her experience allowed later generations of Black Americans to attend schools that would give us proper education and better quality of life.

			Johnson worked as a teacher in a Virginia Black public school until 1952, when a relative told her about the National Advisory Committee for Aeronautics (NACA) looking for workers for their all-Black West Area Computing division. The division was overseen by another Hidden Figure, Dorothy Vaughan.

			Vaughan had come to NACA’s Langley Memorial Aeronautical Laboratory in 1943 after working as a math teacher in Virginia. She became a part of the West Area Computing division, which was a vital part of NACA. Even though the committee was segregated—down to the use of assigned bathrooms—and despite clear discrimination, Vaughan became NACA’s first Black supervisor and one of NACA’s few women supervisors. Her position gave Vaughan access to the entire laboratory, and she corresponded with White computers (not the devices, but the humans doing mathematical computations) as well as the Black women who worked under her in her division. She became efficient in FORTRAN programming and contributed to the SCOUT (Solid Controlled Orbital Utility Test) Launch Vehicle Program, which is comprised of a four-stage fuel satellite system with the ability to launch a 385-pound satellite into a 500-mile orbit. She was a vital part of NACA and NASA before retiring in 1971.

			What did Johnson do under the supervision of Vaughan? She worked in the Maneuver Loads Branch of the Flight Research Division and worked in the division for four years, analyzing data from flight tests and investigating a plane crash caused by wake turbulence.

			Unfortunately, after she’d completed this work regarding flight tests, her husband died of cancer in 1956. While this might have been one of the lowest points in her life, one of the highest points was right around the corner. Johnson’s mathematics were relayed in a series of lectures by Flight Research Division engineers regarding space travel. The lectures, called Notes on Space Technology, provided the background for NACA to create their Space Task Group, the first official step NACA took toward going to space. As NACA transitioned to NASA (National Aeronautics and Space Administration), Johnson began working on analysis for space missions, such as the May 1961 Freedom 7 mission, the country’s first spaceflight by a human. She also became the first woman in the Flight Research Division to get an authorial credit on a research report, thanks to a paper she coauthored with engineer Ted Skopinski, “Determination of Azimuth Angle at Burnout for Placing a Satellite Over a Selected Earth Position.”

			The story from Hidden Figures begins in 1962, when Johnson was tasked with computing the trajectory of Glenn’s Friendship 7 mission. Glenn personally requested Johnson’s calculations because, at the time, the electronic computers were unreliable. According to Johnson’s recollection, Glenn said, “If she says they’re good, then I’m ready to go.” He—as well as all of NASA—put all of his trust into her numbers. Johnson’s computations were not only sound, but resulted in a successful launch and splashdown, marking America’s advancement in the Space Race.

			Johnson accomplished much more during her time with NASA before her retirement in 1986. She authored or coauthored twenty-six research reports, did calculations that helped synch Project Apollo’s Lunar Lander with the Command and Service Module orbiting the moon, and contributed to the Earth Resources Satellite, which allows NASA to monitor the earth’s oceans, ice caps, coastal areas, and atmospheric readings, among other calculations. If we want to make some connections, we can realize that this very satellite is what allows NASA to help scientists study climate change and provide recommendations to fight against it. Johnson’s contributions to science cannot be underestimated.

			The road Johnson paved allowed another great Black woman, Mae Jemison, to become the first Black female astronaut.
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			Growing up, Jemison was one of my personal heroes because, aside from being the first African American woman to go to space in 1992, she credited her interest in space to Star Trek. Most importantly, she cited Nichelle Nichols’s character Nyota Uhura as her inspiration. I was a big Star Trek fan as a kid, and I’m still a big Trekkie today, so that fact has always endeared her to me. Think of my surprise when I realized she’s also an Alabamian! She was born in Decatur, Alabama, but moved to Chicago when she was three. While she probably considers Chicago her hometown, she’s a native Alabamian to me, and I’m proud to share a state with her.

			Uhura’s influence on Jemison shows us how entertainment can blur the lines between “fantasy” and “inspiration.” The famous story that many Trekkies know is that Dr. King himself convinced Nichols to stay on the show as Uhura, a role she was considering giving up. Not only was he a fan of the show, but he knew the importance her role would have on young Black girls. That vision was made a reality by Jemison and others who follow the stars with the Starfleet mission statement in their hearts.

			Appropriately for the character, Nichols herself has a keen interest in space travel, so much so that she flew as a part of the C-141 Astronomy Observatory, which analyzes the atmospheres of Mars and Saturn. Even though Nichols, a former singer and dancer for Duke Ellington’s band, originally had misgivings about her role, she became a vital part of Star Trek fandom, so much so that, during the late 1970s through the late 1980s, Nichols was part of NASA’s recruitment initiatives. Her work with NASA compelled many POC recruits to join, including Guion Bluford, who became the first African American astronaut in 1983 (whereas Jemison was the first African American female astronaut). Her new recruits also included Ronald McNair, the second African American astronaut, who sadly died aboard the tragic Challenger launch in 1986.

			 

			Life-Changing Doctors

			The doctor’s office. We don’t like going, but we have to. Same for the dentist, the eye doctor, and other medical specialists. But I bet you seldom realize that when you’re stepping into your doctor’s office, you’re stepping into Black American history.

			Granted, that knowledge probably won’t make you want to run to your doctor with joy since America’s early medical history includes abuse toward African American slaves. For instance, if you’re a female like me, you probably have complex opinions about the dreaded pap smear. Those feelings are valid, since the tools and techniques developed for that practice, as well as other gynecology practices, were developed by James Marion Sims.

			Sims might be considered the father of modern gynecology as well as someone who contributed to the history of modern medicine. But he came by his fame at the cost of human indignity. Sims did experiments on enslaved women under the theory that Black women didn’t experience pain in the same way White women did. In fact, he believed that Black women didn’t experience pain at all. That led to all sorts of violent invasions of privacy, which allowed for the creation of the speculum, that metal device that gets inserted into a female’s genitals during a pap smear. To be fair, the speculum has been moderately updated with models being made in smooth plastic rather than metal to reduce pinching. But the overall design hasn’t changed since its inception. Also, while there’s been a movement to redesign the tool for pap smears, it’s taking a while for any new design to become an everyday part of gynecological practice.

			Clearly, Sims isn’t a great African American—he was a White doctor, and a nefarious one at that. He’s featured here because it’s important that we know the extent to which White supremacy features in our everyday lives, even in your standard doctor’s visit.

			Sadly, the misuse of Black people’s bodies doesn’t end with the development of gynecology. There’s also the Tuskegee Study of Untreated Syphilis in the Negro Male, otherwise known as simply the Tuskegee Experiment, which began in 1932 and lasted until 1972 in Macon County, Alabama. The US Public Health Service studied 600 men—399 with syphilis and a control group of 201 men without syphilis—to see how the disease affected the human body. Clearly, the forty-year experiment was highly unethical for various reasons, not only because the control group was being lied to. These men were told they were being treated for “bad blood,” which could refer to a plethora of illnesses, but, instead, they were being infected with the disease.

			The main reason the study could go on for so long is because America viewed African Americans as dispensable. That a country could perform experiments on its own people should be considered heinous. The study was only unearthed and revealed to the public after a San Francisco-based PHS venereal disease investigator, Peter Buxtun, leaked the news to a friend who happened to be a reporter. That friend then sent the story to Jean Heller of the Associated Press, who brought the study to the mainstream consciousness in 1972. Not only did the government knowingly infect healthy Black men, but, by not informing those men of their status, they allowed them to pass the disease on to their spouses and children. This worsened these people’s quality of life, already made poor thanks to racism, discrimination, and poverty.

			And poor Henrietta Lacks is also one of the more modern examples of Black people’s bodies being used without consent for the sake of science and medicine.

			Lacks was a young wife and mother to five children. Her life was full of family, but, while her focus in life might have simply been being a good wife and mother, Lacks’s cells have impacted the study of cancer research and treatment. After Lacks was diagnosed with cervical cancer in 1951, she received radium treatments at Johns Hopkins Hospital, one of the few hospitals to treat poor Blacks. Unfortunately, the treatments didn’t help her survive the illness, and she died in October of that year at thirty-one years of age.

			While she was at Johns Hopkins, hers were among many patients’ cells retrieved by the hospital for research. Dr. George Gey, who studied the cells of the hospital’s cervical cancer patients, noticed Lacks’s cells were vastly different from those of other patients. While other cell samples died quickly, Lacks’s cells doubled over twenty to twenty-four hours. The cells—referred to as “HeLa” cells, after Lacks—have been widely shared and used for research. They have led to major breakthroughs in medicine, and not just in cancer research: they’ve been used in the development of the polio vaccine, research on the effects of zero gravity, and research on viruses such as AIDS.

			While Johns Hopkins never profited from Lacks’s cells, unethical practices were taken to acquire them, as informed consent did not take place—Lacks didn’t know her cells were being used for further research. There was also a lack of communication with research participants and tissue donors, and a lack of privacy when it comes to medical records. Today, the hospital includes a committee tasked with deciding who can use Lacks’s cells. Thankfully, the committee includes two members from Lacks’s family.

			Sadly, Lacks’s original diagnosis of a malignant epidermoid carcinoma of the cervix was actually a misdiagnosis. The mistake was noticed in 1970, and physicians realized that Lacks actually had an adenocarcinoma, which originates in the glands, not the from the skin’s surface or organ and tract linings. However, the misdiagnosis was common at the time.

			A lot of instances in the scientific and medical fields have created distrust between Black Americans and medical professionals. However, Black Americans have made strides within the medical profession. This is great for the broadening of American history and American medical history. Even more importantly, these gains help rewrite the narrative for Black Americans when it comes to the doctor’s office. If someone can see themselves in an industry, they can feel kinship with it. Thankfully, we are seeing more doctors, dentists, and specialists who look like us and care for our health.

			Who are the trailblazers who have made the doctor’s office a less racist place? Let’s start with two women who broke through glass ceilings for Black women health professionals and Black professionals overall. Let’s be honest—America hasn’t been kind to women, especially Black women. We’ve already covered some of the injustices Black women have experienced, including what the medical profession has done to them. Let’s not forget, however, that plenty of Black women have proven the status quo wrong. Three more women to add to that list include Rebecca Lee Crumpler, MD, Rebecca J. Cole, MD, and Helen Dickens, MD.

			Crumpler, for instance, became the first Black woman to gain a medical degree from an American university. As you’ll read below, there is one famous doctor who went to Canada to gain a medical degree for fear of not being able to achieve his goals in the States. But Crumpler succeeded in 1864 after graduating from the New England Female Medical College in Boston. She accomplished this feat during a time that wasn’t only hostile to Black Americans, but to women as a whole in higher learning.

			Crumpler was introduced to healthcare in childhood. She lived with her aunt who provided care for the sick in Delaware. Crumpler excelled in school, attending the West-Newton English and Classical School in Massachusetts, an elite private school. Afterwards, she worked as a nurse in 1852. In 1860, she applied for medical school and was accepted, leading her to historic accomplishments. Crumpler was the school’s only Black graduate in 1864. Two years later, she and her husband moved to Richmond, Virginia, after the Civil War to care for Black patients. In fact, she was one of several Black doctors who provided their services to care for freed slaves who had no access to proper care. In her own words, she “[had] access each day to a very large number of the indigent, and others of different classes, in a population of over thirty thousand colored.” Later in her career, she wrote a book on medicine called A Book of Medical Discourses in Two Parts, which was published in 1883. This book stands as one of the first medical publications written by a Black American.

			Cole became the second Black woman doctor in the country in 1867 when she graduated from the Woman’s Medical College of Pennsylvania. She was taught by the college’s first female dean, Ann Preston. Cole’s own intelligence served her well through the college and for her medical thesis; she wrote a paper called “The Eye and Its Appendages.” Along with Preston’s tutelage, Cole was able to gain clinical experience at New York Infirmary for Women and Children, run by Elizabeth Blackwell, the first woman ever to earn a medical degree in America. Blackwell praised Cole’s skill in her autobiography, writing that she worked “with tact and care” and that the results she received from her careful medical care “serve to show that the establishment of such a department would be a valuable addition to every hospital.”

			After her time at the infirmary, Cole practiced medicine for fifty years, which included a practice in South Carolina and Pennsylvania. She also opened a Women’s Directory Center in 1873 to serve destitute women and children. She was later named the superintendent of a home founded by the Association for the Relief of Destitute Colored Women and Children in Washington DC. Echoing Blackwell’s assessment, the association found that Cole had “all the qualities essential to such a position—ability, energy, experience, tact.” On top of that, she was noted as having a “cheerful optimism” that helped her patients as well as those around her.

			Many years later, in 1950, OBGYN Helen Dickens, MD, followed in the footsteps of Crumpler and Cole and became the first Black woman admitted to the American College of Surgeons. Incredibly, she, the daughter of a former slave, rose to the heights of breaking ground in a profession rife with racism. Not only is she the first Black woman admitted to the American College of Surgeons, but she also became the associate dean of the University of Pennsylvania’s Office of Minority Affairs, and, during the first five years of her tenure, she increased the university’s minority enrollment to sixty-four students from just three.

			Part of Dickens’s success doesn’t just rest on her intelligence. I think she realized that her accomplishments benefited from the efforts of those who came before her. When she was applying for medical schools and hospitals, she was encouraged by the achievements of others, including one of her mentors, Dr. Elizabeth Hill, the first Black physician to graduate from the University of Illinois. Hill helped her register for medical school and, because of Hill’s efforts, Dickens became the only Black woman to graduate with a medical degree from the University of Illinois in the class of 1934.

			A lot of Dickens’s later work centered around sexual health and teen pregnancy, leading her to complete a survey to help parents, schools, and health professionals with intervention strategies to lower teen pregnancy and the transmission of STIs. She has been awarded for her work in this area, including accolades from the American Cancer Society and the Girl Scouts of Greater Philadelphia.

			Dickens’s daughter, Jayne Henderson Brown, MD, also took up the medical call like her mother, proving once again that pioneers pave the way for others to follow.

			Edith Irby Jones, MD, made history in the South as the first Black medical student to integrate Southern medical schools. This pioneer died in 2019, which, like several entries in this book, puts into perspective just how recent a lot of our Black history actually is.

			Jones made history when she was admitted into the University of Arkansas for Medical Sciences in 1948. But that wasn’t her only accomplishment in breaking racial barriers. In 1952, she also became the first Black woman resident at Houston’s Baylor College of Medicine. She cofounded the Association of Black Cardiologists in 1974 and became the first woman president of the National Medical Association in 1985. She, like so many featured, was the daughter of poor parents; in her case, her father was a sharecropper and her mother worked in homes as a domestic. Her sister’s death from typhoid fever sparked Jones’s interest in the medical profession. She did her sister’s memory proud; not only did she grow up to practice medicine, she also changed the lives of many future Black doctors in the process.

			Alexander Augusta, MD, gives us another first—he was the first Black physician appointed to the position of hospital director.

			Alexander was born in Virginia in 1825. He received his medical education from Trinity Medical College in Toronto, Canada, and became the head of the Toronto City Hospital. Alexander came back to the States after writing to President Abraham Lincoln offering to work as a doctor for the “colored regiments” in the Civil War. He became the first African American to be commissioned as a medical officer in the Union Army and served as the surgeon-in-charge at the Contraband Hospital in Washington DC. (Term of note: “contraband” was often the term used for freed and enslaved Black people, which is interesting, seeing how these Black Americans’ ancestors were stolen from Africa in the first place.)

			Sadly, Augusta’s work within the military was sidelined by racism. Among his other work within the Civil War, he was also given the title of regimental surgeon for the 7th Infantry of the United States Colored Troops in Maryland. However, the White surgeons weren’t too keen on having a Black doctor as their superior, and they wrote to Lincoln to protest having to report to a Black man. Lincoln reassigned him to a Black troop recruiting station. While that assignment was not dishonorable, it’s important to note how Augusta’s talent and skill were seen as secondary to the color of his skin. Should it matter who is saving lives? Apparently if you’re raised in a racist environment, it does.

			Despite inspiring many African Americans through his prestige, Augusta faced racism among civilians as well. One time, dressed in his army uniform, he tried to hail a streetcar on a rainy day in Washington DC. He wanted to stay dry from the rain, so he went to the area where White passengers sat. He was informed that he’d have to stand in rain-soaked area designated for Black passengers. When he refused, like Claudette Colvin and Rosa Parks would many years later, he was forced off the streetcar and had to arrive to his meeting soaked through.

			What the passengers didn’t know was that Massachusetts Senator Charles Sumner heard about what happened to Augusta and demanded that Congress allow Black Americans the same railroad privileges as their White counterparts. A year later, Black and White Americans were able to use whatever seat they preferred in the nation’s capital.

			Augusta continued to make history after the war. In 1868, he became part of the faculty of Howard University’s new medical department. This appointment made him America’s first Black faculty member in a medical school. He also served as a staff member of Freedmen’s Hospital until 1877, when he left to set up a private practice in Washington DC. He remained in practice until his death in 1890.

			Patricia Bath, MD, died in 2019, but she leaves behind a legacy of Black American history. Bath became the first Black woman physician to be awarded a patent for her medical invention. Her invention works in the lives of many Americans who have suffered from cataracts. She came up with a device for cataract surgery called the laserphaco probe, as well as a new technique, appropriately called laserphaco. Even though the technology wasn’t available for her invention at the time she developed the idea in 1981, her invention was able to be fully realized and patented five years later. Today, the same technology Bath was able to use to recover the sight of people who had been blind for over thirty years continues to help those who suffer from cataracts.

			This isn’t the first time Bath has rocked the ophthalmic world. Between the late 1960s and early 1970s, Bath came up with a new discipline called “community ophthalmology,” which combines community medicine, public health, and clinical ophthalmology to provide help to underserved people.

			Her community ophthalmology was developed after her time as an intern at Harlem Hospital and Columbia University between 1968 to 1970. She realized that half of the patients in Harlem were blind or visually impaired, whereas only a few of the patients at Columbia University were. This led her to create a retrospective epidemiological study. She found that indeed blindness in the Black community was double that among their White counterparts, and the disparity was because of lack of access to proper eye care. Bath’s community ophthalmology program has helped thousands of people whose eyesight would have gone untreated otherwise. Through the help of her volunteers, she has also given children with eyesight issues much-needed glasses, which have helped them in school and in life. She also compelled Harlem Hospital’s Eye Clinic to start ophthalmic services in 1968, something the clinic didn’t do at the time. Harlem Hospital completed its first eye surgery for free because of her persuasion. Also due to her efforts, professors at Columbia also started operating on blind patients for free, and she volunteered her services as an assistant surgeon.

			She continued to make history in 1974 as the first woman faculty member in UCLA’s Jules Stein Eye Institute Department of Ophthalmology. She was treated with indignity, however; she refused an office that was placed, as she described, “in the basement next to the lab animals.” Her refusal led to her getting an appropriate office. But an appropriate office isn’t all she received during her time there. By 1983, she was the chair of the Drew-UCLA ophthalmology residency training program, becoming the first woman in the country to have that position. In 1977, after taking her research to Europe, she and three others founded the American Institute for the Prevention of Blindness and she served as the organization’s director.

			Robert Boyd, MD, became the first president of the National Medical Association in 1895. The National Medical Association, described as “the collective voice of African American physicians and the leading force for parity and justice in medicine and the elimination of disparities in health,” began in 1895. I think you can figure out why the group had to come into existence. The American Medical Association didn’t allow Black physicians to enter the organization. To combat the rampant racism, the NMA was founded to give Black health professionals their own stance in the medical community. The charter members included Boyd as well as Daniel Hale Williams, MD, Daniel L. Martin, MD, Miles V. Lynk, MD, and H.R. Butler, MD. The organization’s first issue of the Journal of the National Medical Association was published in 1909 and edited by Dr. Charles V. Roman.

			We should be thankful that the NMA paved the way for the AMA to revoke its stance on racism within the organization and invite Black health professionals to its ranks. Lonnie Bristow, MD, in fact, became the AMA’s first Black physician to head the group as president.

			Bristow attributes his interest in medicine to his mother, who was a nurse at Sydenham Hospital in Harlem, New York. He said to the American Medical News that seeing his mother and others, “several races and several ethnic cultures linked by the common goal of providing compassionate care to patients” led him to his journey in medicine.

			He opened his private practice in internal medicine outside of San Francisco and became active in the area of organized medicine, working with several organizations on the state and national levels. He joined the AMA in 1978 as an alternate delegate and, in 1979, he upgraded his affiliation within the organization as a full delegate. In 1985, he began climbing up the ranks in the organization, becoming the first African American to serve on the AMA board of trustees. He later became the AMA’s first Black American chair of the board in 1993. He was appointed as the AMA’s president in 1995, cementing the AMA’s new stance on being inclusive and diverse.

			Bristow’s time as AMA president changed the association forever. Not only was Bristow making history, but he was opening the doors to other Black leaders within the organization, such as Patrice Harris, MD, the first Black woman president of the AMA.

			While acting as president, Harris also retains her private practice as a psychiatrist in Atlanta. She is also an adjunct professor in Emory University’s Department of Psychiatry and Behavioral Sciences. On top of all of that, she is also an adjunct clinical assistant professor in psychiatry and behavioral services at Morehouse School of Medicine. It’s admirable that she’s wearing so many hats while serving as president, proving that Black women have much talent and skill to give to whatever industry they apply themselves to.

			Harris has had the same Black Girl Magic throughout her career. She has served on the American Psychiatric Association Board of Trustees and was the past president of the Georgia Psychiatric Physicians Association. Harris has served in several founding roles before becoming the AMA’s first Black woman president. She was the founding president of the Georgia Psychiatric Political Action Committee and served as the founding chair of the AMA Opioid Task Force, which was created in 2014. Before her role as head of the task force, she was part of the AMA Board of Trustees since 2011 and was chair of the AMA Council on Legislation and cochair of the Women Physicians Congress.

			Alexa Irene Canady, MD, is another first we must honor. In 1981, Canady became the first Black woman in the country to become a neurosurgeon.

			Incredibly, Canady almost dropped out of college when she was in undergrad majoring in mathematics. She said that what made things better for her was when she learned of a chance to win a minority scholarship in medicine. Canady eventually earned her BS degree in zoology from the University of Michigan in 1971 and graduated from the university’s medical school in 1975 cum laude. She has worked for twenty years in the area of pediatric neurosurgery, and, throughout that time, she has had to face racism and sexism. But her work spoke for itself, and during her tenure at the Children’s Hospital of Philadelphia between 1981 and 1982, her coworkers voted her as one of the hospital’s top residents. Her stellar record continued during her tenure as chief of neurosurgery at the Children’s Hospital of Michigan from 1987 until her retirement in 2001. She has been honored by several organizations, including the Michigan Woman’s Hall of Fame, the American Medical Women’s Association, and the Wayne State University Medical School.

			New Jersey native Donna Marie Christensen, MD, became the first physician elected to US Congress. Christensen, whose father is from the Virgin Islands, carried her medical practice into her federal advocacy in Congress. As the first female representative of the US Virgin Islands, she focused on improving the lives of her constituents. Some of the things she fought for included advocating for more economic opportunities and better living conditions. For her, the fight for living and economic conditions intersects with her constituents’ medical care. “In my practice, you always find that there are a lot of social and other issues that impact the impact the health of your patients,” she is quoted as saying. “Many times, people would come in just to talk about whatever problems they were having, so I kind of looked at it as bringing my office work from a local level to a larger, national level.”

			M. Joycelyn Elders, MD, became the first African American and the second woman to lead the US Public Health Service as Surgeon General in 1993. But her status as a historic Surgeon General isn’t the only accolade Elders has to her name. In 1978, she was the first person in Arkansas to become board certified in pediatric endocrinology.

			Elders was born in 1933 in an impoverished, segregated part of Arkansas. As the oldest of eight children to sharecropper parents, she worked with her siblings in the cotton fields and attended a segregated school thirteen miles from home. Elders attended Little Rock’s Black liberal arts college, Philander Smith College. Even though she had a scholarship, she scrubbed floors for her tuition and she and her siblings completed chores for neighbors and picked extra cotton to pay for Elders’s bus fare.

			Elders initially only aspired to become a lab technician, but she became inspired by Edith Irby Jones. Jones spoke at a college sorority and after seeing Jones, Elders realized she could become a doctor too. She had never met a doctor until she was sixteen years old, but thanks to Jones, Elders realized the sky is the limit.

			Throughout her education and career, which included joining the army and training in physical therapy at the Brooke Army Medical Center at Fort Sam Houston, Texas, Elders faced racism. For instance, when she was discharged in 1956 and enrolled at the University of Arkansas Medical School, she was required to use a separate dining room with the cleaning staff despite the Brown v. Board ruling.

			Despite all of the racism rigamarole, Elders became the chief resident of the University of Arkansas. This meant she was in charge of all of the residents, which were comprised of only White men. This was the start of her ascent. In 1971, she became the university’s assistant professor of pediatrics and, in 1976, she became a full professor. In 1967, she earned her degree in biochemistry.

			Over her career, Elders has published over a hundred papers on pediatric endocrinology, particularly in the realm of growth issues and juvenile diabetes. She also studied sexual behavior, finding that young women with diabetes faced health risks if they became pregnant at a young age. Some of the health risks include spontaneous abortion or the possibility of an infant with congenital abnormalities. With her work, she helped patients keep track of their fertility and determine when the best time was to start a family.

			Then-Governor Bill Clinton appointed Elders as the head of the Arkansas Department of Health in 1987, where she continued advocating for sexual education. Her advocacy led to the Arkansas Legislature mandating a K-12 curriculum that included sex education and substance abuse prevention as well as programs to promote self-esteem. She also doubled childhood immunizations between 1987 and 1992, expanded Arkansas’s prenatal care program, and increased home-care options for the chronically and terminally ill.

			Elders’s efforts led Clinton to appoint her as Surgeon General in 1993. Throughout her time as the head of the Arkansas State Department of Health, she had faced conservative backlash from her focus on sexual health. The backlash continued when she was nominated for Surgeon General. Thankfully, she was confirmed and was able to inspire more future doctors to achieve their dreams.

			Elders’s tenure as a public health director and as Surgeon General came in tandem with Marilyn Gaston, MD, who became the first Black woman director of a US Public Health Service bureau. In 1990, Gaston joined the Bureau of Primary Health Care in the US Health Resources and Services Administration. During her tenure, she focused on underserved families’ health care. From 1990 to 2001, she and her staff presented new data from prophylactic penicillin programs carried out in Africa; this data highlighted the breadth Gaston’s work in the area of penicillin. In fact, before becoming director, she was the author of a wide-ranging study in 1986 that showed how important long-term penicillin actually is in preventing septic infections in children with sickle cell disease. Gaston’s study paved the way for Congress to pass legislation to fund nationwide SCD screening programs. That legislation had a spectacular effect within a year, since forty states had adopted screening programs.

			There are so many people who could be added to this chapter. But there’s one person whose name I want to shout out before we leave the scientific world of Black American history—Chester Pierce, MD, one of the pioneers who helped Sesame Street be what it is today.

			Pierce, a psychiatrist, professor at Harvard Medical School, and founding president of the Black Psychiatrists of America, was brought onto the early developmental phase of Sesame Street in 1969. From his own work, he realized that the television had the power to shape children’s perceptions of themselves. So, he advocated for the show to bring multiculturalism into homes across the country. Not only would this allow for children to become comfortable with a multicultural and multiracial America, it would provide children of color much-needed role models. Why was this necessary? Because, if we go back to the beauty chapter, where we learned about the doll tests carried out by psychologists Kenneth and Mamie Clark, the images and messages we receive can affect how we think about ourselves.

			Sesame Street positively influenced the lives of children throughout the generations, including my own. I, like so many children, was able to see people who resembled me being treated with respect and kindness. As Pierce is quoted as saying in 1972, “Early childhood specialists have a staggering responsibility in producing planetary citizens whose geographic and intellectual provinces are as limitless as their all-embracing humanity.”

			Pierce didn’t just bring a multicultural Sesame Street to children. In his collegiate years, he became the first Black student to play in a major college football game at an all-White university below the Mason-Dixon line, when Harvard played against the University of Virginia. He also met with NASA, counseling them on how to bring American astronauts and Russian astronauts together within the Space Station. Once again, he was bringing the gap between cultures to provide understanding.

			Black Scientific Excellence

			There is a wealth of Black experiences within the US scientific industry. Many Black professionals in the sciences were treated to undignified racism, sexism, and prejudice of all sorts. And yet, they rose above and beyond to serve Americans of all stripes.

			I am glad that the generations of Black STEM practitioners have made it possible for others to see themselves in this branch of study. For many Black burgeoning scientists and engineers, that means that they can imagine themselves as being the inventors of cures for diseases, technology that can help countries, and as the creators of expeditions to worlds unknown.

			

	

Chapter 8 

			Black Athleticism 

			America loves sports. We pay beaucoup money for NBA and NFL tickets, will fight our families over rival teams, and, in the case of my father, wear the shirts of teams who beat the University of Alabama football team just to mess with coworkers.

			In today’s society, America’s sports culture is dominated by Black players. From baseball to basketball, from football to tennis and even golf, we have Black Americans who are excelling at the height of their game. We know all about stars like Michael Jordan, LeBron James, Serena Williams, Venus Williams, Tiger Woods, Barry Bonds, Ken Griffey Jr., and many others. But what about some of the legends who paved the way for these stars? Let’s go down memory lane to give the sports pioneers their due.

			Barrier Breakers
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			In order for us to look up to athletes like LeBron James, the Williams sisters and others, there had to be people who broke the color barrier. They had the tough job of dealing with racism in order to showcase that Black people can and should be playing alongside their White counterparts in a desegregated society.
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			Someone we know well is Jackie Robinson. You might recall that the Black Panther himself, Chadwick Boseman, had his breakout starring role as Robinson in the 2013 biopic 42. Incredibly, I was able to see parts of 42 get filmed since they did some of the principal filming in downtown Birmingham. (I also tried to be an extra for that film, but that’s a story for another day.) Through a series of ironic events, I was able to get a glimpse of the set—a glimpse of the world Robinson lived in. This world might have had cool cars and nostalgic ambiance, but his era was also segregated. Robinson’s career, therefore, was a bridge between the old way and the new.

			Robinson knew about the South’s racism well. Born in Georgia to sharecroppers, Robinson, his mother, and his four siblings were the only Black family on their block. Robinson must have had to learn how to be tough against vitriol, which would serve him well in his future career as one of the most important baseball players in America.

			Robinson was always gifted in sports; while attending UCLA, he became the first athlete to win varsity letters in four sports, including basketball, football, track, and, of course, baseball. He was also named to the All-American football team, but, unfortunately, Robinson had to leave college due to financial issues and enlisted in the army. Again, he showed excellence, advancing to second lieutenant. However, he was court-martialed for refusing to move to the back of an army bus. He was eventually acquitted, and, after some time as an army athletics coach, he received an honorable discharge.

			Thankfully, a career in the army didn’t work out, since we wouldn’t have gotten Robinson’s rise to sports prominence within the Negro Baseball League. He played with the league for two years, leading to Brooklyn Dodgers president Branch Rickey reaching out to Robinson about joining his team in 1947. The move was, as we know, historic; he was the first baseball player to break the color barrier within the sport and had to fight against racism from baseball fans nationwide.

			Regardless of the pushback, he ended his rookie year with the title of National League Rookie of the Year, and, in 1949, he was named the league’s Most Valuable Player of the Year. By 1962, he had become a new inductee to the Baseball Hall of Fame.

			While we know tons about Robinson, there are plenty of pioneers we don’t know a lot about, such as Kenny Washington, the first Black NFL player in the modern era. Washington was one of Robinson’s teammates when they both played baseball at UCLA, so it’s ironic that both of them would go on to create sports history. However, his claim to fame is football. While at UCLA, he played for the UCLA Bruins, winning the Douglas Fairbanks trophy as the best college football player in the country. In 1940, he was also named to an American college all-star team.

			Even though Robinson was the first Black baseball player in the major leagues, the lack of Black players largely seemed like a societal, understood boundary that had yet to be crossed. On the flip side, the NFL had set an industry-wide ban against Black football players in 1933. So, instead of trying out for the NFL, Washington became a Los Angeles police officer. Going into policework was probably an easy sell for Washington, since his uncle was the highest-ranking Black officer in the department. But throughout his policing, he played football. During WWII, he played minor league football part-time, but this move resulted in Washington ruining the cartilage in his knees.

			Thankfully, his knee injuries didn’t hinder him from becoming an NFL pioneer. Once the NFL abolished their racist ban on Black players in 1945, the Cleveland Rams were relocated to Los Angeles and were required to sign Black players or risk losing their lease on the LA Memorial Coliseum. This led Washington to become their first signee, the first Black player to sign an NFL contract in the NFL’s postwar era. Woodrow Strode, another of Robinson and Washington’s teammates from UCLA, was also signed to the Rams two months later.

			So, what about Washington’s knees? Well, surgery helped Washington play for three seasons before he retired in 1948. But even though his career was short, Washington ushered in a new era in the NFL, one that is as remarkable as it is contentious, as we’ll see later on in the chapter.

			However, one of the athletes affected by Washington’s historic career was Ernie Davis, a two-time All-American from Syracuse University. Davis was the first Black recipient of the Heisman Trophy, the highest honor for a college football player. He was also awarded the Walter Camp Memorial Trophy, after which President John F. Kennedy, a fan, asked to meet him personally. He then went on to become the number one pick in the 1961 NFL Draft. Sadly, Davis died at only twenty-three years old from leukemia in 1963, but in his short life, he made a big impact.

			Davis’s career was also swayed by Jim Brown, who initially convinced Davis to attend Brown’s alma mater, Syracuse, since he felt it would be more welcoming to a young Black athlete like Davis. In Syracuse, he earned the nickname “The Elmira Express” because of his childhood town of Elmira, New York, and because he would body people on the field. During his sophomoric career with Syracuse, Davis made ten touchdowns and rushed 686 yards.

			When Davis was drafted into the NFL, he was originally signed to Washington but was quickly traded to the Cleveland Browns, the same team Brown himself played for between 1957 to 1965. Davis was given the largest contract to a rookie at that time in history—a three-year, sixty-five thousand dollar contract.
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			It might be unthinkable to some, especially younger people, that the NBA could have ever had a racial barrier against Black players. But it did, and that barrier was broken by the league’s first Black players Earl Lloyd, Nat “Sweetwater” Clifton, and Chuck Cooper in 1950.

			Lloyd was the first Black American to play in an NBA game as a member of the Washington Capitols. Cooper, on the other hand, was the first Black American to be drafted to the NBA. Clifton became the first Black American player to sign an NBA contract.

			Perhaps it’s evident that the NBA had an easier time accepting their Black players than other sports leagues, seeing how the debuts of Cooper, Clifton, and Lloyd weren’t met with the same vitriol as Robinson’s was when he went to the major leagues. First of all, the NBA invited these three men within the same year, allowing them to share the burden of “basketball pioneer” instead of putting the stress all on one person. In fact, when the NBA interviewed Lloyd about his time in the NBA before his death in 2015, he said his time in the league wasn’t comparable to Robinson’s within baseball, saying that because college basketball was already integrated, there was “a different mentality” regarding the sport.

			However, he did say that he experienced racism in certain places where his team traveled to. In some cities, he couldn’t eat or sleep with his teammates. But he said something that all of us should be mindful of when facing discrimination: “If you let yourself become bitter, it will eat away at you inside. If adversity doesn’t kill you, it makes you a better person.”

			It’s thanks to these pioneers that we began to see more Black legendary players rise in the ranks. For instance, current basketball stars are trying to live up to the legacies of Wilt Chamberlain and Bill Russell, considered two of the league’s best-ever players who revolutionized the sport in the 1960s and 1970s. For instance, in Chamberlain’s career, the NBA had to change rules regarding lane widening, inbounding the ball, free throw shooting, and creating offensive goaltending. And in the 1965–66 season, Russell became player-coach for his team, the Boston Celtics, becoming the first African American NBA coach.

			If we take a detour back to Robinson’s career in baseball, one such person he paved the way for is Willie Mays, who has a Birmingham connection as well. He started out his baseball career with the Birmingham Black Barons, one of the best teams in the Negro Baseball League, and I’m not just saying that because I’m a Birminghamian. The Black Barons had some of the best players, including Mobile, Alabama, native Leroy “Satchel” Paige. Paige was one of the stars of the Negro Leagues, playing with multiple teams (for the best pay), but particularly for the Kansas City Monarchs. Again, there’s a Robinson connection, since Robinson also played for the Monarchs when he was a part of the Negro Leagues. Paige went onto play for the major leagues with the Cleveland Indians in 1948 at the age of forty-two, an age at which most athletes would be considering retirement.

			While Paige entered the major leagues as an elder statesman of baseball, Mays started in the Negro Leagues at age sixteen, allowing him to start his career with the New York Giants in 1950 at the still-young age of nineteen. Just like Robinson, Mays was named the NL Rookie of the Year and helped his team tie with the Dodgers at the end of a 1951 season, erasing the Giants’ thirteen-game deficit.

			After that, Mays spent two years in the army, but he came back to the Giants in 1954, taking his team to glory once again. Mays ended his time with the Giants as a two-time NL MVP and a twenty-time all-star after twenty-one seasons; he played a final season of baseball between 1972 and 1973 with the New York Mets. He also had the second most home runs ever at the time of his retirement, leading in home runs four separate times.

			Hank Aaron, another Mobile native, was given this stellar accolade from legendary boxer and activist Muhammad Ali—“The only man I idolize more than myself.” High praise, indeed.

			Aaron also played with the Negro Leagues, but his time in the Negro and minor leagues were short lived. His career really began when he signed with the Milwaukee Braves. He became one of the league’s stars, earning three Gold Glove Awards and twenty-five all-star appearances. In 1957, thought to be his best season of baseball, he hit forty-four home runs and earned the National League MVP Award. His efforts led the Braves to their first World Series Championship since 1914. In 1974, he beat Babe Ruth’s 714 home runs, earning 755 home runs. He kept the record until 2007.

			We’ve talked a lot about Robinson’s impact in the world of sports, but the concept of a Black sports superstar wouldn’t even be in existence if it wasn’t for Marshall “Major” Taylor. This little-known athlete has slowly gotten the recognition he deserves decades after his death. Not only did he break the color barrier in the sport, he also became the first Black American world champion ever.

			Taylor was born in Indiana in 1878 and assisted his father, who worked in the coach house of a rich family. Taylor and the family’s son became friends, and he was weirdly hired as the boy’s official companion. At least they were actually friends in real life. Also, it’s not as if Taylor didn’t receive something for his trouble as a hired companion; he was given private tutoring, clothing, and, most importantly for our story, his very first bicycle.

			When the rich family moved to Chicago, Taylor’s mother wanted him to remain with her. The family was initially reluctant to do that, but they complied with the wish of Taylor’s mother. However, it seems like Taylor himself wasn’t particularly happy with the decision, since he wrote that he was taken from “the happy life of a millionaire kid to that of a common errand boy.” To earn money for his family, he worked at a bicycle shop and attracted customers by doing stunts in an army uniform. This earned him the nickname, “Major.”

			Major’s first race, at thirteen years old, was one he didn’t even apply for. His employer entered him without Taylor’s knowledge, and it was only done as a publicity stunt. But he won the race, beginning his career as an athlete. He held seven world records by 1898, and, by 1900, he was named the National Cycling Champion. He was sponsored by Iver Johnson Arms and Cycle Works throughout his 1900 season and his overseas touring. This is just one of the perks Taylor received as one of the highest-paid athletes. He earned the second nickname “The Black Cyclone” because of his prowess, but also because of his race. In fact, racial mockery and discrimination was a huge part of what Taylor had to endure, including being banned from a track in his hometown of Indianapolis because he beat the other White cyclists and broke two world records.

			Sadly, after Taylor retired in 1910, he fell out of common knowledge and died lonely and penniless in a Chicago hospital in 1932. Even his self-published autobiography, The Fastest Bicycle Ride in the World, fell into obscurity because, by that point, America was over the novelty of bicycles. His grave was even unmarked, unfit for a sports legend. Thankfully, in 1940, former bicycle professionals used money donated by Frank Schwinn to relocate Taylor’s remains to a burial site more befitting a sports revolutionary in Illinois. In the 1980s, Taylor was finally inducted into the Bicycling Hall of Fame.

			Similarly, like Robinson, we are knowledgeable of Jesse Owens, the track and field star who challenged Adolf Hitler’s idea of the perfect “Aryan” race by defeating German athletes at the 1936 Berlin Olympics. Owens became the biggest Olympic star of his day, earning four gold medals and the admiration of the nation. But before Owens’s historic performance, there was another Black Olympian who paved the way for Black Olympians after him, John Taylor.

			Taylor was born in 1882 as a well-off child; his father was a successful businessman in Washington DC. He continued living the high life after his family moved to Pennsylvania and he attended Philadelphia’s elite Central High School.

			It was at Central High that Taylor became invested in track and field and was chosen as the track team captain. He excelled in the field, becoming the interscholastic quarter-mile champ for two years straight. He also graduated in 1902 with the title of best quarter-mile runner in Philadelphia. He continued his prestigious resume in both track and academics by attending Brown Prep, where he was named the best prep quarter-miler in the country. When he went to the University of Pennsylvania in 1903, he won the Intercollegiate Association of Amateur Athletes of America championship, setting a new meet record for the quarter mile.

			By 1904, Taylor was traveling across the globe to Europe, competing (and winning) most of his matches in England and France. When 1905 rolled around, he actually took a break from running to focus on what he wanted to do in his academic life. He reentered the University of Pennsylvania after withdrawing from Wharton and majored in veterinary medicine. However, by 1906, he was back to running, and Penn’s new coach, Mike Murphy, put Taylor on the path toward the 1908 Olympics. His spot on the Olympic team made him the first African American to represent the country in an international competition. He came away from the meet as the first Black American to win a gold medal.

			Sadly, his trip to England, where the Olympics were being held, led to Taylor’s demise. He was having trouble competing in his races because of England’s damp conditions. When he came back home, he developed typhoid pneumonia and died at just twenty-six years old, four months after winning his historic gold medal.

			However, his success provided a path for Jesse Owens as well as Alice Coachman, who became the first Black American woman to win an Olympic gold medal in 1948.

			The track and field star earned her historic gold in London in the high jump finals when she set a world record of jumping a height of five feet, six and an eighth inches. This feat probably wasn’t imaginable for many who lived around her in Albany, Georgia, where she was born and raised as one of ten children. She grew up being denied opportunities to train and compete. So she trained by running on dirt roads and fields and used old equipment to help her with her track and field techniques.

			In 1939, at just sixteen years old, she earned a scholarship to Tuskegee Institute, now called Tuskegee University, in Tuskegee, Alabama. Clearly, Tuskegee knew talent when they saw it, since before leaving high school, she broke the high school and college high jump records in the Amateur Athlete Union National Championship. And she did it barefoot.

			When she attended Albany State College in 1946, she became the national champion in the 50- and 100-meter races as well as the 400-meter relay and the high jump. When she arrived as an Olympic delegate in London in 1948, she wasn’t at her finest form—she had a back injury. Yet, she set her world record anyway. Incredibly, she is quoted as saying she didn’t even know she had won the gold until she was on her way to accept her award and saw her name on the board.

			After making history, she went back to Albany State to complete her degree and officially retire from sports. Despite that, she was the first Black American to earn an endorsement deal once Coca-Cola asked her to become their spokesperson.

			Coachman didn‘t just utilize her stardom for money-making ventures, though; she used it to pay it forward. Years later, she established the Alice Coachman Track and Field Foundation to help retired Olympians as well as provide support to younger athletes as they work to achieve Olympic dreams.

			Naturally, she has been inducted into several Halls of Fame, including the National Track & Field Hall of Fame and the US Olympic Hall of Fame. She also became the first woman to receive the Silver Anniversary Award from the National Collegiate Athletic Association.

			She’s also named as one of the 100 greatest Olympians in history. And to think it all started on dirt roads and fields in Georgia.

			Debi Thomas brought Black Excellence to the ice rink when she became the first Black American athlete to earn at medal at the Winter Olympics. Incredibly, this acknowledgement happened in 1988. For reference, the Winter Olympics were established in 1924. So, clearly, a medal was long overdue.

			Thomas has several championships under her belt, finishing second and winning the senior title at the US Nationals in 1985, winning the 1986 world championship and bronze at the 1988 World Championships. She has also been inducted into the US Figure Skating Hall of Fame and, after graduating Northwestern Medical School, became an orthopedic surgeon. But despite all of these accomplishments, she eventually became broke and lived in a trailer. Also, as much as I love Iyanla Vanzant, perhaps the last place you want to be on is Iyanla: Fix My Life. And yet, that’s where Thomas wound up, trying to pick up the pieces, which include her struggles with bipolar disorder.

			You might be wondering what’s become of Thomas since her downward turn. According to the New York Post, she doesn’t have any regrets about her path. “It may look [to] people on the outside like it’s insane, but I don’t care,” she said. “I don’t care about living in a trailer. People are so obsessed with material things, but I only care about knowledge.”

			That might be true, but as someone who herself has a history with mental illness, my biggest hope is that Thomas finds a way to get proper help.
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			On a lighter note, Althea Gibson transformed the tennis world by becoming the first African American superstar in women’s tennis. A Harlem native, she came from meager beginnings and rose to the top of the tennis profession via the Black tennis circuit, the American Tennis Association. After winning several competitions, including ten championships back to back between 1947 and 1956, she was finally able to turn pro in 1959 after receiving tons of pushback in previous years from the segregated tennis circuit. Her moment to enter came in 1950, when former number one tennis player Alice Mable wrote a scathing letter in American Lawn Tennis magazine about her profession’s prejudice, particularly when it came to barring Gibson from the pro league. Fast forward to 1959, when she was finally able to live out her dreams of playing professionally.

			In between the time of Mable’s letter and Gibson turning pro, Gibson continued to show why she should be seen as a professional player. She became the first African American ever to play at Wimbledon in 1951. Within a year, she became a Top Ten player in the country. In 1953, she went up to number seven and by 1955, she was traveling around the world to compete thanks to a sponsorship by the United States Lawn Tennis Association. By 1956, she won the French Open and, the following two years, she won at Wimbledon and the US Open. In total, Gibson had won fifty-six singles and doubles championships before actually turning pro. She already had a resume that only Serena and Venus Williams have been able to rival today.

			Something we don’t hear too much about, though, is Gibson’s professional golfing career. Again, she made history in the 1960s as the first African American golfer in the women’s pro golf tour. But her tennis career is what has earned her the most recognition, and she was finally inducted into the International Tennis Hall of Fame in 1971. Four years later, she took on a new career as the Commissioner of Athletics for New Jersey, a position she held for ten years. She also held a position on the governor’s council on physical fitness.

			Even though she was a pioneer in her sport, Gibson didn’t consider herself a leader. In fact, she wrote in her 1958 autobiography, “I have never regarded myself as a crusader. I don’t consciously beat the drums for any cause, not even the negro in the United States.”

			While she might not have considered herself in a revolutionary light, she is, in fact, someone who has made it possible for the Williams sisters, Sloane Stephens, Coco Gauff, and others to dominate the sport and inspire others to pick up a racket and play. These players not only excelled in sports, they spoke out as activists, reveling in their ability to make change with their notoriety.

			Leading Athlete-Activists

			While it is true that America is a sports-loving country, we are also a nation that, to this day, wrestles with the blurred lines between sports and civil rights advocacy. We’ve seen it recently with how former NFL star Colin Kaepernick was blackballed by the NFL for taking a knee on the field. His hope was to raise awareness about police brutality against vulnerable Black Americans.

			But should Black sports players “stick to sports,” as many critics have charged, when their people are being gunned down? Personally, I don’t think so. Thankfully, there are plenty of activists, including athlete-activists, who also disagree.

			Who are some of the activists you need to know? There are plenty to choose from nowadays, such as LeBron James, who constantly speaks out against injustice and uses his clout and money to give back to his hometown of Akron, Ohio, including building an elementary school called the I Promise School. There is Serena Williams, who has preached the values of feminism and equality through her stellar tennis career and in her work off the court. And there’s one athlete who paved the way for them and others when it comes to activism: Arthur Ashe.

			Ashe broke through the racial barriers in the tennis world by becoming the first Black American chosen to play in the Davis Cup in the United States. He was also the first Black American male to win the US Open in 1968, the Australian Open in 1970, and Wimbledon in 1975. Within ten years of representing the US in the Davis Cup, he helped America win five championships between 1963 and 1978.
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			Ashe combined his sports prowess with his activism, speaking out against civil rights violations, particularly after the assassinations of Martin Luther King Jr. and President John F. Kennedy. Part of his outspoken persona came from a sense of shame for not speaking up in the years prior. He also began speaking out against Apartheid in South Africa, working with Harry Belafonte to create Artists and Athletes Against Apartheid. He was once arrested for protesting outside of the South African Embassy in Washington DC.

			Ashe’s activism grew to include gender equity, proper treatment for Haitian refugees, and eventually the AIDS epidemic after he contracted the disease due to a blood transfusion. He spent his last ten months speaking out for AIDS awareness, including addressing the World Health Organization on World AIDS Day in 1992. Ashe died in 1993 but left a legacy of activism behind him.

			The 1968 Olympics might have been a normal Olympics meet if it wasn’t for the assassinations of King and Kennedy. Plus, protests against the Vietnam War were beginning to become more mainstream. These events rocked the country and propelled many people to take up activism, such as in the case of Ashe. Tommie Smith and John Carlos, two track and field stars for the US, also used the limelight to highlight the turbulence that was happening in their home country.

			The two stars were able to utilize the Olympics to their advantage because of their athletic talent; Smith won the gold for the 200 meter run, and Carlos won bronze. Since they realized they’d have the world looking at them, they agreed to use the moment to highlight the Black Power movement, which had arisen because of many Black Americans’ frustrations with the civil rights movement’s penchant for accepting incremental movements of the needle.

			The Black Power movement, on the other hand, was about actively fighting racism and pushed for more impactful changes rather than changes that would be deemed acceptable by the mainstream. It also advocated for Black nationalism and racial pride. While pride in one’s race is one thing, there’s a lot that could be said about Black nationalism, and this topic is way too heady to get into in this book. But on the whole, the Black Power movement can be summed up in the classic phrase, “I’m Black and proud.”

			At the 1968 Olympics, the two athletes took to the podium during their medal ceremony and raised their fists in the air as the National Anthem played. The fists encapsulated all of the societal and political animus the two players were feeling, and the White Australian silver medalist who was on the podium next to them, Peter Norman, stood with them in solidarity. Unfortunately, this show of political activism took a toll on all three of the runners’ careers. At least Carlos and Smith were eventually able to return to their running careers several years after the 1968 Olympics. But Norman, who stood in solidarity in part because of Australia’s own racist policies, was never welcomed back into the fold. He died in 2006 without ever getting a formal apology or acknowledgement of his contributions to the sport. The Australian government’s apology came six years later, in 2012, but frankly, that’s six years too late. However, Smith and Carlos seemed to remain his friends; they were pallbearers at his funeral.

			Also, while at the 1968 Olympics, Carlos and Smith helped create the Olympic Project for Human Rights, an organization that wanted to use the Olympics as an opportunity to demand better treatment for Black athletes and the Black diaspora as a whole. Some of the group’s demands included hiring more Black coaches and compelling the Olympics to rescind their invitations to Apartheid-ridden South Africa and Rhodesia.

			Meanwhile, in boxing, Muhammad Ali kept making history as “The Greatest” heavyweight champion—and he would tell you, too, since he was all about positive self-promotion. But his political life was just as infamous as his boxing career. Born Cassius Clay, he converted to the Nation of Islam in 1964. Many Black Americans were converted to Islam at that time, specifically the Nation of Islam’s brand of Islamic teaching. However, due to its political nature, this was rather controversial. How controversial? Extremely. Again, a book could be made about the Nation all on its own. But Ali seemingly converted because of his political views. As a result, he also cited his religious beliefs as his reason for refusing to serve the US Army during the Vietnam War.
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			While Ali made a lot of social and political stands against racism and injustice, this is probably one of the moments that got him in the most trouble with the government. In fact, he was arrested for not serving in the war, and the New York State Athletic Commission revoked his heavyweight belt and had his boxing license suspended. He was convicted of draft evasion and was given the maximum sentence of five years in prison and a ten thousand dollar fine.

			Throughout the time he appealed the conviction, he was free, but he wasn’t idle during his three-year boxing ban. He spent the time campaigning against the war and speaking at college campuses. And, as it would seem, he was one of the few in the country who saw the writing on the wall when it came to the Vietnam War. Eventually, public sentiment toward the war turned cold, and the unpopular status he engendered by avoiding the war faded away. More and more people began supporting Ali again, and in 1970, the New York Supreme Court ordered for Ali’s boxing license to get reinstated. In 1971, the US Supreme Court overturned his draft dodging conviction with a unanimous vote.

			 

			Later on, his daughter Laila Ali also broke her own barriers as a female boxer, retiring with an incredible 24–0 record. But while she made her own way in sports, she also continued her father’s legacy of activism by writing her memoir Reach!: Finding Strength, Spirit and Personal Power as a motivator for her fans. She was also the president—and is the current trustee—of the Women’s Sports Foundation, a nonprofit founded by tennis legend Billie Jean King to empower girls and women through the character-building avenue of sports.

			What would some of these activists say about Kaepernick? Well, Carlos and Smith, who continue to be friends today, are behind him, offering their own solidarity to him and other athletes who are activists for the human condition. “What I did was right forty-eight years ago, and forty-eight years later it has proven to be right,” said Carlos to The Telegraph in 2016. “In 1968, we were on a program for humanity—we are still on the same program today.”

			I’m sure if Ali were alive—he died from Parkinson’s disease in 2016—he would agree, since he continued to devote his life to activism. Incredibly, he met with then-Iraqi leader Saddam Hussein in 1990 to negotiate the release of American hostages. In 2002, he was a United Nations Messenger of Peace, traveling to Afghanistan to spread the message of a united world. In 2005, after earning the Presidential Medal of Freedom, he opened the Muhammad Ali Center. The cultural center and nonprofit prides itself on social responsibility and peace.

			And, as we can tell from how much Ashe regretted not speaking out against injustices earlier, I feel he would consider Kaepernick extremely brave for standing his ground. It takes a special person to put their career on the line. Thankfully that person will also realize that there are bigger, greater things at stake than money and fame.

			Athletic Dreams, Societal Progress

			Hopefully, what we’ve learned is how much sports do matter in the realm of American history and culture. The same political and societal junk that was affecting Black Americans in other realms of life were affecting these athletes too. Thankfully, they were able to rise above the junk and achieve greatness—the kind that might have seemed unachievable. Not only that, but they showed future athletes of color that they, too, could achieve their wildest dreams. All they had to do was have the heart to see things through.
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Epilogue 

			You’ve made it to the end of our journey together through Black American history. Hopefully, you’ve come away from it even more enlightened and inspired by the movers and shakers who made America what it is today.

			However, this is certainly not the end of the complete journey. Take your knowledge and expand on it. I was only able to cover a small portion of each individual’s life; it’s up to you to start your own journey and learn more about the people in this book who inspire you the most.

			Aside from continuing your own research party, find ways to educate others about what you’ve learned. You don’t have to do things overtly, but just a simple conversation starter can introduce someone else to how much Black American history interacts with us on a daily basis. Like, if you’re at a red light with your mom or dad, you could simply say, “Hey, did you know a Black inventor named Garrett Morgan invented the stop light?” Or, if you’re learning about Rosa Parks in class, you could raise your hand and say, “May we also learn about Claudette Colvin?” Who knows? Just by raising your voice, you could inspire someone to learn more about a subject they didn’t know a lot about.

			Apart from passing it forward, make sure to apply any of the lessons you’ve learned from this book in your own life. You might want to start speaking up for causes or individuals you hold dear like Arthur Ashe, or perhaps you simply want to create your own garden like Ron Finley. Maybe you want to start attending protests like Marsha P. Johnson and Miss Major. Or maybe you want to look up at the stars and start your own astronomy projects like Benjamin Banneker, Mae Jemison, and others.

			What’s great about Black American history is that it’s still being written. There are new civil rights leaders within the ranks of Dream Defenders and Black Lives Matter. There are new sports activists such as LeBron James and the Williams sisters. There are new LGBTQ activists like actress Laverne Cox and singer Janelle Monáe. Regardless of the industry or field, there is someone new who is pushing society forward.

			That also includes you.

			You are part of Black history as well, so I need you to do one simple thing: Go out and accomplish your gift to the world. Go out and be proud, Black, and talented. Make your mark in history, because someone, like me, will be around to record it.
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			The Book of Awesome Black Americans features a ton of great people, but there are plenty more out there who deserve to be highlighted. So we’re asking for your help!

			Our dream is to create another volume—or mini-volumes—of The Book of Awesome Black Americans featuring even more fascinating Black Americans who have changed American and world history. Who do you feel deserves to be honored?

			We are inviting you to enter your nominations at my website www.colorwebmag.com. There, you’ll find a form to nominate an Awesome Black American. We encourage you to fill it out, and we’ll also give you credit—so please include your name and contact information!

			Thanks for participating! We know your nominations, like you, are going to be awesome!

			—Monique
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			Mango Publishing, established in 2014, publishes an eclectic list of books by diverse authors—both new and established voices—on topics ranging from business, personal growth, women’s empowerment, LGBTQ studies, health, and spirituality to history, popular culture, time management, decluttering, lifestyle, mental wellness, aging, and sustainable living. We were recently named 2019’s #1 fastest growing independent publisher by Publishers Weekly. Our success is driven by our main goal, which is to publish high quality books that will entertain readers as well as make a positive difference in their lives.

			Our readers are our most important resource; we value your input, suggestions, and ideas. We’d love to hear from you—after all, we are publishing books for you!

			Please stay in touch with us and follow us at:

			Facebook: Mango Publishing

			Twitter: @MangoPublishing

			Instagram: @MangoPublishing

			LinkedIn: Mango Publishing

			Pinterest: Mango Publishing

			Sign up for our newsletter at www.mangopublishinggroup.com and receive a free book!

			Join us on Mango’s journey to reinvent publishing, one book at a time.
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