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Introduction 

February is African American (Black) History Month. Although it is a month that features 
special celebration of contributions of African Americans, contributions of members of all 
cultures should be consistently celebrated throughout the year.  During the 1920s, an African 
American named Carter G. Woodson created and promoted Negro History Week. This period in 
February was chosen because it included the birthdays of Frederick Douglass and Abraham 
Lincoln. In 1976, the month-long celebration was implemented as a time for Americans to reflect 
on both the history and teachings of African Americans whose contributions had been too little 
known or recognized.  
 
The materials included in this document are distributed in recognition of Black History Month 
(National African American History Month) and are intended for use by schools and teachers. 
The learning activities address elementary through secondary grades. Celebrating this month and 
making all students aware of its importance are essential because activities during the month 
better enable our society to become aware of and respect what African Americans have 
accomplished and contributed. Recognition of the month is also intended to instill in the present 
generation of African American students a renewed spirit of confidence in their heritage. The 
Office of Equity and Assurance has prepared this packet to assist faculties throughout the school 
system. The suggested activities and lesson plans within the packet may be adapted or modified 
to meet the needs of students. 
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TIMELINE OF EVENTS  
IN  

BLACK HISTORY 
 
 
Make History Come Alive 
Create a Black history timeline in the cafeteria/common area that chronicles the African 
American experience in America.  Information on African American heritage can be found 
on the following website from 1619 through 2003. Include pictures, artifacts, and even 
clothing help to make the display more special. This site is extremely comprehensive. This 
timeline can be found on the following website.  For more information please visit  
http://www.gale.com/free_resources/bhm/  
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Gale : Free Resources : Black History : Timeline 
Events in African American History 

1600 - 2000 

1619 
August 20. Twenty Africans arrived in Jamestown, Virginia, aboard a Dutch ship. They were the first 
blacks to be forcibly settled as involuntary laborers in the North American British Colonies.  

1641 
Massachusetts was the first colony to legalize slavery by statute.  

1663 
September 13. The first documented attempt at a rebellion by slaves took place in Gloucester County, 
Virginia.  

1664 
Maryland was the first state to try to discourage by law the marriage of white women to black men.  

1688 
February 18. The Quakers of Germantown, Pennsylvania, passed the first formal antislavery resolution.  

1712 
April 7. A slave insurrection occurred in New York City, resulting in the execution of 21 African Americans.  

1739 
September 9. The Cato revolt was the first serious disturbance among slaves. After killing more than 25 
whites, most of the rebels, led by a slave named Cato, were rounded up as they tried to escape to Florida. 
More than 30 blacks were executed as participants.  

1770 
March 5. Crispus Attucks, an escaped slave, was among the five victims in the Boston Massacre. He is 
said to have been the first to fall.  

1772 
Jean Baptiste Point DuSable decided to build a trading post near Lake Michigan, thus becoming the first 
permanent resident of the settlement that became Chicago.  

1775 
April 19. Free blacks fight with the Minutemen in the initial skirmishes of the Revolutionary War at 
Lexington and Concord, Massachusetts.  
June 17. Peter Salem and Salem Poor were two blacks commended for their service on the American side 
at the Battle of Bunker Hill.  

1777 
July 2. Vermont was the first state to abolish slavery.  
November 1. The African Free School of New York City was opened.  
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December 31. George Washington reversed previous policy and allowed the recruitment of blacks as 
soldiers. Some 5,000 would participate on the American side before the end of the Revolution.  

1787 
April 12. Richard Allen and Absalom Jones organized the Free African Society, a mutual self-help group in 
Philadelphia, Pennsylvania.  
July 13. The Continental Congress forbade slavery in the region northwest of the Ohio River by the 
Northwest Ordinance.  

September. The Constitution of the United States allowed a male slave to count as three-fifths of a man 
in determining representation in the House of Representatives.  

1791 
Benjamin Banneker published the first almanac by a black.  

1793 
February 12. Congress passed the first Fugitive Slave Law.  
March 14. Eli Whitney obtained a patent for his cotton gin, a device that paved the way for the massive 
expansion of slavery in the South.  

1794 
June 10. Richard Allen founded the Bethel African Methodist Church in Philadelphia.  

1797 
August 30. A slave revolt near Richmond, Virginia, led by Gabriel Prosser and Jack Bowley, was first 
postponed and then betrayed. More than 40 blacks were eventually executed.  

1804 
January 5. The Ohio legislature passed "Black Laws" designed to restrict the legal rights of free blacks. 
These laws were part of the trend to increasingly severe restrictions on all blacks in both North and South 
before the Civil War.  

1808 
January 1. The federal law prohibiting the importation of African slaves went into effect. It was largely 
circumvented.  

1816 
April 9. The African Methodist Episcopal Church was organized at the first independent black 
denomination in the United States.  

1818 
August 18. General Andrew Jackson defeated a force of Native Americans and African-Americans to end 
the First Seminole War.  

1822 
May 30. The Denmark Vesey conspiracy was betrayed in Charleston, South Carolina. It is claimed that 
some 5,000 blacks were prepared to rise in July.  
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1829 
September. David Walker's militant antislavery pamphlet, An Appeal to the Colored People of the World, 
was in circulation in the South. This work was the first of its kind by a black.  
September 20-24. The first National Negro Convention met in Philadelphia.  

1831 
August 21-22. The Nat Turner revolt ran its course in Southampton County, Virginia.  

1839 
July. The slaves carried on the Spanish ship, Amistad, took over the vessel and sailed it to Montauk on 
Long Island. They eventually won their freedom in a case taken to the Supreme Court.  

1849 S
Sept. Harriet Tubman escaped from slavery. She would return South at least twenty times, leading over 
300 slaves to freedom.  

1854 
January 1. Ashmum Institute, the precursor of Lincoln University, was chartered at Oxford, Pennsylvania.  

1857 
March 6. The Dred Scott decision of the Supreme Court denied that blacks were citizens of the United 
States and denied the power of Congress to restrict slavery in any federal territory.  

1861 
August 23. James Stone of Ohio enlisted to become the first black to fight for the Union during the Civil 
War. He was very light skinned and was married to a white woman. His racial identity was revealed after 
his death in 1862.  

1862 
July 17. Congress allowed the enlistment of blacks in the Union Army. Some black units precede this 
date, but they were disbanded as unofficial. Some 186,000 blacks served; of these 38,000 died.  

1863 
January 1. The Emancipation Proclamation freed all slaves in states in rebellion against the United States.  

1865 
December 18. The Thirteenth Amendment, outlawing slavery, was passed by Congress.  

1866 
Edward G. Walker and Charles L. Mitchell were the first blacks to sit in an American legislature, that of 
Massachusetts.  

1868 
July 6. The South Carolina House became the first and only legislature to have a black majority, 87 blacks 
to 40 whites. Whites did continue to control the Senate and became a majority in the House in 1874.  
July 28. The Fourteenth Amendment was passed. It made blacks citizens of the United States.  
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1870 
March 30. The Fifteenth Amendment, which outlawed the denial of the right to vote, was ratified.  

1875 
March 1. Congress passed a Civil Rights Bill which banned discrimination in places of public 
accommodation. The Supreme Court overturned the bill in 1883.  
Tennessee passed a law requiring segregation in railroad cars. By 1907 all Southern states had passed 
similar laws.  

1895 
September 18. Booker T. Washington delivered the "Atlanta Compromise" speech at the Cotton States 
International Exposition in Atlanta, Georgia.  

1896 
May 18. In Plessy v. Ferguson the Supreme Court give legal backing to the concept of separate but equal 
public facilities for blacks.  

1905 
July 11-13. W. E. B. Du Bois and William Monroe Trotter were among the leaders of the meeting from 
which sprung the Niagara Movement, the forerunner of the National Association for the Advancement of 
Colored People.  

1910 
April. The National Urban League was established.  

1912 
September 27. W. C. Handy published "Memphis Blues."  

1915 
September 9. Carter G. Woodson founded the Association for the Study of Negro Life and History.  

1918 
February 19-21. The First Pan-African Congress met in Paris, France, under the guidance of W. E. B. Du 
Bois.  

1920 
August 1-2. The national convention of Marcus Garvey's Universal Negro Improvement Society met in 
New York City. Garvey would be charged with mail fraud in 1923. He was convicted in 1925 and deported 
in 1927 after serving time in prison.  

1922-1929 
These are the years usually assigned to the Harlem Renaissance, which marks an epoch in black literature 
and art.  

1925 
May 8. A. Philip Randolph organized the Brotherhood of Sleeping Car Porters.  
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1931 
April 6. Nine young blacks were accused of raping two white women in a boxcar. They were tried for their 
lives in Scottsboro, Alabama, and hastily convicted. The case attracted national attention.  

1936 
August 9. Jesse Owens won four gold medals at the Summer Olympics in Berlin.  

1937 
June 22. Joe Louis defeated James J. Braddock to become heavyweight boxing champion of the world.  

1940 
October 16. Benjamin O. Davis, Sr., became the first black general in the United States Army.  

1941 
June 25. President Franklin D. Roosevelt issued an executive order forbidding discrimination in defense 
industries after pressure from blacks led by A. Philip Randolph.  

1942 
June. Some blacks and whites organized the Congress of Racial Equality in Chicago. They led a sit-in at a 
Chicago restaurant.  

1944 
April 24. The United Negro College Fund was founded.  
October 2. The first working, production-ready model of a mechanical cotton picker was demonstrated on 
a farm near Clarksdate, Mississippi.  

1947 
April 19. Jackie Robinson became the first black to play major league baseball.  

1950 
September 22. Ralph J. Bunche won the Nobel Peace Prize for his work as a mediator in Palestine.  

1952 
After keeping statistics kept for 71 years, Tuskegee reported that this was first year with no lynchings.  

1954 
May 17. In Brown v. Board of Education of Topeka, Kansas, the Supreme Court completed overturning 
legal school segregation at all levels.  

1955 
December 1. Rosa Parks refused to change seats in a Montgomery, Alabama, bus. On December 5 blacks 
began a boycott of the bus system which continued until shortly after December 13, 1956, when the 
United States Supreme Court outlawed bus segregation in the city.  

1957 
February 14. The Southern Christian Leadership Conference was formed with Martin Luther King, Jr., as 
president.  

11



 

August 29. Congress passed the Voting Rights Bill of 1957, the first major civil rights legislation in more 
than 75 years.  

1960 
February 1. Sit-ins in Greensboro, North Carolina, initiated a wave of similar protests throughout the 
South.  
April 15-17. The Student Non-Violent Coordinating Committee was founded in Raleigh, North Carolina.  

1963 
April 3. Under the leadership of Martin Luther King, Jr., blacks began a campaign against discrimination in 
Birmingham.  
June-August. Civil rights protests took place in most major urban areas.  

August 28. The March on Washington was the largest civil rights demonstration ever. Martin Luther King, 
Jr., delivered his "I Have a Dream" speech.  

1964 
January 23. The Twenty-fourth Amendment forbade the use of the poll tax to prevent voting.  
March 12. Malcolm X announced his split from Elijah Muhammad's Nation of Islam. He would be 
assassinated on February 21, 1965.  

July 18-August 30. Beginning in Harlem, serious racial disturbances occurred in more than six major 
cities.  

1965 
January 2. The SCLC launched a voter drive in Selma, Alabama. which escalated into a nationwide 
protest movement.  
February 21. Malcolm X assisinated in Harlem by members of the Nation of Islam.  

August 11-21. The Watts riots left 34 dead, more than 3,500 arrested, and property damage of about 
225 million dollars.  

1966 
July 1-9. CORE endorsed the concept "Black Power." SNCC also adopted it. SCLC did not and the NAACP 
emphatically did not.  
October. The Black Panther Party was founded by Huey P. Newton and Bobby Seale in Oakland, 
California.  

1967 
May 1-October 1. This was the worst summer for racial disturbances in United States history. More than 
40 riots and 100 other disturbances occurred.  

1968 
April 4. Martin Luther King, Jr. was assassinated in Memphis, Tennessee. In the following week riots 
occurred in at least 125 places throughout the country.  
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1969 
October 29. The Supreme Court ruled that racial segregation in schools had to end at once and that 
unitary school systems were required.  

1970 
July 1. Kenneth Gibson became the first black mayor of an Eastern city when he assumed the post in 
Newark, New Jersey.  
August 7. There was a shootout during an attempted escape in a San Rafael, California, courthouse. 
Implicated in the incident, Angela Davis went into hiding to avoid arrest. Davis would be acquitted of all 
charges on June 4, 1972.  

1971 
March 24. The Southern Regional Council reported that desegregation in Southern schools was the rule, 
not the exception. The report also pointed out that the dual school system was far from dismantled.  

1973 
May 29. Thomas Bradley was elected the first black mayor of Los Angeles.  
October 16. Maynard H. Jackson was elected the first black mayor of Atlanta.  

1974 
April 8. Henry Aaron hit his 715th home run to become the all-time leading hitter of home runs.  
July 1. The largest single gift to date from a black organization was the $132,000 given by the Links, 
Inc., to the United Negro College Fund.  

1977 
February 3. This was the eighth and final night for the miniseries based on Alex Haley's Roots. This final 
episode achieved the highest ratings ever for a single program.  

1980 
May 18. Racial disturbances beginning on May 17 resulted in 15 deaths in Miami, Florida. This was the 
worst riot since those in Watts and Detroit in the 1960s.  

1982 
May 23. Lee P. Brown was named the first black police commissioner of Houston, Texas.  

1983 
February 23. Harold Washington won the Democratic party nomination for mayor of Chicago. On April 12 
he would win the election for mayor.  
June 22. The state legislature of Louisiana repealed the last racial classification law in the United States. 
The criterion for being classified as black was having 1/32nd Negro blood.  

November 2. President Ronald Reagan signed the bill establishing January 20 a federal holiday in honor 
of Martin Luther King, Jr.  

August 30. Guion (Guy) S. Bluford, Jr. was the first black American astronaut to make a space flight on 
board the space shuttle Challenger.  
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1986 
January 16. A bronze bust of Martin Luther King, Jr., was the first of any black American in the halls of 
Congress.  
January 20. The first national Martin Luther King, Jr., holiday was celebrated.  

1987 
Frederick Drew Gregory was the first black to command a space shuttle.  

1988 
July 20. Jesse L. Jackson received 1,218 delegate votes at the Democratic National Convention. The 
number needed for the nomination, which went to Michael Dukakis, was 2,082.  
November 4. Bill Cosby announced his gift of $20,000,000 to Spelman College. This is the largest 
donation ever made by a black American.  

1989 
January 29. Barbara Harris was elected the first woman bishop of the Episcopal Church.  
August 10. General Colin L. Powell was named chair of the United States Joint Chiefs of Staff.  

November 7. David Dinkins was elected mayor of New York, and L. Douglas Wilder, governor of Virginia.  

1990 
February 11. Nelson Mandela, South African Black Nationalist, was freed after 27 years in prison.  
May 13. George Augustus Stallings became the first bishop of the African-American Catholic Church, a 
breakaway group from the Roman Catholic Church.  

November 1. Ebony magazine celebrated its 45th anniversary.  

1991 
January 15. Roland Burris became the first black attorney general of Illinois.  
June 18. Wellington Webb was elected mayor of Denver, Colorado.  

1992 
April 30. "The Cosby Show" broadcast the final original episode of its highly successful eight season run.  
August 3. Jackie Joyner-Kersee was the first woman to repeat as Olympic heptathlon champion.  

September 12. Mae C. Jemison was first black American woman in space on board the space shuttle 
Endeavor.  

November 3. Carol Moseley Braun of Illinois was the first black woman ever elected to the United States 
Senate.  

1993 
September 7. M. Joycelyn Elders became the first black and the first woman United States Surgeon 
General.  
October 7. Toni Morrison was the first black American to win the Nobel Prize in Literature.  
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1994 
October 21. Dexter Scott King, the youngest son of Martin Luther King, Jr. and Coretta Scott King, is 
named chief executive and chairman of the Martin Luther King, Jr. Center for Nonviolent Social Change in 
Atlanta.  

1995 
October 16. The Million Man March was held in Washington D.C. The march was the idea of Nation of 
Islam leader Louis Farrakhan, who called the event, "A Day of Atonement and Reconciliation." The march 
was described as a call to black men to take charge in rebuilding their communities and show more 
respect for themselves and devotion to their families.  
November 8. Former Chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff, Colin Powell, ends months of speculation by 
announcing that he will not run for the U.S. presidency in 1996.  

December 9. Kweisi Mfume is unanimously elected as president and chief executive officer of the NAACP.  

1996 
April 3. Commerce Secretary Ron Brown and distinguished business leaders are killed in a plane crash in 
Dubrovnik, Croatia.  

1997 
June 23. Betty Shabazz, widow of Malcolm X and a champion of civil rights, died in New York of burns 
suffered in a June 1 fire in her apartment, allegedly set by her 12-year-old grandson, Malcolm.  
October 25. Black American women participated in the Million Woman March in Philadelphia, focusing on 
health care, education, and self-help.  

1998 
January 15. Civil rights veteran James Farmer was one of 15 men and women awarded the Medal of 
Freedom from President Clinton. Born in Marshall, Texas, he was the national director of the Congress of 
Racial Equality during the 1960s and was one of the most influential leaders of the civil rights movement 
throughout its most turbulent decade.  
January 18. Now an annual observance, the New York Stock Exchange closed, for the first time, in honor 
of the birthday of Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr.  

September 21. Track star Florence Griffith Joyner died at the age of 38. In the 1988 Seoul Olympic 
Games, Griffith became the first American woman to win four track and field medals — three gold and one 
silver — in one Olympic competition.  

1999 
Alan Keyes announces his candidacy in the Republican presidential primaries for election 2000. Keyes, a 
radio talk show host and a leader of the conservative movement also ran in the 1996 presidential 
elections.  

January 13. After 13 seasons and six NBA championships, professional basketball star Michael Jordan 
retired from the game.  

August. The NAACP calls for a national boycott of vacation spots in South Carolina in an attempt to force 
the state government to remove the Confederate flag from the dome of its statehouse. Controversy on 
this issue grows, involving the flying of the Confederate flag in other southern states as well.  
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December 2. A location for a national monument to Martin Luther King, Jr., on the mall in Washington 
D.C. between the Lincoln Memorial and the Washington Monument was approved by the National Capital 
Planning Commission. The architectural design will be determined in an international competition to be 
completed by November 12, 2003.  

2000 
January. Basketball star Michael Jordan announces his new position as partner and president of 
basketball operations of the Washington Wizards.  

January 17. More than 46,000 protesters rally in a march on the state capitol at Columbia, South 
Carolina, to protest the Confederate battle flag flying atop the statehouse dome. NAACP chair Kweisi 
Mfume, the main speaker at the event, called it the greatest civil rights rally since the 1960s.  

February 25. Louis Farrakhan announces an end to the 25-year-long rift between the Nation of Islam and 
the Moslem American Society headed by Wallace Deen Mohammed. The groups split in 1975 following the 
death of Elijah Muhammad. 

May 2. South Carolina governor Jim Hodges signs a bill to make Martin Luther King Jr.'s birthday an 
official state holiday. South Carolina is the last state to recognize the day as a holiday. 

July. At Wimbledon, tennis player Venus Williams beats her sister Serena Williams in semifinals and 
becomes the first black woman to win the women's title since Althea Gibson did it in 1957-58.  

December. President-Elect George W. Bush announces the appointment of several African-Americans to 
his cabinet. Colin L. Powell will serve as Secretary of State, Condolezza Rice as foreign policy adviser, and 
Dr. Roderick Paige as Secretary of Education. 

2001 
January. Representative John Conyers of Michigan reintroduces legislation to create a commission to 
study the issue of slavery reparations. 

May 12. Eight of the original "Freedom Riders" reenact their 1961 bus ride. In 1961, the civil rights 
protesters rode from Atlanta to Montgomery, stopping in facilities designated "white only," in order to test 
the Supreme Court ruling banning racial segregation in public facilities. 

2002 
March 24. Halle Berry becomes the first African-American woman to receive an Academy Award for best 
actress and Denzel Washington becomes only the second African-American man to win in the best actor 
category. 

July 9. President George W. Bush awards comedian and actor Bill Cosby and baseball player Hank Aaron 
the nation's highest civilian honor, the Presidential Medal of Freedom. 

2003 
January 14. The Cincinnati Bengals hire defensive coordinator Marvin Lewis as the football team's new 
head coach. Lewis along with Tony Dungy and Herman Edwards are the only African-American coaches in 
the NFL. 
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January. The Montgomery bus on which Rosa Parks refused to give up her seat in 1955 is restored and 
put on display at the Henry Ford Museum in Dearborn, Michigan. 

June 23. The Supreme Court issues decisions in two cases, Grutter v. Bollinger and Gratz v. Bollinger, 
which challenged the use of race in admissions policy at the University of Michigan's Law School and the 
undergraduate College of Literature, Science and the Arts. The court upholds the concept of race as one of 
many factors in university admission, but rejects approaches that fail to examine each student's record on 
an individual basis. 

September 22. Carol Mosely Braun, the nation's first African-American woman senator, announces her 
candidacy for United States President. However, she drops out of the race on January 14, 2004. 
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Kevin Liles 
1968— 

Record company executive 

At the age of 30, after just ten years with the company, Kevin Liles was promoted to president of leading 
rap label Def Jam Records. Four years later he was appointed vice president of Island Def Jam Music 
Group, the label's parent company. By that time he was widely acknowledged as a driving force behind 
the doubling revenue of Def Jam. Instrumental in the careers of superstars like Jay-Z, Ja Rule, and DMX, 
Liles also had his hand in spin-off labels Def Soul and Def Jam South, as well as joint music recording 
ventures, Roc-A-Fella and Murder Inc. A cross-branding whiz, Liles also forged deals that tied Def Jam in 
with products ranging from clothing to video games. With his ability to impart professional respect on an 
industry often impeded by its gangster rep, Liles was touted as one of the few hip-hop/rap executives that 
had what it took to segue into a management suite in corporate America. 

Born in 1968 and raised in Maryland, Liles enjoyed a comfortable life made possible by his hardworking 
parents. According to Crain's New York Business, "His mother, an accountant for an insurance company, 
and his father, a railway conductor, used their modest income to make sure their son could try his hand at 
whatever took his interest." That interest was the hip-hop and rap music that was beginning to dominate 
Baltimore's music scene. While still in high school he was part of a ten-turntable mixing crew that spun 
records at local clubs and parties. 

Abandoned Rapping to Become Def Manager 
After graduating from Woodlawn High School in 1986, Liles abandoned music to pursue an engineering 
degree. However, hip-hop and rap held a powerful grip on Liles and 13 credits short of a degree he left 
college in 1989 to form a rap group with a couple of friends. Numarx found modest success with a regional 
record label and recorded several songs including "Girl You Know It's True," written by Liles. The song 
caught the attention of major record label Chrysalis but due to contract restrictions Numarx was 
prevented from recording for Chrysalis. Instead the record giant remade the song and Milli Vanilli soared 
up the charts with it. It was frustrating for Liles, particularly when it was discovered that the duo had lip-
synched the song. After that Liles veered towards the business side of music. "I wanted to start my own 
company where musicians could be treated fairly and I could be more in control of my business interests," 
he told Crain's New York Business. In 1991 he established MBR (Marx Brothers Records). A year later he 
joined Def Jam as an unpaid intern. 

Founded by urban culture impresario Russell Simmons, Def Jam is the undisputed leader in the rap/hip-
hop genres and one of the most successful record labels in the world. Home to superstars like Jay-Z, LL 
Cool J, and DMX, Def Jam was the perfect environment for Liles to grow in. As the intern for the mid-
Atlantic regional manager, Liles quickly developed a reputation as hard-working, disciplined, and 
committed to the music. Simmons told Billboard, "He worked harder than anyone, and he knows about the 
culture and industry. He's home-grown." Lyor Cohen, the CEO of Island Def Jam agreed, telling Billboard, 
"Kevin is such a rare personality in this business, where everyone is impressed by the flash—the dinners, 
the cars, the clothes. It is very rare to find someone so stable and focused to do this job." 

Both Simmons and Cohen kept an eye on Liles and ushered him quickly through their ranks. In 1994 Liles 
replaced his boss as mid-Atlantic manager. That same year he became general manager of promotions for 
the West Coast. He hired a West Coast staff including a regional manager and oversaw promotional 
campaigns for Def Jam artists. Meanwhile he stayed on top of the music scene on the West Coast, always 
searching for new artists. In 1996 he was promoted again, this time to general manager/VP of 
promotions. Two years later he became the first president in the company. In the newly minted role, Liles 
would oversee Def Jam's daily operations and the search for new talent. He'd report directly to Cohen. 
"This is kind of like what I've been doing all along," Liles told Billboard of the promotion. "I'm trying to 
build upon what [the company] has been doing and keep the logo in the forefront of hip-hop. In the last 
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six years, we have built a solid infrastructure with very confident department heads that we entrust our 
business with. It's a team effort." 

Led Label to Rising Revenue 
In 2000 Liles told Billboard that a successful label president must possess "Leadership by example, 
confidence and security in one's abilities, hard work, and teamwork." Those traits prompted Crain's New 
York Business to write "Most Fortune 500 chief executives could learn a thing or two from Kevin Liles." 
Under his watch Def Jam's revenues doubled to $400 million. He was instrumental in the creation of sister 
label Def Soul, home to artists Montell Jordan and Kelly Price. He has also overseen cross-branding deals 
that have linked Def Jam's name with movies, television shows including the popular "Def Comedy Jam," 
and clothing labels including Phat Farm and Rocawear. 

In 2003 Liles was the key player in Def Jam's partnership with independent video game publisher 
Electronic Arts. Together they released Def Jam Vendetta, a game in which Def Jam artists such as 
Ludacris and Redman duke it out to the background pulse of rap and hip-hop. For Liles it was a natural fit. 
"Ninety percent of the [rap] artists, athletes and entertainers are gamers," he was quoted in USA Today. 
"I can't tell you how many deals were done over PlayStation 2." The pairing was also smart business. The 
video game debuted to rave reviews and spent 16 weeks in the top ten ranking of video game rentals. Def 
Jam predicted a million sales before the year was out. 

The various offshoots of the Def Jam brand fit in with the company's image. Liles said in an on-line 
interview on BBC.com, "We want people looking to us as trendsetters. We don't think of ourselves as a 
record company—we're a lifestyle company, the pulse of urban youth." 

Street Credit and Corporate Respect 
In bringing success to Def Jam, Liles has unapologetically stayed true to the urban grittiness of rap, 
complete with its gangster image, claiming that the violent images and crude lyrics parallel real life. They 
also garner public attention and increased sales. Coupled with slick marketing, the gangster image has 
helped Def Jam reach broader audiences. Def Jam recordings are as popular with white kids from toney 
suburbs as they are with the urban youth who first fueled the rap revolution. When confronted about the 
criminal undertones of the music, he goes on the offensive pointing out the unfair justice system that 
slaps the hands of white collar criminals while tearing away the lives of petty street thugs. "If some kid 
from our culture gets busted for stealing a car, he does seven years, but how much jail time do you think 
[Kozlowski is] going to get?" he asked Crain's New York Business, referring to former Tyco chief Dennis 
Kozlowski who extorted nearly a billion dollars from Tyco, its employees, and shareholders. 

Despite his unwavering support of the gangster image perpetuated by Def Jam's recordings and artists, 
Liles insisted that the company be run according to accepted corporate standards. When he assumed 
leadership at the label, staff were used to arriving at the office just before lunchtime. He stopped that by 
arriving everyday at 8:30 and expecting everyone else to follow suit. He instituted a two-ring policy on all 
incoming phone calls and began immediately rejecting memos, reports, and other office documents with 
misspelled words. Though he stuck to baggy clothing and flashy jewelry over business suits and ties, Liles 
demanded that all other aspects of the office be as professional as those in any other industry. "I want 
people to see that Def Jam breeds excellence, with young executives who could thrive in any other 
company," he told Crain's New York Business. Because of this commitment, Liles often gives employees 
much more responsibility than they would receive at other companies. 

Though his bottom-line is profit, Liles also recognizes that as a leader in a predominately black industry 
Def Jam is scrutinized more harshly by mainstream business observers. "Corporate America still doesn't 
believe we can manage our people and our money for ourselves," he told Crain's New York Business. With 
the Def Jam empire encompassing nearly half a billion dollars, corporate America is fast changing its 
mindset. Meanwhile Liles is looking to greater things. He confessed to Crain's New York Business a desire 
to run a company "like Coca-Cola or American Express." 
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Gave Back to Baltimore 
While he waits to move into a corner suite in a mainstream corporation, Liles has been busy improving his 
own corner of the world. In 2002 Liles donated $150,000 to his alma mater, Woodlawn High School, to 
finish construction of a much-anticipated sports stadium. The project had been on the shelf for seven 
years due to lack of funding. "When I was asked to help support the Woodlawn Stadium project 
financially, I felt honored and I immediately said yes," Liles told The Cyber Krib. "When I was growing up, 
Woodlawn High School helped to provide me with a good education and great memories. For years to 
come, I want students who attend Woodlawn High School to have the same opportunities that I was 
given." Liles also established the Kevin Liles for a Better Baltimore Foundation, an organization that 
provides academic, social, and financial opportunities to Baltimore youth who make efforts to improve the 
city. Liles has also been very active in the Rock the Vote movement spearheaded by Def Jam with the goal 
of registering 20 million young, urban voters over a five-year period. His civic actions have brought him 
recognition including the prestigious Diversity Award from the Foundation for Ethnic Understanding, an 
organization dedicated to promoting ethnic tolerance and harmony. 

Whether Liles' future holds a jump from Def Jam to a more conventional corporation remains to be seen. 
In the meantime he looks forward to being part of the next wave of hip-hop. "The great thing about our 
culture is that we seem to get bigger and better with more creative ideas and talented executives," he told 
Billboard. "The future of hip-hop is in the hands of our generation." 

Career: Numarx, founder and contributor, 1989-90; Marx Brothers Records, founder and president, 1991-
92; Def Jam Recordings, intern, 1992-94, manager, mid-Atlantic region, 1994, general manager, 
promotions, West Coast, 1994-96, general manager/vice president, promotions, 1996-98, president, 
1998-; Island Def Jam, executive vice president, 2002-. 

Memberships: Board member, Hip-Hop Summit Action Network. 

Awards: Diversity Award, Foundation for Ethnic Understanding, 2002; Music Visionary of the Year Award, 
UJA-Federation of New York and the Music for Youth Foundation, 2003. 

Addresses: Office—Island Def Jam Music Group, 825 8th Ave., New York, NY, 10019. 

http://www.gale.com/free_resources/bhm/bio/liles_k.htm 
 
Spike Lee 
Source: Gale Research Inc. 1999.  

March 20, 1957 -  
Nationality: American  
Occupation: film director  
Occupation: film producer  
Occupation: screenwriter  
Occupation: actor  

Shelton Jackson Lee was born March 20, 1957, in Atlanta, Georgia to William "Bill" Lee, a jazz composer 
and bassist, and Jacqueline Shelton Lee, an art teacher. His mother, who died in 1977 of cancer, 
nicknamed him "Spike" as toddler, evidently alluding to his toughness. Spike grew up the oldest three 
brothers, David, Cinque, and Chris, and one sister, Joie. The family moved from Atlanta shortly after Lee's 
birth and lived briefly in Chicago. In 1959 they moved to Brooklyn's predominantly black Fort Greene 
section. Jacqueline Lee provided a rich cultural upbringing that included plays, galleries, museums, 
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movies. Bill Lee saw that the family experienced music, occasionally taking them to his performances at 
the Blue Note and to other Manhattan jazz clubs. 

After graduating from John Dewey High School in Brooklyn, Lee majored in mass communications at his 
father's and grandfather's alma mater, Morehouse College in Atlanta. At Morehouse Lee took an interest in 
filmmaking, and upon graduation in 1979, was awarded a summer internship with Columbia Pictures in 
Burbank, California. In the fall, he returned to New York to attend New York University's Institute of Film 
and Television, Tisch School of the Arts. One of the few blacks in the school, Lee's first year at NYU was 
not without controversy. For his first year project he submitted a ten minute film, The Answer, that told of 
a young black screenwriter who remade D. W. Griffith's The Birth of a Nation. A pointed critique of the 
racism in Griffith's silent film, the faculty was displeased with his work, saying that he had not yet 
mastered "film grammar." Lee suspected, however, that they took offence to his digs at the legendary 
director's stereotypical portrayals of black characters. An assistantship in his second year provided full 
tuition in exchange for working in the school's equipment room. 

Lee earned his master's in filmmaking from NYU in 1982, and as his final film project, he wrote, produced, 
and directed Joe's Bed-Stuy Barbershop: We Cut Heads. His father composed the original jazz score, the 
first of several he created for his son's films. The film was set at a barbershop in Brooklyn's Bedford-
Stuyvesant neighborhood that serves as a front for a numbers running operation. The Academy of Motion 
Picture Arts and Sciences awarded Lee the 1983 Student Academy Award for best director. The Lincoln 
Center's New Directors and New Films series selected the film as its first student production. 

Upon graduation two major talent agencies signed Lee, but when nothing materialized, he was not 
surprised. In a New York Times interview, Lee said that it "cemented in my mind what I always thought all 
along: that I would have to go out and do it alone, not rely on anyone else." Even though the honors 
enhanced his credibility, they did not pay the bills. In order to survive, Lee worked at a movie distribution 
house cleaning and shipping film. 

At the same time, he tried to raise funds to finance a film entitled Messenger, a drama about a young New 
York City bicycle messenger. However, in the summer of 1984, a dispute between Lee and the Screen 
Actor's Guild forced a halt in the production of his first film. The Guild felt the film was too commercial to 
qualify for the waiver granted to low-budget independent films that permitted the use of nonunion actors. 
Lee felt that the refusal to grant him the waiver was a definite case of racism. Unable to recast the film 
with union actors, he terminated the project for lack of funds. Lee told Vanity Fair that he had learned his 
lesson: I saw I made the classic mistakes of a young filmmaker, to be overly ambitious, do something 
beyond my means and capabilities. Going through the fire just made me more hungry, more determined 
that I couldn't fail again. 

Film Career Launched 
With the disappointment of Messenger behind him, Lee needed a film with commercial appeal that could 
be filmed on a small budget. His script for She's Gotta Have It (1986) seemed to fill the bill. The $175,000 
film was shot in 12 days at one location and edited in Lee's apartment. The plot follows an attractive black 
Brooklyn woman, Nola Darling, and her romantic encounters with three men. Lee played one of the three 
suitors, Mars Blackmon. In the comedy Lee poked fun at the double standard faced by a woman is who 
involved with several men. After the film's successful opening at the San Francisco Film Festival, Island 
Pictures agreed to distribute She's Gotta Have It, beating out several other film companies. At the Cannes 
Film Festival it won the Prix de Jeuness for the best new film by a newcomer. A success in the United 
States, it eventually grossed over $7 million. 

Lee based his next film, School Daze (1988), on his four years at Morehouse College. Set on a college 
campus during homecoming weekend, it explores the conflict between light-skinned and dark-skinned 
blacks. Those with light skin have money, expensive cars, and "good hair." The ones with darker skin are 
"less cool" and had "bad hair." Lee aimed to expose what he saw as a caste system existing within the 
black community. Lee began filming at Morehouse, but after three weeks the administration asked him to 
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leave citing his negative portrayal of black colleges. Lee finished filming at Atlanta University. School Daze 
opened to mixed reviews but was a box office success, ultimately grossing $15 million. However, Lee's 
efforts to explore a complex social problem offended some, while others applauded. 

Do the Right Thing (1989) opened with even more controversy. It portrays simmering racial tensions 
between Italians and African Americans in Brooklyn's Bedford-Stuyvesant section that erupt when a white 
police officer kills a black man. Some critics said Lee was endorsing violence and would hold him partly 
responsible if audiences rioted upon seeing the film. Lee stated that he did not advocate violence, but 
intended to provoke discussion. The Cannes International Film Festival included a screening of the film 
and the Los Angeles Film Critics gave it an award for best picture. Do the Right Thing received Golden 
Globe nominations for best picture, best director, best screenplay, and best supporting actor, but failed to 
win in any category. It was also nominated for an Academy Award for best original screenplay and for best 
supporting actor. It lacked a nomination for best picture despite its high acclaim. According to Lee, in Jet 
magazine, "the oversight reflects the discomfort of the motion picture industry with explosive think 
pieces." It cost $6.5 million to produce and grossed $28 million. 

Lee's father inspired the main character and wrote the score for Mo' Better Blues (1990). A jazz trumpeter 
— who might be based on Lee's father, Bill Lee — tries to balance his love of music with his love of two 
women. However, Lee said the film was about relationships in general and not just the relationship 
between a man and a woman. He wanted to portray black musicians not dependent on drugs or alcohol. 

Jungle Fever (1991) had another provocative theme, that of interracial sex. It also explores color, class, 
drugs, romance and family. A black married architect and an Italian American secretary are attracted to 
each other through the sexual mythology that surrounds interracial romance. At the end of their affair, 
they admit that they were just "curious," but not before both are at odds with their families. Color, class, 
drugs, romance, and family are all dealt with in this movie. Lee noted that whether the movie endorses or 
rejects interracial romance is not the point. 

Next Lee directed a film on the life of Malcolm X. He knew from the start that it would be controversial. 
Warner Brothers originally chose Norman Jewison to direct the film. When Lee announced publicly that he 
had a problem with a white man directing the film, Jewison agreed to step down. Lee problems began 
early on with a group called the United Front to Preserve the Memory of Malcolm X and the Cultural 
Revolution. Their objections were based on their analysis of Lee's "exploitative" films. Others doubted that 
Lee would present a true picture of Malcolm X. After reworking the script, Lee battled with Warner 
Brothers over the budget. He requested $40 million to produce a film of epic proportions. Warner offered 
only $20 million. By selling the foreign rights for $8.5 million and kicking in part of his $3 million salary, 
Lee made up the difference by getting backing from black celebrities such as Bill Cosby, Oprah Winfrey, 
and Michael Jordan, much to Warner's embarrassment. Under Lee's direction, Malcolm X was released in 
1992, grossing $48 million. It played a major role in elevating the black leader to mythic status, 
portraying him as a symbol for the extremes of black rage as well as for racial reconciliation. 

Lee wrote Crooklyn (1994) with his sister, Joie, and brother, Cinque. Originally a short story by Joie, 
Cinque encouraged her to turn it into a screenplay. Joie and Cinque had planned for their own company to 
make the film, but after reading it, Spike was interested in producing it. The black family in Brooklyn 
during the 1970s sounds a lot like the Lees, but Joie Lee warned not to assume it is autobiographical. It is 
an unusual film, lacking a dysfunctional family, violence, gangs, and drugs. Instead, it follows the 
struggles and strengths of a family despite odds and obstacles. 

In direct contrast to Crooklyn is Clockers (1995), Lee's intimate but violent look at the inner-city drug 
trade. Adapted from Richard Price's novel, initially the film was to be directed by Martin Scorcese and 
focus on the story's police murder investigation. However, Scorcese had other commitments, and Lee took 
over. He shifted the emphasis to the relationship between two brothers. One is on the "up and up" and the 
other is a clocker (a street level worker in the drug trade, always ready at any hour to provide crack.) Lee 
concentrated more on the bonds that connect black men rather than making another "gangsta" movie. 
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Lee released two films in 1996. The first, Girl 6 (1996) had a cast and crew made up mostly of women. It 
follows a struggling actress who takes a job for a phone-sex line. Her sense of reality deteriorates when 
the calls begin to matter to her, and she eventually hits rock bottom. Reviews were not favorable, one 
critic wrote that this was the worst film Lee had made. Lee's tenth film in as many years was an 
investigation of the Million Man March of 1995. Get on the Bus (1996) details the voyage of 12 men from 
Los Angeles to Washington, D.C., to take part in the march. They represent the diversity of male African 
Americans, and Lee contrasted the men's speeches and debates so that the differences and tensions 
between them are intensified. Made in 18 days, Get on the Bus cost $2.4 million. Its entire budget came 
from black male investors who were inspired by the march's message. 

Films Stir Controversy 
Lee's earlier films courted controversy that helped maximize profits, but critics have said that since 
Malcolm X Lee has been less discerning, and his films have not done as well at the box office. However, 
his willingness to tackle sensitive issues of relevance to the black community has made his films 
profitable, awakening the industry to an untapped market. In 1997 Lee released 4 Little Girls, about a 
1963 church bombing in Birmingham, Alabama, which killed four young girls. He then moved into what 
Maclean's Brian D. Johnson called "nervy satire" with a 2000 release, called Bamboozled. In that film, Lee 
delves into the delicate emotions associated with blackface minstrel shows as entertainment. In 2001 Lee 
released a television miniseries about the controversial Black Panthers cofounder, Huey P. Newton. Lee 
seems to be misquoted often, and finds it a nuisance to explain things he did not say. He would rather be 
out of the papers than see false claims. He told American Film, "All I want to do is tell a story. When 
writing a script I'm not saying, 'Uh-Oh,' I'd better leave that out because I might get into trouble. I don't 
operate like that." His goal is to prove that an all-black film directed by a black person can be of universal 
appeal. 

In keeping with his interest in encouraging others who want to enter filmmaking, Lee established a 
minority scholarship at New York University's Tisch School of the Arts in 1989, and he also supports the 
College Fund/UNCF. 

Lee is about five-feet six-inches tall and has a mustache and small beard. He wears glasses. Lee is a 
dedicated New York Knicks fan and has been known to plan film projects around the Knicks' basketball 
schedule. Associates describe him as possessing a fierce determination and unshakable self-confidence. 
Philip Dusenberry of New York advertising agency BBDO said of Lee in Business Week, "You get the 
impression that Spike is a devil-may-care kind of guy, but he's also a shrewd self-promoter." Other long-
time associates told Ebony that Lee, "is an obsessive workaholic who seems intent on cramming a lifetime 
of work into a few short years." Lee is unusual in the filmmaking business in that he not only writes, 
directs, and produces, but also acts in all his films--although most of his roles are marginal. He does not 
consider himself an actor, but feels it creates box office appeal. 

Lee makes no apology for his success and defends himself against charges of commercialism. His 
motivation for business investments comes from Malcolm X's philosophy that blacks need to build their 
own economic base. Lee was recognized as a marketing phenomenon and multimedia star only four years 
after his surprise hit, She's Gotta Have It. His first enterprise, Forty Acres and a Mule Filmworks, moved 
from his apartment to a remodeled Brooklyn firehouse in 1987. With tongue in cheek, Lee says the name 
reflects the arduous struggle he went through to make She's Gotta Have It. 

In addition to his films, he has written several books that recount his experiences as a director. He has 
also produced music videos for Anita Baker, Miles Davis, Michael Jackson, and Branford Marsalis, among 
others. In 1988 he produced and directed a television commercial for Jesse Jackson's presidential 
campaign. 

Lee also has his own collection of promotional movie merchandise, such as baseball caps, t-shirts, posters. 
Beginning with a rapidly expanding mail-order operation, Lee opened his retail store, Spike's Joint, in 
1990. 
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Lee directed commercials for Levi's $20 million campaign for its 501 Jeans, as well as for Nike, The Gap, 
Barney's of New York, Philips Electronics, Quaker Oat's Snapple, and Ben & Jerry's ice cream. Appearing in 
Nike commercials with Michael Jordan, Lee was criticized for making Nike's expensive Air Jordans such a 
status symbol that many young people reportedly were stealing from each other. According to Business 
Week, Lee dismissed the charges as "thinly veiled racism." He also appeared in television commercials for 
Taco Bell and Apple Computer, and in print ads, "Milk. Where's your mustache?" for the National Fluid Milk 
Processors. He recorded the voiceover for a television ad for Topps Stadium Club basketball cards; a 
special set of "Spike Says" insert cards feature Lee's commentary on ten of the National Basketball 
Association's biggest stars. 

Lee served as executive producer for several films, marketed his own comic book line, and directed short 
films for Saturday Night Live and MTV. His Forty Acres and a Mule Musicworks, which joined MCA Records 
in 1994, has been responsible for his movie soundtracks. In 1994, the TNT cable network signed Lee to be 
executive producer of the documentary Hoop Dreams. In 1995 Columbia Pictures TV signed him as one of 
several filmmakers in a series of one hour documentaries, "American Portraits" for the Disney Channel. 

In late 1996, Lee joined DDB Needham Advertising to form a new ad agency, Spike/DDB. Their agreement 
called for Lee to direct urban-oriented commercials for a variety of clients. He previously worked with DDB 
on an educational spot for the College Fund/United Negro College Fund. 

Lee married attorney Tonya Linnette Lewis, in October of 1993. They met in September of 1992 during 
the Congressional Black Caucus weekend in Washington D.C. Their daughter, Satchel Lewis Lee, was born 
in December of 1994. She was named after legendary black baseball star Satchel Paige. In May of 1997 
their son, Jackson Lee, was born. 

Known as one of the most original and innovative filmmakers in the world, Lee presents the different 
facets of black culture. He is quick to admit, however, that there are those in the black community among 
his detractors. Lee says that he is neither a spokesman for 35 million African Americans nor tries to 
present himself that way. He will probably continue to court controversy, but with his savvy and 
salesmanship skills, Spike Lee will remain a significant influence in the entertainment world. 

July 7, 2003: Lee and Viacom reach a settlement over the rights to the name "Spike." The terms of the 
deal were not disclosed, but Viacom will begin using the name as soon as possible. Source: E! Online, 
www.eonline.com, July 8, 2003. 

July 28, 2004: Lee's film She Hate Me was released by Sony Pictures Classics. Source: New York Times, 
www.nytimes.com, July 28, 2004. 

October 2004: Lee joined the advisory board of the inaugural National Geographic All Roads Film 
Festival. Source: USA Today, www.usatoday.com/life/digest.htm, October 18, 2004. 

http://www.gale.com/free_resources/bhm/bio/lee_s.htm 
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Rosa Parks 

Rosa McCauley 
Feb. 4, 1913 - Oct. 24, 2005  
Tuskegee, Alabama, United States  
Nationality: American  
Occupation: civil rights activist  
Occupation: writer  
Awards: Numerous honorary degrees; major thoroughfare in Detroit is named after her; SCLC sponsors 
an annual Rosa Parks Freedom Award; Spingarn Medal, NAACP, 1979; Martin Luther King Jr Award, 1980; 
Service Award, Ebony, 1980; Martin Luther King Jr Nonviolent Peace Prize, 1980; The Eleanor Roosevelt 
Women of Courage Award, Wonder Women Foundation, 1984; Medal of Honor, awarded during the 100th 
birthday celebration of the Statue of Liberty, 1986; Martin Luther King Jr Leadership Award, 1987; Adam 
Clayton Powell Jr Legislative Achievement Award, 1990; Rosa Parks Peace Prize; honored with Day of 
Recognition by Wayne County Commission; U.S. Congressional Gold Medal of Honor, 1999.  

According to the old saying, "some people are born to greatness, and some have greatness thrust upon 
them." Greatness was certainly thrust upon Rosa Parks, but the modest former seamstress has found 
herself equal to the challenge. Known today as "the mother of the Civil Rights Movement," Parks almost 
single-handedly set in motion a veritable revolution in the southern United States, a revolution that would 
eventually secure equal treatment under the law for all black Americans. "For those who lived through the 
unsettling 1950s and 1960s and joined the civil rights struggle, the soft-spoken Rosa Parks was more, 
much more than the woman who refused to give up her bus seat to a White man in Montgomery, 
Alabama," wrote Richette L. Haywood in Jet. "[Hers] was an act that forever changed White America's 
view of Black people, and forever changed America itself." 

From a modern perspective, Parks's actions on December 1, 1955 hardly seem extraordinary: tired after a 
long day's work, she refused to move from her seat in order to accommodate a white passenger on a city 
bus in Montgomery. At the time, however, her defiant gesture actually broke a law, one of many bits of 
Jim Crow legislation that assured second-class citizenship for blacks. Overnight Rosa Parks became a 
symbol for hundreds of thousands of frustrated black Americans who suffered outrageous indignities in a 
racist society. As Lerone Bennett, Jr. wrote in Ebony, Parks was consumed not by the prospect of making 
history, but rather "by the tedium of survival in the Jim Crow South." The tedium had become unbearable, 
and Rosa Parks acted to change it. Then, she was an outlaw. Today she is a hero. 

Grew Up Amid Racism 
Parks was born Rosa McCauley in Tuskegee, Alabama. When she was still a young child her parents 
separated and she moved with her mother to Montgomery. There she grew up in an extended family that 
included her maternal grandparents and her younger brother, Sylvester. Montgomery, Alabama, was 
hardly a hospitable city for blacks in the 1920s and 1930s. As she grew up, Rosa was shunted into 
second-rate all-black schools, such as the Montgomery Industrial School for Girls, and she faced daily 
rounds of laws governing her behavior in public places. Ms. magazine contributor Eloise Greenfield noted 
that Rosa always detested having to drink from special water fountains and having to forgo lunch at the 
whites-only restaurants downtown. Still, wrote Greenfield, "with her mother's help, Rosa was able to grow 
up proud of herself and other black people, even while living with these rules.... People should be judged 
by the respect they have for themselves and others, Mrs. McCauley said. Rosa grew up believing this." 

At twenty Rosa married a barber named Raymond Parks. The couple both held jobs and enjoyed a modest 
degree of prosperity. In her spare time, Mrs. Parks became active in the NAACP and the Montgomery 
Voters League, a group that helped blacks to pass a special test so they could register to vote. By the time 
she reached mid-life, Rosa Parks was no stranger to white intimidation. Like many other Southern blacks, 
she often boycotted the public facilities marked "Colored," walking up stairs rather than taking elevators, 
for instance. She had a special distaste for the city's public transportation, as did many of her fellow black 
citizens. 
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The Jim Crow rules for the public bus system in Montgomery almost defy belief today. Black customers 
had to enter the bus at the front door, pay the fare, exit the front door and climb aboard again at the rear 
door. Even though the majority of bus passengers were black, the front four rows of seats were always 
reserved for white customers. Bennett wrote: "It was a common sight in those days to see Black men and 
women standing in silence and silent fury over the four empty seats reserved for whites." Behind these 
seats was a middle section that blacks could use only if there was no white demand. However, if so much 
as one white customer needed a seat in this "no- man's land," all the blacks in that section had to move. 
Bennett concluded: "This was, as you can see, pure madness, and it caused no end of trouble and hard 
feeling." In fact, Parks herself was once thrown off a bus for refusing to endure the charade of entry by 
the back door. In the year preceding Parks's fateful ride, three other black women had been arrested for 
refusing to give their seats to white men. Still the system was firmly entrenched, and Parks would often 
walk to her home to spare herself the humiliation of the bus. 

Refused to Give Up Seat on Bus 
On December 1, 1955, Rosa Parks had a particularly tiring day. She was employed as a seamstress at the 
Montgomery Fair department store, and she had spent the day pressing numerous pairs of pants. She has 
since admitted that her back and shoulders ached terribly that day—she was forty-two at the time—and 
she deliberately let one full bus pass in order to find a seat on the next one. The seat she eventually found 
was in the middle section of the bus, because the back was filled. A few stops further down the line, a 
white man got on and demanded a seat. The driver ordered Parks and three other black customers to 
move. The other riders did as they were told, but Parks quietly refused to give up her place. The driver 
threatened to call the police. Parks said: "Go ahead and call them." 

Bennett wrote: "There then occurred one of those little vignettes that could have changed the course of 
history. The [police] officers asked the driver if he wanted to swear out a warrant or if he wanted them to 
let Rosa Parks go with a warning. The driver said he wanted to swear out a warrant, and this decision and 
the convergence of a number of historical forces sealed the death warrant of the Jim Crow South." 

Parks was driven to the police station, booked, fingerprinted, and jailed. She was also photographed as 
she was being fingerprinted, a snapshot that has since found its way into history textbooks. Parks was 
granted one telephone call, and she used it to contact E. D. Nixon, a prominent member of Montgomery's 
NAACP chapter. Nixon was properly outraged, but he also sensed that in Parks his community might have 
the perfect individual to serve as a symbol of Southern injustice. Nixon called a liberal white lawyer, 
Clifford Durr, who agreed to represent Parks. After consulting with the attorney, her husband, and her 
mother, Rosa Parks agreed to undertake a court challenge of the segregationist law that had led to her 
arrest. 

Inspired Bus Boycott 
Word of Parks's arrest spread quickly through Montgomery's black community, and several influential 
black leaders decided the time was ripe to try a boycott of the public transportation system. One of these 
leaders, the reverend Martin Luther King, Jr., used the mimeograph machine at his Baptist church to make 
7,000 copies of a leaflet advertising the boycott. The message of the leaflet was plain: "Don't ride the bus 
to work, to town, to school, or any place Monday, December 5.... If you work, take a cab, or share a ride, 
or walk." 

The black boycott of Montgomery's city buses was almost universal on December 5, 1955. A meeting on 
the subject that evening drew an overflow crowd numbering in the thousands, and a decision was made to 
continue the boycott indefinitely. On Tuesday, December 6th, Parks was found guilty of failure to comply 
with a city ordinance and fined $14. She and her attorney appealed the ruling while the boycott wore on. 
Ebony correspondent Roxanne Brown wrote: "For 381 days, Blacks car-pooled and walked to work and 
church. Their unified effort not only helped put an end to Jim Crow sectioning on the buses, it was also 
financially devastating for the bus company. It was this monumental event—watched by the world—that 
triggered the modern-day Black Freedom Movement and made a living legend of Mrs. Parks." 
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It is not necessarily easy to be a living legend, however. Parks and her family received numerous threats 
and almost constant telephone harassment. The strain actually caused Raymond Parks to suffer a nervous 
breakdown. In 1957 Rosa and Raymond Parks (and Rosa's mother) moved north to Detroit, Michigan. If 
Rosa Parks was safer in Detroit, she was never quite allowed to recede into anonymity. As the years 
passed she was sought out repeatedly as a dignified spokesperson for the civil rights movement. 

A number of universities have awarded her honorary degrees, and she earned a prestigious job on the 
staff of Detroit congressman John Conyers. In 1988 Roxanne Brown noted: "Thirty-two years after she 
attracted international attention for sparking the Montgomery Bus Boycott, Mrs. Parks's ardent devotion to 
human rights still burns brightly, like a well-tended torch that ignites her spirit and calls her to service 
whenever she is needed." 

Founded Institute in Detroit 
Age has not robbed Rosa Parks of her beauty and grace, nor has it restricted her travels and activities. 
She still makes some twenty-five to thirty personal appearances per year and is a vocal opponent of 
apartheid in South Africa. Her crowning achievement, however, is the Rosa and Raymond Parks Institute 
for Self Development, which she founded in Detroit. The institute offers career training for 12- to 18-year-
olds with special attention to education and motivation. "Too many young people are not staying in school 
and taking advantage of the opportunities they have," Parks told Ebony. "They're not motivated to learn 
what is necessary to get the good positions, the good jobs, to go into business for themselves." 

In February of 1990 Parks received yet another round of adulation as she was honored at Washington's 
Kennedy Center on her seventy-seventh birthday. Tribute chairperson C. Delores Tucker praised Parks for 
her "beautiful qualities" of "dignity and indomitable faith that with God nothing can stop us." In typical 
fashion, Parks received the tribute with all due modesty—to this day she takes little credit for her role in 
the history of the civil rights movement. Asked to reveal the secret of her positive attitude, she told 
Ebony: "I find that if I'm thinking too much of my own problems, and the fact that at times things are not 
just like I want them to be, I don't make any progress at all. But if I look around and see what I can do, 
and go on with that, then I move on." 

The woman known as the "Mother of the Civil Rights Movement" has continued to inspire well into her 
eighties. Rosa Parks remains committed to her Detroit-based foundation, The Rosa and Raymond Parks 
Institute for Self-Development and has overseen programs such as "Pathways to Freedom," which 
encourages young people to learn about their heritage and reach their potential. In 1998 she spent five 
days in Nova Scotia in support of the program. 

Meanwhile, awards in her honor have continued to roll in. She received the prestigious Medal of Freedom 
award from President Bill Clinton in 1996. Jet quoted the president at the awards ceremony: "When she 
sat down on the bus, she stood up for the American ideals of equality and justice and demanded that the 
rest of us do the same." In 1998 Parks received the first International Freedom Conductor Award given by 
the National Underground Railroad Freedom Center. A year later she was awarded the Detroit-Windsor 
International Freedom Festival Freedom Award for her contribution to the cause of freedom and peace. 
During the dedication Detroit Mayor Dennis Archer was quoted by PR Newswire as saying, "Her dignity and 
grace has inspired generations of freedom fighters and defenders of human rights." 

Awarded Congressional Medal of Honor 
In July of 1999 the U.S. Congress awarded Parks the Congressional Gold Medal of Honor, the nation's 
highest civilian award. In accepting the award at a ceremony in the nation's capital presided over by 
President Bill Clinton, Parks said, as quoted Jet, "This medal is encouragement for all of us to continue 
until all people have equal rights." The first recipient of this award was George Washington. Other 
recipients include Mother Theresa and Nelson Mandela. The following September Parks was inducted in to 
the Alabama Academy of Honor, an organization that recognizes Alabama citizens for their contribution to 
the state. Later that same year she was awarded the first Governor's Medal of Honor for Extraordinary 
Courage from Alabama Governor Donald Seigelman. 
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In December of 2000 Troy State University in Montgomery, Alabama dedicated a library and museum in 
Parks's name. Despite frail health she was able to attend the ceremony thanks to a prominent African-
American attorney who flew her there on his private jet. The museum features a replica of the bus she 
was sitting on that fateful day in December 1955 and recounts the conversation between Parks and the 
bus driver who demanded she give up her seat. Meanwhile, the actual bus where it all took place was 
bought by Dearborn, Michigan's Henry Ford Museum for $492,000 in 2001. Upon the museum's 
acquisition of the bus, Parks attended a private viewing where the museum pledged to restore the bus to 
its 1955 appearance. 

In April of 2001 the Rosa Parks Initiative was kicked off in Detroit. Sponsored by a non-profit organization, 
the initiative hopes to build an $8 million monument complete with one million roses and an interactive 
history of the Civil Rights movement in that city's Belle Isle park. In January of 2002 Rosa Park's former 
Alabama home was placed on the National Register of Historic Places. 

The message of Parks's life also continues to be told through books and film. In 1993 she published a 
children's book entitled Rosa Parks: My Story. It is a chronology of her life leading up to the monumental 
day in 1955 when she refused to give up her seat on a bus to a white passenger. The book is a historical 
reminder to children that the freedoms they enjoy today were hard won. She wrote in the book, "People 
always say that I didn't give up my seat because I was tired but that wasn't true I was not tired physically 
I was not old. I was 42. No, the only tired I was, was tired of giving in." Four years later, she and author 
Jim Haskins, reissued the book for a younger audience. Full of colorful illustrations and age-appropriate 
definitions of concepts such as segregation and racism, the newly titled book, I Am Rosa Parks, allows 
children as young as four to grasp the importance of the Civil Rights Movement. 

Story Made Into TV Movie 
In 2002 CBS released the television movie The Rosa Parks Story starring Angela Bassett in the title role. 
The film recounted her early life, the incident on the Montgomery bus in 1955, and her role in the Civil 
Rights movement, as well as her relationship with her husband Raymond Parks. "I chuckled many times 
about the courtship scene," Parks told Jet. Filmed in Alabama, it was the first film about her life made with 
her participation. 

Not all of Parks's recent experiences have been honorary. In September of 1994 a 28 year-old man broke 
into Parks's Detroit home and robbed and beat her. He was caught the next day. With characteristic grace, 
Parks was quoted in Jet as saying of the attack, "I regret very much that some of our people are in such a 
mental state that they would hurt and rob an older person." A few years later Parks found her name being 
used for a song title on the rap group OutKast's third album. She had not given her consent and in April of 
1999 filed a lawsuit requesting her name removed from all OutKast products and asking for $25,000. In 
an ironic twist, the group hired the attorney for Martin Luther King Jr.'s estate to defend them. In a 
decision that raised both public and press outrage, the judge ruled against Parks, stating that OutKast's 
use of her name was protected under the First Amendment. However, in another case involving the 
misuse of her name, Parks was the victor. In 2000 she discovered that a third party had registered the 
internet domain name www.rosaparks.com and was offering it for sale. According to her attorney, quoted 
in PR Newswire, "We sent a cease and desist letter to the registered owner of the Web site and demanded 
the transfer of ownership to Mrs. Parks. The transfer is now being made." 

In 2002, nearly half a century after making a decision to continue sitting on a segregated Montgomery, 
Alabama bus, Parks is a living legend. Though she was oft-quoted as saying that she didn't set out that 
day in December 1955 to make history, she did. And in doing so, she also changed it. Her legacy is felt 
every day by Americans of all backgrounds, races, and creeds. 

December 8, 2003: The U.S. Supreme Court ruled that Parks could proceed with her suit against hip-hop 
duo Outkast, who used her name without permission on a 1998 track. Originally filed in 1999, the suit had 
been dismissed by a federal judge who cited free speech and ruled in favor of Outkast. An appeals court 
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reinstated part of her lawsuit, requiring an artistic reason to justify calling the song "Rosa Parks." Source: 
Entertainment Weekly, December 19, 2003, p. 24. 

October 28, 2004: A federal judge in Detroit upheld the appointment of former Detroit Mayor Dennis 
Archer as Parks' guardian. Source: Detroit Free Press, 
http://www.freep.com/news/statewire/sw106475_20041029.htm, October 29, 2004. 

http://www.gale.com/free_resources/bhm/bio/parks_r.htm 
 
Betty Shabazz 

(1936-1997) 
Activist, Nurse, Health services administrator, Educator 

When Betty Shabazz married the dynamic civil rights leader Malcolm X, she could not 
anticipate the extent of her husband's fame or the course that their lives would take. 
Shabazz was catapulted into the American consciousness and the media spotlight 
following her husband's assassination in 1965 by three members of the Nation of Islam. 
Formerly an esteemed leader of the Nation, Malcolm broke with the Black Nationalist 
organization in 1963, after revising his separatist ideals and embracing a new 

philosophy of global unity. His young widow, pregnant with twin daughters at the time of his murder, was 
left to raise them—and their four sisters—by herself. In the ensuing years, Shabazz avoided publicity 
when she could, opting instead to provide a quiet, normal home life and full education for her children.  

Betty was an adopted child who grew up in a fairly sheltered, middle-class household in Detroit, Michigan. 
She went to the local Methodist church with her parents on Sundays, parties on some Saturday nights 
with church friends, and movies on Fridays. While attending Northern High School, she joined the Del 
Sprites, a sorority affiliate. After high school graduation, she attended Tuskegee Institute in Alabama and 
encountered her first racial hostilities, which she didn't understand, and her parents refused to 
acknowledge. "They thought [the problems] were my fault," she later wrote in an autobiographical portrait 
printed in Essence magazine. After two years in Alabama, she moved to New York City to attend nursing 
school at Brooklyn State Hospital.  

While at school in New York, a friend invited her to hear Malcolm X speak at an Islamic temple. When this 
friend said she'd arrange for them to be introduced after his speech, Betty's initial reaction was "big deal," 
she related in Essence in 1992. "But then," she continued, "I looked over and saw this man on the 
extreme right aisle sort of galloping to the podium. He was tall, he was thin, and the way he was galloping 
it looked as though he was going someplace much more important than the podium.... Well, he got to the 
podium—and I sat up straight. I was impressed with him." They were introduced later, and she became 
even more impressed. They talked about the racism she encountered in Alabama, and she began to 
understand its causes, pervasiveness, and effects. Soon, Betty was attending all of Malcolm's lectures. By 
the time she graduated from nursing school in 1958, she was a member of the Nation of Islam.  

Betty Shabazz explained in Essence, "I never 'dated' Malcolm as we think of it because at the time single 
men and women in the Muslims did not 'fraternize' as they called it. Men and women always went out in 
groups." In addition, Malcolm was busy with a relentless schedule of speaking engagements for the Nation 
of Islam. Nevertheless, their connection grew strong. Soon after she finished nursing school, Malcolm, 
who was traveling the country at the time, called her from Detroit and proposed. Before the week was 
out, they were married.  

The marriage did not last as long as either had hoped. On February 21, 1965, while speaking at the 
Audubon Ballroom in Harlem, he was gunned down. Shabazz had brought their four daughters to hear him 
speak that day. As the first of the 16 bullets that tore into Malcolm's body rang out, she threw her children 
down and covered them with her own body. After the shots, Shabazz tried to get to Malcolm, but someone 
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held her back. When she finally did reach him, he was dead, and she wondered if she would survive 
herself.  

Recovering from Tragedy 
For three weeks, Shabazz did not sleep. She kept seeing her husband's body fall. "I really don't know 
where I'd be today if I had not gone to Mecca to make Hajj [a spiritual pilgrimage] shortly after Malcolm 
was assassinated," she confided in Essence. "Two young doctors—one from Harvard and the other from 
Dartmouth—invited me to go to Mecca in my husband's stead. And that is what helped put me back on 
track. I remembered Malcolm saying, 'Don't look back and don't cry. Remember, Lot's wife turned into a 
pillar of salt.' I began to understand the meaning of that statement." She also had six daughters to raise. 
The twin daughters were born seven months after their father's death; Attallah, Malcolm and Betty's 
eldest daughter, was only six at the time of the assassination.  

After returning from Mecca, Shabazz did not allow herself to grieve further—at least not visibly; her 
children needed her strength. "The girls knew only that something terrible had happened," she told Look 
magazine a few years after Malcolm's death. "After the shock, as I became aware again, I tried to soothe 
them. I couldn't let them see hysteria on my part. Later, I learned that I had to adopt a personality of 
positiveness and high humor. For, if I laughed, they laughed.... I learned that I couldn't even express 
sadness around them. I didn't want them to worry." Shabazz threw herself into the care and education of 
her children. They studied French and Arabic, as well as ballet. Attallah even took classes in medicine 
offered to children by Columbia University.  

The Shabazz children also studied black history. "Malcolm was a firm believer in the value and importance 
of our heritage. He believed that we have valuable and distinct cultural traditions which need to be 
institutionalized so that they can be passed on to our heirs." Shabazz further explained her educational 
perspective to Ebony in 1969: "I. . . want them to travel so they can know more about Africa, the West 
Indies and the Middle East. I want them to go to some of the places that their father visited. In this way I 
feel they will broaden their scope and become of maximum use to themselves, their families, and their 
people.  

Continuing Education 
Although raising and educating her daughters took up most of her time, Shabazz still managed to further 
her education. Between 1970 and 1975, she completed a master's degree in public health administration 
and received a doctorate in education from the University of Massachusetts at Amherst. In 1976, she 
joined the faculty of Medgar Evers College in Brooklyn as associate professor of health administration. 
Shortly thereafter, she became director of the school's Department of Communications and Public 
Relations.  

Although Shabazz made occasional appearances on behalf of civil rights, she remained a private person, 
preferring the intimacy of her family and close friends to any suggestion of public life. She was, however, 
"committed to the broadest possible distribution [of Malcolm's message]" as she told Publishers Weekly in 
1991. She also wanted to protect his image from base commercialization. Shabazz served as a consultant 
on the Spike Lee film Malcolm X, which was released in 1992, and also hired a licensing firm to help 
maintain some control over the use of his name. She entered into several legal battles over copyright 
infringements of his writings, name, and the symbol X. As she told the Washington Post, the marketing of 
Malcolm's image had "gotten out of hand."  

Moving On 
In 1994, nearly 30 years after the assassination of Malcolm X, Shabazz spoke out for the first time against 
the Nation of Islam and linked Nation leader Louis Farrakhan to his death. Farrakhan denied the 
allegations, claiming only that the turbulent, racially hostile atmosphere of the 1960s was responsible for 
Malcolm's death.  
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In January of 1995 Shabazz's daughter, Qubilah, was arrested for hiring a hit man to kill Farrakhan. The 
hit man turned out to be a government informer. Surprisingly, Farrakhan defended Qubilah and claimed 
that she had been duped by government agents who wanted to sow discord within the Nation of Islam and 
throughout the African American community. In May of that year, Shabazz and Farrakhan ended their 
bitter feud by shaking hands at a fundraiser at the Apollo Theater in Harlem. The fundraiser had been 
arranged by Farrakhan to help pay for Qubilah Shabazz's legal fees. In October of 1995, Shabazz spoke at 
the Million Man March in Washington, D.C. Farrakhan was the main organizer of the march.  

A Tragic End 
Although Qubilah was not sent to prison for her part in the plot to assassinate Farrakhan, she was 
required to undergo psychological counseling and treatment for drug and alcohol abuse for a two-year 
period. During this time Qubilah's 12-year-old son, Malcolm, was sent to live with Shabazz at her home in 
Yonkers, New York. Angered that he was forced to live with his grandmother, Malcolm set fire to her home 
on June 1, 1997. Shabazz suffered third-degree burns over 80 percent of her body. For the next three 
weeks, she remained in extremely critical condition at Jacobi Medical Center in Bronx, New York, and 
underwent five operations to replace burned tissue. On June 23, 1997, Shabazz passed away. Her 
grandson was placed in a juvenile detention center for 18 months.  

More than 2,000 mourners attended a memorial service for Shabazz at New York City's Riverside Church 
where several speakers, including Coretta Scott King, Myrlie Evers-Williams, poet Maya Angelou, actor-
activist Ossie Davis, New York City mayor Rudolph Giuliani, and U.S. Representative Maxine Waters 
remembered Shabazz for her strength, warm personality, and love for her children. In a statement 
released after Shabazz's death, civil rights leader Jesse Jackson declared that "she never stopped giving 
and she never became cynical. She leaves today the legacy of one who epitomized hope and healing."  

PERSONAL INFORMATION 
Born May 28, 1936; died June 23, 1997, in Bronx, NY; adopted and raised by the Sanders family in 
Detroit, MI; married Malcolm X (formerly known as Malcolm Little; later took the name El-Hajj Malik El-
Shabazz; a civil rights activist), 1958; children: Attallah, Qubilah, Ilyasah, Gamilah, Malaak, Malikah. 
Education: Attended Tuskegee Institute; Brooklyn State Hospital School of Nursing, R.N. and B.A, 1958; 
received master's degree in public health administration from Jersey City State College; University of 
Massachusetts at Amherst, Ph.D. in education administration, 1975. Memberships: Delta Sigma Theta.  

AWARDS 
Betty Shabazz Cultural Center was established at Mount Holyoke College.  

CAREER 
Medgar Evers College, City University of New York, Brooklyn, associate professor of health administration, 
beginning 1976; became director of Department of Communications and Public Relations.  

http://www.gale.com/free_resources/bhm/bio/shabazz_b.htm 
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Justice Clarence Thomas 
1948— 

Supreme Court Justice 

Clarence Thomas was sworn in as a justice of the U.S. Supreme Court in November of 1991, following 
perhaps the greatest furor over such an appointment in modern history. A conservative jurist with 
experience in the education department under President Ronald Reagan, Thomas had also headed the 
Equal Employment Opportunities Commission and, while there, allegedly sexually harassed a staff 
member, Anita Hill. Hill's accusations surfaced only after Thomas's nomination to the nation's highest 
court by President George Bush; Hill was by this time a law professor. The Senate confirmation hearings 
that dealt with these charges had enormous political and social ramifications above and beyond Thomas's 
suitability for the Supreme Court. The judge's appointment was a watershed for the Bush administration, 
which needed to replace retiring black justice Thurgood Marshall. The choice of a black conservative 
effectively stymied Democratic opposition to Thomas, who suspended his lifelong criticism of racial politics 
long enough to call his confirmation hearings a "high-tech lynching." That remark is representative of the 
many contradictions embodied by this controversial figure. Indeed, Newsweek noted that "Thomas is an 
intense opponent of affirmative action, yet has benefited from it throughout his life…. the very reason he 
was named to succeed Thurgood Marshall on the Supreme Court is because of his race." 

Thomas was born in 1948 in Pin Point, Georgia, a tiny coastal hamlet named for the plantation that once 
stood there. His mother, Leola, was 18 at the time of his birth; his father M. C. Thomas left the family two 
years later. Leola, her two children—Clarence and his older sister Emma Mae—and her Aunt Annie Graham 
occupied what Newsweek described as "a one-room wooden house near the marshes. It had dirt floors 
and no plumbing or electricity." Their destitute life was struck by further misfortune five years after M. C. 
walked out on the family, ostensibly headed for Philadelphia: the house burned down, so the family 
moved near Leola's parents, Mr. and Mrs. Myers Anderson. Having in the meantime married a man who 
didn't want to raise the children—there was now a third child, Myers, who went by the name Peanut—
Leola agreed to let the Andersons care for the two boys and sent Emma Mae to live with Aunt Annie in Pin 
Point. 

Raised By His Devout Catholic Grandfather 
Myers Anderson exercised a huge influence on Clarence's life. A devout Catholic who created his own fuel 
oil business in Savannah in the 1950s, he provided the example of self-motivation in the face of 
segregation that would inspire his grandson. Through hard work and a refusal to submit to the poverty 
and degradation of menial work, he "did for himself," as one of his favorite expressions went. He fed and 
cared for Clarence and Peanut and paid for their education at St. Benedict the Moor; an all-black grammar 
school where white nuns exercised firm discipline. The racist vigilante group known as the Ku Klux Klan 
often threatened the nuns, who rode on the backs of buses with their students and demanded hard work 
and promptly completed assignments. Clarence's grandfather took him to a meeting of the National 
Association for the Advancement of Colored People (NAACP), of which Anderson was a member, and read 
the boy's grades aloud. "The most compassionate thing [our grandparents] did for us was to teach us to 
fend for ourselves and to do that in an openly hostile environment," Thomas noted in a 1987 speech 
before the Heritage Foundation, published in Policy Review in 1991. 

Clarence performed duties as altar boy and crossing guard at St. Benedict's, and though not remembered 
by his teachers as an outstanding student, he excelled at sports. After school he and his brother helped 
their grandfather on his delivery rounds. Clarence's favorite retreat was a blacks-only library in 
Savannah—the Savannah public library was for whites—funded by the Carnegie family. His browsing there 
helped to formulate his ambition: He would one day have the sophistication to understand magazines like 
the New Yorker. 

He graduated from St. Benedict's in 1962, spent two years at St. Pius X High School, and then 
transferred—at his grandfather's insistence—to a white Catholic boarding school called St. John Vianney 
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Minor Seminary. Clarence did well in school, but experienced for the first time the hostility of racism. His 
schoolmates' derisive remarks came as a shock—his segregated youth had ironically provided some 
insulation from everyday racism—but he kept his composure. Following St. John's, Clarence went to 
Immaculate Conception Seminary in Conception, Missouri, to study for the priesthood. As one of only four 
blacks there, Thomas was again made acutely aware of the double standards of white Christian society. 
One incident, however, caused him to give up on the seminary for good: the voice of a fellow seminarian 
cheering the news that black civil rights leader Martin Luther King, Jr., had been shot in 1968. "I knew I 
couldn't stay in this so-called Christian environment," he remarked later. 

Struggles with Race and Identity Intensified 
In 1968 Thomas began his studies at Holy Cross, a Jesuit college in Worcester, Massachusetts. This period 
saw an intensification of Thomas's struggle with his identity, his background, and the politics of race. He 
joined the Black Student Union, a militant group on campus that succeeded in using its political and 
rhetorical energies to make some changes, including an all-black dormitory, more courses relevant to 
black students, and increased financial aid. The atmosphere of questioning and empowerment was 
exhilarating for Thomas, though unlike many of his contemporaries he never abandoned his earliest 
sources of strength: "Thomas still spoke the conservative maxims of his grandfather and the nuns far 
more often than the chic of the left," reported Newsweek. Though he adopted some of the language, style, 
and arguments of the radical Black Panther Party's leaders, he remained a skeptic and was often the sole 
dissenter among his revolutionary circle. This tendency would serve him well as he learned what he would 
later call "the loneliness of the black conservative." 

During his sophomore year Thomas met Kathy Grace Ambush and began a relationship that would lead to 
their 1971 marriage. In 1973 their son, Jamal, was born. Thomas had registered for the draft in 1966, at 
age 18, but had a student deferment; when he graduated in 1971, and his number in the conscription 
lottery was low, he seemed a likely candidate for military service in Vietnam. However, he failed his 
physical examination. He had applied to Yale, Harvard, and the University of Pennsylvania law schools—all 
of which had accepted him—and decided on Yale because of the financial support it offered him. Thomas 
was a beneficiary of Yale's new affirmative-action policy, which offered opportunities to minority students. 
Though he benefited from this policy, it raised in Thomas—perhaps for the first time—doubts about 
whether he had succeeded on his own merits. These doubts would trouble him throughout his career and 
would motivate a deep distrust of what conservatives like to call "entitlements" or "handouts." 

Thus he strained to demonstrate his qualifications, to prove that something other than his blackness had 
brought him into the Ivy League. While at Yale he held some summer jobs; he assisted a small legal-aid 
establishment, which brought him into contact with welfare cases, and spent a summer at the law firm of 
Hill, Jones, & Farrington. In the latter job Thomas could exercise his skill at developing both sides of an 
argument. As a law student, Thomas dedicated himself to areas of legal study less often associated with 
blacks—tax and corporate law—rather than civil rights. His eagerness to dissociate himself from the 
stereotypes that surrounded beneficiaries of affirmative action was a strong determining factor here. Yet 
when he began to look for work as his graduation drew near, he found few law firms interested him. The 
pay they offered was demonstrably lower than what white graduates would have been offered, and they 
tended to assume Thomas wanted to do social rather than corporate law. Once again, he found himself 
pigeonholed by race. 

Joined Staff of Missouri Attorney General 
Rather than accept what he considered an insufficient salary from the firm where he'd done his summer 
work, Thomas accepted a position on the staff of John Danforth, attorney general of Missouri. Danforth 
had attended Yale himself and, as an Episcopal minister and Republican, he saw in Thomas a promising 
young conservative. Thomas worked hard under Danforth, and specialized in tax law. He achieved a 
victory when he appealed a decision against the state regarding the governor's banning of personalized 
license plates, and won in a higher court. Danforth's office had thought the case unsinkable since a lot of 
wealthy people had these so-called vanity plates; Thomas felt it necessary to prove that the privileged few 
couldn't control the law. 
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Yet Thomas himself sought status symbols; he bought a BMW automobile while working in Danforth's 
office, though he told fellow workers that a Mercedes-Benz was the car for a "gentleman" to drive. This 
affection for status symbols no doubt grew out of Thomas's fondness for the ideology of self-help. He took 
a large step in the direction of greater financial stability when Danforth left Missouri to take a Senate seat; 
Thomas landed a job as legal counsel for the Monsanto Corporation. There, as Time phrased it, he 
"shepherded pesticides through government registration." 

Monsanto's chemical empire supported him comfortably until he decided to move on to Washington. He 
returned to Danforth's staff and worked on energy and environmental issues, but was at the same time 
struck by the work of a handful of black conservatives. The writings of right-wing black economists 
Thomas Sowell and Walter Williams, as well as the black conservative journal, the Lincoln Review, had a 
galvanizing effect on Thomas. He joined the advisory board of the Review, which has created waves in the 
black community by taking some very unpopular—some would say reactionary—stands. The journal's 
editor, Jay Parker, argued on behalf of the government of South Africa, while the journal itself opposed a 
holiday for Martin Luther King, Jr.; questioned the extent, if not the existence, of racial discrimination; and 
referred to abortion as a plot to "slaughter" blacks. Parker and Thomas chatted on the phone in 1980; the 
controversial editor would soon be looking for interested black conservatives to join the administration of 
President Ronald Reagan. 

Accepted Posts with High Political Visibility 
Thomas's first offer from Reagan's people was a position as a policy staffer on energy and environmental 
issues, but he turned this job down, accepting—in spite of his previous aversion to such matters—a place 
at the head of civil rights under the secretary of education. Ten months later he was put in charge of the 
Equal Employment Opportunity Commission (EEOC), an agency charged with enforcing civil rights laws. 
Why Thomas accepted these jobs remains unclear, since they are the sort of classically "black" 
appointments he had resolutely avoided in the past. Some observers have speculated that Thomas merely 
took the positions with the highest political visibility, while others suggested that his recent infatuation 
with ultraconservative black thinkers like Sowell and Parker had awakened in him a new political 
enthusiasm, and that he wished to tackle affirmative action and other issues head on. 

In any case, Thomas's years at EEOC were fraught with conflict. He was a demanding supervisor, and 
often dealt with employees harshly. He allegedly settled petty scores in harsh ways, argued inconsistently 
on issues like hiring quotas for minorities—he both opposed and supported them over the course of his 
tenure—and reportedly avoided prosecuting thousands of age discrimination cases. Although less 
doctrinaire than "the other Clarence"—Reagan's fiery Civil Rights Commission chair Clarence Pendleton, 
another conservative black who alienated much of the civil rights community—Thomas made his self-help 
philosophy well known. He remarked to Lena Williams in a New York Times profile that "race-conscious 
remedies in this society are dangerous. You can't orchestrate society along racial lines or different lines by 
saying there should be 10 percent blacks, 15 percent Hispanics." He also made waves by remarking in 
1984 that civil rights leaders just "bitch, bitch, bitch, moan and whine." 

Despite the discontent he evoked from civil rights activists, Thomas was granted a second term at EEOC in 
1984. He did not stand uniformly behind the administration's decisions, however. His was a dissenting 
voice—though reportedly not a very loud one—when the Justice Department argued that religious 
institutions like Bob Jones University, which practices various kinds of discrimination, should remain tax-
exempt. "A fellow member of the administration said rather glibly that, in two days, the furor over Bob 
Jones would end," Thomas remarked in a 1987 speech. "I responded that we had sounded our death knell 
with that decision. Unfortunately, I was more right than he was." 

Divorced and Remarried 
It was a difficult period for Thomas, who had separated from Kathy in 1981; the two divorced in 1984, 
and Clarence retained custody of Jamal. The circumstances of the marriage and the divorce remain a well-
guarded secret, and allegations of abuse made at the time returned to haunt Thomas during his 
confirmation hearings years later. Thomas became a stern taskmaster at home, pressuring Jamal to 
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succeed at school just as Myers Anderson had pressed him in his own youth. In 1986 he met Virginia 
Lamp, a white fellow law school graduate active in conservative causes. The two fell in love and married in 
1987. Virginia was a Labor Department lawyer when Thomas was nominated for the Supreme Court. 

Thomas's private regimen is as interesting a mix as his frequently contradictory public statements. He 
began lifting weights while at college and continues his bodybuilding to this day, yet he also smokes 
cigars—not, some would say, the best habit for someone in weight training. Earning $71,000 a year under 
Reagan, Thomas was chauffeured around in a limousine which, according to Time, stopped at a Catholic 
church every morning so he could pray. Yet despite his lifelong piety he was accused by Anita Hill of a 
fascination with pornography and bizarre sexual practices such as bestiality. He has long opposed 
affirmative action, but bases this distrust on a distrust of white institutions which he believes keep blacks 
begging for jobs and other economic opportunities. 

In a critical 1987 speech before the conservative Heritage Foundation, Thomas articulated his feelings 
about the perils of "entitlement" programs, job quotas, and—most notoriously—welfare. He had some 
years earlier shocked listeners by criticizing his sister for her dependency on welfare, though, according to 
Time's Jack E. White "she was not getting welfare checks when he singled her out but [was] working 
double shifts at a nursing home for slightly more than $2 an hour." But in this Heritage Foundation speech 
he articulated more specifically his concern about the "welfare mentality." Though Reagan and others on 
the right had rankled blacks and civil rights proponents with derisive references to "welfare queens," 
Thomas's criticisms may have been harder for his opponents to dismiss—or so the administration hoped. 

Embraced Vision of Black Conservatism 
The Heritage Foundation speech also outlined Thomas's plan for bringing more blacks into the ranks of 
conservatism. "I am of the view that black Americans will move inexorably and naturally toward 
conservatism when we stop discouraging them; when they are treated as a diverse group with differing 
interests; and when conservatives stand up for what they believe in rather than stand against blacks," he 
proclaimed. He went on to suggest that the "unnecessarily negative" approach of the Reagan 
administration had been more alienating than its political philosophy toward welfare and affirmative 
action. Many critics have attacked Thomas for this ardent individualism. Bruce Shapiro represented many 
of Thomas's opponents when he wrote in The Nation of Thomas's "far-reaching commitment to unravel the 
fabric of community and social responsibility." 

Perhaps the most important strand of the Heritage Foundation speech was Thomas's invocation of natural 
law. This discussion provided the most substantial evidence of his judicial philosophy, and was particularly 
worrying to civil rights advocates and many people concerned about the fundamental separation of Church 
and State. The alarm of these constituencies was magnified by Thomas's citing of Heritage trustee Lewis 
Lehrman's argument on behalf of the rights of the fetus as grounded in the Declaration of Independence 
as "a splendid example of applying natural law." In brief, natural law depends on applying a perception of 
God-given rights and rules—as, indeed, the Declaration and other founding documents of the American 
republic do, at least rhetorically—to human law. "Without such a notion of natural law," Thomas claimed in 
his speech, "the entire American political tradition, from Washington to Lincoln, from Jefferson to Martin 
Luther King, would be unintelligible." Thus against what he perceives as the abstractions and inhumanity 
of the welfare state, he promotes a philosophy that "establishes our inherent equality as a God-given 
right." Yet many critics have expressed grave reservations about the implications of such a belief. 

The Republican Party, however, which saw potential in Thomas early on, began to see him as a good 
prospect for the nation's highest court. President Bush nominated him to the federal appeals court in 
1990, and he was confirmed by the Senate in March of that year. The appeals court is a common stop on 
the route to the Supreme Court, and this was a route in which Thomas had expressed no uncertain 
interest. Bush nominated him in 1991. Still, his performance on the appeals court wasn't exactly 
impressive. "As Supreme Court nominees go," reported Margaret Carlson in a 1991 Time profile, "Thomas 
has little judicial experience. He is not a brilliant legal scholar, a weighty thinker, or even the author of 
numerous opinions." Bruce Shapiro was blunter in the Nation, calling the judge "among the more scantily 
qualified Supreme Court candidates in recent memory." 
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Supreme Court Nomination Created Controversy 
The stage was set for an ideological battle over Thomas's appointment even before Anita Hill went public 
with her accusations. The NAACP, after lengthy discussion and much internal upheaval, voted to oppose 
Thomas's confirmation. The chairman of the organization, William F. Gibson, read a statement featuring a 
seven-point argument for opposing Thomas. This statement, which was printed in its entirety in Crisis, 
reasoned that "Judge Clarence Thomas's judicial philosophy is simply inconsistent with the historical 
positions taken by the NAACP." The criticisms centered on Thomas's performance at the EEOC and what 
Gibson characterized as the judge's "reactionary philosophical approach to a number of critical issues, not 
the least of which is affirmative action." Oddly enough, the NAACP stressed the importance of looking past 
race in this instance—though it believes fervently in the importance of having African Americans on the 
Supreme Court—to focus on Thomas's record. Thus an organization traditionally affiliated with the 
"entitlement" sensibility Thomas so disliked had actually judged him on his merits. It found him wanting. 
Similarly, the Congressional Black Caucus (CBC) voted 20-1 to oppose Thomas's confirmation. The lone 
dissenter was also the CBC's only Republican. 

Jesse Jackson, perhaps the most vocal black activist in the United States, was particularly critical of 
Thomas. In These Times quoted Jackson's remarks to a Chicago meeting of his organization, Operation 
PUSH: "He is a prime beneficiary of our [civil rights activists'] work. He got public accommodations, the 
right to vote, open housing because of civil rights marches and activism; yet he stood on our shoulders 
and kicked us in the head." John B. Judis, writing for In These Times, asserted that Thomas's praise for 
Lehrman's antiabortion article "puts him on the fanatic fringes of the abortion debate and could prove 
politically embarrassing to Republicans in 1992." Judis remarked on Thomas's celebration of former 
National Security Aide Oliver North—who had lied to Congress about his involvement in the famed 
Iran/Contra scandal—and concluded a lengthy examination of Thomas's legal thinking by declaring simply 
"that Clarence Thomas is not fit to be a Supreme Court justice." 

George Bush expressed his support for Thomas largely on the basis of the judge's character. His life story, 
a real-world example of the conservative ideal, appeared in virtually every endorsement. Bush made no 
mention of Thomas's judicial temperament, nor of his decisions on the appeals court; it was clear that this 
appointment was a symbolic one. Strangely enough, Thomas's patron had chosen him because he was a 
successful black man. Whether Thomas privately considered himself a beneficiary of a White House 
"quota" remains unknown. In any case, Thomas's personal odyssey from Pin Point to the pinnacle of 
Washington, D.C., success, or some version of that odyssey, would always serve as an endorsement. Lena 
Williams's New York Times article concluded by referring to Thomas's "difficult childhood and his ability to 
succeed against the odds," an angle that the Bush administration would exploit to the utmost in its 
presentation of Thomas the judicial candidate. 

Allegations of Sexual Harassment Surfaced 
The Senate's confirmation hearings appeared to be moving along smoothly when Anita Hill's allegations 
were made public. On October 8, Hill—a professor at the University of Oklahoma Law School—held a press 
conference, in which she made public the main points of the testimony she had previously given the 
Federal Bureau of Investigation. The FBI report had been reviewed by the confirmation committee but not 
made public, and on the day of Hill's press conference the Thomas vote was scheduled to move to the 
Senate floor. A wave of protest by women's groups and other activists led the committee, headed by 
Delaware's Joseph Biden, a Democrat, to review Hill's charges. Her testimony accused Thomas of 
badgering her for dates while she worked at the EEOC, and of accosting her with stories of pornographic 
film scenes and his own sexual prowess. The accusations fit the paradigm of sexual harassment in the 
workplace: the male superior uses sexual banter and other discomfiting tactics as a means of exercising 
power over a female underling. Hill claimed that Thomas's constant harassment made it difficult for her to 
do her job, and even caused her anxiety to manifest itself in the form of physical distress. 

The televised hearings, during which Hill, Thomas, and several witnesses on both sides testified about the 
allegations, were among the most widely-viewed political events in television history. Thomas denied any 
wrongdoing, but stopped short of calling Hill a liar. Most of Thomas's political allies on the committee—
Republican senators Strom Thurmond, Arlen Specter, Alan Simpson, and Orrin Hatch—interrogated Hill 
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mercilessly, and suggested that Hill was either being cynically manipulated by liberals or was lying 
outright. Spy magazine reported that numerous young researchers had been recruited by the White House 
staff to find embarrassing or otherwise damaging disclosures about Hill and her testimony. The partisan 
battle over the confirmation became so vicious that following the vote, considerable press attention was 
devoted to the Congress's political game-playing and the painful divisions it left among various 
constituencies. 

Thomas himself remarked during the course of the televised hearings that the process had been a 
harrowing personal ordeal for him and his wife. Indeed, he claimed, he would have preferred "an 
assassin's bullet to this kind of living hell," and he would have withdrawn from consideration earlier had he 
known what lay ahead. Lewis Lapham's column in Harper's the following month attacked Thomas as a 
hypocrite: "He had the gall to present himself as a victim, a man who had been forced to endure the 
unspeakable agony of sitting comfortably in a chair for two weeks and being asked a series of facile 
questions to which he gave equally facile answers." Lapham asserted that Thomas displayed "contempt for 
the entire apparatus of the American idea—for Congress, for the press, for freedom of expression, for the 
uses of democratic government, for any rules other than his own." 

Confirmation Followed Heated Hearings 
Many blacks had supported Thomas and followed the Republicans' theory that Hill was part of a campaign 
to smear him. Many women who opposed Thomas and believed Hill vowed to defeat Thomas's backers in 
the next elections. Another ramification of the Hill-Thomas debacle was the major attention suddenly 
afforded the previously neglected question of sexual harassment; the phrase entered the mainstream 
political vocabulary almost overnight. In any event, the verdict—in the minds of the committee and in the 
press—was that both witnesses were credible and that determining the truth of what had taken place 
nearly a decade before was well nigh impossible. The president urged Congress to give Thomas the 
benefit of the doubt, arguing that he was innocent until proven guilty. Others argued that Thomas was not 
on trial for harassing Hill, and that any doubt was sufficient to disqualify him. In the end, Thomas was 
confirmed by a 52-48 margin. To those who complained about the confirmation hearings' focus on these 
"personal" matters, the New Republic replied that "The Bush administration promoted Mr. Thomas's 
nomination as a matter of character, not of professional qualifications; and it has reaped a bitter reward." 

Following the confirmation, Virginia Thomas told her story to People, recounting the tension of the 
confirmation fight and speculating that Anita Hill was in love with Clarence Thomas. She referred to the 
struggle to get Thomas confirmed as "Good versus Evil." Alisa Solomon, meanwhile, writing in the Village 
Voice, argued that Anita Hill was attacked for showing the same qualities for which Clarence Thomas was 
celebrated: her ability to argue, her aggressiveness, and her self-sufficiency. Thomas, Solomon wrote, 
"seems unable to see women as a class, and therefore unable to recognize the importance of rulings that 
affect us." 

Clarence Thomas had made it to the top, and his defiant individual style and renegade opinions had left 
him with many admirers and many detractors. The question on most observers' minds was this: Would 
Thomas be the gadfly on a conservative court, or would he fall in line with its prevailing right-leaning 
tendencies? His experience prior to his confirmation guaranteed that he would be watched just as closely 
after he donned the robes. 

Judicial Decision Brought Criticism 
During the first few years after his appointment to the Supreme Court, Thomas remained quiet and out of 
the limelight that had shone on him for most of his career. He did not ask questions during oral 
arguments, he wrote few decisions or dissension to these decisions, and most often followed the lead of 
other conservative justices such as O'Conner and Scalia. Then, starting in 1994, Thomas came into his 
own as a justice as he became the deciding vote in numerous controversial cases, many dealing with 
issues of race and free speech. One specific case that many minorities took to heart was Adarand 
Constructors Inc. vs. Pena where a white owner of a construction company sued the state of Colorado for 
unfair hiring practices due to affirmative action. Randy Pech, the plaintiff in the case, argued that the state 
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had awarded an Hispanic-owned company the job of redoing highways based purely on the fact that the 
company was Hispanic-owned and run. Pech contended that he was the victim of reverse-racism and that 
this was not the purpose of the affirmative action program. The issue was contested heavily both within 
the court as well as in the media, where many people felt that if Pech won his case that it would be the 
beginning of the deconstruction of the affirmative action program that greatly helped many minorities 
secure jobs and education. When the final decision came down, in favor of Pech by one vote, 5-4, it was 
discovered that Thomas had voted in favor of the majority. 

Another example of Thomas's controversial decision making came from the case Missouri vs. Jenkins. In 
this case, the state of Missouri was suing a district judge for forcing them to "waste" money in order to 
bring more white students into predominately black city schools that were receiving fewer funds from their 
community than suburban schools that were mainly made up of white students. Once again the case was 
heavily disputed in the court and once again the decision came out in favor of the plaintiff, with the court 
split 5-4. Many critics of the decision felt that this was a major blow to the idea that desegregation, 
whether natural or forced, would bring equality to educational institutions, but Thomas shot back with his 
own views, which were summed up later in Insight on the News magazine: "He added that a school's 
majority black status is not a constitutional violation in and of itself and wondered why there was an 
assumption that ‘anything that is predominantly black must be inferior.'" 

Both of these decisions outraged many in the African-American community, who felt that Thomas had 
turned into an "Uncle Tom," completely controlled by the conservative right who traditionally downplayed 
the needs of minorities. Yet Thomas felt that it was his job not to play favorites to any one community, 
but instead to show impartiality in his decisions and to try and follow the letter of the law. As he told Jet 
magazine, "I cannot do to White people what an elite group of Whites did to Black people, because if I do, 
I am just as bad as they are. I can't break from … law just because they did. If they were wrong in doing 
that (using law to discriminate) to us, then I am wrong in doing it to them." 

Gained Respect Along With Criticism 
Since 1994 Thomas has continued to make decisions that were not popular in the African-American 
community. However, as he remained constant in his decisions, he also gained the respect of many people 
in the field who assumed the worst of him after the Anita Hill hearings. Ronald Rotunda, a professor at the 
University of Illinois said to the Knight Ridder/Tribune News Service, "He thinks independently and it's 
unfair to think of him as a knee-jerk conservative." Many people still feel however that Thomas has 
somehow "betrayed" the needs of minorities, specifically those of the African-American community. Yet as 
Thomas told Newsweek, "It pains me more deeply than any of you can imagine, to be perceived by so 
many members of my race as doing them harm … All the sacrifices and all the long hours of preparation 
were to help not to hurt." 

One area that Thomas receives little criticism in is his family life. Although married for the second time, it 
is clear that Thomas is devoted to his wife and to fostering a healthy relationship. Even more evident is 
Thomas's love for his extended family. In 1997 he took custody of his grandnephew, Mark Martin, Jr., in 
order to give him the opportunity to succeed, something he would not have received with his parents. The 
American Lawyer explained the circumstances: "Mark Sr., Thomas's nephew, had been in prison on 
cocaine-trafficking charges. And Mark Jr.'s mother Susan was struggling with her own problems, raising 
four children, including young Mark Jr., on her own. Thomas believed that the boy would face lifelong 
trouble if he were not removed from his environment soon, and the parents agreed." According to a friend 
in the same American Laywer article, "He was paying back his own grandfather by taking care of Mark." 

An Ebony magazine article said that "Thomas's struggle against the tradition of Supreme Court Justice 
Thurgood Marshall and his exile from mainstream Black America is one of the strangest stories of our 
time." Yet many critics wondered if the controversy around his decisions would fade as time went by and 
he remained a steady advocate for more conservative justice. Yet as recently as 2002, institutions in the 
African-American community have publicly questioned his methods and protested his appointment to the 
highest court in the nation. Five professors at the University Of North Carolina School Of Law at Chapel 
Hill boycotted a visit that was to be given by Thomas to allow students to discuss and interact with the 
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justice. According to the protestors, in the New Jersey Law Journal the reason for the protest was that 
"For many people, who hold legitimate expectations for racial equality and social justice, Justice Thomas 
personifies the cruel irony of the fireboat burning and sinking … his visit adds insult to injury." Thomas, 
however, takes comments such as these in stride, for as he told Newsweek he has the "right to think for 
myself." He went on to say that he refused "to have my ideas assigned to me as though I was an 
intellectual slave because I'm black." In 2003, M2 Best Books reported that Harper Collins made a deal 
with Thomas to publish a book that would "trace his life from his upbringing through his confirmation to 
the court," in order for people to better understand why he chooses the way that he does. 

http://www.gale.com/free_resources/bhm/bio/thomas_c.htm 
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Profiles of Great African Americans 
The following pages contain biographies of famous African 
Americans.  These readings are intended for use with middle and high 
school students and advanced elementary readers. 

 

Muhammad Ali  
(1942-- ) 

Boxer, born Cassius Clay in Louisville, Kentucky. From 1956-60, Clay fought as an amateur (winning 100 
of 108 matches) before becoming the light-heavyweight gold medalist in the 1960 Olympics. Financed by 
a group of Louisville businessmen, he turned professional and by 1963 had won his first 19 fights. In 1964 
he won the world heavyweight championship with a stunning defeat of Sonny Liston. Immediately 
afterwards, Clay announced that he was a Black Muslim and had changed his name to Muhammad Ali. 

In 1967, after defending the championship nine times within two years, Ali was stripped of his title for 
refusing induction into the U.S. Army based on religious grounds. His action earned him both respect and 
anger from different quarters, but he did not box for three and one-half years until, in 1971, he lost to Joe 
Frazier. A few months later, the U.S. Supreme Court affirmed his right to object to military service on 
religious grounds and Ali regained the title in 1974 by knocking out George Foreman in Zaire, Africa. Ali 
defended his title 10 times before losing to Leon Spinks in 1978. When he defeated Spinks later that 
same year, he became the first boxer ever to regain the championship twice. 

Famous for his flamboyant manner, his boasting predictions of which round he'd defeat his opponent, and 
his doggerel verse ("float like a butterfly, sting like a bee"), he was also recognized as one of the all-time 
great boxers with his quick jab and footwork. He compiled a career record of 56 wins, 5 losses, and 37 
knockouts, before retiring in 1981. During the 1960s and 1970s he was arguably the best-known 
individual in the entire world due not only to his controversial career but also to his travels and deliberate 
reaching out to the Third World. 

In the 1980s it was revealed that Ali was suffering from a form of Parkinson's disease. He made 
occasional appearances to the acclaim of an admiring public, including the lighting of the flaming cauldron 
to signal the beginning of the 1996 Summer Olympics in Atlanta. 
 

Louis (Daniel) Armstrong  

(known as "Satchmo", "Pops") 
(1904--71) 

Armstrong, Louis (Daniel) (known as "Satchmo", "Pops") (1901 - 1971) Jazz musician, born on August 4, 
1901 in New Orleans, Louisiana. Raised by his mother in extreme poverty, Armstrong served a term for 
delinquency at the Coloured Waifs Home at age 12, where he learned to play the cornet. By 1919, he 
was playing with Kid Ory's band in New Orleans, and also with Fate Marable on Mississippi riverboats. In 
1922, he joined his mentor Joe "King" Oliver and his trailblazing Creole Jazz Band in Chicago.  
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In 1924 Armstrong married pianist Lillian Hardin and went to New York to join Fletcher Henderson's 
orchestra. With this ensemble he established himself as a brilliant soloist whose virtuosity and rhythmic 
dynamism set new standards for instrumental jazz performance. His reputation increased through a 
series of recordings made in Chicago between 1925 and 1928 with groups of New Orleans musicians 
variously titled Louis Armstrong's Hot Five or Hot Seven. On such records as Struttin' with Some 
Barbecue, Potato Head Blues (both 1927), and West End Blues (1928), the young Armstrong displayed 
the hallmarks of a fully formed trumpet style and a mature musical conception; his purity of tone, dazzling 
speed, daring breaks, rhythmic drive, and startling imagination were unprecedented and, to some extent, 
remain unequaled. 

In 1930, his recording of the pop song "Ain't Misbehavin'" became his first show business hit, and for the 
next 17 years he appeared as a star soloist with various big bands in an increasingly commercial context. 

In 1947, he formed his All Stars, a Dixieland-style sextet with which he maintained a constant 
international touring schedule until his death. He even managed to unseat the Beatles from the top of the 
charts with his rendition of "Hello Dolly!" in 1964, making him the oldest musician in Billboard history to 
have a No. 1 song. He appeared in over 50 films as a musician and entertainer, including New Orleans 
(1947), Paris Blues (1961), and Hello, Dolly! (1969). 

Gradually Armstrong--known to many by his nickname "Satchmo"--developed his stage persona as a 
genial performer of popular songs ("Mack the Knife," "Hello, Dolly!") and New Orleans standards. This 
image eclipsed his earlier radical innovations in jazz. But Armstrong himself may not have seen a great 
dividing line in his career nor perceived a conflict between the roles of artist and entertainer. Coming from 
a city whose musicians traditionally valued direct emotional expression more than innovation for its own 
sake, and from a generation of jazz musicians who functioned, by and large, as popular entertainers, 
Armstrong carved out a career typical for his place and time. The extraordinary aspects came from the 
profound impact he made on other musicians, the joy he brought to listeners the world over, and the 
sincerity, dignity, and love of life he conveyed in all his performances. 

Armstrong died at age 70 on July 6, 1971. 
 

Josephine Baker  

b. Freda Josephine McDonald 
(1906--75) 

Performer and civil rights activist. Born and raised in poverty in the black ghetto of St. Louis, Missouri, 
Baker left home at 13 to tour on the southern vaudeville circuit. By 15 she had joined the company of 
Shuffle Along, a musical comedy by Noble Sissle and Eubie Blake, which was the most successful black 
theatrical enterprise of the 1920s. She played the comic chorus girl, the one at the end of the line too 
dumb to remember the words and too uncoordinated to keep up with the others, with great skill. When 
Shuffle Along closed, Baker appeared in Sissle and Blake's next Broadway production, Chocolate 
Dandies. She was noted in New York as a comedienne, often wearing blackface makeup in the minstrel 
show tradition. 

This seemed likely to be her destiny, but in 1925, she joined the cast of La revue nègre in Paris. Baker 
danced bare-breasted and became an immediate star. Next, at the Folies Bergère, she danced the 
Charleston and the shimmy in skimpy outfits, including a skirt of bananas that became her signature 
costume. Repeatedly cast as the local girl with whom the French colonist falls in love, she seemed the 
perfect object for colonialist fantasies, sexy yet good-natured. Although she was introducing American 
jazz dancing to Europe, many saw her not as an American but as a representative of French colonial 
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Africa--so much so that she was made queen of France's Colonial Exposition of 1931 until it was pointed 
out to the organizers that America was not a French colony. 

Gradually, Baker transformed herself into a glamorous European star. Her act, comparable to that of 
other French music hall performers, did not present her as stereotypically black. But when she tried to 
project this persona in New York's Ziegfeld Follies in 1935, she was a flop--America was not ready for a 
glamorous black star. She returned to France and became a citizen when she married a Frenchman in 
1937. 

During World War II, Baker worked for Charles de Gaulle's Free French, providing cover for a military 
intelligence officer and later serving as a spokesperson for the cause in North Africa. For her work, she 
was awarded the Croix de Guerre and the Medal of the Resistance. 

In her later years, she developed into a masterful nightclub performer, singing as well as dancing. 
Increasingly, she used her celebrity as a platform for civil rights activities in the United States. On a 1951 
American tour she insisted on a nondiscrimination clause in her contracts, effectively integrating 
nightclubs across the country. Through a much-publicized incident at New York's Stork Club, she focused 
attention on discrimination against blacks in restaurants and nightclubs. And by taking up the cause of 
Willie McGee, a black man sentenced to death for raping a white woman, she helped increase the 
public's awareness of race-based inequalities of punishment. 

Baker adopted 12 children of different races and nationalities, seeking thereby to demonstrate the 
possibility of interracial harmony. She made the children the centerpiece of a large entertainment complex 
built around her country home in the Dordogne, though in the process, she went bankrupt. 

Baker was the first black woman to achieve international stardom. Her success in Europe was a source of 
joy and inspiration to many African Americans, and her example encouraged some to look to France for 
life beyond the color bar. When Baker, who continued to perform all her life, died at age 69, she was 
given a state funeral as a war hero. 
 
 

Ralph Bunche  

(1904--71) 

Scholar, statesman, and United Nations Under-Secretary-General. Bunche was the first black person to 
win the Nobel Peace Prize, awarded in 1950. Born in Detroit, Michigan, Bunche and his sister were 
orphaned in 1915 and reared by their grandmother in Los Angeles. A brilliant, industrious student, 
Bunche graduated from Jefferson High School in 1922 as class valedictorian but was barred from the 
honor society because of his race. 

In 1927, Bunche graduated from the University of California at Los Angeles, where he had excelled both 
in and outside the classroom. He wrote for the school newspaper, won oratorical contests, was sports 
editor of the yearbook, played guard for three years on the basketball team, and became Phi Beta Kappa. 
He then entered Harvard University, where in 1934 he became the first African American to earn a Ph.D. 
in government and international relations. While completing his doctoral studies, Bunche joined the 
faculty at Howard University, where he established and chaired the political science department and 
served as special assistant to Howard's president. He organized the Joint Committee on National 
Recovery to lobby Congress for black participation in New Deal programs and to fight against racial 
discrimination in New Deal agencies. He also helped form the National Negro Congress in an effort to 
arouse blacks to work for social and economic progress and to unite black and white workers. 
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For Bunche, the so-called Negro problem in America was rooted more in economic and class conflict than 
in racial antagonism. He was one of Gunnar Myrdal's six staff members for the study of race relations that 
resulted in the monumental two-volume An American Dilemma in 1944. Bunche wrote extensive 
memoranda on black politics, organizations, leadership, and ideology for the study. 

After the United States entered World War II, Bunche took a leave of absence from Howard and joined 
the Office of Strategic Services as senior social scientist for research on Africa and other colonial areas. 
Given his doctoral research on colonial administration, he was the foremost American authority on 
colonialism in Africa. In 1944, he moved to the State Department, where he supplied advice on 
dependent territories for U.S. representatives to the Dumbarton Oaks Conference and the meetings that 
established the United Nations. Bunche helped draft the trusteeship provisions of the U.N. Charter and 
assisted in organizing the Division of Trusteeship at the United Nations, becoming its director in 1947. 
That same year, he became secretary to the U.N. Special Committee on Palestine and acting mediator in 
1948 after the assassination of the first mediator, Count Folke Bernadotte of Sweden. Bunche earned 
high praise from all quarters for his deft handling of the armistice negotiations that ended the Arab-Israeli 
conflict in 1949 and won him his Nobel Peace Prize. He became the U.N. under secretary general in 1955 
and directed U.N. peacekeeping missions in the Suez in 1956, in the Congo in 1960, and in Cyprus in 
1964. 

An indefatigable advocate of human rights at home and peace abroad, Bunche was given the NAACP's 
Spingarn Medal, its highest honor, in 1949. He served on the NAACP's board of directors for 22 years. In 
1937, he walked his first picket line for civil rights in Washington, DC; he later participated in the 1963 
March on Washington and in the 1965 Selma to Montgomery march for voting rights. In 1953, the 
American Political Science Association elected him president in recognition of his scholarship and 
mediation of international conflict, and, in 1963, President John F. Kennedy bestowed upon him the 
nation's highest civilian award, the Medal of Freedom. 
 
 

George Washington Carver 

(c. 1861--1943) 

Black educator and agricultural researcher. Carver was one of the best-known African Americans of his 
era. He was born in the Missouri town of Diamond. His mother and older brother were the only slaves of 
Moses and Susan Carver, successful, small-scale farmers. His mother disappeared, presumed kidnapped 
by slave raiders, while George was an infant. He became both free and orphaned at about the same time. 

The childless Carvers raised him and his brother as their own children. Being a sickly child, George was 
not required to do hard labor but helped around the house. Very early his intellect and knowledge of 
nature awed those around him, but he was not allowed to attend the neighborhood school because of his 
color. Thus, at a young age, he began a series of moves through the Midwest, seeking further education. 
He supported himself cooking, doing laundry, and homesteading before finally enrolling at Simpson 
College in Indianola, Iowa, in 1890. 

At Simpson Carver majored in art, but a teacher convinced him to transfer to Iowa State College to study 
agriculture. By the time he completed a master's degree in agriculture in 1896, Carver had impressed the 
faculty as an extremely talented student in horticulture and mycology as well as a gifted teacher of 
freshman biology. Had he been white, he probably would have stayed at Iowa and concentrated on 
research in one of those fields. Instead he accepted an offer from Booker T. Washington to head the 
agricultural department at the all-black-staffed Tuskegee Institute in Alabama. 
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For nearly 20 years (1896-1915) Carver labored in the shadow of Washington. He taught classes and 
operated the only all-black agricultural experiment station, but he proved inept at administration, 
provoking frequent clashes with the principal. He was engaged, however, in some of his most significant 
work--seeking solutions to the burden of debt and poverty that enmeshed landless black farmers. 
Carver's research and innovative educational extension programs were aimed at inducing farmers to 
utilize available resources to replace expensive commodities. He published bulletins and gave 
demonstrations on such topics as using native clays for paints, increasing soil fertility without commercial 
fertilizers, and growing alternative crops along with the ubiquitous cotton. To enhance the attractiveness 
of such crops as cow peas, sweet potatoes, and peanuts, Carver developed a variety of uses for each. 
Peanuts especially appealed to him as an inexpensive source of protein that did not deplete the soil as 
much as cotton did. 

Carver's work with peanuts drew the attention of the National Association of Peanut Growers, which 
invited him to testify at congressional tariff hearings in 1921. That testimony as well as several honors 
brought national publicity to the "Peanut Man." A wide variety of groups adopted the professor as a 
symbol of their causes, including religious groups, New South boosters, segregationists, and those 
working to improve race relations. Some white publicists exploited Carver's humble demeanor and 
apolitical posture to provide a "safe" symbol of black advancement; many, however, seem to have been 
genuinely captivated by his compelling personality. Carver's fame increased and led to numerous 
speaking engagements, taking him away from campus frequently. 

 

Nat King Cole 

(1919-1965)  

Musician. Born Nathaniel Adams Coles on March 17, 1919, in Birmingham, Alabama, to Reverend 
Edward James Coles Sr. and Perlina Adams Coles. When Nat was four, the family moved from 
Montgomery to Chicago, where his father ministered the True Light Baptist Church and his mother 
directed the choir, training all of her children in music. Nat naturally took to the piano and could play 
anything from Bach to Rachmaninoff by the time he was a teenager. He manned the organ regularly in 
his father's church and, while a student at Phillip's High School, organized a jazz band that played local 
gigs for $1.50 a night. He also kept the rhythm in a sextet, Eddie Cole's Solid Swingers--organized by his 
brother Eddie, a bass violinist--which made its recording debut in 1936.  

Later that year, Cole joined a revival of the Shuffle Along revue, touring with the company as a pianist 
until the show closed, leaving Cole and his new wife, dancer Nadine Robinson, stranded in California. Nat 
quickly found jobs as a piano soloist and by the time he was 20, his jazz music was known all over the 
small nightclubs of Los Angeles. In 1937, he debuted his soon-to-be-famous breathy singing style at the 
Swanee Inn when a drunken customer begged him to sing "Sweet Lorraine." At another club, owner Bob 
Lewis urged Cole to wear a gold paper crown while performing with his newly formed trio, dubbing him 
Nat "King Cole." After making a recording of "Sweet Lorraine," the "King Cole" Trio began to attract jazz 
enthusiasts from all over and was soon scoring gigs at the hottest venues in town. They toured the county 
in 1941 and, upon their return to Los Angeles, hired manager Carlos Gastel and disc jockey Al Jarvis to 
start recording for the Capitol Records Company. The trio's first national hit, one of the biggest hits of 
1943-1944, was "Straighten Up and Fly Right," featuring solo singing by Cole.  

In the 1940s, the King Cole Trio was in high demand, ruling the airwaves with hits like "Get Your Kicks on 
Route 66," "The Christmas Song," and a sensational recording of "Nature Boy," written by Eden Ahbez. 
The group also commanded steep rates for motion picture appearances, receiving over $13,000 for a 
couple days of work. At their peak, they substituted for Bing Crosby at the Kraft Music Hall radio show 
and appeared in jazz concerts at Carnegie Hall. Cole's 1949 recording of "Mona Lisa" crossed over into 
the pop charts and sold over three million copies, making him the most successful African-American 
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recording artist of his time. Later that year, Cole added a bongo drummer to his "trio" and embarked on 
his first European tour. By this time, the internationally renowned Cole had sold over 50 million records at 
home and abroad and Capitol Records had become known as "The house that Nat built."  

Despite worldwide success, Cole battled with racial discrimination his entire life. He had to fight archaic 
legislature to retain his home when fellow residents of his fashionable, primarily white Los Angeles suburb 
tried to force his family out in 1948. In 1956, while performing a concert in Birmingham, Alabama, Cole 
sustained back injuries after six men attacked him for no apparent reason. In the late 1950s, after 
appearing in several films, he hosted a 15-minute variety show for NBC. The show was quite successful, 
but when studio executives failed to find a sponsor for their "black merchandise," they promptly cancelled 
it.  

Although Cole's commercial success as a pop artist was phenomenal, it unfortunately came with the 
sacrifice of his exemplary and extremely influential talents as a jazz pianist. Before he turned full-time to 
singing, he had already influenced the likes of Oscar Peterson, Ahmad Jamal, and Ray Charles with his 
intricate and innovative piano style and piano/guitar/bass lineup. Cole's 1956 album After Midnight proved 
that he could still play stimulating jazz, but it failed to influence mainstream listeners, many of whom were 
not even aware that he played the piano. Although his place among jazz greats remains uncontested, 
many music aficionados consider his career a victory of commercialism over art.  

In 1953, after collapsing during a jazz concert at Carnegie Hall, Cole underwent a serious operation for 
stomach ulcers. An avid smoker, Cole succumbed to lung cancer on February 15, 1965, at the age of 47. 

 

Frederick Douglass  
 
b. Frederick Augustus Washington Bailey 
(1817--95)  

Abolitionist, writer, and orator. Born Frederick Augustus Washington Bailey on Maryland's Eastern Shore 
in 1818, he was the son of a slave woman and, probably, her white master. Upon his escape from slavery 
at age 20, he adopted the name of the hero of Sir Walter Scott's The Lady of the Lake. Douglass 
immortalized his years as a slave in Narrative of the Life of Frederick Douglass, an American Slave 
(1845). This and two subsequent autobiographies, My Bondage and My Freedom (1855) and The Life 
and Times of Frederick Douglass (1881), mark his greatest contributions to American culture. Written as 
antislavery propaganda and personal revelation, they are regarded as the finest examples of the slave 
narrative tradition and as classics of American autobiography. 

Douglass's life as a reformer ranged from his abolitionist activities in the early 1840s to his attacks on Jim 
Crow and lynching in the 1890s. For 16 years he edited an influential black newspaper and achieved 
international fame as an orator and writer of great persuasive power. In thousands of speeches and 
editorials he levied an irresistible indictment against slavery and racism, provided an indomitable voice of 
hope for his people, embraced antislavery politics, and preached his own brand of American ideals. In the 
1850s he broke with the strictly moralist brand of abolitionism led by William Lloyd Garrison; he supported 
the early women's rights movement; and he gave direct assistance to John Brown's conspiracy that led to 
the raid on Harpers Ferry in 1859. 

Rhetorically, Douglass was a master of irony, as illustrated by his famous Fourth of July speech in 1852: 
"This Fourth of July is yours, not mine. You may rejoice, I must mourn," he declared. Then he accused his 
unsuspecting audience in Rochester, New York, of mockery for inviting him to speak and quoted Psalm 
137, where the children of Israel are forced to sit down "by the rivers of Babylon," there to "sing the Lord's 
song in a strange land." For the ways that race have caused the deepest contradictions in American 
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history, few better sources of insight exist than Douglass's speeches. Moreover, for understanding 
prejudice, there are few better starting points than his timeless definition of racism as a "diseased 
imagination." 

Douglass welcomed the Civil War in 1861 as a moral crusade against slavery. During the war he labored 
as a propagandist of the Union cause and emancipation, a recruiter of black troops, and, on two 
occasions, an adviser to President Abraham Lincoln. He viewed the Union victory as an apocalyptic 
rebirth of America as a nation rooted in a rewritten Constitution and the ideal of racial equality. Some of 
his hopes were dashed during Reconstruction and the Gilded Age, but he continued to travel widely and 
lecture on racial issues, national politics, and women's rights. In the 1870s Douglass moved to 
Washington, D.C., where he edited a newspaper and became president of the ill-fated Freedman's Bank. 
As a stalwart Republican, Douglass was appointed marshal (1877-1881) and recorder of deeds (1881-
1886) for the District of Columbia, and charg&233; d'affaires for Santo Domingo and minister to Haiti 
(1889-1891). 

Brilliant, heroic, and complex, Douglass became a symbol of his age and a unique voice for humanism 
and social justice. His life and thought will always speak profoundly to the meaning of being black in 
America, as well as the human calling to resist oppression. Douglass died in 1895 after years of trying to 
preserve a black abolitionist's meaning and memory of the great events he had witnessed and helped to 
shape. 

 

W. E. B. Du Bois  

b. William Edward Burghardt Du Bois 
(1868--1963) 

b. William Edward Burghardt Du Bois 
(1868--1963) 

Historian, sociologist, writer, and civil rights activist. Du Bois was the foremost African-American 
intellectual of the twentieth century. Born in Great Barrington, Massachusetts, Du Bois knew little of his 
father, who died shortly after his birth, but he was socialized into an extended family network that left a 
strong impression on his personality and was reflected in his subsequent work. Educated at Fisk 
University (1885-1888), Harvard University (1888-1896), and the University of Berlin (1892-1894), Du 
Bois studied with some of the most important social thinkers of his time and then embarked upon a 
seventy-year career that combined scholarship and teaching with lifelong activism in liberation struggles. 

Interspersed with his teaching career at both Wilberforce and Atlanta University were two stints as a 
publicist for the National Association for the Advancement of Colored People (NAACP), of which he was a 
founding officer and for whom he edited the monthly magazine, The Crisis. He resigned from the NAACP 
in June 1934 in a dispute over organizational policy and direction. He believed the depression dictated a 
shift from the organization's stress on legal rights and integration to an emphasis on black economic 
advancement, even if this meant temporarily "accepting" segregation. But after teaching at Atlanta 
University, he returned in 1944 as head of a research effort aimed at collecting and disseminating data on 
Africans and their diaspora and putting issues affecting them before the world community. Renewed 
disputes with the NAACP caused him to be dismissed in 1948. 

During the 1950s Du Bois was drawn into leftist causes, including chairing the Peace Information Center. 
The center's refusal to comply with the Foreign Agents Registration Act led to his indictment with four 
others by a federal grand jury in 1951. All five were acquitted after a highly publicized trial, but the taint of 
alleged communist association caused him to be shunned by colleagues and harassed by federal 
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agencies (including eventual revocation of his passport) throughout the 1950s. In 1961, Du Bois settled in 
Ghana and began work on the Encyclopedia Africana, a compendium of information on Africans and 
peoples of African descent throughout the world. Shortly thereafter he joined the American Communist 
party and became a citizen of Ghana, where he died in 1963. 

During Du Bois's prolific career he published 19 books, edited four magazines, co-edited a magazine for 
children, and produced scores of articles and speeches. Perhaps his most outstanding work was Souls of 
Black Folk (1903), a poignant collection of essays in which he defined some of the key themes of the 
African-American experience and the dominant motifs of his own work. 

He clashed on occasion with other black leaders over appropriate strategies for black advancement, 
notably Booker T. Washington (whose strategy of accommodation and emphasis on industrial education 
for blacks he rejected) and Marcus Garvey (whom he considered a demagogue, although they shared a 
commitment to Pan-Africanism and the liberation of Africa). Du Bois's own approach was an eclectic mix 
of scientific social analysis, which led him eventually to Marxism, and a romantic evocation of the poetry 
of black folk culture, which is reflected in his nationalist sympathies and Pan-Africanist organizational 
efforts. Above all, Du Bois sought to place African-American experience in its historical world context. Out 
of this mix evolved his dual projects of building an African socialism and publishing a unifying work of 
scholarship on the African diaspora. 

 

Duke Ellington  

b. Edward Kennedy Ellington 
(1899--1974) 

Composer, bandleader, and pianist. Born Edward Kennedy Ellington in Washington, D.C., Ellington 
developed his keyboard skills by listening to local black ragtime pianists; he composed his first piece, 
"Soda Fountain Rag," around 1915. A successful professional musician by the early 1920s, he left 
Washington in the spring of 1923 for New York, which was his home base for the rest of his life. Between 
December 1927 and 1931 his orchestra held forth at Harlem's Cotton Club, where regular radio 
broadcasts, together with an active recording schedule, helped him establish a nationwide reputation.  

In such compositions as "Black and Tan Fantasy" (1927), "Mood Indigo" (1930), "Solitude" (1934), and 
"Echoes of Harlem" (1935), Ellington emerged as a distinctive composer for his ensemble, employing the 
rhythms, harmonies, and tone colors of jazz to create pieces that vividly captured aspects of the African-
American experience. At the same time, he sought to broaden jazz's expressive range and formal 
boundaries in such extended works as Reminiscing in Tempo (1935), Black, Brown, and Beige (1943), 
and Harlem (1951).  

An essential feature of Ellington's composing method was to write with specific instrumentalists in mind, 
often drawing them into the creative process by building entire pieces out of their musical ideas. This 
practice began in the 1920s, with Ellington drawing inspiration from such players as saxophonists Johnny 
Hodges and Otto Hardwick, trumpeters Bubber Miley and Cootie Williams, and trombonist Joseph 
Nanton. Another important contributor to the Ellington orchestra's sonic identity was the composer and 
arranger Billy Strayhorn, who worked closely with Ellington from 1939 until his death in 1967. Strayhorn 
was responsible for the band's famous theme, "Take the A Train" (1941), and in later years collaborated 
with Ellington on such projects as Such Sweet Thunder (1957) and the Far East Suite (1966).  

During the 1930s Ellington began the pattern of regular touring--including trips to Europe in 1933 and 
1939--that he maintained throughout his career. His orchestra performed in concert halls, nightclubs, and 
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theaters, with Ellington appearing before the public as a composer and songwriter, entertainer, 
bandleader, and, eventually, global ambassador of American music.  

Although many saw Ellington primarily as an exponent of big-band jazz, his compositional achievements, 
prolific output (estimated at over 1,500 works), and expressive range set him apart from others in the 
field. He wrote scores for musicals, films, television, and ballet and in the 1960s produced a series of 
sacred concerts combining his orchestra, choirs, vocalists, and dancers. Ellington was successful, as few 
others have been, in reconciling the practical function of a popular entertainer with the artistic aspirations 
of a serious composer. His rich legacy consists of hundreds of recordings, his many pieces that have 
entered the standard repertory, and his musical materials now preserved in the Duke Ellington Collection 
at the Smithsonian Institution. 

 

Alex Haley  
(1921--92) 

Journalist, writer. Alexander Murray Palmer Haley was born in Ithaca, New York, on August 11, 1921. He 
grew up in Henning, Tennessee, and graduated from high school at age 15. Haley studied at State 
Teachers College in Elizabeth City, North Carolina, for two years, and joined the Coast Guard in 1939. He 
started out as a mess attendant, Third Class, and in 1952 became the first to hold the title of Coast Guard 
Journalist. Haley's friends quickly discovered his writing talent and began requesting his help when writing 
their own love letters. Haley also used his talents to recount the old tales of sea captains, which turned 
into his first published story. In the 1950s, Haley served as a public relations liaison, turning run-of-the-
mill Coast Guard news into exciting, media-friendly narratives. 

After 20 years of service, Chief Journalist Haley retired from the Coast Guard in 1959 to pursue his career 
as a journalist full-time. He wrote stories for Playboy and Reader's Digest, but his career exploded in 
1965 with the publication of The Autobiography of Malcolm X. Haley had interviewed the minister of the 
Nation of Islam for Playboy, and these conversations expanded into the acclaimed autobiography. 
Malcolm X died shortly before the collaborative effort went to press. 

In 1965, Haley resolved to trace the genealogy of his mother's family. He had grown up listening to his 
grandmother's stories about "Kin-tay," an African ancestor who was enslaved and shipped to America. 
Haley embarked on a safari to Juffure, a village in Gambia, to learn more. A local historian was able to tell 
Haley about his great-great-great-great-grandfather, Kunta Kinte, who was brought to America via slave-
ship in 1767. 

Roots, Haley's account of his family's history, was published in 1976, after 12 years of research and 
creative reconstruction. Roots has been translated into 37 languages and has sold six million copies in 
hardcover and millions more in paperback. One year after publication, ABC broadcast the miniseries 
Roots: The Saga of an American Family, which was watched by an estimated 130 million viewers and for 
which Haley received the Pulitzer Prize and the Spingarn Medal in 1977. 

The cultural implications of Roots are widespread; Haley is credited with awakening an interest in 
genealogy, especially among African-American families. Haley and his brothers created the Kinte 
Foundation to encourage the preservation of African-American genealogical records. Roots broke the 
boundaries between truth and myth, individual family and collective culture. Haley's other works include A 
Different Kind of Christmas (1988), Queen (1993), and the television series Palmerstown, USA (1980). 
Haley died on February 10, 1992. 
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Billie Holiday  
(1915--59) 

Jazz musician. Born Eleanora Fagan on April 7, 1915, in Baltimore, Maryland. Her father, Clarence 
Holiday - a guitarist who played with Fletcher Henderson's big band, never married her mother, Sadie 
Fagan, and eventually abandoned the family. Holiday grew up amidst wrenching poverty, neglect, and 
loneliness, and began working at the age of six; hearing, for the first time, the sweet sounds of Louis 
Armstrong and Bessie Smith while scrubbing the floors of a local brothel. At the age of ten, she was 
raped by a neighbor, and then sent to a home for "wayward girls." She was jailed for prostitution at the 
age of 14. 

By 1928, Holiday was living in Harlem, New York City, and had begun to look for work in local nightclubs, 
aspiring to be a dancer or a singer. She secured a job singing at Jerry Preston's Log Cabin and soon 
found she could bring customers to tears with her melancholy singing style; she used her voice like an 
instrument, singing behind the beat in a feathery voice full of woe and longing. Consistently unreliable as 
she was appealing, Holiday could not keep a job and moved from one nightclub to another, gaining 
experience and exposure. In 1932, jazz producer John Hammond heard Holiday and arranged for her to 
record a few titles with Benny Goodman's orchestra; from then on she recorded regularly for Columbia 
and eventually worked in a pickup band led by Teddy Wilson. Her voice and style continued to develop 
and flourish in the 1930s, and by 1937 she was making some of the finest recordings of her career with 
Buck Clayton and Lester Young, who gave her the name "Lady Day." Together, the group turned second-
rate love songs into jazz classics. 

That same year, Holiday toured with Count Basie's Orchestra, from which only a few precious recordings 
remain. She then fronted the all-white Artie Shaw's Orchestra and experienced so much racial 
discrimination on the road that she eventually abandoned the tour and returned to New York. She began 
to perform regularly at Caf&233' Society, the interracial Greenwich Village haven for liberal intellectuals, 
music aficionados, and the political left. Around this time, Holiday recorded "Strange Fruit," a biting, anti-
racist song depicting a lynching, which she always performed with a driving, understated intensity. 
Unfortunately, as Holiday's following steadily increased, she slowly began to succumb to sadness and 
self-destructive behavior. By the early 1940s, she had embarked on a turbulent and abusive marriage to 
James Monroe, who introduced her to heroin and opium. 

From 1944 to 1950, Holiday recorded with Decca and her singing further evolved; the way her 
increasingly limited range and delicately wavering voice rendered the phrases of her finely wrought songs 
lent them even more emotional weight and became her trademark style. During this period, she recorded 
"God Bless the Child," "Don't Explain," "Them There Eyes," and her biggest hit, "Lover Man." In the 
meantime, Holiday's personal life grew stormier and the repercussions of her drug-abuse more 
devastating. She spent the majority of 1947 in prison for heroin possession and lost her cabaret license. 
Upon her release, she could no longer sing at the popular clubs in New York City. However, she 
continued to grow in popularity because of the scandal and her seemingly glamorous, notorious 
reputation. 

By the 1950s, Holiday's voice had deteriorated tremendously due to years of abuse and she continued 
even faster down her destructive path of drugs, abusive relationships, and alcohol. In 1952, she began 
recording for Verve, but the once charming voice on the verge of breaking had now broken. Her 1958 
album, Lady in Satin, revealed a tired Holiday, with a voice that barely croaked its lines, although the 
timing and phrasing were as intelligent as ever, if only not as inspired. In 1959, Holiday collapsed and 
was hospitalized; while on her deathbed, she was arrested once again for possession of narcotics. She 
died on July 17, 1959, of cirrhosis of the liver at the age of 44. 

Although many still regard Holiday as a genius victim of horrible circumstances, recent research reveals a 
woman very much in control of her musical artistry, and very much aware of what she was doing and why. 
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Will Friedwald describes Holiday in a music review as, "the woman who taught the world that the 
interaction and feeling of jazz musicians was the ultimate key to interpreting the American song lyric." 

 

Langston Hughes  

(1902--67) 

African-American poet, playwright, novelist, and journalist. Because his father emigrated to Mexico and 
his mother was often away, Hughes was reared in Lawrence, Kansas, by his grandmother Mary 
Langston. Mary's first husband had died at Harpers Ferry fighting under John Brown and her second 
husband (Hughes's grandfather) had also been a fierce abolitionist. She helped inspire in Hughes a 
devotion to the cause of social justice. 

A lonely child, Hughes turned to reading and writing, publishing his first poems while in high school in 
Cleveland, Ohio. In 1921, after a failed reunion with his father, he entered Columbia University, but left 
after an unhappy year. Even as he worked as a delivery man, a messmate on ships to Africa and Europe, 
a busboy, and a dishwasher, his verse appeared regularly in such magazines as The Crisis (NAACP) and 
Opportunity (National Urban League). As a poet, Hughes was a pioneer in the fusion of traditional verse 
with black artistic forms, especially blues and jazz. 

Hughes was a leader in the Harlem Renaissance of the twenties and thirties, publishing two verse 
collections, The Weary Blues (1926) and Fine Clothes to the Jew (1927), as well as a novel Not Without 
Laughter (1930) and an embittered short-story collection The Ways of White Folks (1934). Mainly 
because of the depression and disillusionment with a wealthy patron, Hughes became a socialist in the 
1930s. He never joined the Communist party, but he published radical verse and essays in magazines 
like New Masses and International Literature and spent a year (1932-1933) in the Soviet Union. Several 
of his plays also appeared in this decade, the most successful, Mulatto, a tragedy about miscegenation, 
reaching Broadway in 1935. 

Around 1939, Hughes moved away from the political Left, as the apolitical tone of his autobiography The 
Big Sea (1940) suggests. During the war he supported the Allies with patriotic songs and sketches and 
published a verse collection, Shakespeare in Harlem (1942). He vigorously attacked segregation, 
especially in his column in the black weekly Chicago Defender, where he created a comic but incisive 
black urban Everyman, Jesse B. Semple, or "Simple." Simple's popularity over 20 years resulted in five 
published collections. 

In 1947, as lyricist with Kurt Weill and Elmer Rice on the Broadway opera Street Scene, Hughes achieved 
a major critical success. After buying a house in Harlem, he lived there the rest of his life, although, as his 
book-length poem Montage of a Dream Deferred (1951) revealed, he feared for the future of urban 
blacks. His output became prodigious and included another book of verse, almost a dozen children's 
books, several opera libretti, four books translated from French and Spanish, two collections of stories, 
another novel, a history of the NAACP and another volume of autobiography, I Wonder As I Wander 
(1956). He also continued his work in the theater, pioneering in the gospel musical play. 

By the time of his death, Hughes was widely recognized as the most representative of African-American 
writers and perhaps the most original of black poets. What set him apart was the deliberate saturation of 
his work in the primary expressive forms of black mass culture as well as in the typical life experiences of 
the mass of African Americans, whom he viewed with near-total love and devotion. Despite his humane 
interest in other cultures and peoples, he saw blacks as his primary audience. As a result, his vast body 
of work, uneven in quality as it is, nevertheless rings with almost unrivaled authority and authenticity as 
an inspired portrait of black American culture and consciousness. 

52



 

Martin Luther King, Jr.  
b. Michael L. King 
(1929--68)  

Civil rights leader, one of the world's best-known advocates of nonviolent social change. King was born in 
Atlanta, Georgia. As a student at Morehouse College in Atlanta, at Crozer Theological Seminary in 
Pennsylvania, and at Boston University, he deepened his understanding of theological scholarship and of 
Mahatma Gandhi's nonviolent strategy for social change. He became pastor of Dexter Avenue Baptist 
Church in Montgomery, Alabama, in 1954 and received a Ph.D. in theology in 1955. 

In December 1955, after Montgomery civil rights activist Rosa Parks refused to obey the city's policy 
mandating segregation on buses, black residents launched a bus boycott and elected King as president 
of the newly formed Montgomery Improvement Association, gaining him national prominence for his 
exceptional oratorical skills and personal courage. His house was bombed, and he and other boycott 
leaders were convicted on charges of conspiring to interfere with the bus company's operations. But, in 
December 1956, Montgomery's buses were desegregated when the Supreme Court declared Alabama's 
segregation laws unconstitutional. 

In 1957, seeking to build upon the success in Montgomery, King and other black ministers founded the 
Southern Christian Leadership Conference (SCLC). As president, King emphasized the goal of black 
voting rights when he spoke at the Lincoln Memorial during the 1957 Prayer Pilgrimage for Freedom. He 
traveled to West Africa to attend the independence celebration of Ghana and toured India, increasing his 
understanding of Gandhi's ideas. At the end of 1959, he resigned from Dexter and returned to Atlanta 
where the SCLC headquarters were located. 

Although increasingly portrayed as the preeminent black spokesman, King did not mobilize mass protest 
activity during SCLC's first few years. Then southern black college students launched a wave of sit-in 
protests in 1960. Although King sympathized with their movement and spoke at the founding meeting of 
the Student Non-Violent Coordinating Committee SNCC in April 1960, he soon became the target of 
criticisms from SNCC activists. Even King's joining a student sit-in and his subsequent arrest in October 
1960 did not allay the tensions. (After the arrest, presidential candidate John F. Kennedy's sympathetic 
telephone call to King's wife, Coretta Scott King, helped attract crucial black support for Kennedy's 
campaign.) 

King and his staff then initiated a major campaign in Birmingham, Alabama, where white police officials 
were notorious for their anti-black attitudes. In 1963, clashes between unarmed black demonstrators and 
police with attack dogs and fire hoses generated newspaper headlines throughout the world. Subsequent 
mass demonstrations in many communities culminated in a march on August 28, 1963, attracting more 
than 250,000 protesters to Washington, D.C. Addressing the marchers from the steps of the Lincoln 
Memorial, King delivered his famous "I Have a Dream" oration. 

During the year following the march, King's renown as a nonviolent leader grew, and, in 1964, he 
received the Nobel Peace Prize. Despite the accolades, however, King faced strong challenges to his 
leadership. In 1966, King encountered strong criticism from "black power" proponent Stokely Carmichael. 
Shortly afterward, white counter-protestors in Chicago physically assaulted King during an unsuccessful 
effort to transfer nonviolent protest techniques to the North. Nevertheless, King remained committed to 
nonviolence. 

King's ability to achieve his objectives was also limited by the increasing resistance he encountered from 
national political leaders. As urban racial violence escalated, FBI director J. Edgar Hoover intensified his 
efforts to discredit King, and King's public criticism of American intervention in the Vietnam War soured 
his relations with the Johnson administration. He delivered his last speech during a bitter sanitation 
workers' strike in Memphis on April 3, 1968. The following evening, April 4, he was assassinated.  
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After his death, King remained a controversial symbol of the civil rights struggle, revered by many for his 
martyrdom on behalf of nonviolence and condemned by others for his insurgent views. In 1986, King's 
birthday, January 15, became a federal holiday. 

 

Thurgood Marshall  
(1908--93)  

Associate justice of the U.S. Supreme Court, civil rights advocate. Marshall was born in Baltimore, 
Maryland, attended that city's racially segregated public schools, and graduated from Lincoln University. 
He received his law degree from Howard University where he came under the influence of Charles 
Hamilton Houston, dean of the law school and a pioneer in the use of litigation as a mode of social 
reform. 

Marshall earned an important place in American history on the basis of two accomplishments. First, as 
legal counsel for the National Association for the Advancement of Colored People (NAACP), he guided 
the litigation that destroyed the legal underpinnings of Jim Crow segregation. Second, as an associate 
justice of the Supreme Court--the nation's first black justice--he crafted a distinctive jurisprudence marked 
by uncompromising liberalism, unusual attentiveness to practical considerations beyond the formalities of 
law, and an indefatigable willingness to dissent. 

Between 1934 and 1961, as an attorney for the NAACP, Marshall traveled throughout the United States, 
representing all manner of clients whenever a dispute involved questions of racial justice--from trials for 
common crimes to appellate advocacy raising the most intricate matters of constitutional law. His exploits 
earned him the appellation "Mr. Civil Rights." He argued 32 cases before the Supreme Court, prevailing in 
29 of them. These cases include Smith v. Allwright (1944), which invalidated the so-called white primary 
(the practice of barring blacks from the Democratic party primary in a state where that party controlled 
state government), Shelley v. Kraemer (1948), which prohibited state courts from enforcing racially 
restrictive real estate covenants, and Brown v. Board of Education of Topeka, which invalidated state-
enforced racial segregation in the public schools. 

The next stage in Marshall's career consisted of a series of high-level appointments. In 1961, President 
John F. Kennedy appointed him to the U.S. Court of Appeals. In 1965, President Lyndon B. Johnson 
appointed him solicitor general, another racial "first." And in 1967, President Johnson appointed Marshall 
to the Supreme Court, declaring that it was "the right thing to do, the right time to do it, the right man and 
the right place." 

Justice Marshall was an outspoken liberal on a Court dominated by conservatives. In his 24 year tenure, 
he voted to uphold gender and racial affirmative action policies in every case in which they were 
challenged. He dissented in every case in which the Supreme Court failed to overturn a death sentence 
and opposed all efforts to narrow or burden the right of women to obtain abortions. No justice has been 
more libertarian in terms of opposing government regulation of speech or private sexual conduct. Nor has 
any justice been more egalitarian in terms of advancing a view of the Constitution that imposes positive 
duties on government to provide certain important benefits to people--education, legal services, access to 
courts--regardless of their ability to pay for them. 

 

 

 

54



 

Toni Morrison  

b. Chloe Anthony Wofford 
(1931-- ) 

Writer, editor. Born Chloe Anthony Wofford on February 18, 1931, in Lorain, Ohio, she was the second of 
Ramah Willis and George Wofford's four children. Morrison attended an integrated public school from a 
young age; in the first grade, she was the only African American in her class, and the only child who could 
read. Her academic success continued: she graduated with a degree in English from Howard University 
in 1953. During her time at Howard, Morrison changed her name from Chloe to the more pronounceable 
Toni, a shortened version of her middle name. 

Morrison's extensive teaching career began in 1955, after she received her Master's degree from Cornell 
University. While teaching at Howard University (1957 - 64), she met her future husband, the Jamaican 
architect Harold Morrison. As a respite from a turbulent marriage, Morrison joined a writers' group, for 
which she wrote a story about a girl who prayed to God for blue eyes. This story would later become her 
first novel, The Bluest Eye. 

In 1964, divorced with two children, Morrison got a job as an associate editor for the publisher Random 
House. She was soon promoted to senior editor, working on books by prominent African Americans from 
Andrew Young to Muhammad Ali. In 1970, Morrison's first novel, The Bluest Eye, was published; the 
book was a critical success but a commercial failure. In 1973, Sula, a novel about the bond between two 
African-American women, brought Morrison national attention. The novel was nominated for the National 
Book Award in 1975. 

Morrison switched her attention from African-American women to men in her third book, Song of 
Solomon, published in 1977. In response to her continued critical acclaim, President Jimmy Carter 
appointed Morrison to the National Council of the Arts. Her 1981 novel, Tar Baby, addressed interracial 
issues and placed her on the cover of Newsweek magazine. 

In 1983, Morrison left Random House to further her teaching and writing careers. In 1987, she published 
what many consider her best work, Beloved, a story of an escaped slave and how she deals with the 
ghost of her painful past. Beloved was a bestseller and earned Morrison the 1988 Pulitzer Prize for fiction. 

In 1987, Morrison was named the Robert F. Goheen Professor in the Council of Humanities at Princeton 
University. She became the first black woman writer to hold a named chair at an Ivy League school. Her 
1992 novel, Jazz, captured the rhythms of African-American music, speech, and life in a superbly lyrical 
form. Morrison became the first African-American woman to receive the Nobel Prize for Literature in 1993. 
In 1998, Paradise was published. 

 

Jesse Owens 

(1913--80) 

Track and field athlete and long-standing Olympic record holder. Born in Alabama as the 10th child of 
sharecroppers, Owens moved with his family to Cleveland in the 1920s as part of the massive migration 
of blacks from the rural South to the urban North. 

In junior high school, Owens was befriended by Charles Riley, a white teacher and coach, who saw talent 
in the small, slight black youth. He developed his sprinting, hurdling, and long-jump skills at Cleveland 
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East Tech High School where he dominated Ohio high school track and field. Owens first came to 
national attention when he tied the world record of 9.4 seconds in the 100-yard dash and long-jumped 24 
feet 91/2 inches at the 1933 National High School Championship meet in Chicago. In college, Owens 
continued to excel in track and field, winning a record eight individual NCAA championships. His greatest 
collegiate performance occurred at the 1935 Big Ten Conference Championship where he tied or 
established world records in the 100-yard dash, long jump, 220-yard dash, and the 220-yard low hurdles. 

Owens is most famous for his performance during the 1936 Olympic Games in Berlin, Germany. Adolf 
Hitler had planned to use the games to showcase German prosperity amid the worldwide depression and 
to demonstrate Aryan physical supremacy by fielding a strong German team. Although Germany did win 
more medals than any other nation, Owens' brilliant individual performance overshadowed Germany's 
achievement. He won four gold medals, tying the 100-meter dash record and establishing new Olympic 
records in the 200-meter dash, long jump, and 4 X 100-meter relay. His records in the relay and the 200-
meter dash were not broken until the 1956 games, and the others stood until 1960. 

Following the games, Owens returned to the United States and attempted to cash in on his newfound 
fame by exploiting the offers telegraphed to him in Berlin. He reportedly received $10,000 for supporting 
Republican presidential candidate Alf Landon in 1936, but few of the other offers materialized. He was 
reduced to performing in exhibitions such as running races against horses and touring with a band and 
basketball and baseball teams. These appearances were lucrative, but a laundry he owned failed 
because of poor management. Owens was taken to court for not paying his income taxes, and he 
eventually declared bankruptcy. 

Through the 1950s and 1960s, however, Owens prospered by working in public relations for major 
corporations. His modesty, patriotism, and sincerity made him an excellent public speaker, much in 
demand. He remained a hero to black Americans and was acceptable to conservative whites because of 
his moderate position on race issues. Ironically, he was criticized by many black Americans because he 
was a spokesman for the U.S. Olympic Committee during racial protests at the 1968 Mexico City Olympic 
Games. Nevertheless, he remained America's most popular and famous track and field athlete until his 
death from cancer in 1980. 

 

Rosa Parks  

b. Rosa Louise McCauley 
(1913-- ) 

Civil rights activist and reformer. Parks is best known for instigating the Montgomery bus boycott in 1955 
in protest of segregation laws. Rosa Louise McCauley was born on February 4, 1913, in Tuskagee, 
Alabama. Her father, James, was a carpenter, and her mother, Leona, a teacher. Parks attended a liberal 
private school as an adolescent. After briefly attending Alabama State University, she married Raymond 
Parks, a barber and activist, in 1932, and the couple settled in Montgomery, Alabama. Besides working 
as a seamstress and a housekeeper, Parks was involved in several African-American organizations. She 
served as secretary for her community chapter of the National Association for the Advancement of 
Colored People, and also worked for the Montgomery Voters League, the NAACP Youth Council, and 
other civic and religious groups. 

The folklore surrounding the day of December 1, 1955, does not do Parks justice. Early accounts of the 
incident portray Parks as an ordinary, exhausted seamstress whose refusal to surrender her bus seat to a 
white passenger was purportedly unplanned and impulsive. To the contrary, Parks was a long-time 
protester of segregation laws, and she invoked the strength and struggles of her ancestors as she chose 
to keep her seat on the Montgomery bus. Parks was subsequently arrested for defiance and violation of 
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segregation laws. The African-American community, inspired by Parks's trial, began the famous 
Montgomery bus boycott on December 5, 1955. For 381 days, the majority of the African-American 
community refused to use public transportation, opting to walk, carpool, or even ride donkeys around the 
city. 

On November 13, 1956, the Supreme Court declared that Alabama's state and local laws requiring 
segregation on buses were unconstitutional. On December 20th federal injunctions were served on the 
city, enforcing the Court's ruling on public transportation. For her role in the anti-segregation movement, 
Parks earned recognition as the "mother" or "midwife" of the civil rights revolution. In 1957, she and her 
husband moved to Detroit, Michigan, where they later founded the Rosa and Raymond Parks Institute for 
Self-Development, which prepares young African Americans for leadership positions in the workplace and 
the community. A subdivision of the Institute, called Pathways to Freedom, allows groups of teens to 
follow the Underground Railroad and visit the historical sites of the civil rights movement. 

Parks and her husband still live in Detroit, spending their winters in Los Angeles. Her memoir, Quiet 
Strength, was published in 1994. In 1999, Parks received the Congressional Gold Medal from a bill widely 
supported by both houses of Congress. 

 

Sidney Poitier  
Pronunciation: [pwatyay] 
(1924-- )  

Movie actor. Born dangerously premature at only three pounds on February 20, 1924, in Miami, Florida. 
Sidney's father, a tomato farmer, had already saved a shoebox to bury him in when he miraculously 
recovered. The family moved to the Bahamas, where Poitier grew up as the youngest of eight siblings on 
Cay Island and Nassau. After attending school for only a year and a half, Poitier dropped out to help his 
ailing father tend to the tomato farm during the depression. At age 15, he moved back to Miami to live 
with his brother Cyril, working as a drugstore messenger. It was then that the young Poitier experienced 
the first sting of racial prejudice in the United States, which was markedly different from his island home. 

After a warning visit from the Ku Klux Klan at his brother's home, Poitier decided to flee Miami for New 
York City. Not having funds for transportation, he rail hopped and finally arrived with only a few dollars in 
his pocket. He found work washing dishes and slept on a roof across from the Capitol Theatre; however, 
the onset of a harsh winter prompted Poitier to lie about his age and join the U.S. Army, with hopes of 
being stationed in a warm climate. Instead, he received a post at a mental hospital in Long Island and 
eventually feigned mental illness himself to escape duty in 1945. Back in the city, he came across an 
advertisement in The Amsterdam News that would change his life forever: The American Negro Theatre 
was looking for actors. After being laughed and booed off the stage at his first audition, Poitier returned to 
the theatre and was granted free acting lessons from director Frederick O'Neal in exchange for 
completing backstage chores. He eventually won a part, alternating with fellow struggling actor Harry 
Belafonte, in Days of Our Youth. One role led to another and soon Poitier was commanding the limited 
black roles available on the New York stage. 

In 1950, after performing successfully on the stage for several years, Poitier made his Hollywood debut in 
No Way Out, playing a prison ward doctor struggling to do his job amidst escalating racial tension in the 
cells. A string of strong leading roles followed, and Poitier became the trailblazer for black actors in 
Hollywood. In 1958, he was the first black actor nominated for an Academy Award for his performance in 
The Defiant Ones; in 1963, he won the Best Actor Oscar for Lilies of the Fieldv and in 1967, he initiated 
the first on-screen kiss between a white person and a black person in Guess Who's Coming to Dinner. 
His other successful films of the 1960s include The Bedford Incident, A Touch of Blue, and In the Heat of 
the Night. Civil rights advocates praised Poitier for portraying characters whose reserved dignity 
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demanded respect; however, not everyone was a fan. Many activists found his characters too rational, 
too composed, and lacking in the passion they felt was needed to fuel the civil rights movement. Poitier 
has always disassociated himself from either claim, telling Newsweek in 1957, " ...what I want is the kind 
of role that makes me feel worthwhile. I will work anywhere - movies, theater, TV - provided the material 
has texture, quality, something good to say about life." 

In the 1970s, Poitier turned away from acting to take the director's chair and made several films in the 
popular Blaxploitation vein, including Buck and the Preacher (1972) and Uptown Saturday Night (1974). 
In 1977, he directed the hit comedy Stir Crazy, pairing charismatic comedians Richard Pryor and Gene 
Wilder. His film appearances since the 1970s have been noticeably scarce. He played an FBI agent in 
1988's Shoot to Kill, and in Little Nikita that same year. He has also appeared in Sneakers (1992) and in 
1997's The Jackal, with Richard Gere and Bruce Willis. In 1999, Poitier appeared alongside his youngest 
daughter, fledgling actress Sydney Poitier, in Showtime's Free of Eden. Now in his seventies, he still 
receives the occasional script, and still employs the same policy in choosing his roles. He told Bob 
Thomas of the Associated Press in 1999, "I was not the kind of a principal player that was so in demand 
that 8 or 10 or 12 scripts came per month, but I always had the ability to say no. That's how I called my 
own shots." 

Poitier and his second wife, Joanna, live in Beverly Hills, where Poitier continues to write screenplays and 
study philosophy. In 1980, the notoriously private man published his autobiography, This Life. 
 

Colin Powell  
(1937-- )  

U.S. army general (highest-ranking African-American officer in U.S. history), Chairman of the Joint Chiefs 
of Staff (1989-93). Born in New York, New York, on April 5, 1937. Powell's father, Luther, came to the 
United States on a banana boat from Jamaica, becoming a shipping foreman in a women's clothing 
company. His mother Arie, also an immigrant from Jamaica, worked as a seamstress. Powell was raised 
in the South Bronx and attended New York City public schools. He earned a bachelor's degree in geology 
from the City College of New York (CCNY), where he joined ROTC and received a commission as a 
second lieutenant upon graduation in 1958. 

Powell served as an infantry platoon leader at the Fulda Gap in West Germany before meeting his future 
wife, Alma Vivian Johnson. Shortly after the couple married in 1962, Powell went to South Vietnam as a 
military adviser, returning again in 1968 for a second tour of duty as a battalion executive officer in the 
American Division. He was awarded two Purple Hearts, a Bronze Star, a Soldier's Medal, and the Legion 
of Merit for his exemplary service in Vietnam. 

Powell later attended George Washington University, obtaining a Master of Business Administration 
degree in 1971. Upon graduation, he was awarded a White House fellowship, where he began his 
involvement in politics. From his position as an executive assistant to the Secretary of Energy under the 
Carter administration to his role as military assistant to the Defense Secretary during the Reagan 
administration, Powell worked his way up through a series of high-level positions, simultaneously 
advancing his military career. 

From 1987 to 1989 Powell served as President Ronald Reagan's national security adviser. In 1989, under 
the Bush administration, he was made a four-star general and was appointed Chairman of the Joint 
Chiefs of Staff, becoming the youngest person and first African American to hold the post, achieving 
international prominence for his role in the U.S. military effort against Iraq (operations Desert Shield and 
Desert Storm) in 1990 and 1991. On September 30, 1993, General Powell retired from the U.S. Army. 
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Publishing his autobiography, My American Journey, in 1995, Powell embarked on a national tour 
whereby rumors of his campaign for presidency ran rampant. Despite widespread encouragement to do 
so, Powell ultimately declined to run. 

Turning instead to a more civilian role, Powell chaired the Presidents' Summit for America's Future in 
Philadelphia in April 1997. Since then, he has dedicated his time and efforts towards fulfilling the lives of 
American children through his role as chairman of America's Promise- The Alliance for Youth. Powell is 
also a member of both the Board of Directors of the United Negro College Fund and the Advisory Board 
of the Children's Health Fund, and serves on the Board of Governors of The Boys & Girls Clubs of 
America. 
 

Jackie Robinson  
b. Jack Roosevelt Robinson 
(1919--72)  

Professional baseball player with the Brooklyn Dodgers (1947-1956); first African American to play in 
major league baseball in the 20th century. Intensely proud of his talents and his blackness in a white-
dominated world, Robinson created drama throughout his life. He fought racism viscerally--in his 
California childhood, at college, and in the army, where he faced a court-martial for defying illegal 
segregation on an army bus. 

When general manager Rickey Branch of the Brooklyn Dodgers offered Robinson the chance to break 
organized baseball's powerful but unwritten color line, the fiery ballplayer not only accepted, he also 
agreed to Rickey's condition: that he not respond to the abuse he would face. 

Jackie Robinson's debut in organized baseball is a legend (April 18, 1946, with the Montreal Royals of the 
International League, the Dodgers' best farm club). In five at-bats he hit a three-run homer and three 
singles, stole two bases, and scored four times, twice by forcing the pitcher to balk. Promoted to the 
Dodgers the following spring, Robinson thrived on the pressure and established himself as the most 
exciting player in baseball. His playing style combined traditional elements of black sports--the 
opportunistic risk taking known as "tricky baseball" in the Negro Leagues--with an aggressiveness 
asserting his right to be at the plate or on the basepaths. According to his manager Leo Durocher, "This 
guy didn't just come to play. He come to beat ya." 

In their response to Jackie Robinson, African Americans rejected "separate but equal" status and 
embraced integration. Robinson's presence in baseball electrified them, and they flocked to see the 
Dodgers in huge numbers and from great distances. African-American sportswriters, many of whom had 
advocated baseball integration for years, focused their attentions on Robinson and the black players who 
followed him. His success encouraged the integration of professional football, basketball, and tennis, 
while the Negro Leagues, which in a sense depended on segregation, began an irreversible decline, 
losing ballplayers, spectators, and reporters. 

During his first two years with the Dodgers, Robinson kept his word to Rickey and endured astonishing 
abuse amid national scrutiny without fighting back. His dignified courage in the face of virulent racism--
from jeers and insults to beanballs, hate mail, and death threats--commanded the admiration of whites as 
well as blacks and foreshadowed the tactics that the 1960s civil rights movement would develop into the 
theory and practice of nonviolence. 

Robinson, however, finally broke his emotional and political silence in 1949, becoming an outspoken and 
controversial opponent of racial discrimination. He criticized the slow pace of baseball integration and 
objected to the Jim Crow practices in the southern states, where most clubs conducted spring training. 
Robinson led other ballplayers in urging baseball to use its economic power to desegregate southern 
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towns, hotels, and ballparks. Because most baseball teams integrated relatively calmly, the "Jackie 
Robinson experiment" provided an important example of successful desegregation to ambivalent white 
southern political and business leaders. 

Having watched baseball integrate through a combination of individual black achievements, white 
goodwill, economic persuasion, and public outspokenness, Robinson, when he retired from baseball in 
1957, sought to bring the same tactics to bear on increasing African-American employment opportunities. 
His lifelong struggle continued to his last public appearance nine days before he died: he told television 
viewers of an Old-Timers' Game, "I'd like to live to see a black manager." Fittingly, his eulogy was 
delivered by a dedicated advocate of African-American self-help and employment opportunity: the 
Reverend Jesse Jackson. "When Jackie took the field," Jackson declared, "something reminded us of our 
birthright to be free." 
 

Harriet Tubman 

b. Harriet Ross 
(c. 1820--1913) 

Abolitionist, spy, and scout. Tubman became famous as a "conductor" on the Underground Railroad 
during the turbulent 1850s. Born a slave on Maryland's eastern shore, she endured brutal beatings by her 
master and the harsh regime of the field hand. Her life was a testimony to the fierce resistance of African-
American people to slavery. 

In 1849, Tubman fled Maryland, leaving behind her free husband of five years, John Tubman, and her 
parents, sisters, and brothers. "Mah people mus' go free," her constant refrain, suggests a determination 
uncommon among even the most militant slaves. She returned to the South at least 19 times to lead her 
family and hundreds of other slaves to freedom via the Underground Railroad. Utilizing her native 
intelligence and drawing on her boundless courage, she eluded bounty hunters seeking a reward for her 
capture, which eventually went as high as $40,000. She never lost a fugitive or allowed one to turn back. 

Two things sustained her: the pistol at her side and her faith in God. She would not hesitate to use the 
pistol in self-defense, but it was also a symbol to instruct slaves, making it clear that "dead Negroes tell 
no tales." Timid slaves seemed to find courage in her presence; no one ever betrayed her. She affirmed 
her faith in God in her statement, "I always tole God, I'm gwine to hole stiddy on to you, an' you've got to 
see me trou [through]." 

Tubman collaborated with John Brown in 1858 in planning his raid on Harpers Ferry. The two met in 
Canada where she told him all she knew of the Underground Railroad in the East. Advising him on the 
area in which he planned to operate, she promised to deliver aid from fugitives in the region. Brown's 
admiration for her was immeasurable, and he wanted her to accompany him on the raid. Tubman planned 
to be present but was ill at the time and could not participate. 

Tubman's resistance to slavery did not end with the outbreak of the Civil War. Her services as nurse, 
scout, and spy were solicited by the Union government. For more than three years she nursed the sick 
and wounded in Florida and the Carolinas, tending whites and blacks, soldiers and contrabands. Tubman 
was a short woman without distinctive features. With a bandanna on her head and several front teeth 
missing, she moved unnoticed through rebel territory. This made her invaluable as a scout and spy under 
the command of Col. James Montgomery of the Second Carolina Volunteers. As leader of a corps of local 
blacks, she made several forays into rebel territory, collecting information. Armed with knowledge of the 
location of cotton warehouses, ammunition depots, and slaves waiting to be liberated, Colonel 
Montgomery made several raids in southern coastal areas. Tubman led the way on his celebrated 
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expedition up the Combahee River in June 1863. For all of her work, Tubman was paid only $200 over a 
three-year period and had to support herself by selling pies, gingerbread, and root beer. 

After the war, Tubman returned to Auburn, New York, and continued to help blacks forge new lives in 
freedom. She cared for her parents and other needy relatives, turning her residence into the Home for 
Indigent and Aged Negroes. Lack of money continued to be a pressing problem, and she financed the 
home by selling copies of her biography and giving speeches. Her most memorable appearance was at 
the organizing meeting of the National Association of Colored Women in 1896 in Washington, D.C. Two 
generations came together to celebrate the strength of black women and to continue their struggle for a 
life of dignity and respect. Harriet Tubman, the oldest member present, was the embodiment of their 
strength and their struggle. 
 
 

Sojourner Truth  
(c. 1797-1883) 

Evangelist, abolitionist, and feminist. Sojourner Truth is remembered for her unschooled but remarkable 
voice raised in support of abolitionism, the freedmen, and women's rights. Tales of her aggressive 
platform style, of her challenge to Frederick Douglass on the issue of violence against slavery ("Frederick! 
Is God dead?"), and of her baring her breasts before a crude audience who had challenged her 
womanhood grace the pages of abolitionist lore. 

Truth was six feet tall, blessed with a powerful voice (she spoke English with a Dutch accent), and driven 
by deep religious conviction. Harriet Beecher Stowe (author of Uncle Tom's Cabin) attested to Truth's 
personal magnetism, saying that she had never "been conversant with anyone who had more of that 
silent and subtle power which we call personal presence than this woman." Truth was born of slave 
parents owned by a wealthy Dutch patroon in Ulster County, New York. Details of her early life remain 
cloudy. What is clear is that her name was Isabella and she served a household in New Paltz, New York, 
from 1810 to 1827, where she bore five children by a fellow slave. At least two of her daughters and one 
son were sold away from her during these years. 

Isabella escaped slavery in 1827, one year before mandatory emancipation in New York State, by fleeing 
to a Quaker family, the Van Wageners, whose name she took. She moved to New York City, worked as a 
domestic, became involved in moral reform, embraced evangelical religion, started her street-corner 
preaching career, and eventually joined a utopian community in Sing Sing, New York. Illiterate and a 
mystic, Isabella nevertheless acquired a wide knowledge of the Bible. 

Adopting the name "Sojourner Truth" in 1843 as a result of her belief that it was God's will that she "walk 
in truth", she became a wandering orator, telling stories and singing gospel songs that instructed and 
entertained. Later that same year, she came upon a cooperative farm called the Northhampton 
Association of Education and Industry in Massachusetts, where she met both Frederick Douglass and 
William Lloyd Garrison, among other abolitionists. Cooperative residents taught Truth about both the 
antislavery and developing women's rights movements. In the mid-1850s, she settled in Battle Creek, 
Michigan, her base of operations for the rest of her life. 

During the Civil War, Truth tramped the roads of Michigan collecting food and clothing for black 
regiments. She traveled to Washington, D.C., where she met with Abraham Lincoln at the White House, 
and immersed herself in relief work for the freedpeople. During Reconstruction, Truth barely supported 
herself by selling a narrative of her life as well as her "shadows" (photographs of herself). She lent her 
unique skills to the women's suffrage movement and initiated a petition drive to obtain land for the 
freedpeople, even suggesting the idea of a "Negro state" in the West. She preached cleanliness and 
godliness among the freedpeople and dictated many letters about the land question, which provide rich 
details about that aspect of Reconstruction. 
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Truth's most important legacy is the tone and substance of her language. As an old woman she stumped 
the country, providing emancipation with an eloquent epigraph: "Give 'em land and an outset, and hab 
teachers learn 'em to read. Den they can be somebody." Few modern activists have better described 
politicians or the purpose of a petition drive than Truth did: "Send tons of paper down to Washington for 
them spouters to chaw on." And when she was brutally knocked off of Washington's segregated 
streetcars, she denounced racism: "It is hard for the old slaveholding spirit to die, but die it must." She 
herself died of old age and ulcerated legs in 1883; her funeral and burial in Battle Creek was the largest 
that town had ever seen, testimony to her hold on America's historical imagination. 
 

Booker T. Washington  

b. Booker Taliaferro 
(1856--1915) 

Educator. Born a slave on a small farm in western Virginia, Washington was nine years old when the Civil 
War ended. His humble but stern rearing included his working in a salt furnace when he was 10 and 
serving as a houseboy for a white family where he first learned the virtues of frugality, cleanliness, and 
personal morality. Washington was educated at Hampton Institute, one of the earliest freedmen's schools 
devoted to industrial education (Hampton was the model upon which he later based his institute in 
Tuskegee). Growing up during Reconstruction and imbued with moral, as opposed to intellectual, training, 
he came to believe that postwar social uplift had begun at the wrong end: the acquisition of political and 
civil rights rather than economic self-determination. 

The foremost black educator, power broker, and institution builder of his time, Washington, in 1881, 
founded Tuskegee Institute, a black school in Alabama devoted to industrial and moral education and to 
the training of public school teachers. From his southern small-town base, he created a national political 
network of schools, newspapers, and the National Negro Business League (founded in 1901). In 
response to the age of Jim Crow, Washington offered the doctrine of accommodation, acquiescing in 
social and political inequality for blacks while training them for economic self-determination in the 
industrial arts. 

Washington's philosophy and the "Tuskegee machine" won him widespread support among northern 
white philanthropists as well as acclaim among blacks. In his Atlanta Compromise address, delivered at 
the Cotton States Exposition in 1895, he struck the keynotes of racial accommodationism: "Cast down 
your buckets where you are," Washington urged blacks. "In all things that are purely social," he 
announced to attentive whites, "we can be as separate as the fingers, yet one as the hand in all things 
essential to mutual progress." His thoroughly bourgeois, anti-labor, anti-democratic appeal stood for years 
as an endorsement of segregation. He sustained his power as an educational statesman by some 
ruthless and duplicitous methods. Rival black newspapers, educators, and thinkers were frequently 
intimidated by his brand of boss politics. Black newspaper editors and aspiring young intellectuals risked 
ostracism and unemployment if they embraced political activism rather than Washington's 
accommodationist social policy. Such disputes surfaced especially in the famous debate between 
Washington and W. E. B. Du Bois over the aims of "industrial" as opposed to "classical" education among 
blacks. 

Growing black and white opposition to Washington's acquiescence in disfranchisement and Jim Crow led 
to the formation of the Niagara Movement (1905-1909) and the NAACP activist organizations working for 
civil and political rights as well as against lynching. Ironically, Washington also labored secretly against 
Jim Crow laws and racial violence, writing letters in code names and protecting blacks from lynch mobs, 
though these efforts were rarely known in his own time. 

Washington was a pragmatist who engaged in deliberate ambiguity in order to sustain white recognition 
of his leadership. Such visibility won him international fame and the role of black adviser to Presidents 
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Theodore Roosevelt and William Howard Taft. His widely read autobiography, Up from Slavery (1901), 
stands as a classic in the genre of narratives by American self-made men, as well as the prime source for 
Washington's social and historical philosophy. His racial philosophy did not long survive his death, but in 
theory and practice, his views on economic self-reliance have remained one of the deepest strains in 
Afro-American thought. 
 
 

Ida B. Wells-Barnett  

(1862-1931) 

Anti-lynching crusader, journalist, and advocate for racial justice and women's suffrage. For Wells-
Barnett, overcoming racism and halting the violent murder of black men was a central mission among her 
wide-ranging struggles for justice and human dignity. Born in Mississippi, she was educated at Rust 
University, actually a high school and industrial school. From 1884 to 1891, she taught in a rural school 
near Memphis and attended summer classes at Fisk University in Nashville. 

A pattern of resistance to racial subordination was set early in Wells' life. In 1887, she purchased a 
railroad ticket in Memphis and took a seat in the section reserved for whites. When she refused to move, 
she was physically thrown off the train. She successfully sued the Chesapeake and Ohio Railroad for 
damages. Upon appeal, however, the Supreme Court of Tennessee reversed the lower court's ruling. 

In 1891, Wells-Barnett co-founded the militant newspaper, Free Speech, in Memphis. She wrote scathing 
editorials denouncing local whites for lynching black men ostensibly to protect the sanctity of white 
womanhood but actually to eliminate them as economic competitors. Her pieces provoked a mob to burn 
her press while she was on a lecture trip to Philadelphia and New York. With a death threat hanging over 
her in Memphis, Wells-Barnett decided to remain in the North. During her exile, she wrote the pamphlet A 
Red Record (1895), a statistical account and analysis of three years of lynchings. 

Wells-Barnett then launched an international crusade against lynching. She lectured in England in 1893 
and 1894. She implored churches and organizations like the Young Women's Christian Association and 
the Woman's Christian Temperance Union to lend support. In 1895, she married Ferdinand Lee Barnett, 
lawyer and editor of the Chicago Conservator. They raised four children, and she adeptly managed 
career, marriage, motherhood, and social protest work. 

Given the fervor of her determination to end racial discrimination and sexual inequality, it is not surprising 
that Wells-Barnett played a pivotal role in the development of a local and national network of black 
women's clubs. President of the Ida B. Wells Club and founder of the Negro Fellowship League and the 
Alpha Suffrage Club of Chicago, Wells-Barnett greatly influenced black life during the Progressive Era. 
She worked with Jane Addams to block the establishment of segregated public schools in Chicago and 
served as probation officer from 1913 to 1917 for the Chicago municipal court. 

When the National Association for the Advancement of Colored People (NAACP) was formed in 1909, 
Wells-Barnett insisted that the leadership take an unwavering stand against lynching and, years later, 
withdrew when the organization's leadership failed to adopt the militant posture she advocated. She was 
also unable to persuade leaders in the women's suffrage movement to speak out against racism and 
denounce lynching. The young white leaders of the National American Woman Suffrage Association--
especially its southern members--feared that too close an association with black issues would jeopardize 
their cause. It would not be until 1930, the year before Wells-Barnett's death, that black and white women 
joined forces to launch the Association of Southern Women for the Prevention of Lynching. 
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Oprah Winfrey  

(1954- ) 

Television talk-show host, actress, and producer. Born January 29, 1954, in Kosciusko, Michigan. After a 
troubled adolescence in a small farming community, where she was sexually abused by a number of 
male relatives and friends of her mother, Vernita, Oprah moved to Nashville to live with her father, 
Vernon, a barber and businessman. She entered Tennessee State University in 1971 and began working 
in radio and television broadcasting in Nashville at the age of 19. 

In 1976, Winfrey moved to Baltimore, where she hosted the TV chat show People Are Talking. The show 
became a hit and Winfrey stayed with it for eight years, after which she was recruited by a Chicago TV 
station to host her own morning show, A.M. Chicago. Her major competitor in the time slot was Phil 
Donahue. Within several months, Winfrey's open, warm-hearted personal style had won her 100,000 
more viewers than Donahue and had taken her show from last place to first in the ratings. Her success 
led to nationwide fame and a role in Steven Spielberg's 1985 film, The Color Purple, for which she was 
nominated for an Academy Award for Best Supporting Actress. 

Winfrey launched The Oprah Winfrey Show in 1986 as a nationally syndicated program. With its 
placement on 120 channels and an audience of 10 million people, the show grossed $125 million by the 
end of its first year, of which Winfrey received $30 million. She soon gained ownership of the program 
from ABC, drawing it under the control of her new production company, Harpo Productions ("Oprah" 
spelled backwards) and making even more money from syndication. 

In 1994, with talk shows becoming increasingly trashy and exploitative, Winfrey pledged to keep her show 
free of tabloid topics. Although ratings initially fell, she earned the respect of her viewers and was soon 
rewarded with an upsurge in popularity. Winfrey also signed a multi-picture contract with Disney. 
However, the initial project, 1998's Beloved, based on a Pulitzer Prize-winning novel by Toni Morrison 
starring Winfrey and Danny Glover, got mixed reviews and generally failed to live up to expectations. 

Winfrey contributed immensely to the publishing world by launching "Oprah's Book Club," as part of her 
talk show. The program propelled many unknown authors to the top of the bestseller lists and gave 
pleasure reading a new kind of popular prominence. In 1999, Winfrey partnered with Oxygen Media, a 
company dedicated to producing cable and Internet programming for women, ensuring her place in the 
forefront of the media industry and as one of the most powerful and wealthy people in show business. 

Winfrey is a dedicated activist for children's rights; in 1994, President Clinton signed a bill into law that 
Winfrey had proposed to Congress, creating a nationwide database of convicted child abusers. She also 
founded the Family for Better Lives foundation. 

Since 1992, Winfrey has been engaged to Stedman Graham, a public relations executive. 
 

Malcolm X  
b. Malcolm Little 
(1925--65)  

Civil rights leader. Born Malcolm Little in Omaha, NB, Malcolm was the son of a Baptist preacher who 
was a follower of Marcus Garvey. After the Ku Klux Klan made threats against his father, the family 
moved to Lansing, Michigan. There, in the face of similar threats, he continued to urge blacks to take 
control of their lives. 
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Malcolm's father was slain by the Klan-like Black Legionaries. Although he was found with his head 
crushed on one side and almost severed from his body, it was claimed he had committed suicide, and the 
family was denied his death benefit. The family's disintegration quickly followed: welfare caseworkers 
sought to turn the children against each other and against their mother, from whom Malcolm, then six, 
was taken and placed in a foster home. Mrs. Little underwent a nervous breakdown from which she never 
recovered. 

After the eighth grade, Malcolm dropped out of school, headed for a life of crime. He wore zoot suits, 
straightened his hair to affect a white look, and became known as "Detroit Red." At the age of 21, he was 
sent to prison for burglary where he encountered the teachings of Elijah Muhammad, leader of the Lost-
Found Nation of Islam, popularly known as the Black Muslims. Muhammad's thesis that the white man is 
the devil with whom blacks cannot live had a strong impact on Malcolm. Turning to an ascetic way of life 
and immersing himself in books, he began to overcome the degradation he had known. The argument 
that only blacks can cure the ills that afflict them confirmed for Malcolm the power of Muhammad's faith. 
He became a loyal disciple and adopted X--symbolic of a stolen identity--as his last name. 

After six years Malcolm was released from prison. Later, he became the minister of Temple No. 7 in 
Harlem, and his indictments of racism and his advocacy of self-defense elicited admiration, as well as 
fear, far beyond the New York black community. Whites were especially fearful, recoiling from his 
sustained pronouncements of crimes against his people. While most contrasted him with Martin Luther 
King, Jr., with whose philosophy they were much more at ease, white college students found ugly truths 
in his searing rhetoric of condemnation. Malcolm, however, grew increasingly restive as the Nation of 
Islam failed to join in the mounting civil rights struggle and became convinced that Elijah Muhammad was 
lacking in sincerity, a view painfully validated by corruption at the highest level of the organization. For his 
part, Muhammad seemed threatened by the popularity of Malcolm, whose influence reached even into 
the respected Student Non-Violent Coordinating Committee (SNCC). 

Malcolm's assertion that President John F. Kennedy's assassination amounted to "the chickens coming 
home to roost" led to his suspension from the Black Muslims in December 1963. A few months later, he 
left the organization, traveled to Mecca, and discovered that orthodox Muslims preach equality of the 
races, which led him to abandon the argument that whites are devils. Having returned to America as El-
Hajj Malik El-Shabazz, he remained convinced that racism had corroded the spirit of America and that 
only blacks could free themselves. In June 1964, he founded the Organization of Afro-American Unity and 
moved increasingly in the direction of socialism. More sophisticated than in his Black Muslim days and of 
growing moral stature, he was assassinated by a Black Muslim at a rally of his organization in New York 
on February 21, 1965. 

Malcolm X had predicted that, though he had but little time to live, he would be more important in death 
than in life. Foreshadowing of his martyrdom is found in The Autobiography of Malcolm X. The almost 
painful honesty that enabled him to find his way from degradation to devotion to his people, the modest 
lifestyle that kept him on the edge of poverty, and the distance he somehow managed to put between 
himself and racial hatred serve as poignant reminders of human possibility and achievement. 
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Jackie Joyner-Kersee 
Also known as: Jacqueline Joyner Kersee, Jackie Joyner Kersee, Jacqueline Joyner-Kersee, Mrs. Bob 
Kersee, Jacqueline Joyner 
(1962-) 
 
Track and Field Athlete 

Beginnings 

On the day she was born in early March 1962, Jacqueline Joyner was tabbed for greatness by a 
grandmother who had named her after President Kennedy's wife. "Someday the girl will be the First Lady 
of something!" That she might one day become part of American "royalty" seemed rather unlikely at the 
time, however. Jackie and her brother Al were born into the harsh, desolate, sometimes violent world of 
East St. Louis, Illinois, a far cry from the comparatively prosperous streets of neighboring St. Louis, 
Missouri, and a seemingly insurmountable distance from the Olympic Stadium in Seoul, South Korea, 
where she would eventually change the standard of women's track-and-field excellence. That she did 
reach such heights was due in no small part to the determination and will to survive instilled in both her 
and her brother by their mother, Mary, who worked tirelessly and transferred her own aspirations and 
desires into her children. She simply would not allow them to submit to the pressure and limitations of 
their material surroundings and insisted that they be "roses that have grown through the cracks in the 
sidewalk." Both Jackie and Al managed to grow through athletic competition. They ran, jumped, shot 
baskets, and threw with and against each other. And from the beginning Jackie outperformed her older 
brother.  

College Star 

Having thrown herself into sport and school, Joyner landed a scholarship to attend the University of 
California-Los Angeles (UCLA) in 1980. She was an amazingly versatile and dedicated student-athlete, 
excelling in volleyball and basketball while maintaining a grade-point average in the top 10 percent of her 
class. She was a four-year starting forward for the UCLA basketball team and led the squad to a 20-10 
record her senior season, averaging 12.7 points and 9.3 rebounds per game. It was at UCLA that Jackie 
caught the attention of assistant track coach Bob Kersee, who threatened to leave the university unless 
he was allowed to work with Joyner on a one-to-one basis. Kersee insisted that she dedicate herself to 
track and field and begin a rigorous training program for the heptathlon.  

The Start of Something 

If the 1984 Summer Olympics in Los Angeles were characterized by Carl Lewis's brash charm and 
blinding speed, they were no less indelibly marked by the loyalty and promise in two remarkable 
performances by the Joyner siblings. Jackie entered the heptathlon as a contender for the gold medal 
while Al was considered a longshot in the triple jump competition. On the evening of 4 August each would 
become part of the American imagination. Jackie led after the first day of the heptathlon and was locked 
in a close battle with rival Glynis Nunn of Australia. Unfortunately, Joyner did not feel well, and her slim 
lead was lost in the 800-meter race to Nunn, who won the gold with a total of 6,390 points to Joyner's 
6,385. Beyond the remarkably narrow margin of victory, the world would remember the display of a 
brother's love. As she labored to complete the 800, Jackie was cheered on by Al, who shouted 
encouragement and bounded around the infield with his sister, stride-for-stride. Later that same evening 
Al would manage an surprising upset victory in the triple jump. Afterward Jackie would not comment upon 
her own disappointment, choosing instead to focus on the accomplishments of her brother. The night of 
competition and dedication was emblematic of Jackie's career, marking the beginning of her relentless 
run on the record book.  
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Unstoppable 

Between the fall of 1984 and the summer of 1988, Joyner-Kersee (she had by then married her coach, 
Bob Kersee) won each of the nine heptathlons she entered and made the world record in that event her 
personal domain. However, her run on the record book actually began with an American best in the 
women's long jump in 1985, when she sailed 23 feet 9 inches. In 1986 she became the first woman to 
break the 7,000-point barrier with a total of 7,148. That same year she received the Sullivan Award as the 
outstanding amateur athlete in the nation, an honor she deserved after having again bested her own mark 
only twenty-six days after her first world record in the heptathlon. In the summer of 1988 she pushed the 
point total ever higher and managed a 7,215 score at the Olympic trials in Indianapolis. She would 
dominate the heptathlon and long jump that summer in Seoul with an Olympic best 24 feet 3 1/4 inches in 
the long jump and still another world record in the heptathlon (7,291 points).  

Drive 

Joyner-Kersee's march on the record book, which spanned the last half of the 1980s and continued well 
into the 1990s, was possible because of a unique combination of talent and will. Fellow heptathlete Jane 
Frederick suggested that Joyner-Kersee's talent is "real .... not forced." While undoubtedly a singularly 
talented athlete, her developing talent was always only half of the equation of her performances between 
1984 and 1990. She practiced and competed at a relentless pace, working to honor her mother and 
family and to maintain a genuine relationship with her countless supporters. Bob Kersee explained that 
"it's like she has a promise with the fans to give her very best" every time out. She fulfilled this promise by 
way of a relationship with her husband which was equal parts personal and professional. The coach in 
him would accept nothing less than the absolute best from the athlete in her. Their relationship was driven 
by a combined will to win and improve. For Bob Kersee, Jackie's performance was always about 
milestones and records. "I'm expecting two golds and two world records," he predicted before the 1988 
Olympics. In fact, he would not let her take his name until she held the world record in the heptathlon: she 
did not become Jackie Joyner-Kersee until her 7,000-plus victory in Moscow on 7 July 1986, six months 
after their marriage. For Jackie Joyner-Kersee, meanwhile, performance was about improvement for its 
own sake. She ran and jumped for the joy of it, so that she might run and jump again, always faster and 
farther. After setting the Olympic long jump record in 1988, she exuded, "I couldn't be content but, boy 
was I happy!"  

 

Henry Louis Gates Jr. 
(1950- ) 
 
Educator, scholar, literary critic, writer 

What we're trying to do at Harvard is to create, well, quite frankly, what I hope will be the greatest center 
of intellection concerning persons of African descent in the Old World and the New World.  

Henry Louis Gates Jr. is one of the most prominent and well-known academics in the United States 
today. He has drawn the world's attention to Harvard's Afro-American Studies program since he took over 
as its chair, and his reputation has been solidly built on several fronts as well. As a critic and editor, Gates 
contributed to broadening the discourse on African American literature with books like Figures in Black: 
Words, Signs, and the Racial Self (1987) and The Signifying Monkey: Towards a Theory of Afro-American 
Literary Criticism (1988), which offer refreshing critical approaches that consider cultural traditions in 
African American literature. Gates has been instrumental in changing the literary canon in U.S. education 
and bringing literary history to light through the numerous critical texts and republished works he has 
edited, as well as lost manuscripts he has discovered. Beyond this, Gates has narrated a major PBS 
documentary on Africa and co-edited a huge Pan-African encyclopedia on CD-ROM for Microsoft.  
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Flashy, entrepreneurial, self-promoting, and outspoken, Gates sometimes comes across more celebrity 
figure than academic, for which he is frequently criticized by academics. He is wealthy, powerful, and 
elitist and has been seen by some black activists as having abandoned efforts to help the less fortunate. 
Tomas Jaehn of Stanford University observes about Gates's position: "Some of the critics fail to 
understand the little-analyzed role of a public intellectual in an academic environment (or an academic 
intellectual in the public limelight).... His work has widened the acceptance of African American Studies 
and has given it more recognition and respectability as a serious field of study. It should not come as a 
surprise that along with Gates' visibility, national interest in African American Studies has increased 
noticeably."  

Growing up in West Virginia 

Henry Louis ("Skip") Gates Jr. was born in Keyser, West Virginia, on September 16, 1950. Keyser is 
located in the Piedmont area of Mineral County, a valley surrounded by the Allegheny Mountains and 
their foothills. The town's principal employer was Westvaco Paper Mill. Gates's father, Henry Louis Sr. 
(who Gates remembers as "a brilliant storyteller"), was a loader at the mill. To make ends meet Henry Sr. 
also worked nights as a janitor at the local telephone company. Gates's mother, Pauline Coleman Gates, 
cleaned houses and was the first African American to serve on the Piedmont PTA. Gates has one 
brother, who is now a prominent oral surgeon. Gates says that his mother gave the gift of self-confidence 
to his brother and him. "She reinforced it over and over and over again that, in her opinion, we were 
beautiful and brilliant and whatever else. And I don't know if any of those things were true, but if someone 
says it to you every day like a mantra, you become hypnotized by that.... My mother bred a tremendous 
amount of intellectual self-confidence in my brother and me, and we always knew that we would be loved 
no matter what."  

The few blacks who lived in West Virginia formed close-knit and stable communities. In 1954 integration 
occurred there smoothly — without the hatred and violence that plagued other parts of the United States. 
But this is not to suggest that Gates did not encounter racism. While at a doctor's office with a hip injury 
when he was 14 years old, Gates mentioned that he intended to become a physician. The doctor then 
diagnosed Gates's broken bone as a psychosomatic illness, telling Gates's mother that the boy was an 
overachiever. "Over-achiever designated a sort of pathology: the overstraining of your natural capacity," 
Gates explained in the New York Times many years later. Pauline Gates did not accept the doctor's 
diagnosis.  

Childhood  

Piedmont's schools were desegregated just one year before Gates began the first grade — a focal point 
of much of his personal writing. Gates excelled in school. At a very young age, the idea of Africa 
captivated him, as he reminisced many years later in an Africana.com article: "I was ten years old in 
1960, that great year of African independence, and for reasons even I do not understand, I busied myself 
memorizing the names of each African country, its capital, and its leader, pronouncing their names as 
closely as I could to the way our evening news commentator did on the nightly news." But, as the 1960s 
ushered in its dramatic changes, Gates was temporarily blinded to the outside world because of a trauma 
in his own life — his mother's illness.  

By his own account, Gates was a "mama's boy." He was fascinated with the complexity of the woman 
who was enraptured with the radical anti-white oratory of Malcolm X but at the same time wanted her 
sons to live and excell in an integrated world. But in 1962, at the age of 46, Pauline Gates went through a 
severe menopause that threw off her hormonal balance. In Gates's words, "she became another person." 
She was diagnosed with clinical depression and hospitalized. Gates recounts in a Booknotes interview 
with Brian Lamb:  

Before they took her off she hugged me and she said, 'Look, I'm going to die, and I want 
you to love your father and be good,' you know, all that stuff. And I cried, of course, 
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hysterically. Then I went upstairs and I prayed that God would bring my mama back, and 
if he did, I would give my life to Christ."  

Pauline Gates did come home from the hospital, but she did not recover from the deep depression. Gates 
devoted himself to a fundamentalist church for a time and then realized that its literal approach was 
exactly the opposite of his interpretive nature. The 1960s proceeded; race riots, assassinations, and anti-
war marches happened in places that seemed another world to Gates. In his home town he participated 
in the movements of the times mostly through the books of African American writers such as James 
Baldwin, Eldridge Cleaver, and Ralph Ellison, and through African American music, although he did help 
organize a boycott of his school on the day of Martin Luther King's funeral.  

Higher Education  

In 1968 Gates graduated at the top of his class and, as valedictorian, he delivered a militant 
commencement address. In the fall he entered nearby Potomac State College of West Virginia University, 
planning to go from there to medical school. Meeting professor Duke Anthony Whitmore there changed 
the course of his career. Taking English and American literature from the professor opened Gates to new 
possibilities. Whitmore, glimpsing the spark of genius in Gates, encouraged him to apply to the Ivy 
League schools.  

Gates was accepted at Yale University along with 95 other black students in 1973. While he was at Yale, 
Gates's interest in Africa became strong, and he took his junior year abroad in Africa, working in a 
hospital in Tanzania and then hitchhiking across the equator. One of the things the young Gates learned 
from this experience was that "I was of African descent, but not from Africa. I remember writing to 
somebody, 'Well, if America is Babylon, then I'm a Babylonian because this is where my home is.'" In his 
senior year at Yale, Gates worked on the gubernatorial campaign of Jay Rockefeller in West Virginia. 
There he met his future wife, Sharon Adams, a white campaign worker. She moved back to New Haven 
with Gates and they married seven years later.  

Graduating summa cum laude from Yale with a B.A. in history in 1973, Gates won a fellowship to England 
to study at Clare College, Cambridge University, where he received a master of arts degree in 1974. At 
Clare College, Gates met Nigerian dramatist and writer Wole Soyinka, now a Nobel laureate in literature, 
who became a valued mentor and friend for years to come. He also met a young Ghanaian student, 
Kwame Anthony Appiah, who would later work with him at Harvard and co-edit some of his major 
projects. In his Africana.com essay, Gates says: "Much of my passion for African Studies was generated 
by Soyinka's sublime example, and it is clear to me today that had it not been for our chance encounter, 
and my deep friendship with a fellow African student, Kwame Anthony Appiah, I would have ended up 
neither as a professor nor as a scholar of African or African American Studies."  

Despite his commitment to his studies and willingness to learn Western tradition, Gates found the 
atmosphere at Cambridge limited. There, only the old British masters were studied, he told Brian Lamb. 
"Even Wole Soyinka, who later got the Nobel Prize — even he, who was a professor there, was not given 
an appointment in the English department because the English department said that African literature 
was anthropological or sociological, but it was not belletristic and it was not properly housed in the 
English department. Well, that's important because I began my career sort of fighting for what we call 
cultural pluralism or multiculturalism within the traditional disciplines." Importantly, he added that "the 
advantage of winning a battle like that ... is that you speak with more authority from the inside."  

From 1973 until 1975 he worked as a London Bureau staff correspondent for Time magazine. Gates 
returned to the United States in 1975 and became a public relations representative for the American 
Cyanamid Company. From 1976 until he completed his Ph.D. in English language and literature in 1979, 
Gates held the position of lecturer at Yale University. On September 1, 1979, Gates married Sharon.  
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Du Bois's Vision Revisited — "The Talented Tenth"  

Gates, always known as something of an elitist, began as early as graduate school collecting a group of 
elite intellectual African Americans within in his circle. It was natural for him to find inspiration in the ideas 
of W. E. B. Du Bois, the black intellectual who envisioned cultivating the "Talented Tenth." By focusing on 
the development of the intellectual powers of the best and brightest African Americans, Du Bois's theory 
goes, you will create a leadership that will advance the interests of the all black Americans. In making the 
decision to pursue a Ph.D. in English rather than a law degree, as he had briefly intended, Gates was 
opting to cultivate Du Bois's vision: "I loved Yale," he is quoted as saying in Cheryl Bentsen's article on 
him in Boston Magazine. "I wanted to commit my life to building Afro-American studies at Yale."  

In 1979 Gates joined the faculty of Yale as an assistant professor with a joint appointment in the English 
department and in African American studies. There he worked on the Black Periodical Literature Project, 
collecting and annotating black periodicals with his mentor Charles T. Davis (who died before the project 
was completed). In 1981 Gates discovered a copy of the book Our Nig: Or, Sketches from the Life of a 
Free Black by Harriet E. Wilson. The book was the first novel by an African American ever to be published 
in the United States, but was lost and forgotten until Gates brought it to the public attention. In continuing 
on in the Black Periodical Literature Project, he found more lost African American literature.  

In the 1980s Gates edited Black Is the Color of the Cosmos: Charles T. Davis's Essays on Afro-American 
Literature and Culture, 1942-1981 (1982) and published his own book, Black Literature and Literary 
Theory (1984). The latter explored applying various contemporary critical approaches to works by African 
American authors. Gates was promoted to associate professor of English and undergraduate director for 
the Department of Afro-American Studies at Yale in 1984.  

Leaving Yale  

Gates was passed over for tenure at Yale after his first four years. Devastated, he resigned and went to a 
full professorship in English and Africana Studies at Cornell University. His friend and colleague Kwame 
Appiah, who had joined him at Yale, soon joined him at Cornell as well. Over the next few years, through 
the anguish of losing his mother in 1987, Gates's writing career prospered. In 1988 Gates was named the 
W. E. B. Du Bois Professor of Literature, becoming the first African American male to hold an endowed 
chair in the history of Cornell University.  

The Signifyin(g) Monkey  

Gates's 1989 book of critical theory, The Signifying Monkey: Towards a Theory of Afro-American Literary 
Criticism, earned him the American Book Award and the attention of the nation. This book culminated a 
decade-long development of ideas he presented in seminars and essays. Those ideas inform his other 
work: as editor of Black Literature and Literary Theory, a collection of essays in which various 
contemporary methodologies of literary criticism, including structuralism and post-structuralism, are 
applied to literary works by African Americans; and as the writer of Figures in Black: Words, Signs, and 
the Racial Self, his semiotic approach to literature.  

The Signifying Monkey elaborates Gates's concept of "Signifyin(g)"; the "g" enclosed in parentheses 
represents the choice between pronouncing the hard "g" or dropping it, as in vernacular speech. This 
denotes a conscious and active approach to using language. In Afro-American discourse, according to 
Gates, signifying is an open-ended process that relies on and plays off of previous expression — that is, 
what is said in words will be understood in terms of context and other factors, rather than in and of itself 
alone. This means that reading is an interpretive, and perhaps even a creative, act rather than an 
absorption of something defined by someone else. In Western traditions, in contrast, to signify usually 
means to precisely define something, and when such a practice is applied to literature, Gates argues, it 
fails to engage in the very approach practiced by the writer. "Signifying," as John Wideman wrote in 
reviewing Gates' work, "is verbal play tm serious play that serves as instruction, entertainment, mental 
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exercise, preparation for interacting with friend and foe in the social arena. In black vernacular, Signifying 
is a sign that words cannot be trusted, that even the most literal utterance allows room for interpretation, 
that language is both carnival and minefield." "Signifyin(g) is my metaphor for literary history," wrote 
Gates, and as a critic he participates in the same form of play — he is an active participant in a tradition in 
process, while at the same time helping to define that tradition.  

The "monkey" of the title comes from African mythology, in particular the trickster figure in Yoruba 
mythology, who mediates between the worlds of gods and people. In Yoruba the figure is a trickster-god, 
but in other community stories he takes the form of a monkey. These monkeys serve in their respective 
traditions, according to Gates, as points of conscious articulation of language traditions, complete with a 
history, patterns of development and revision, and internal principles of patterning and organization, — a 
heritage sustained in the vernacular of African American culture.  

The vitality and openness of Gates's way of approaching black literature is apparent in his collection of 
essays Loose Canons: Notes on the Culture Wars (1992), where such topics as gender and 
multiculturalism are examined within the context of what Gates calls the cultural wars — with extremes on 
the right staunchly defending Western tradition and those on the left seeking radical cultural shifts. Gates 
takes a central view, embracing many of the tenets of Western thought (indeed, his writing retains a 
strong sense of formal, academic style) while arguing for the necessity of diverse and multicultural 
approaches. This is the important role Gates himself plays: forsaking nothing that promises active and 
lively engagement in culture and impatient with any form of absolutism.  

Harvard  

In 1990 Gates took a professorship at Duke University in Durham, North Carolina. Living in the South 
proved to be quite difficult for an interracial couple; Gates and his wife found themselves subjected to 
racism on all fronts. That year, Gates testified in a First Amendments trial of the hip-hop band 2 Live 
Crew, who faced obscenity charges. Gates's involvement in the case, although moderate, made him the 
target of conservative attacks at Duke. Even the student newspaper attacked him, and he found little 
support among the African American staff. In 1991 he accepted a generous offer from Harvard to head up 
the then-failing Afro-American Studies department. His titles there are: the W. E. B. Du Bois Professor of 
the Humanities, Chair of the Afro-American Studies Department, and Director of the W. E. B. Du Bois 
Institute for Afro-American Studies.  

At Harvard, Gates found the opportunity to carry out the Du Bois vision. "What we're trying to do at 
Harvard is to create, well, quite frankly, what I hope will be the greatest center of intellection concerning 
persons of African descent in the Old World and the New World," he told Brian Lamb. Gates lost no time 
in hiring a "dream team" of well-known African American scholars for his department. With all eyes on 
him, Gates has not only brought Harvard's Afro-American program into the front line, with large injections 
of money, energy, talent, and respect. He has, by many scholars' accounts, taken African American 
studies beyond the ideological bent of the 1970s and 1980s black power movement and brought it into a 
scholarly sphere that is equivalent to all other disciplines. Largely because of this, Gates was included 
among Time magazine's 25 most influential Americans in 1998 and in Newsweek's 100 Americans to 
watch for in the next century.  

More Notoriety and Big Projects  

It is unusual for an academic to be in the limelight and equally unusual for the work of academics to be 
well known to the American public. Throughout his career at Harvard, Gates has been involved in huge, 
attention-getting projects. In 1990 he co-edited the Norton Anthology of African American Literature with 
Nellie Y. McKay, a professor of Afro-American literature at University of Wisonsin. The project took 10 
years and resulted in a 2,265-page compendium of black writing, covering a 200-year period. Gates 
talked about the importance of the anthology in an interview at Harvard:  

71



 

There have been perhaps as many as 160 anthologies of African-American literature 
published since 1845, but none has been comprehensive enough or large enough to 
contain the sweep, the range or the depth to encompass a full canon of 250 years of 
writings in English.... What this anthology represents is a first attempt to draw a line 
between Phyllis Wheatley and Toni Morrison. No matter how meandering that line may 
seem, our hope is to explain how the two are connected formally, internally, and by 
language, not by ideology, gender or region, and to show how all the texts in between 
speak to each other.  

Colored People: An Autobiography  

In 1994 Gates published his memoirs, Colored People. The book came about unexpectedly, the author 
told Brian Lamb. When he woke up one morning while at a conference in Italy, the scene outside his hotel 
reminded him of his home in Piedmont. "And so by extension, I reimagined myself at home, and it was 
wonderful. And the girls [his two daughters] were back in Boston and so I wrote them a letter every day. 
So each chapter was called a date — the first was July 10th, the second was July 11th — and I wrote 
them 20 to 30 pages a day for two weeks."  

Colored People is an engaging account of growing up in Piedmont during the 1950s and 1960s, a time of 
desegregation. The author looks back on the difficulties encountered, observes the evidences of 
multicultural assimilation, and expresses his sense of nostalgia for the passing of some unique cultural 
gatherings. His memoir shows the confluence of varying traditions in the area while it also singles out the 
distinctive African American practices within the community. Gates says he wanted to describe the 
concrete elements of the era so that his daughters, who have grown up in such different circumstances, 
could understand.  

For several years Gates has appeared in the public eye conducting interviews of celebrities for New 
Yorker magazine. In 1997 he also published Thirteen Ways of Looking at a Black Man, a collection of 
interviews/essays of prominent black men like Louis Farrakhan, Bill T. Jones, James Baldwin, Colin 
Powell, and Harry Belafonte, to name a few. New York Times reviewer Karla Jay remarked, "Mr. Gates' 
strong suit is finding the common man in uncommon figures, without losing sight of the ways in which 
race, class and personal experience have shaped each life."  

Africana and Africa 

W. E. B. Du Bois had more than one vision — along with the idea of developing a generation of leaders 
— the "Talented Tenth" — he also dreamed of creating an encyclopedia that would encompass the 
people, history, and cultures of blacks throughout the world. Du Bois' effort in this direction was diverted 
by his move to Africa. In 1973, the 23-year-old Gates, Wole Soyinka, and Kwame Appiah agreed that 
they would one day create a Pan-African encyclopedia. After decades of seeking a backer, they came to 
an agreement with Microsoft to invest in the project — an interactive CD-ROM encyclopedia. Fifteen 
months later in 1998, Encarta Africana, was released, quickly garnering excellent reviews from all 
quarters. Gates and Appiah were the co-editors, with a staff of 17 writers. Gates's detractors criticized the 
way he managed his employees for this product (according to some, he behaved in the manner ex[ected 
of a ruthless corporation) and his lack of African Americans on the staff (only 4 of whom were black, and 
no blacks worked on the core team). But the encyclopedia itself has received rave reviews and brings the 
study of Africana to a new level in the United States.  

Gates fulfilled another dream in 1999 with the completion of a six-hour PBS documentary Wonders of the 
African World with Henry Louis Gates Jr. The series follows Gates on his 12-month trip through 12 
countries in Africa. Gates sets out on the project to uncover the history of Africa for Americans who have 
been subjected to the Western mythology of the "dark continent."  
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Histories indeed are uncovered in this series, including a virtually on-the-air discovery of ancient 
manuscripts in Timbuktu. The stories of ancient civilizations are told in every station along the way. Jay 
Tolson of U.S. News and World Report noted that Gates "also makes this a very personal journey, a 
particular African-American's encounter with all kinds of Africans, from kings and griot bards to 
descendants of African slave traders." Although Gates was once again criticized by a few (because he is 
not, academically speaking, an Africanist, and some African Americans questioned his inquiry into the 
slave trade among blacks), most reviewers felt that he accomplished his purpose splendidly. "How many 
of us really know about the truly great civilizations of Africa, in their days as glorious and resplendent as 
any on the face of the earth?" Gates asked. The series brought knowledge of Africana to the nation — not 
by way of the ivory tower, but through the most public of forums, the television. 

Taking Care of Business  

Asked in a Progressive magazine interview what impact he would like to have on American culture or 
politics, Gates responded: "First and last point of reference is the creation of a great center of African and 
African American Studies. That's what I was trained to do. I have to take care of business so that 100 
years from now, your great-granddaughter and my great-granddaughter are having this conversation. And 
that's a lot of work. After that, if there's anything left over, figuring out with ["dream team" recruits] Cornel 
West and William Julius Wilson and Evelyn Brooks Higginbotham and my other colleagues how race and 
class really work in America.... In none of these books is that figured out. We have to do it.... I want to 
create a place where really smart people can interact. It's something I think I can do."  

 

Charles R. Drew 
Also known as: Charles Richard Drew, Charles Drew, Dr. Charles R. Drew 
(1904-1950) 
 
Surgeon and blood researcher 

Charles R. Drew was a renowned surgeon, teacher, and researcher. He was responsible for founding two 
of the world's largest blood banks. Because of his research into the storage and shipment of blood 
plasma—blood without cells—he is credited with saving the lives of hundreds of Britains during World 
War II. He was director of the first American Red Cross effort to collect and bank blood on a large scale. 
In 1942, a year after he was made a diplomat of surgery by the American Board of Surgery at Johns 
Hopkins University, he became the first African American surgeon to serve as an examiner on the board.  

Charles Richard Drew was the eldest of five children. He was born on June 3, 1904, in Washington, D.C., 
to Richard T. Drew, a carpet layer, and Nora (Burrell) Drew, a school teacher and graduate of Miner 
Teachers College. As a student, Drew excelled in academics and sports, winning four swimming medals 
by the age of eight. In 1922 he graduated from Paul Laurence Dunbar High School, where he received 
the James E. Walker Memorial Medal in his junior and senior years for his athletic performance in several 
sports, including football, basketball, baseball, and track.  

Drew attended Amherst College in Western Massachusetts on an athletic scholarship. He would be one 
of 16 black students to graduate from Amherst during the years 1920 to 1929. He served as captain of 
the track team; he was enormously popular and was awarded several honors, including the Thomas W. 
Ashley Memorial Trophy for being the football team's most valuable player.  

Although Drew was a gifted athlete, he worked hard in school to keep high grades. By the time he 
graduated in 1926, he had decided to apply to medical school. However, his funds were severely limited. 
Before he could go to medical school, he had to work for a couple of years. He accepted a job at Morgan 
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State College in Baltimore, Maryland, as a professor of chemistry and biology, as well as director of the 
college's sports program. During the next two years, he paid off his undergraduate loans and put some 
money aside for medical school.  

In 1928 he was finally able to apply to medical school. However, African Americans who wished to 
become doctors at that time did not have many opportunities. There were two colleges open to them. 
Drew applied to Howard University and was rejected because he did not have enough credits in English. 
Harvard University accepted him for the following year, but he did not want to wait so he applied to and 
was immediately accepted to McGill University in Montreal, Canada.  

Embarks on Research in Blood 

At McGill, Drew continued to excel in sports and academics. In 1930 he won the annual prize in 
neuroanatomy and was elected to Alpha Phi Omega, the school's honorary medical society. During this 
time, under the influence of Dr. John Beattie, a visiting professor from England, Drew began his research 
in blood transfusions. The four different types of blood—A, B, AB, and O—had recently been discovered. 
Subsequently, doctors knew what type of blood they were giving to patients and were avoiding the 
negative effects of mixing incompatible blood types. However, because whole blood was highly 
perishable, the problem of having the appropriate blood type readily available still existed. In 1930 when 
Drew and Beattie began their research, blood could only be stored for seven days before it began to 
spoil.  

In 1933 Drew graduated from McGill with his Medical Degree and Master of Surgery degree. He interned 
at the Royal Victoria Hospital and finished his residency at Montreal General. During this time, he 
continued researching with Beattie. Because of his father's death in 1934, Drew decided to return to 
Washington, D.C., to take care of his family. In 1935 he accepted a position to teach pathology at Howard 
University Medical School. The next year he obtained a one-year residency at Freedmen's Hospital in 
Washington, D.C.  

Develops Process to Preserve Plasma 

In 1938, having accepted a two-year Rockefeller Fellowship, Drew continued his work in blood at 
Columbia University-Presbyterian Hospital in New York. Under the auspices of the Department of 
Surgery, he worked with Dr. John Scudder and Dr. E. H. L. Corwin on the problem of blood storage. Drew 
began to study the use of plasma as a substitute for whole blood. Because red blood cells contain the 
substance that determines blood type, their absence in plasma means that a match between donor and 
recipient is not necessary, which makes it ideal for emergencies. In 1939, while supervising a blood bank 
at Columbia Medical Center, Drew developed a method to process and preserve blood plasma so that it 
could be stored and shipped to great distances. (Dehydrated plasma could be reconstituted by adding 
water just before the transfusion.)  

Drew graduated from Columbia University in 1940, with a Doctor of Science degree; he was the first 
African American to receive this degree. In his dissertation, "Banked Blood: A Study in Blood 
Preservation," Drew showed that liquid plasma lasted longer than whole blood. He was asked to be the 
medical supervisor on the "Blood for Britain" campaign, launched by the Blood Transfusion Betterment 
Association. At the height of World War II, Nazi warplanes were bombing British cities regularly and there 
was a desperate shortage of blood to treat the wounded. In order to meet the huge demand for plasma, 
Drew initiated the use of "bloodmobiles"—trucks equipped with refrigerators. The Red Cross has 
continued to use them during blood drives. In 1941 after the success of "Blood for Britain," Drew became 
director of the American Red Cross Blood Bank in New York. He was asked to organize a massive blood 
drive for the U.S. Army and Navy, consisting of 100,000 donors. However, when the military issued a 
directive to the Red Cross that blood be typed according to the race of the donor, and that African 
American donors be refused, Drew was incensed. He denounced the policy as unscientific, stating that 
there was no evidence to support the claim that blood type differed according to race. His statements 
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were later confirmed by other scientists, and the government eventually allowed African American 
volunteers to donate blood, although it was still segregated. Ironically, in 1977 the American Red Cross 
headquarters in Washington, D.C., was renamed the Charles R. Drew Blood Center.  

Drew was asked to resign from the project. He returned to Washington, D.C., and resumed teaching. In 
1941 he was made professor of surgery at Howard University, where he had been rejected 13 years 
earlier, and chief surgeon at Freedmen's Hospital. In 1943 he became the first black surgeon to serve as 
an examiner on the American Board of Surgery. He was an inspiration and role model to his students and 
received numerous honorary degrees and awards during this period of his life, including the National 
Association for the Advancement of Colored People (NAACP) Spingarn Medal in 1944. He wrote 
numerous articles on blood for various scientific journals, and in 1946 was elected Fellow to the 
International College of Surgeons.  

In 1939 Drew married (Minnie) Lenore Robbins, and they had four children. Drew continued teaching in 
Washington, D.C.; during the summer of 1949, as a consultant to the Surgeon General, he travelled with 
a team of four physicians, assessing hospital facilities throughout Occupied Europe. On March 31, 1950, 
after performing several operations, Drew allowed his colleagues and some of his students to talk him 
into attending a medical meeting being held at Tuskegee Institute as part of its Founder's Day 
celebrations. When Drew dozed off while driving near Burlington, North Carolina, his car overturned, and 
he was killed.  

Despite his untimely death at the age of 45, Drew left behind a legacy of life-saving techniques. 
Additionally, many of his students rose to prominence in the medical field. In 1976 Drew's portrait was 
unveiled at the Clinical Center of the National Institutes of Health, making him the first African American 
to join its gallery of scientists. Four years later, his life was honored with a postage stamp, issued as part 
of the U.S. Postal Service's "Great Americans" series.  

 

Gwendolyn Brooks 
Also known as: Gwendolyn Elizabeth Brooks, Mrs. Gwendolyn Brooks 
(1917 - 2000) 
 
Poet  

"Very early in life I became fascinated with the wonders language can achieve. And I 
began playing with words." 

Born June 7, 1917, in Topeka, Kansas, poet Gwendolyn Brooks is the first African American writer to win 
a Pulitzer Prize. She is best known for her sensitive portraits of urban blacks who encounter racism and 
poverty in their daily lives.  

One of the major modern poets and the first African American writer to win a Pulitzer Prize, Gwendolyn 
Brooks has worked at her craft for well over fifty years. While she devoted the first half of her career to 
producing verse characterized by traditional forms and language, she has spent the second half boldly 
experimenting with free verse and the urban black vernacular. Her thematic focus, however, has 
remained much the same—the lives of ordinary African Americans and their struggle against the 
devastating effects of poverty and racism. As George E. Kent noted in Black World, "Brooks shares with 
Langston Hughes the achievement of being most responsive to turbulent changes in the Black 
Community's vision of itself and to the changing forms of its vibrations during decades of rapid change. 
The depth of her responsiveness and her range of poetic resources make her one of the most 
distinguished poets to appear in America during the 20th Century."  
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Although she was born in Topeka, Kansas, in 1917, Gwendolyn Elizabeth Brooks grew up in Chicago, 
Illinois, and has always considered it her hometown. Her mother, Keziah Wims Brooks, was a 
schoolteacher, while her father, David Anderson Brooks, was a janitor who had been forced to abandon 
his dream of becoming a doctor because he didn't have enough money to finish school. The family also 
included a son, Raymond, who was sixteen months younger than his sister.  

The Brooks household was a happy one, and Gwendolyn thrived on a steady diet of love and 
encouragement from her parents, who read stories and sang songs to their two children. The outside 
world, however, was somewhat less supportive. According to Kent, as a youngster Gwendolyn "was 
spurned by members of her own race because she lacked social or athletic abilities, a light skin, and good 
grade hair." Hurt by such rejection, the little girl took comfort in the solitary pursuits of reading and writing. 
She composed her first poem at the age of seven and by the age of eleven was regularly entering her 
thoughts in a notebook. "I felt that I had to write," she later explained in an Ebony article. "Even if I had 
never been published, I knew that I would go on writing, enjoying it and experiencing the challenge." 
When her parents discovered her aptitude for writing, they excused her from many household chores and 
set up a desk at which she could work.  

By the age of sixteen, Brooks had compiled a substantial portfolio, including about seventy-five published 
poems. After completing high school in 1935, she attended Wilson Junior College and graduated with a 
degree in English in 1936. Brooks then worked briefly as a cleaning woman and secretary to a "spiritual 
advisor" who sold potions and charms to residents of the Mecca, a Chicago tenement building. In 1937, 
she became the publicity director of the local National Association for the Advancement of Colored 
People (NAACP) Youth Council.  

Around 1941, Brooks began taking part in poetry workshops at Chicago's South Side Community Art 
Center. They were taught by Inez Cunningham Stark, a wealthy writer and scholar from the city's famous 
"Gold Coast" who had an interest in cultivating the talents of aspiring black poets. She introduced her 
pupils—more than a few of whom went on to successful writing careers—to a wide variety of verse, with a 
particular emphasis on contemporary works, and guided them to an understanding of the principles of 
poetry. Furthermore, she allowed them to develop their own poetic voices, even if those voices were at 
odds with what she herself appreciated. "This class of [Stark's] was very alive," Brooks later recalled in 
her autobiography, Report from Part One. "We were encouraged to tear each other to pieces.... It helped 
me to have somebody tell me what he thought was wrong with my work, and then bounce the analysis 
back and forth." Brooks blossomed under this form of instruction and produced poems that soon began to 
garner a fair amount of attention in and around Chicago.  

In 1943, Brooks won a poetry award from the Midwestern Writers' Conference. Not long afterward, she 
pulled together a group of her poems and submitted them to Harper & Row for publication. Editors there 
liked what they saw, and in 1945 the collection appeared under the title A Street in Bronzeville. In its 
pages, Brooks chronicles the everyday lives, aspirations, and disappointments of ordinary black 
Americans living in Bronzeville, a Chicago neighborhood that serves as the setting for many of her 
poems. The first part of A Street in Bronzeville provides a realistic depiction of the area and its residents; 
the second section explores the unfair treatment of blacks in the U.S. Armed Forces during World War II. 
In these poems, Brooks introduced thematic issues that would feature prominently in her works during the 
next two decades—family life, war, the quest for contentment and honor, and the hardships caused by 
racism and poverty.  

A Street in Bronzeville was met with widespread critical acclaim, and Brooks was lauded as a major new 
voice in contemporary poetry for her technical expertise, innovative use of imagery and idiom, and fresh 
perspective on the lives of African Americans. Shortly after its publication, she was awarded a 
Guggenheim fellowship, and Mademoiselle magazine named her one of its "Ten Women of the Year."  

Brooks's second collection of poetry, Annie Allen (1949), garnered even more praise and attention, 
including the first Pulitzer Prize ever given to a black writer. Similar in structure to a prose narrative, the 
poems in Annie Allen tell the story of a black woman's journey from childhood to adulthood in an 
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environment marked by poverty and discrimination. Critics generally praised Brooks for her subtle humor 
and irony, her skillful handling of conventional stanzaic forms, and her invention of the sonnet-ballad, a 
verse structure that integrates colloquial speech and formal diction.  

Brooks followed up this award-winning effort with an autobiographical novel, Maud Martha (1953), which 
examines racism, sexism, and classism through the eyes of an African American woman just before, 
during, and after World War II. Often overlooked, it is, according to several critics, nearly as lyrical and as 
affecting as any of Brooks's poems. Her next major collection of poetry, The Bean Eaters (1960), deals 
with the integration of the school system in Little Rock, Arkansas, the lynchings of black men across the 
South, and the well-meaning but misguided efforts of white liberals to help African Americans. Written 
during the early years of the civil rights movement, it reflects Brooks's growing interest in social issues. 
Her poetic style also underwent a transformation of sorts around this time as she began to rely less on 
traditional forms in favor of experimenting with free verse.  

In 1967, Brooks attended the Second Black Writers' Conference at Fisk University. Witnessing the 
energy, confidence, and combative spirit of many of the young authors she met there (including LeRoi 
Jones, now known as Imamu Amiri Baraka; Larry Neal; Ron Milner; and Don L. Lee, now known as Haki 
R. Madhubuti) proved to be a life-changing experience. Brooks left the gathering with a new political 
consciousness and artistic direction shaped by the tenets of black cultural nationalism. As she later 
explained in the book Black Women Writers at Work, the new generation of black activists and artists she 
became acquainted with at Fisk "seemed proud and so committed to their own people.... The poets 
among them felt that black poets should write as blacks, about blacks, and address themselves to 
blacks." As for herself, Brooks noted in her autobiography, "I—who have `gone the gamut' from an almost 
angry rejection of my dark skin by some of my brainwashed brothers and sisters to a surprised 
queenhood in the new Black sun—am qualified to enter at least the kindergarten of new consciousness 
now.... I have hopes for myself."  

With the collection entitled In the Mecca (1968), which most critics regard as a transitional work, Brooks 
abandoned the traditional poetic forms of her earlier pieces in favor of free verse and increased her use of 
vernacular to make her poetry more accessible to black readers. Summarizing the differences between 
her old and new style, the poet herself wrote in Say That the River Turns: The Impact of Gwendolyn 
Brooks, "The forties and fifties were years of high poetincense; the language-flowers were thickly sweet. 
Those flowers whined and begged white folks to pick them, to find them lovable. Then—the sixties: 
Independent fire!" In an effort to support black publishers, Brooks also made another major change at this 
point in her career, leaving her longtime publisher Harper & Row for Broadside Press, a small, Detroit-
based company operated by African American poet Dudley Randall.  

Poverty, unfulfilled dreams, and violence figure prominently as themes of In the Mecca, which are based 
on Brooks's experiences working in the Chicago tenement building known as the Mecca. The title poem, 
for example, traces a mother's search for her missing daughter, whom she later discovers has been 
murdered by a fellow resident. Other pieces in the collection are dedicated to slain black activists Medgar 
Evers and Malcolm X as well as to the Blackstone Rangers, a Chicago street gang.  

In Riot (1969) and Family Pictures (1970), Brooks examined the social upheavals of the late 1960s with 
objectivity and compassion. Writing in A Life Distilled: Gwendolyn Brooks, Her Poetry and Fiction, Norris 
B. Clark noted that with these works, the poet's "emphasis shifted from a private, internal, and exclusive 
assessment of the identity crises of twentieth-century persons to a communal, external, and inclusive 
assessment of the black communal experience." As Brooks explained in Black Women Writers at Work, 
"What I'm fighting for now in my work, [is] for an expression relevant to all manner of blacks, poems I 
could take into a tavern, into the street, into the halls of a housing project. I don't want to say that these 
poems have to be simple, but I want to clarify my language. I want these poems to be free. I want them to 
be direct without sacrificing the kinds of music, the picturemaking I've always been interested in."  

Revolution, black power, and black nationalism continued to dominate Brooks's verse during the early 
1970s. By the end of the decade, however, the energy and optimism that had characterized Riot and 
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Family Pictures were replaced with disenchantment as a result of the discord that had developed 
between the civil rights and black power movements. In Beckonings (1975) and To Disembark (1981), a 
more radical Brooks urged blacks to break free from the repression of white American society and 
advocated violence and anarchy as acceptable means of doing so.  

Critics have occasionally debated the literary quality of Brooks's post-1967 poetry. Some have faulted her 
for sacrificing formal complexity and subtlety for political polemic. Others, however, have noted that she 
displays the same technical skill as always and the same compassion and understanding that marked her 
earlier works. And nearly all agree that no matter what the content or form of her poems, Brooks has 
always remained devoted to what Lerone Bennett described in Say That the River Turns as "the sounds, 
sights and flavors of the Black community." As D. H. Melhem observed in the book Gwendolyn Brooks: 
Poetry and the Heroic Voice, she "enriches both black and white cultures by revealing essential life, its 
universal identities, and the challenge it poses to a society beset with corruption and decay."  

In addition to her own writing, Brooks has actively encouraged other poets through teaching, lecturing, 
sponsoring poetry competitions, giving poetry readings, and visiting schools, prisons, and other 
institutions. As poet laureate of Illinois since 1968, she established and continues to support the Poet 
Laureate Awards competition for young writers in her state in an effort to promote poetry among 
schoolchildren. In recognition of her many accomplishments, Brooks has received over seventy honorary 
degrees, a lifetime achievement award from the National Endowment for the Arts, the National Book 
Foundation Award for Distinguished Contribution to American Letters, and induction into the National 
Women's Hall of Fame. She served as Consultant in Poetry to the Library of Congress from 198586, and 
in 1994, the National Endowment for the Humanities named her its Jefferson Lecturer, the government's 
highest honor for achievement in the humanities.  

Brooks rejects the notion of retirement, declaring that she sees no reason to stop doing what she loves. "I 
think there are things for all of us to do as long as we're here and we're healthy," she remarked in Ebony. 
Besides, she went on to point out, "I've always thought of myself as a reporter. When people ask why I 
don't stop writing, I say, `Look at what's happening in this world. Every day there's something exciting or 
disturbing to write about.' With all that's going on, how could I stop?"  

Brooks died after a short illness on December 3, 2000.  
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Dred Scott 
(1795-1858) 
Litigator 

Born in Southhampton, Virginia, Dred Scott's first name was simply "Sam." He worked as a farmhand, 
handyman, and stevedore. He moved with his master to Huntsville, Alabama and later to St. Louis, 
Missouri. In 1831 his owner, Peter Blow, died and John Emerson, a surgeon in the U.S. Army, bought 
him. Sam accompanied his new master to Illinois (a free state) and Wisconsin (a territory). Sometime 
after 1836 he received permission to marry and by 1848 he had changed his name to Dred Scott. At 
various times he attempted to buy his freedom or escape but was unsuccessful. In 1843 Emerson died 
and left his estate to his widow Irene Emerson, who also refused Scott his freedom. He then obtained the 
assistance of two attorneys who helped him to sue for his freedom in county court.  

Scott lost this case, but the verdict was set aside and in 1847 he won a second trail on the grounds that 
his slave status had been nullified upon entering into a free state. Scott received financial backing and 
legal representation through the sons of Peter Blow, Irene Emerson's brother John Sanford and her 
second husband Dr. C.C. Chaffee, all of who apparently saw the case an important challenge to slavery. 
In 1857 the United States Supreme Count ruled against Scott, stating that slaves were not legally citizens 
of the United States and therefore had no standing in the courts. Shortly after the decision was handed 
down Mrs. Emerson freed Scott. The case led to the nullification of the Missouri Compromise of 1820, 
allowing the expansion of slavery into formerly free territories and strengthening the abolition movement.  

 

Maya Angelou 
(1928-) 
 
Novelist, Poet 

Born Marguerite Johnson, Maya Angelou spent her formative years shuttling between St. Louis, Missouri, 
a tiny, totally segregated town in Arkansas, and San Francisco where she realized her ambition of 
becoming that city's first black streetcar conductor.  

During the 1950s, she studied dancing with Pearl Primus in New York, later appearing as a nightclub 
singer in New York and San Francisco. She worked as an editor for The Arab Observer, an English-
language weekly published in Cairo; lived in Accra, Ghanna, where under the black nationalist regime of 
Kwame Nkrumah she taught music and drama; and studied cinematography in Sweden. She became a 
national celebrity in 1970 with the publication of I Know Why the Caged Bird Sings, the first volume of her 
autobiography, which detailed her encounters with southern racism and a rape by her mother's lover.  

In 1971, she produced Just Give Me a Cool Drink of Water 'fore I Diiie: The Poetry of Maya Angelou; in 
1975, Oh Pray My Wings Are Gonna Fit Me Well; in 1979, And Still I Rise; and in 1983, Shaker Why Don't 
You Sing? In 1977, she was nominated for an Emmy award for her portrayal of Nyo Boto in the television 
adaptation of the best-selling novel "Roots."  

Three more volumes of her autobiography have been published: Gather Together in My Name (1974); 
Singin' and Swingin' and Gettin' Merry Like Christmas (1976); and The Heart of a Woman (1981). In 
1986, All God's Children Need Traveling Shoes was published. Angelou's other works include Mrs. 
Flowers: A Moment of Friendship, and Now Sheba Sings the Song.  
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On January 20, 1993, Angelou read her poem, "On the Pulse of Morning," during the inauguration of 
President Bill Clinton. 

  

Mae C. Jemison 
(1956- ) 
 
Physician/Surgeon, Astronaut 

Mae Jemison was born October 17, 1956, in Decatur, Alabama but her family moved to Chicago when 
she was three. She attended Stanford University on a National Achievement Scholarship and received a 
B.S. in chemical engineering and a B.A. in Afro-American studies in 1977. She then enrolled in Cornell 
University's medical school and graduated in 1981. Her medical internship was at the Los Angeles 
County/University of Southern California Medical Center in 1982. She was a general practitioner with the 
INA/Ross Loos Medical Group in Lost Angeles until 1983, followed by two years as a Peace Corps 
medical officer in Sierra Leone and Liberia. Returning to the United States in 1985, she began working for 
CIGNA Health Plans, a health maintenance organization in Los Angeles.  

In 1987, Jemison was accepted in NASA's astronaut program. Her first assignment was representing the 
astronaut office at the Kennedy Space Center in Cape Canaveral, Florida. On September 12, 1992, when 
the space shuttle Endeavor lifted off, Jemison was aboard and became the first African American woman 
in space. She served aboard the Endeavor as a science specialist. Jemison resigned from NASA in 1993 
to pursue personal goals related to science education and health care in West Africa. In 1994 Jemison 
founded the International Science Camp in Chicago to help young people become enthusiastic about 
science.  

In 1988, Jemison won the Science and Technology Award given by Essence magazine and in 1990 she 
was Gamma Sigma Gamma's Woman of the Year. In 1991 she earned a Ph.D. from Lincoln University. 

  

Wilma Rudolph 
(1940-1994) 
Track and Field Athlete 

Wilma Rudolph was the first American woman runner to win three gold medals in the Olympic games. Her 
performance was all the more remarkable in light of the fact that she had double pneumonia and scarlet 
fever as a young child and could not walk without braces until age 11.  

Rudolph was born on June 23, 1940, in St. Bethlehem, Tennessee, the 17th of 19 children, and soon 
moved with her family to Clarksville. At an early age, she survived polio and scarlet fever, only to be left 
with the use of one leg. Through daily leg massages administered in turn by different members of her 
family, she progressed to the point where she was able walk only with the aid of a special shoe. Three 
years later, however, she discarded the shoe, and began joining her brother in backyard basketball 
games. At Burt High School in Clarksville, while a sophomore, Rudolph broke the state basketball record 
for girls. As a sprinter, she was undefeated in all of her high school track meets.  

In 1957, Rudolph enrolled at Tennessee State University and began setting her sights for the Olympic 
games in Rome. In the interim, she gained national recognition in collegiate meets, setting the world 
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record for 2000 meters in July of 1960. In the Olympics, she earned the title of the "World's Fastest 
Woman" by winning gold medals for the 100-meter dash, the 200-meter dash (Olympic record), and for 
anchoring the 400-meter relay (world record). She was named by the Associated Press as the U.S. 
Female Athlete of the Year for 1960, and also won United Press Athlete of the Year honors.  

Rudolph served as a track coach, an athletic consultant, and assistant director of athletics for the Mayor's 
Youth Foundation in Chicago. She was also the founder of the Wilma Rudolph Foundation. Rudolph, a 
noted goodwill ambassador, was also a talk show hostess and active on the lecture circuit. On November 
12, 1994, Wilma Rudolph died at her home in Brentwood, Tennessee of a malignant brain tumor.  
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Black History Celebration Activities for All Grade Levels 
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Black History Month Celebration Ideas 
 

Below are ideas for school wide activities. 
 

Do You Have a Minute? 
Include a “Black History Minute” during morning announcements. Each day of Black History 
Month have a study read about an interesting and important African-American person or event.  
 
 
Get the Word Out 
 
Make Black History, a true celebration. Display a poster that highlights this special month near a 
main entrance.  Give out the buttons to faculty and staff and encourage them to wear them all 
month. Give stickers and lollipops to students and visitors. 
 
 
Once Upon a Time 
Invite an African-American storyteller to come to classrooms and talk about the importance of 
oral tradition and share stories.  
 
 
Have a “Special” Valentine’s Day 
Hold a school wide essay contest for Valentine’s Day, with the theme, “We Are All Special.” 
Have students write about why they think everyone is special and deserves respect.  Give every 
student who participates a certificate, pin, lollipop, or morning announcement recognition. 
Choose a winning essay from each grade and award winners. 
 
 
Food For Thought 
Arrange for the cafeteria to serve traditional African-American foods one day. The menu choices 
could include southern foods such as southern fried chicken or barbecue beef, collard greens, 
corn bread, and sweet potato pie; or foods from Africa such as yellow and white yams, okra, 
watermelon, black eyed peas, lima beans, kidney beans, rice, and couscous.  
 
 
 
Have a “Read-In” 
Encourage reading while promoting African American authors with a Black History Month 
“Read-In.” Give students a list of age-appropriate books written by African Americans, and have 
as many available in the library as possible. Keep a class log of how many books from the list 
were read. Reward students for their efforts.  Give teachers a list of books by authors such as 
Toni Morrison, Alice Walker, James Baldwin, and Alex Haley, and reward those who read the 
most with a  
 
Wall of Fame 
Set up a “Wall of Fame” display in the cafeteria or hallway with the Great Black Americans 
Deluxe Poster Set. Help children learn that African Americans have been influential in may 
areas by organizing the posters in categories, such as Inventors, Writers, Innovators, Musicians, 
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Freedom Fighters and more.  
 
 
Make History Come Alive 
Create a Black History Timeline in the cafeteria that chronicles the African American experience 
in America. Start with the arrival of African slaves in the 1600’s, and end with the achievements 
in 2001. Include milestones in art, literature, sports, politics, and civil rights. Include pictures, 
artifacts, and even clothing to make the display more special.  
 
 
Celebrate All Cultures 
Black History Month is a great time to teach children how diversity enriches the world. Have a 
“Diversity Day”  and have students select one of the “extraordinary” individuals to research, and 
then present the information to the class.  
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Morning Announcement Activity 
 
Following are names of famous African Americans who have made significant contributions.  
Each day of the month one of these individuals can be featured on morning announcements. 
 
 
February 1 
 
Dr. Carter G. Woodson (1875-1950) 
 
In 1915, Dr. Carter G. Woodson founded the Association for the Study of Negro Life and 
History.  Woodson started the Journal of Negro History in 1916.  Shortly afterward, the historian 
and educator began pushing for a "Negro History Week" to explore the contributions of African 
Americans.  His dream was fulfilled in 1926.  Woodson chose the second week of February 
because that is when two people whom he felt had significantly affected the lives of African 
Americans were born:  Abraham Lincoln and Frederick Douglass.  The week evolved into Black 
History Month in 1976. 
 
 
February 2 
      
Ida B. Wells (1862-1931) 
 
An early black activist, Wells was perhaps the most famous black female journalist of her time. 
Born to slave parents in Holy Springs, Mississippi, in 1862, Wells was orphaned 14 years later 
by a yellow fever epidemic.  As part-owner and editor of Memphis Free Speech from 1891 to 
1892, Wells launched an anti-lynching crusade before a mob of protesters forced her to flee 
Memphis.  Later, she was a correspondent for several newspapers, including the Memphis 
Watchman, Detroit Plain Dealer, and the Indianapolis World.  She also co-founded the NAACP. 
 
 
February 3 
 
Dr. Charles Richard Drew (1904-1950) 
 
Millions of people are indebted to the medical research of Dr. Charles Drew.  As a 
world-renowned surgeon, medical scientist and educator, Drew was a medical pioneer by finding 
a way to preserve blood.  He created the first blood bank and developed a way to efficiently store 
blood plasma. 
 
 
February 4 
 
Elizabeth Taylor Greenfield (1809-1876) 
 
Dubbed "the black swan," Elizabeth Taylor Greenfield gained worldwide acclaim as a brilliant 

85



 

vocalist.  Her 27-note range was hailed as astonishing.  She gained her nickname for her moving 
and emotional performances during the era just before the Civil War. 
 
 
February 5 
 
William Grant Still (1895-1978) 
 
In 1936, William Grant Still became the first black to conduct a professional symphony orchestra 
in the United States.  He conducted the Los Angeles Philharmonic Orchestra.  As America's first 
African-American classical composer, Still also was the first black to write a symphony or to 
conduct a radio orchestra.  His varied compositions were marked by simple harmonies and 
orchestration and the use of jazz, blues, and other folk idioms. 
 
 
February 6 
 
Maggie Lena Walker (1867-1934) 
 
In 1903, Maggie Lena Walker became chairwoman of the board for the newly founded St. Luke 
Bank and Trust.  That made Walker the nation's first female bank president.  She was said to 
have a "golden touch" and helped the black community in many ways.  She organized and served 
as president of the St. Luke Educational Fund, which helped black children get an education; was 
national director of the NAACP; and was appointed by several Virginia governors to various 
posts. 
 
February 7 
 
Alexandre Dumas (1802-1870) 
 
Born in 1802, Dumas had a Haitian father and a French mother.  He was born with the surname 
de la Palleterie but adopted his mother's maiden name after being estranged from his father.  The 
French novelist and playwright had early success in his career with dramas, such as "Henri III et 
sa cour” (1839) and "Christine" (1830).  He later turned to historical novels, including his 
famous "The Three Musketeers" (1844) and "The Count of Monte Cristo" (1844).  Dumas was 
considered a romantic, and it is said that his lifestyle was reflected in many of his writings.  Long 
after his death, his works remain literary classics. 
 
 
February 8 
 
Edmonia Lewis (1845-1890) 
 
They called her "Wildfire."  Edmonia Lewis was a gifted young woman who gained critical 
acclaim as a sculptor.  She was born to a Chippewa mother and an African father in 1845.  She 
grew up in Albany, New York, with her mother's family.  Even as a child, Lewis displayed a 
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talent for art.  Soon after she started being tutored by a local sculptor, Lewis's works began 
receiving praise.  Her most noteworthy sculptures include busts of Abraham Lincoln, John 
Brown, and Col. Robert Gould Shaw, the leader of the all-black Civil War regiment who is 
portrayed in the movie "Glory." 
 
 
February 9 
 
Lewis Howard Latimer (1848-1928) 
 
Lewis Latimer didn't make the light bulb—he made it better.  As a pioneer in the electric lighting 
industry, he was the only black member of Thomas Edison's team of inventors.  By creating a 
carbon filament for Edison's newly invented electric light bulb, Latimer solved two major design 
flaws:  the bulb didn't last very long and it had a tendency to shatter when it got too hot.  Edison 
may have invented the bulb in 1879, but it was Latimer's carbon filament that made it practical 
for everyday use. 
 
 
February 10 
 
Dr. Mae C. Jemison (1956-present) 
 
On September 12, 1992, Dr. Mae C. Jemison became the first female African-American 
astronaut to blast off into space.  As a crew member aboard the space shuttle Endeavour, she was 
the mission's acting science specialist.  Jemison had dreamed of becoming an astronaut ever 
since she was a child living in Chicago.  Jemison also is a chemical engineer, physician, and a 
teacher. 
 
 
February 11 
 
Elijah McCoy (1843-1929)  
 
Elijah McCoy invented a locomotive lubricator that allowed workers to keep machines in full 
operation while they were being oiled.  Before McCoy's invention, the entire mechanical system 
would have to be shut off and lubricated by hand.  With his machine in such demand, inferior 
imitations started creeping into the market.  However, manufacturers refused to accept any 
substitute.  They wanted the "real McCoy"—a phrase that has come to describe quality of 
workmanship.  McCoy received over 50 patents in his lifetime.  Some of his inventions have 
become staples of daily living.  Among his more familiar ones are the ironing board and the lawn 
sprinkler. 
 
 
February 12 
 
Mary Church Terrell (1863-1954)  
 
Mary Church Terrell was a lecturer, a women's rights activist, and the first president of the 
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National Association of Colored Women (NACW).  Born in Memphis, Tennessee, to former 
slaves who had become wealthy through investing in real estate, Terrell was among the first 
black women to have a college education.  She graduated from Oberlin College in 1884 with a 
degree in classical languages.  A champion of women's rights throughout her life, Terrell gave 
her support to Susan B. Anthony and became a powerful force in the women's suffrage 
movement.  A master of languages, Terrell represented black women in the American delegation 
to the International Congress of Women in Berlin.  Of all the U.S. delegates, she was the only 
one to deliver her address in fluent German and French.  In 1919, she received international 
recognition at the International Peace Congress in Zurich, where she spoke of the condition of 
black America. 
 
 
February 13 
 
Garret A. Morgan (1875-1963) 
 
Thousands of soldiers on World War I battlefields owed their lives to Morgan, who invented the 
gas mask.  In 1916, just four years after he invented the mask as a safety device for firemen, 
Morgan himself used one to help rescue men trapped by a gas explosion in a tunnel being 
constructed under Lake Erie.  The city of Cleveland, Ohio, presented him with a gold medal in 
honor of his heroic efforts.  Orderly downtown streets came courtesy of Morgan as well.  The 
native of tiny Paris, Kentucky, invented the automatic traffic signal, which helped improve urban 
traffic safety. 
 
 
 
February 14 
 
Daniel Hale Williams (1856-1931) 
 
It was a hot summer night in 1893.  A deliveryman named John Cornish was rushed to the 
emergency room.  Stabbed in the heart in a barroom brawl, Cornish was brought to Chicago's 
Provident Hospital and to Dr. Daniel Hale Williams.  With Cornish's life in jeopardy, Williams 
decided to open the chest and operate.  He repaired the torn tissue in the heart and completed the 
operation. Williams made history that night as the first doctor to successfully perform open-heart 
surgery.  Cornish went on to live another 20 years.  Even before this landmark event, Williams 
was highly regarded as a brilliant surgeon.  When he died in 1931, part of his obituary read:  “... 
Many found him willing and ready to serve, without pay, in the cause of humanity.” 
 
 
February 15 
 
Madame C. J. Walker (1867-1919) 
 
Madame C. J. Walker (born Sarah Breedlove) was America's first black millionaire 
businesswoman.  She achieved her success by inventing a new hair care process and marketing a 
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line of cosmetics for black women.  In 1905, Walker invented and patented a straightening comb 
which, when heated and used with her patented pomade, transformed many women's hair into a 
shining, smooth mane.  In 1906, she married Charles J. Walker and was known thereafter as 
Madame C. J. Walker.  She dubbed her hair straightening process the "Walker method."  The  
popularity of her products grew so rapidly that she soon established a manufacturing company 
that occupied an entire Denver city block.  Madame Walker's company employed more than 
3,000 people.  Before the advent of the "Avon Lady" and Mary Kay representatives, she trained 
young women to sell her products door to door.  Her agents were required to sign contracts 
binding them to a strict hygienic regimen.  Later, these standards would be incorporated into 
Colorado's state cosmetology laws. 
 
 
February 16  
 
Jean Baptiste Pointe DuSable (1745-1818)  
 
Jean Baptiste Pointe DuSable founded the city of Chicago.  DuSable was born around 1745 in 
Haiti to a white French sea captain and a black former slave.  After his mother died, he went to 
France with his father to be educated.  Later he worked as a seaman on his father's boats.  At 20, 
he sailed to America.  Soon, DuSable settled in Illinois and became a fur trader.  He married an 
American Indian woman and developed a very successful business.  When traveling from 
Canada, where he trapped furs, DuSable would stop at a place the Indians called Eschikcago or 
"place of smelly waters."  In 1779, DuSable decided this would be a great place to build a trading 
post.  Many white men had tried it before, but they found a great deal of resistance from the 
Indians.  DuSable, though, did not have that problem.  In fact, he was adopted into his wife's 
clan.  Soon, his successful trading post developed into the settlement now known as Chicago.  
 
 
February 17 
 
Biddy Mason (1818-1891) 
 
In 1851, 32-year-old slave Biddy Mason moved to California with her master, his family, and her 
three young daughters.  Biddy's master made the move to California to pursue a better life for his 
family.  Little did he know, Biddy had dreams for her family, too.  They settled in the San 
Bernardino Valley.  One year before their arrival, California outlawed slavery.  Biddy's master 
could not afford to lose his slaves, so he tried to move again, this time to Texas, where slavery 
was still legal.  Biddy stood up for her right to liberty and sued him in a California court.  The 
court ruled in her favor and she won freedom for herself and her family.  Later, she got a job in 
Los Angeles as a practical nurse making $2.50 per day.  She lived frugally and managed to 
accumulate a nest egg of $250,000.  With that money, she began to purchase real estate—land 
that is today considered some of the most valuable in Los Angeles.  In short order, she amassed a 
fortune.  
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February 18  
 
The Black Mongols of China (1st century)  
 
Asia's first major encounter with black Mongols occurred around the first century.  They 
converged on India, conquering all of the northwest sector, which is now the nation of Pakistan.  
In China they were called the "yeuh-chih."  India referred to them as the "kusanas."  Now known 
as the "black huns," they traveled as much as ninety miles per day.  When they invaded Eastern 
Europe, they were called the "black tartars."  James Brunson, an authority on the black racial 
presence in China, said, "These blacks referred to themselves as 'kara khitai' and would later take 
possession of the Steppe region, north of the Black Sea."  
 
 
February 19  
 
Patrick Francis Healy (1834-1910) 
 
A younger brother of Bishop James Healy, Patrick was the nation's first black to earn a Ph.D.  He 
and the rest of his five siblings contributed greatly to the world through their service as religious 
and civic leaders.  Throughout his lifetime, Healy received numerous medals and 
commendations.  He was the 29th president of the prestigious Georgetown University from 
1873-1882.  As a tribute to his outstanding leadership during his tenure, Georgetown erected the 
Healy Building.  It housed the administration center, a classroom, and a dormitory. 
 
 
February 20 
 
James Augustine Healy (1830-1900) 
 
In 1865, James Augustine Healy became the first black Roman Catholic bishop in the United 
States.  He was one of five children born to Michael and Mary Eliza Healy.  Michael Healy was 
an Irish indentured servant; Mary Eliza was a black former slave.  Their children were born in 
Georgia and, by state law, could be sold into slavery.  Once, when times were hard on the Healy 
farm, a group of white farmers suggested Michael Healy sell the children as slaves.  Healy ran 
the men off his property with dogs.  He and his wife then dedicated themselves to providing the 
best educational opportunities for their children.  With their son's appointment, it seems the 
efforts of Michael and Eliza Healy were well rewarded.  
 
 
February 21 
 
Dr. Susan McKinney Steward (1848-1918) 
 
Dr. Susan McKinney Steward was the first black woman to formally enter the medical 
profession with recognizable success.  Highly motivated and determined, she overcame two 
major obstacles—being black and female.  In 1870, she graduated from the New York Medical 
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School for Women and Children as class valedictorian.  The focus of her work was the practice 
of homeopathy, defined by Webster's New Dictionary as "a system of curing disease by drugs in 
very small doses, which produce in healthy persons, symptoms like those of the disease." 
 
 
February 22 
 
Joseph Lee (1849-1905(?)) 
 
Near the turn of the century, many modern bakeries turned out hundreds of bread loaves, but the 
handmade process was labor intensive.  Enter Joseph Lee.  Lee was a master cook and 
restaurateur who invented a bread-making machine that revolutionized the entire baking 
industry.  His machine did more than just mix the ingredients—it kneaded the dough, making it 
lighter and more hygienic than the bare hands of a baker.  It decreased the cost of making bread 
while increasing bread production.  Only two or three workers were needed to operate the 
machine, which could produce hundreds of loaves daily.  By hand, it could take nearly a dozen 
bakers to make the same number of loaves each day.  Lee patented his bread-making machine in 
1902.  He also invented a machine to reuse and recycle old bread.  His bread-crumbling machine 
was patented in 1895.  It soon became an essential item in every first-class hotel kitchen and 
restaurant.  The crumbs were used to make such delectables as croquettes, batter for cakes, 
puddings and dressing for poultry. 
 
 
 
 
February 23 
 
Josephine Baker (1906-1975) 
 
Entertainer Josephine Baker has been considered one of the most colorful performers of all time. 
Her temptress style, daring costumes, and dramatic flair made her world famous.  Born in St. 
Louis, Missouri, Baker moved to Paris at age 18 to dance with La Revue Negre (The Black 
Review).  Soon, she gained top billing and became one of France's most beloved entertainers.  In 
1936, Baker returned to the United States to appear in the Ziegfeld Follies.  She was not well 
received, however, because she was black.  The following year, she returned to Paris and became 
a French citizen.  When Hitler's troops occupied France during World War II, Baker joined the 
French resistance.  Her loyal, brave service earned her the French Legion Medal of Honor.  
Baker had a great love for animals and orphaned children.  She purchased a 300-acre estate in the 
French countryside where she lived with her husband, a host of exotic animals, and 14 adopted 
children of various ethnic backgrounds.  She called her family "the rainbow project."  In 1951, 
Madame Baker made another visit to the U.S., this time to perform to rave reviews.  She took a 
personal stand against racism by refusing to perform wherever black patrons were barred.  
Nearly 60 years old, Baker joined Martin Luther King Jr. in the 1963 march on Washington. 
Nine years later, she died in Paris. 
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February 24 
 
Benjamin O. Davis Jr. (1912-1969) 
 
Born in Washington, D.C., Benjamin O. Davis Jr. was an army brat whose father set him a 
challenging example.  The elder Davis became a brigadier general in 1940, the U.S. Army's first 
black general.  The younger Davis paralleled his father's illustrious career.  He graduated from 
West Point in 1936 and began his military career at Fort Benning in Georgia.  In 1942, he joined 
the Army Air Corps and took command of the 99th Fighter Squadron, the famous "Tuskegee 
airmen," as a lieutenant colonel.  Davis, known for his dignified manner and eloquent speech, 
became the first black brigadier general in the history of the U.S. Air Force in 1954.  In 1965, he 
rose to the rank of lieutenant general. 
 
 
February 25 
 
Alexander Sergeyvich Pushkin (1799-1837) 
 
Alexander Sergeyvich Pushkin, a great Russian poet, was the great-grandson of Abraham 
Hannibal, an African who was a special friend of Peter the Great.  As a child, Pushkin displayed 
a talent for writing poetry.  In 1818, he was appointed to Russia's ministry of foreign affairs.  By 
day, he worked for the government; at night, he wrote poetry.  Pushkin eventually became 
Russia's poet laureate.  Political freedom was the subject of two of his most famous poems, 
"Noel" and "Ode to Freedom," which criticized the government.  As a result, Pushkin was 
banished into exile, during which he continued to write and became the first Russian to earn a 
living as a poet.  In 1824, he received a pardon from Alexander the First on the condition that his 
future writings would not provoke political unrest.  Pushkin agreed.  Thereafter, he wrote two 
novels, The Captive of the Caucasus and The Captain's Daughter.  A continuous theme 
throughout his works was his obvious pride in his African heritage.  He left unfinished a tribute 
novel, The Moor of Peter the Great, in honor of his grandfather.  At the age of 38, Pushkin died 
in a duel over the woman he married.  
 
 
February 26  
 
Patricia Roberts Harris (1924-1985) 
 
Patricia R. Harris was the first black woman to serve in a president's cabinet and the first to serve 
as secretary of two cabinet posts.  In 1977, President Jimmy Carter appointed Harris as Secretary 
of Housing and Urban Development.  In 1979, she was appointed as Secretary of Health and 
Human Services.  Harris earned a law degree with honors from George Washington University 
in 1960 and was then admitted to practice before the U.S. Supreme Court.  In 1961, she became 
associate dean of students at Howard University School of Law.  In 1963, she was given full 
professorship and in 1969 became the dean of the law school. 
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February 27   
 
Marian Anderson  (1902-1993)  
 
Known as the contralto of the century, Marian Anderson was born in Philadelphia on February 
27, 1902.  Young Marian displayed her gifted voice in her church choir.  She sang all parts: 
soprano, alto, tenor, and bass.  When she made her debut in New York on December 31, 1935, a 
reviewer described her performance as "music-making that was too deep for words."  In spite of 
her undeniable talent, certain groups were not willing to accept a black performer into their 
realm.  In 1939, the Daughters of the American Revolution banned her from singing in 
Washington's Constitution Hall, which they owned.  First lady Eleanor Roosevelt resigned from 
the group in response and sponsored an Easter morning concert at the Lincoln Memorial.  Marian 
Anderson gave one of her most memorable performances to a crowd of 75,000 people.  The 
Metropolitan Opera in New York never had a black singer perform in any of its productions until 
January 17, 1955.  Anderson made history with her performance in Verdi's "A Masked Ball."  
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Baltimore County Public Schools 

 
AFRICAN-AMERICAN HISTORY MONTH 

 
              EVENTS/ACTIVITIES 
 
Following is a list of activities used in Baltimore County Public schools in the past. 
 
 
 • Literature discussion groups - students read and discussed African-American 
  literature selections 
 
 • Daily trivia shared during morning announcements 
 
 • Special area teachers (art, music, library-media) incorporating African-American 
  culture into curriculum 
 
 • Student production of Lorraine Hansberry's award-winning play, A Raisin in the 
  Sun 
 
 • Student-developed assemblies focusing on African-American art, dance, music, 
  poetry, and drama 
 
 • Buffalo Soldier Reenactment and Blacks in the military 
 
 • Distribution of Black History Month posters 
 
 • Recognition of African-Americans on morning announcements 
 
 • Recognition of African-American leaders and contributors to our society  
 
 • School-wide Cultural Arts Assembly  
 
 • Minority Parent Meeting coordinated by Vice President of PTA 
 
 • School band concert of music by African-American composers 
 
 • Infusion of appropriate activities into instructional program related to contributions 
  of African-Americans 
 
 • Narrative sequence project for grade 4 students in Art, focusing on notable 
  African-Americans 
 
 • Televised morning announcements featured computer graphics and biographies 
  of famous African-Americans 
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 • Windows of Kuumba (Dance Group) 
 
 • Students created and displayed in hallway a timeline depicting the fight for 
  African-American rights in America 
 
 • Three times a week during African-American History Month a faculty member 
  told the story of an African-American hero/heroine 
 
 • Evening performance on February 24th included Family Night - "Unity in the 
  Community" - Thunder and Lightnin' dancers, and Boyz Choir 
 
 • Calvin Statham Singers guest performers and Gail Edmonds, Director of Minority 
  Affairs and Affirmative Action at Essex Community College was guest speaker 
 
 • African-American Inventor Scavenger Hunt 
 
 • Art Exhibit-related student work 
 
 • Tyehimba Dance Company/African Dance Workshop 
 
 • Multicultural Day  - Activities including Martin Luther King quilt and African 

Adinkra designs 
 
 • Diversity Read-a-Thon 
 
 • Produced daily video announcements that included readings of African-American 

poets 
 
 • Produced newsletter with famous Maryland African-Americans  
 
 • Daily "What's My Line?" name posted in the cafeteria.  Last name of famous African- 
  Americans scrambled.  Students had to unscramble the name and tell why that 
  person had become famous 
 
 • "African-American Read-In" program 
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Elementary Activities 

  

96



 

African American Month Activities for 
 Elementary Grades 

 
 
The following activities are provided by the Gale Group as part of their free resources for 
educators in recognition of African American History Month.  The activities are listed with 
school level or age group indications.  The activities cover s spectrum of academic 
disciplines. 

 
 
Baobab: The Tree of Life  

Age/Grade Level or Audience: Elementary school children, scouts, 4-H, or religious 
schools.  

Description: Describe to students the importance of the baobab tree to Africans.  

Procedure: Read aloud a book about the baobab or monkey-bread tree. Point out the 
difference between biological facts and legends about the tree. Emphasize these facts:  

 The baobab is one of the world's oldest plants.  

 It can live as long as a thousand years.  

 It can grow sixty feet high, forty feet wide, and ten feet thick.  

 It is sometimes called the upside-down tree because, when the leaves fall, its 
stunted limbs, protruding from a grotesquely thickened trunk, look like roots pointing 
at the sky.  

 The baobab is a succulent plant so soft that a bullet can pass through it.  

 Its spongy inner tissue stores water to help it survive drought.  

 The tree produces a gourd-like fruit hanging from long twigs.  

 The baobab's ability to adapt to changes in the environment accounts for its long life.  

Sources:  
Attenborough, David, Atlas of the Living World, Houghton Mifflin, 1989.  
Bash, Barbara, Tree of Life: The World of the African Baobab, Little, Brown, 1989.  
Cochrane, Jennifer, Trees of the Tropics, Steck-Vaughn, 1990.  
Hunter, Bobbi Dooley, The Legend of the African Bao-Bab Tree, Africa World Press, 1995.  

Alternative Applications: Explain why Africans revere the gnarled baobab and its role in 
the African ecosystem. Mention these facts:  

 The baobab is a nesting place for birds, such as the yellow-collared lovebird, mosque 
swallow, orange-billed parrot, lilac-breasted roller, redheaded buffalo weaver, honey 
guide bird, pygmy falcon, superb starling, and yellow-billed hornbill.  

 Insects make their homes in the bark, limbs, and leaves of the baobab.  
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 Bats pollinate the baobab's flowers.  

 Natives pick the leaves and cook them like spinach.  

 Elephants eat the smooth, glossy purplish-gray bark.  

 Waxy flowers turn into firm-shelled fruit, which can be cracked and eaten.  

 Parts of the tree are used for soap, weaving, drinks, fertilizer, packaging, drinking 
cups, musical instruments, rope, and candy.  

 The spongy wood is light enough to make fishing floats, canoes, and housing 
material.  

 As a medicine, the baobab is used to boost the immune system and to curre sores, 
malaria, dysentery, fever, earache, and kidney infection.  

 The acid in the baobab nut is used to curdle milk or harden rubber.  

 A burning solution of baobab pulp rids animals of insect pests.  

 

Bean Bag Toss  

Age/Grade Level or Audience: Kindergarten or elementary school geography classes.  

Description: Organize games of bean bag toss on an oversized map of Africa.  

Procedure: Outline a color-coded map of Africa approximately eight feet long on an asphalt 
or concrete playground. Color code the countries with chalk or paint. To protect the map 
from rain damage, spray with a fixative, such as polyurethane or water seal. This game 
could also be drawn on a tarp or piece of canvas and rolled up for storage, then played in a 
gymnasium, hallway, community center, church activities room, or neighborhood street 
festival.  

Vary rules with each use. Have students toss bean bags onto the map or play variations of 
hopscotch. For example:  

 Score points only for bags that land on a particular country or island, such as Benin, 
Comoros, Principe, Sao Tomé, or Mali. The smaller the country or island, the greater 
the number of points.  

 Have students name the country they are aiming for before tossing bean bags. If 
they are successful, they win points.  

 Have students continue tossing so long as they hit the countries they name 
beforehand. When the bean bag lands on another country, the turn passes to 
another player.  

 Have students hop on one foot onto a series of countries without touching borders. 
In order to win points, they must call out the name of the country they land on.  

 Have students name the capital of the nation they land on.  

Sources:  
Computer software such as Data Disc International's World Data or MECC's World 
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Geography.  
Adams, W. M., The Physical Geography of Africa, Oxford University Press, 1996.  
Africa: A Lonely Planet Shoestring Guide, Lonely Planet, 1995.  
Africa Inspirer (CD-ROM), Tom Snyder Productions.  
"Africa Online," http://www.africaonline.com.  
Binns, Tony, The People and Environment in Africa, John Wiley and Sons, 1995.  
Chadwick, Douglas H., "A Place for Parks in the New South Africa," National Geographic, 
July 1996, 2-41.  
Collins Nations of the World Atlas, HarperCollins, 1996.  
Demko, George J., Why in the World Adventures in Geography, Anchor Books, 1992.  
Halliburton, Warren J., and Kathilyn Solomon Probosz, African Landscapes, Crestwood 
House, 1993.  
Hammond New Century World Atlas, Hammond, 1996.  
Jeunesse, Gallimard, Atlas of Countries, Cartwheel Books, 1996.  
Labi, Esther, Pockets World Atlas, Dorling Kindersley, 1995.  

Alternative Applications: Extend the use of the oversized African map with a whole world 
map covering an entire asphalt or concrete playground. Organize a PTA committee or other 
volunteers to lay out continents and color code countries. Lead students in comparative 
studies of Africa with other nations. For example:  

 Use small steps to measure the Nile, Niger, Limpopo, or Congo river. Compare the 
length with that of the Amazon, Yalu, or Missouri river.  

 Blindfold players and have them hop to a stopping point on a continent, country, or 
island populated primarily by black people, such as Jamaica, Haiti, Zaire, Barbados, 
or Guiana.  

 Estimate, then walk the distance from Africa west to Brazil and east to India. 
Contrast the difference in numbers of steps.  

 Name the countries directly north of Africa and the languages spoken in each, such 
as French in France, Greek in Greece, Italian in Italy and Sicily, Turkish in Turkey, 
and Spanish in Spain.  

 Play follow-the-leader by pretending to fly over the whole world. Name countries in 
each continent where you intend to land.  

 
Bookmarks  

Originator: Gary Carey, teacher, editor, and writer, Lincoln, Nebraska. 

Age/Grade Level or Audience: Elementary school students. 

Description: Create a variety of hand-lettered bookmarks featuring quotations by Martin 
Luther King, Jr., Maya Angelou, Jesse Jackson, Barbara Jordan, Sammy Davis, Jr., Fannie 
Lou Hamer, Faye Wattleton, Booker T. Washington, Frederick Douglass, Sojourner Truth, 
and other black notables. 

Procedure: Have students use yardsticks to mark large sheets of tagboard or construction 
paper in 1" x 5" rectangles and inscribe short, memorable quotations on each. Suggested 
lines include these by Martin Luther King, Jr.:  

 Injustice anywhere is a threat to justice everywhere.  
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 I believe that unarmed truth and unconditional love will have the final word in 
reality.  

 Nonviolence is the answer to the crucial political and moral questions of our time.  

 He who accepts evil without protesting against it is really cooperating with it.  

 Our destiny is tied up with the destiny of America.  

 Now is the time to make real the promises of democracy.  

After decorating with drawings, stickers, or pictures cut from magazines, have students coat 
the tagboard with sheets of clear stick-on plastic or laminate by machine. Cut the final page 
with scissors or paper cutter. Use bookmarks as banquet favors, rewards for reading or 
class attendance, and gifts to handicapped children and retirement home dwellers. 

Sources: 
Bell, Janet Cheatham, Famous Black Quotations and Some Not So Famous, Sabayt 
Publications, 1986. 
King, Anita, ed., Quotations in Black, Greenwood Press, 1981. 

Alternative Applications: Paperclip bookmark on a classroom clothesline made of twine. 
Or attach tassels to markers through a hole punched in one end and distribute as tray 
markers in hospitals, cafeterias, or restaurants.  

 

Freedom Fighters  

Age/Grade Level or Audience: Elementary, middle school, and high school history 
classes; historical societies; civic clubs. 

Description: Generate capsule biographies of great African-American leaders. 

Procedure: Have pairs of students pose as interviewers and great civil rights leaders, such 
as these:  

 Ralph Abernathy  

 Medgar Evers  

 James Meredith  

 Martin Luther King, Jr.  

 Mary C. Terrell  

 Elijah Muhammad  

 Marcus Garvey  

 Martin Delany  

 Paul Cuffe  

 Nat Turner  

 Constance Baker Motley  

 Thurgood Marshall  

 Adam Clayton Powell  

 Roy Wilkins Angela Davis  

 Jesse Jackson  

 Coretta Scott King  

 James Foreman  

 James Farmer  

 Malcolm X  

 Louis Farrakhan Josiah Henson 
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 Daisy Bates Whitney Young 

 Fannie Lou Hamer  

 Stokely Carmichael  

 H. Rap Brown  

 Charlayne Hunter-Gault  

 Rosa Parks  

 Faye Wattleton  

Compose question-and-answer sessions between pairs of participants. Concentrate on the 
theme of progress and liberation for black people. 

Sources: 
Films such as An Amazing Grace (1974), Eyes on the Prize (1986), and Malcolm X (1992). 
"Civil Rights Heroes Who Were Killed in Fight to Help Blacks Gain Right to Vote," Jet, 
October 26, 1992, pp. 10-11, 16. 
Hunter-Gault, Charlayne, In My Place, Farrar, Straus & Giroux, 1992. 
Lanker, Brian, I Dream a World: Portraits of Black Women Who Changed America, Stewart, 
Tabori, and Chang, 1989. 
Meriwether, Louise, Don't Ride the Bus on Monday: The Rosa Parks Story, Prentice-Hall, 
1973. 

Alternative Applications: Create a newspaper, creative writing magazine, or daily public 
address program featuring information about African-American freedom fighters. Over 
individual strength and power, emphasize the importance of education, beliefs, courage, 
determination, religious faith, cooperation, and nonviolent collective action, as 
demonstrated by Malcolm X, Faye Wattleton, Adam Clayton Powell, Rosa Parks, and Martin 
Luther King, Jr.  

 

Invent-O-Rama  

Originator: Roberta Brown, teacher, Fort Bragg, North Carolina. 

Age/Grade Level or Audience: Kindergarten, elementary, and middle school science 
classes; scout troops; 4-H clubs. 

Description: Display the names of African-American inventors alongside objects or 
drawings to illustrate their work. 

Procedure: Arrange on a shelf or in a display case objects, drawings, or pictures cut from 
magazines representing the discoveries and designs of the following inventors, designers, 
and technologists:  

 James S. Adams—airplane propeller  

 George E. Alcorn—semiconductors  

 Archie Alexander—Whitehurst 
Freeway, Washington, D.C.  

 Virgie M. Ammons—fireplace damper 
tool  

 Charles S. Bankhead—composition 

 Harry C. Hopkins—hearing aid  

 Thomas L. Jennings—dry-cleaning 
process  

 John Arthur Johnson—monkey wrench  

 Frederick M. Jones—truck 
refrigeration, starter generator, 
portable X-ray machine  
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printing  

 Benjamin Banneker—America's first 
clock  

 James A. Bauer—coin changer  

 Andrew J. Beard—automatic railcar 
coupler  

 Charles R. Beckley—folding chair  

 Alfred Benjamin—scouring pads  

 Miriam E. Benjamin—signal chair  

 J. W. Benton—oil derrick  

 Henry Blair—corn and cotton planters  

 Sarah Boone—folding ironing board  

 Otis Boykin—stimulator for an artificial 
heart  

 Henrietta Bradbury—torpedo 
discharger  

 Phil Brooks—disposable syringe  

 Marie Van Brittan Brown—home 
security system  

 Robert F. Bundy—signal generator  

 J. A. Burr—lawn mower  

 George Washington Carver—crop 
rotation, recycling, paint, cosmetics 
and lotions, wood stain  

 Albert J. Cassell—method of 
manufacturing silk  

 W. Montague Cobb—color chart of the 
human heart  

 Leander M. Coles—mortician's table  

 Cap B. Collins—portable electric light  

 David N. Crosthwait—vacuum heating 
system  

 Joseph Hunter Dickinson—player piano 

 Leonard Julian—sugar cane planter  

 Percy Lavon Julian—glaucoma 
treatment, synthetic cortisone  

 Ernest Everett Just—studies of cell 
division  

 Samuel L. Kountz—improved kidney 
transplants  

 Robert Benjamin Lewis—oakum picker  

 J. L. Love—pencil sharpener  

 Elijah J. McCoy—automatic locomotive 
lubricator  

 James Winfield Mitchell—method of 
purifying chemicals  

 Garret Augustus Morgan—gas mask, 
four-way traffic signal  

 Benjamin T. Montgomery—boat 
propellor  

 George Olden—postage stamp  

 W. B. Purvis—fountain pen, machine 
to make paper bags  

 J. W. Reed—dough roller and kneader  

 Norbert Rillieux—sugar refiner  

 G. T. Sampson—folding clothes dryer  

 Dewey S. C. Sanderson—urinalysis 
meter  

 C. B. Scott—street sweeper  

 J. H. Smith—lawn sprinkler  

 P. D. Smith—mechanical potato digger 

 Richard Spikes—automatic carwash, 
car directional signals, automatic 
transmission, beer keg  

 J. A. Sweeting—cigarette roller  

 Stewart and Johnson—metal bending 
machine  
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 Charles Richard Drew—blood bank  

 James Forten—sail raising device  

 Albert Y. Garner—flame retardant  

 Sarah E. Goode—folding bed  

 Meredith C. Gourdine—smoke control, 
electradyne paint spray gun  

 W. S. Grant—curtain rod support  

 Solomon Harper—thermostatic hair 
curlers  

 M. C. Harvey—lantern  

 Lincoln Hawkins—coatings for 
communication cable  

 Edward Hawthorne—heart monitor, 
blood pressure control  

 H. C. Haynes—improved razor strap  

 William Hinton—test for syphilis  

 Dorothy E. Hoover—aeronautical 
research  

 Lewis Temple—improved whaling 
harpoon  

 Charles H. Turner—method of 
studying the habits of insects  

 Sarah Walker—hair straightener, face 
cream, hot comb  

 Anthony Weston—improved threshing 
machine  

 Daniel Hale Williams—first emergency 
open-heart surgery  

 Ozzie S. Williams—radar search 
beacon  

 J. R. Winter—fire escape ladder  

 Granville T. Woods—railroad telegraph 

 Louis Tompkins Wright—treatment for 
head and neck injuries  

Sources: 
Asante, Molefi K., Historical and Cultural Atlas of African Americans, Macmillan, 1991. 
Haber, Louis, Black Pioneers of Science and Invention, Harcourt Brace Jovanovich, 1970, 
reprinted, 1992. 
James, Portia P., The Real McCoy: African-American Invention and Innovation, 1619-1930, 
Smithsonian Institution Press, 1989. 
Klein, Aaron E., and Cynthia L. Klein, The Better Mousetrap: A Miscellany of Gadgets, Labor-
saving Devices, and Inventions that Intrigue, Beaufort Books, 1982. 
Logan, Rayford W., and Michael R. Winston, eds., Dictionary of American Negro Biography, 
Norton, 1982. 

Alternative Applications: Use inventors' names as subjects for individual written or oral 
reports or scientific studies of how mechanical devices work. Have students replicate the 
theory behind a particular device or treatment such as Charles Drew's blood bank, Otis 
Boykin's stimulator for an artificial heart, Louis Wright's neck brace, Garret Morgan's gas 
mask, or Percy Julian's glaucoma treatment as subjects for science fairs or computer 
drafting projects. Feature drawings and scientific explanations in a series of school, radio, 
television, or newspaper public address spots highlighting an inventor a day throughout 
Black History Month. 
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What If  

Age/Grade Level or Audience: Elementary or middle school history classes. 

Description: Organize a thinking game to expand student awareness of racism.  

Procedure: Have students name specific changes in United States and world history that 
would have differed if major events had been altered. For example, what if:  

 African explorers had discovered America  

 Mennonite and Quaker activists had succeeded in ending slaving in the late 
seventeenth or early eighteenth century  

 the first colonial slaves seized control of New England  

 Creek, Choctaw, Seminole, and Cherokee joined with slaves to overpower European 
settlers in the Carolinas, Georgia, and Florida  

 Frederick Douglass had become President of the United States or a cabinet member 
under Abraham Lincoln  

 Nelson Mandela had been martyred  

 trade embargoes had ended Apartheid  

 black athletes had been barred from Olympic participation in 1992  

 Clarence Thomas's nomination to the U.S. Supreme Court had been defeated  

 Barbara Jordan had been elected Bill Clinton's vice president  

 Jesse Jackson had led a United Nations team in eradicating famine in Somalia or 
Haiti  

 Colin Powell had run for president against Bill Clinton  

Sources:  
Indexes such as Infotrac and Newsbank; periodicals such as Jet, Ebony, Emerge, Life, 
Newsweek, U S. News and World Report, Forbes, and Black Business; Internet Sources, 
particularly "Africa Online."  
Asante, Molefi K., and Mark T. Mattson, Historical and Cultural Atlas of Africans, Macmillan, 
1991.  
Bache, Ellyn, The Activist's Daughter, Spinsters Ink, 1997.  
Chiasson, Lloyd, ed., The Press on Trial: Crimes and Trials as Media Events, Greenwood, 
1997.  
Hill, Anita, Speaking Truth to Power, Doubleday, 1997.  
Hornsby, Alton, Chronology of African-American History, 2nd edition Gale, 1997.  

Alternative Applications: Assign students to compose a news item, tableau, interview, 
Website, short story, play, poem, hymn, song, movie, or dance expressing a rewritten 
historical event from the black point of view. For instance:  

 Anita Hill's testimony before the Senate committee  

 composition of "Dixie"  
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 Denzel Washington's role in the film Malcolm X  

 establishment of a holiday honoring Christopher Columbus  

 Gettysburg Address  

 Jefferson Memorial  

 John Newton's composition of "Amazing Grace"  

 Lincoln-Douglas debates  

 O. J. Simpson trial  

 unveiling of the Vietnam Memorial  

 Virginia Reel  

 William Styron's publication of The Confessions of Nat Turner  
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Great African-Americans 
Quiz 

Name: 
________________________________ 

 
Read the following pages on great African-Americans, then answer the following 
questions.  [ Information about the great people on these pages may be used during 
morning announcements and students may complete the quiz over a period of time 
during African American History Month.) 

1. What is the name of the great civil rights leader who won the Nobel Peace Prize 
and was assassinated in 1968? __________________________________  

2. What is the name of the first African-American who served on the US Supreme 
Court? __________________________________  

3. What is the name of the woman who helped hundreds of other escaped slaves flee 
to freedom in the North via the Underground Railroad? 
__________________________________  

4. What is the name of the Haitian-French pioneer and trader who founded the 
settlement that would later become Chicago? 
__________________________________  

5. What is the name of the scientist who developed hundreds of products from 
peanuts, sweet potatoes, pecans, and soybeans, revolutionizing agriculture in the 
South? __________________________________  

6. What is the name of the scientist who developed the idea of the blood bank, saving 
innumerable human lives? __________________________________  

7. What is the name of the explorer and colleague of Robert E. Peary who was in the 
first group of people to visit the North Pole? 
__________________________________  

8. What is the name of the ex-slave who founded the Tuskegee Institute in Alabama? 
__________________________________  

9. What is the name of the first African-American woman to go into space? 
__________________________________  
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10. What is the name of the first African-American to play major league baseball? 
__________________________________  

11. What is the name of the woman who refused to give up her bus seat, prompting a 
city-wide bus boycott? This eventually resulted in a Supreme Court ruling that 
segregation on city buses is unconstitutional. 
__________________________________  

12. What is the name of the African-American athlete who won many medals in the 
1936 Berlin Olympic games? __________________________________  

13. What is the name of the inventor whose high-quality industrial inventions were the 
basis for the expression "the real McCoy"? __________________________________  

14. What is the name of the first African-American woman to be elected as a U.S. 
congresswoman from the deep South? __________________________________  

15. What is the name of the slave who sued for his freedom and lost, in a major 
Supreme Court case before the Civil War? __________________________________  
 

 
Answers - Copyright ©2002 EnchantedLearning.com 
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Armstrong, Louis 

Daniel Louis Armstrong (August 4, 1901 - July 6, 1971) was a great 
jazz trumpet player, composer, and singer. He was nicknamed Satchmo 
because some people said that his mouth was like a satchel. Armstrong 
was born in New Orleans, Louisiana, and soon became a well-known 

cornet player in clubs and on riverboats along the Mississippi River. He 
became world famous for his incredible musical talent, especially his 

improvised solos. Armstrong also sang "scat," a style in which nonsense words are 
used in a song. Armstrong was featured in many recordings, television shows, and 

movies. Armstrong celebrated his birthday on July 4. 
Bruce, Louis 

Blanche Kelso Bruce (March 1, 1841-1898) was the first African-American who 
served a full term in the U.S. Senate. Senator Bruce was born a slave on the Farmville 
Plantation, Virginia. He was educated by his owner's son, and he later went to Oberlin 

Colllege (in Ohio). Bruce was a Republican senator representing Mississippi; he 
served from March 5, 1875 until March 3, 1881. During his term, Bruce fought for the 
rights of minority groups, including African-Americans, Native Americans, and Asian 
immigrants. After his term as senator, Bruce was appointed registrar of the treasury. 
He rejected an offer of a ministerial appointment to Brazil because slavery was still 

legal there. 
Carver, George Washington 

George Washington Carver (1865?-1943) was an American 
scientist, educator, humanitarian, and former slave. Carver 

developed hundreds of products from peanuts, sweet potatoes, 
pecans, and soybeans; his discoveries greatly improved the 

agricultural output and the health of Southern farmers. Before this, the 
only main crop in the South was cotton. The products that Carver invented included a 

rubber substitute, adhesives, foodstuffs, dyes, pigments, and many other products. 
Douglas, Aaron 

Aaron Douglas (May 26, 1899 - February 3, 1979) was an African-American 
artist who was associated with the Harlem Renaissance art movement. 

Douglas was born in Topeka, Kansas, and studied art at the University of 
Nebraska. He later moved to Harlem, New York, and soon became a 

preeminent artist. Douglas did many paintings, woodcut prints, murals, and 
book and magazine illustrations. 
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Douglass, Frederick 
Frederick Augustus Washington Bailey Douglass (Feb. 7, 1817-Feb. 
20, 1895) was an abolitionist, orator and writer who fought against 

slavery and for women's rights. Douglass was the first African-
American citizen appointed to high ranks in the U.S. government. 

 
Drew, Charles R. 

Dr. Charles Richard Drew (1904-1950) was an American medical doctor 
and surgeon who started the idea of a blood bank and a system for the 

long-term preservation of blood plasma (he found that plasma kept longer 
than whole blood). His ideas revolutionized the medical profession and 

have saved many, many lives. 

Dubois, W.E.B. 
William Edward Burghardt DuBois (February 23, 1868 - August 27, 1963) was a writer, 

historian, leader and one of the founders of the NAACP (National Association for the 
Advancement of Colored People). DuBois was born in Great Barrington, Massachusetts. 
He was a gifted student who became a reporter for the New York Globe when he was 15 
years old. He later attended Fisk University, then transferred to Harvard University; he 

was the first black to receive a Ph.D. from Harvard University. DuBois became a teacher 
and later studied the state of black people in the USA and around the world; he wrote 

many books. 
Du Sable, Jean-Baptiste-Point 

Jean-Baptist-Point Du Sable (1750?-1818) was a Haitian-French pioneer and trader; he 
founded the settlement that would later become Chicago. 

Estevanico 
Estevanico (pronounced es-tay-vahn-EE-co), also called 

Estevan, Esteban, Estebanico, Black Stephen, and Stephen 
the Moor (1500?-1539) was a Muslim slave from northern 

Africa (Azamor, Morocco) who was one of the early 
explorers of the Southwestern United States. 

Goode, Sarah S. 
Sarah E. Goode was a business woman and inventor. Goode invented the folding 
cabinet bed, a space-saver that folded up against the wall into a cabinet. When folded 
up, it could be used as a desk, complete with compartments for stationery and writing 
supplies. Goode owned a furniture store in Chicago, Illinois, and invented the bed for 
people living in small apartments. Goode's patent was the first one obtained by an 
African-American woman inventor (patent #322,177, approved on July 14, 1885) 
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Henson, Matthew A. 
Matthew Alexander Henson (Aug. 
8, 1866 - March 9, 1955) was an 
American explorer and one of the 
first people to visit the North Pole. 

He was on most of Robert E. 
Peary's expeditions, including the 

1909 trip to the North Pole. 

Jemison, Mae C. 
Mae C. Jemison (October 17, 1956 - ) was the first African-American 
woman in space. Dr. Jemison is a medical doctor and a surgeon, with 
engineering experience. She flew on the space shuttle Endeavor 
(STS-47, Spacelab-J) as the Mission Specialist; the mission lifted off 
on September 12, 1992 and landed on September 20, 1992.  

 
Johnson, William Henry 

William Henry Johnson (1901- 1970) was an African-American artist 
who was associated with the Harlem Renaissance art movement. 

Johnson was born in Florence, South Carolina, but as a teenager, went to 
study at the National Academy of Design in New York. He painted in 
France from 1926 to 1930. When he returned to the USA, he opened a 

studio in Harlem. Johnson had his first solo art exhibition in New York in 1941. 
Johnson's vibrant paintings represent many subjects, ranginf from scenes from everyday 
life to historical commemoratives of African-Americans, like Harriet Tubman, George 

Washington Carver, and Matthew Henson. 
Joplin, Scott 

Scott Joplin (1868-1917) was a great composer and pianist. As a boy in Texarkana, 
Texas, Joplin taught himslef to play the piano. He played and composed ragtime 

music, a lively, unique genre. He composed over 60 pieces (most for piano), including 
the "Maple Leaf Rag" and "The Entertainer," which are still popular today. Joplin also 

wrote two operas. 
Jordan, Barbara 
Barbara Jordan (Feb. 21, 1936-Jan. 17, 1996) was the first black U.S. congresswoman 
from the deep South; she served Texas for six years in the US House of 
Representatives. Jordan was a powerful orator who fought for civil rights and the 
rights of the poor. 
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King Jr., Martin Luther 
Martin Luther King, Jr. (1929-1968) was a great man who worked for racial 
equality in the USA. He was born on January 15, 1929, in Atlanta, Georgia. 

After graduating from college and getting married, Dr. King became a minister 
and moved to Alabama. During the 1950's, Dr. King became active in the movement for 
civil rights and racial equality. He participated in the Montgomery, Alabama, bus boycott 

and many other peaceful demonstrations that protested the unfair treatment of African-
Americans. He won the Nobel Peace Prize in 1964. Dr. King was assassinated on April 4, 

1968, in Memphis, Tennessee. Commemorating the life of a tremendously important 
leader, we celebrate Martin Luther King Day each year in January. 

Lawrence, Jacob 
Jacob Lawrence (1917-2000) was an African-American artist who was 

associated with the Harlem Renaissance art movement. Lawrence was born 
in Atlantic City, New Jersey, but at 13 years old, moved to New York City, 

New York, where he studied art. He soon became successful, both 
artistically and commercially. Lawrence often painted scenes of ordinary 

life in vibrant colors and with a startling angularity. In 1946, Lawrence said of his 
philosophy of art, "My belief is that it is most important for an artist to develop an 

approach and philosophy about life - if he has developed this philosophy he does not put 
paint on canvas, he puts himself on canvas." Lawrence painted Dominoes in 1958. 

Marshall, Thurgood 
Thurgood Marshall (July 2, 1908 - Jan. 24, 1993) was the first African-
American justice of the US Supreme Court. Marshall was on the team 
of lawyers in the historic Supreme Court trial concerning school 
desegregation, Brown v. Board of Education. As a result of this trial, 
the "separate but equal" doctrine in public education was overthrown. 
After a successful career as a lawyer and judge fighting for civil rights 
and women's rights, Marshall was appointed to the high court in 1967. 

On the high court, Marshall continued his fight for human rights until he retired on June 
27, 1991. 

McCoy, Elijah 
Elijah McCoy (1843 or 1844-1929) was a mechanical engineer and 

inventor. McCoy's high-quality industrial inventions (especially his steam 
engine lubricator) were the basis for the expression "the real McCoy," 

meaning the real, authentic, or high-quality thing.  
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Morgan, Garrett 
Garrett Augustus Morgan (March 4, 1877 - August 27, 1963), was an 

African-American inventor and businessman. He was the first person to 
patent a traffic signal. He also developed the gas mask (and many other 
inventions). Morgan used his gas mask (patent No. 1,090,936, 1914) to 
rescue miners who were trapped underground in a noxious mine. Soon 

after, Morgan was asked to produce gas masks for the US Army. 

Owens, Jesse 
Jesse Owens (Sept. 12, 1913 - Mar. 31, 1980) was one of the world's 
greatest track and field athletes. At the 1936 Berlin Olympic games, 
Jesse Owens won 4 gold medals (in the 100 meter, 200 meter, 400 
meter relay and the long jump) , set two Olympic records, and tied 

another. This humiliated Hitler and was an affront to his racial 
theories - Hitler had assumed that the "Aryans" (the Germanic race) 

would easily win. A year earlier, as an Ohio State University student, 
Owens set new world records in the 220 yard dash, the 200 yard 

hurdles, and the long jump (and equaled the record in the 100 yard) at the National 
Collegiate Track and Field Meet (on May 25, 1935). 

Parks, Gordon 
Gordon Parks (Nov. 30, 1912- ) is a photographer, writer, film 

director, composer, and musician. His works document the 20th 
century and have been seen by millions of people around the world. 

Parks was the youngest of 15 children, born to impoverished 
parents in Kansas. Parks was the first African-American 

photographer to work at Life magazine and Vogue magazine. He 
wrote 12 books, produced many documentaries and Hollywood 
films (including Shaft), produced, directed, and scored a major 

Hollywood film (The Learning Tree, 1960), wrote a ballet about Martin Luther King 
(called Martin), and composed other music (including a symphony, a concerto, blues and 

other popular songs). 
Parks, Rosa 

Rosa Parks (February 4, 1913 - ) is a pivotal figure in the fight for civil rights. On 
December 1, 1955, a Montgomery, Alabama, bus driver ordered Mrs. Parks to give up 
her seat to a white man. When she refused, she was fined and arrested. This incident 

prompted a city-wide bus boycott, which eventually resulted in a Supreme Court ruling 
that segregation on city buses is unconstitutional. 
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Rillieux, Norbert 
Norbert Rillieux (March 17, 1806-October 8, 1894) was an African-

American inventor and engineer who invented a device that 
revolutionized sugar processing. Rillieux's multiple effect vacuum 
sugar evaporator (patented in 1864) made the processing of sugar 

more efficient, faster, and much safer. The resulting sugar was also 
superior. His apparatus was eventually adopted by sugar processing 

plants all around the world. 
Robinson, Jackie 

Jack (Jackie) Roosevelt Robinson (January 31, 1912 - October 24, 1972) was the 
first black man allowed to play major league baseball. On April 11, 1947, Robinson 

played his first major league baseball game (he played for the New York Dodgers in an 
exhibition game against the New York Yankees). Robinson played with the Dodgers for 

10 years. He played in six World Series and was the first African-American in the 
Baseball Hall of Fame (in 1962). 

Scott, Dred 
Dred Scott (1795-1858) was a a slave who sued for his freedom in court, 
since he had been taken to a "free" state (Wisconsin). He lost his case in 
St. Louis, Missouri, but won it on appeal. His case was again appealed 

and Scott lost. The results of his court case led to major political 
upheavals in the USA and eventually, the Civil War.  

 

Tubman, Harriet 
Harriet Tubman (1820 - 1913) escaped slavery in Maryland in 1849 
and traveled north. Mrs. Tubman devoted her life to fighting slavery 
and championing the rights of women. She then helped hundreds of 

other slaves flee to the north to freedom via the Underground 
Railroad. Mrs. Tubman helped John Brown recruit soldiers for his 

raid on Harpers Ferry (1859). She spied for the Union during the US 
Civil War (in South Carolina). After the war, she lived in Auburn, 

New York, and founded the Harriet Tubman Home for Aged 
Negroes. 

Truth, Sojourner 
Sojourner Truth (1797?-1883) was an American preacher who dedicated her life to 

fighting for for civil and human rights. She was born a slave in New York State, but was 
freed in 1827. After becoming a preacher, she campaigned for the abolition of slavery 

and for women's rights. During the US Civil War, she helped black Union soldiers obtain 
supplies and also worked as a counselor for the National Freedon Relief Association. 

 
 

113



 

Washington, Booker T. 
Booker Taliafero Washington (April 15?, 1856 - Nov. 15, 1915) was an 

orator, civil rights activist, professor, writer, and poet. He was born a 
slave in Virginia, but was freed by Lincoln's Emancipation Proclamation 
(when it went into effect in the South, in 1865). Washington dedicated 
his life to education as a means of obtaining equality. He founded the 

Tuskegee Normal and Industrial Institute in Tuskegee, Alabama, and the 
National Negro Business League.  
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Elijah McCoy  
Cloze Activity 

 
Read the story about Elijah McCoy.  Then,  fill-in the blanks 
with the correct words from the Word Bank. 
 
 
Word Bank:  

patents 
engineer 
Scotland 
oilman 

African-American 

Canada 
Manufacturing 

job 
coal 
shut 

train 
Michigan 

time 
revolutionary 

born 
 

Elijah McCoy (1843 or 1844-1929) was a mechanical 

_____________________ and inventor. McCoy's high-

quality industrial inventions (especially his steam engine 

lubricator) were the basis for the expression "the real 

McCoy," meaning the real, authentic, or high-quality thing.  

McCoy was _____________________ in Colchester, 

Ontario, _________________, to former slaves (George 

and Emillia McCoy), who had fled from the USA. McCoy 

was educated as a mechanical engineer in Edinburgh, 

___________________; he then moved to Detroit, 

_____________________, USA. Despite his education 

(and due to racism - he was an _____________________), 

he could only get a _________________ as a fireman and 

_____________________ on a steam-engine 
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_____________________, shoveling _________________ 

into a train's engine and periodically lubricating the engine.  

McCoy's first invention (1872) was a _________________ 

way of lubricating steam engines without having to 

__________________ them down - this automatic 

lubricator saved an enormous amount of 

___________________ and effort in transportation and in 

industrial production. McCoy eventually had a total of 57 

_____________________, and was known throughout the 

world for his inventions. In 1920, McCoy started his own 

company, the Elijah McCoy _____________________ 

Company.  
 
Copyright ©2003 EnchantedLearning.com  
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Elijah McCoy: Inventor 

 
Elijah McCoy (1843 or 1844-1929) was a mechanical engineer and inventor. 
McCoy's high-quality industrial inventions (especially his steam engine 
lubricator) were the basis for the expression "the real McCoy," meaning the 
real, authentic, or high-quality thing.  

McCoy was born in Colchester, Ontario, Canada, to former slaves (George and 
Emillia McCoy), who had fled the USA. McCoy was educated as a mechanical 
engineer in Edinburgh, Scotland; he then moved to Detroit, Michigan, USA. 
Despite his education (and due to racism - he was of African 
descent), he could only get a job as a fireman and oilman on a 
steam-engine train, shoveling coal into a train's engine and 
periodically lubricating the engine.  

McCoy's first invention (1872) was a revolutionary way of 
lubricating steam engines without having to shut them down - 
this automatic lubricator saved an enormous amount of time 
and effort in transportation and in industrial production. 
McCoy eventually had a total of 57 patents, and was known 
throughout the world for his inventions. In 1920, McCoy 
opened his own company, the Elijah McCoy Manufacturing 
Company.  
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Matthew Henson: 
Cloze Activity 

 
Read the story about Matthew Henson.  Then,  fill-in the blanks 
with the correct words from the Word Bank. 
 
Word Bank:  

published 
North Pole 

ship 
Congressional 

Peary's 

explorer 
Taft 

retired 
expeditions 

America 

people 
City 

Eskimos 
African-American 

mechanic 

Matthew Alexander Henson (Aug. 8, 1866 - March 9, 1955) was 

an _______________________ explorer and one of the first 

_______________________ to visit the North Pole. He was on 

most of Robert E. ______________________ expeditions, 

including the 1909 trip to the _______________________.  

Henson's parents died when he was a young boy. He went to sea 

when he was 12 years old, working as a cabin boy on a three-

masted sailing _______________________. He later became a 

clerk in Washington, D.C., where he met the Arctic 

_______________________ Robert E. Peary; in 1888, Peary hired 

Henson as a personal assistant for his expedition to Nicaragua, 

Central _______________________. Because of Henson's skills 

(Henson was an accomplished _______________________, 

navigator and carpenter), resourcefulness and strength, Peary chose 

Henson to accompany him on his next 7 

_______________________ to the Arctic, from 1891 through 
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1909. Peary, Henson, and four _______________________ were 

the first people to reach the North Pole (in 1909).  

Henson wrote "A Negro Explorer at the North Pole," which was 

_______________________ in 1912. US President William H. 

_______________________ appointed Henson a clerk in the U.S. 

Customs House in New York _______________________ in 

1913; he held the post until 1936, when he 

_______________________. Henson was awarded a 

_______________________ medal in 1944 for his work on the 

Peary expedition. 
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Matthew Alexander Henson: Arctic 
Explorer 

Matthew Alexander Henson (Aug. 8, 1866 - March 9, 1955) was an American 
explorer and one of the first people to visit the North Pole. He was on most of 
Robert E. Peary's expeditions, including the 1909 trip to the North Pole.  

Henson's parents died when he was a young boy. He went to sea when he was 
12 years old, working as a cabin boy on the three-masted sailing ship "Katie 
Hines" (under Captain Childs). He became a clerk in Washington, D.C. after 
Captain Childs died. There, Henson met the Arctic explorer Robert E. Peary; in 
1888, Peary hired Henson as a personal assistant for his expedition to 
Nicaragua, Central America. Because of Henson's skills (Henson was an 
accomplished mechanic, navigator and carpenter), resourcefulness and strength, 
Peary chose Henson to accompany him on his next 7 expeditions to the Arctic. 
These exploratory trips took place in the years 1891-92, 1893-95, 1896, 1897, 
1898-1902, 1905-06, and 1908-09. Peary, Henson, and four Eskimos were the 
first people to reach the North Pole (in 1909).  

Henson wrote "A Negro Explorer at the North Pole," which was published in 
1912. US President William Howard Taft appointed Henson a clerk in the U.S. 
Customs House in New York City in 1913; he held the post until 1936, when 
he retired. Henson was awarded a Congressional medal in 1944 for his work on 
the Peary expedition.  

Copyright ©2003 EnchantedLearning.com 
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George Washington Carver: 
Cloze Activity 

 
 
Read the story about George Washington Carver.  Then,  fill-in the blanks 
with the correct words from the Word Bank. 
 
Word Bank:  

slave 
orphaned 
donated 

1943 
farmers 

scientist 
Missouri 

child 
college 
rubber 

peanuts 
black 
teach 
farm 

cotton 
 

George Washington Carver (1865?-______________) was an 

American _______________________, educator, humanitarian, 

and former _______________________. Carver developed 

hundreds of products from _______________________, sweet 

potatoes, pecans, and soybeans. His discoveries greatly improved 

the agricultural output and the health of Southern 

_______________________. Before this, the only main crop in the 

South was _______________________. The products that Carver 

invented included a _______________________ substitute, 

adhesives, foodstuffs, dyes, pigments, and many other products.  

Carver was born in born in the state of ______________________ 

and was sickly as a _______________________. He was 

_______________________ when he was young, and was brought 

up by Moses and Susan Carver on their _____________________.  
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He began school at age 12 and later attended Simpson College in 

Indianola, Iowa, where he was the first black student. He 

transferred to Iowa Agricultural College to study science, earning a 

Bachelor of Science degree (in 1894) and a Master of Science 

degree in bacterial botany and agriculture (in 1897). He then 

became the first _______________________ faculty member at 

that _______________________.  Booker T. Washington 

convinced Carver to _______________________ at the Tuskegee 

Normal and Industrial Institute for Negroes (now called Tuskegee 

University) in Alabama, USA, where Carver headed the 

agricultural department for 50 years. Carver 

_______________________ his life savings to a fund designed to 

encourage agricultural research. 

 

122



 

 

George Washington Carver: 
 
George Washington Carver (1865?-1943) was an American scientist, educator, 
humanitarian, and former slave. Carver developed hundreds of products from 
peanuts, sweet potatoes, pecans, and soybeans; his discoveries greatly 
improved the agricultural output and the health of Southern farmers. Before 
this, the only main crop in the South was cotton. The products that Carver 
invented included a rubber substitute, adhesives, foodstuffs, dyes, pigments, 
and many other products.  

Carver was born in born in Missouri and was a sickly child. He was orphaned 
when he was young, and was brought up by Moses and Susan Carver on their 
farm. He began school at age 12 and later attended Simpson College in 
Indianola, Iowa, where he was the first black student. He transferred to Iowa 
Agricultural College to study science, earning a Bachelor of Science degree (in 
1894) and a Master of Science degree in bacterial botany and agriculture (in 
1897). He then became the first black faculty member at that college.  

Booker T. Washington convinced Carver to teach at the Tuskegee Normal and 
Industrial Institute for Negroes (now called Tuskegee University) in Alabama, 
USA, where Carver headed the agricultural department for 50 years. Carver 
donated his life savings to a fund designed to encourage agricultural research. 

Copyright ©2003 EnchantedLearning.com 
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Color this picture by  Jacob Lawrence 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Jacob Lawrence: "Dominoes" 
Jacob Lawrence (1917-2000) was an African-American artist who was 

associated with the Harlem Renaissance art movement. 
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"Listen Lord," from "God's Trombones" 
(1899-1979) – Famous African American Artist  

 

Color this Picture by  Aaron Douglas. 
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Throughout the years, the United States Postal Service has tried to preserve America's rich 
history and culture through its commemorative stamp program. The Postal Service has issued 
Black History-related stamps to commemorate black men and women who have contributed to 
America's history and who have made a difference. 

In 1940, Booker T. Washington became the first black American to be honored on a U.S. 
postage stamp issue. Since then, other black Americans have been honored as individuals 
and/or depicted as representatives of their race in different categories such as civil rights, 
sports, science, and music on U.S. stamps. 

 
All resources on the next 13 pages are from the Stamp On Black History website.  To learn more 
visit http://library.advanced.org/10320/Stamps.htm#anchor305420.   
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Design and color your own Black History-related stamp.  
When you have completed your stamp, hang it up at school or 
at home for others to see. 

 

  

United States Postal Service, Publication 39, December 1994. 
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Color this picture of Mary McLeod Bethune. 

 

Oughton, Taylor, Great African Americans, New York: Dover Publications, Inc, 1995. 
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Color this picture of Jim Beckwourth. 

 

Selected by Gloria Swain, The Black Cowboy, California: Bellerophon Books, 1996. 
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Color this picture of Eubie Blake. 

 

Oughton, Taylor, Great African Americans, New York: Dover Publications, Inc, 1995. 
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Color this Buffalo Soldiers stamp. 

 

The Buffalo Soldiers were the U.S. Army's African-American 
regiment. This stamp honors their legendary courage and 
valor. 

United States Postal Service, Publication 39, December 1994. 
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Color this picture of Duke Ellington. 

 

Tomb, Eric & Rail, Paul. A Coloring Book of American Composers, California: Bellerophon Books. 
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Color this picture of Martin Luther King, Jr. 

 

Oughton, Taylor, Great African Americans, New York: Dover Publications, Inc, 1995. 
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Color this Joe Louis stamp. 

 

Joe Louis was one of America's greatest boxing champions. His 
accomplishments both in and out of the ring are legendary. 
This stamp honors his achievements. 

United States Postal Service, Publication 39, December 1994. 
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Color this picture of Sojourner Truth. 

 

Oughton, Taylor, Great African Americans, New York: Dover Publications, Inc, 1995. 
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Color this picture of Madame C.J. Walker. 
 

 

Oughton, Taylor, Great African Americans, New York: Dover Publications, Inc, 1995. 
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Color this picture of Jelly Roll Morton. 

 

Tomb, Eric & Rail, Paul. A Coloring Book of American Composers, California: Bellerophon Books. 

EnchantedLearning.com 
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Black History Month 
This report is about _______________________________ who 
was born on_______________ in _________________. 

Early years: 

______________________________________________________ 
______________________________________________________ 
______________________________________________________ 
_____________________________________________________ 
______________________________________________________ 

Adult Life: 

______________________________________________________ 
______________________________________________________ 
______________________________________________________ 
______________________________________________________ 
______________________________________________________ 
______________________________________________________ 
______________________________________________________ 
______________________________________________________ 
______________________________________________________ 
______________________________________________________ 
What impressed you the most about ________________________ 
accomplishments? 

______________________________________________________ 
______________________________________________________ 
______________________________________________________ 

©2003 abcteach.com 

138



139



140



141



142



143



144



145



146



147



148



149



150



151



152



153



154



155



156



157



158



159



160



161



162



163



164



165



166



167



168



169



170



171



172



173



174



175



176



 

 
 
 
 
 
 

DR. MARTIN LUTHER 
KING JR. 

 

 
 

 
 
 
The resources on the life of Dr. Martin Luther King Jr. came from the following website: 
http://www.enchantedlearning.com/Home.html 
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All About Martin Luther King, Jr. EnchantedLearning.com

 
 
Martin Luther King, Jr., was a great man who worked for racial equality in the United 
States of America. He was born on January 15, 1929, in Atlanta, Georgia. Both his father 
and grandfather were ministers. His mother was a schoolteacher who taught him how to 
read before he went to school. Young Martin was an excellent student in school.  
After graduating from college and getting married, Dr. King became a minister and 
moved to Alabama. During the 1950's, Dr. King became active in the movement for civil 
rights and racial equality. He participated in the Montgomery, Alabama, bus boycott and 
many other peaceful demonstrations that protested the unfair treatment of African-
Americans. He won the Nobel Peace Prize in 1964.  

Dr. King was assassinated on April 4, 1968, in Memphis, Tennessee. Commemorating 
the life of a tremendously important leader, we celebrate Martin Luther King Day each 
year in January.  
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All About Martin Luther 
King Jr.'s Childhood EnchantedLearning.com

Martin Luther King, Jr., was born on January 15, 1929, in Atlanta, Georgia. Both his 
father and grandfather were ministers. His mother was a schoolteacher who taught him 
how to read before he went to school. Martin had a brother, Alfred, and a sister, 
Christine.  
Young Martin was an excellent student in school; he skipped grades in both elementary 
school and high school . He enjoyed reading books, singing, riding a bicycle, and playing 
football and baseball. Martin entered Morehouse College in Atlanta, Georgia, when he 
was only 15 years old.  

Martin experienced racism early in life. He decided to do to something to make the world 
a better and fairer place.  

Fill in the following chart about Martin Luther King, Jr., and about yourself.  

. 
Martin Luther King, 

Jr. 
-------------Me---------

---- 

Date of Birth . . 

Place of Birth . . 

Brothers and 
Sisters 

. . 

Activities Enjoyed . . 

Father's 
Occupation 

. . 

Mother's 
Occupation 

. . 

Goal . . 
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Martin Luther King, Jr. Timeline EnchantedLearning.com

1929 Born on January 15, in Atlanta, Georgia 

1948 Graduates from Morehouse College 

1953 Marries Coretta Scott 

1955 Earns a doctoral degree 
 

1956 Dr. King's house is bombed 

1958 Dr. King publishes his first book, Stride Toward Freedom 

1963 
Dr. King gives his "I Have a Dream" speech at the Lincoln 
Memorial in Washington, D.C. 

1964 Dr. King is awarded the Nobel Peace Prize 

1968 Dr. King is assassinated in Memphis, Tennessee 

1986 
Martin Luther King Jr. Day is declared a national holiday in 
the U.S. 
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QUIZ 
 

Answer the yes or no questions about Martin Luther King, Jr. 
Color in the correct circle. YES NO

1. Martin Luther King, Jr., was born in 1929.   

2. King was born in Mississippi.   

3. King was married in 1942.   

4. Dr. King published his first book in 1958.   

5. Dr. King gave his "I Have a Dream" speech in 
Washington, D.C.   

6. Dr. King won the Nobel Prize in 1965.   

7. Martin Luther King Jr. Day was declared a national 
holiday in 1966.   

 
 
 
 
EnchantedLearning.com 
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Martin Luther King, Jr.: 

Cloze Activity 
Fill in the blanks below using the word bank. 

EnchantedLearning.com

 
Word Bank:  

Atlanta 
 

father 

read 

boycott 

college 

Nobel 
 

civil rights 

assassinated 

January 

ministers 

Student 
 

Alabama 

Tennessee 

born 

African-Americans 

 
Martin Luther King, Jr., was a great man who worked for racial 
equality and _____________________________ in the USA. He 
was ______________________ on January 15, 1929, in 
___________________________, Georgia. Both his 
___________________________ and grandfather were 
___________________________. His mother was a schoolteacher 
who taught him how to _______________________ before he 
went to school. Young Martin was an excellent 
___________________________ in school.  
After graduating from ___________________________ and 
getting married, Dr. King became a minister and moved to 
_________________________________. During the 1950's, Dr. 
King became active in the movement for civil rights. He 
participated in the Montgomery, Alabama, bus 
___________________________ and many other peaceful 
demonstrations that protested the unfair treatment of 
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_________________________________. He won the 
_________________________ Peace Prize in 1964.  

Dr. King was _________________________________ on April 4, 
1968, in Memphis, _________________________________. 
Commemorating the life of a tremendously important leader, we 
celebrate Martin Luther King Day each year in 
_________________________________, the month of his birth.  
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Martin Luther King 

Martin Luther King believed in peace.  He believed that everyone should be 
able to get along with each other.  Pick an activity to do by yourself or with a 
friend. 

  

Peace Poem:  Write a poem of your own or use the format below: 

 

  

Peace is like a _______________________ 

  

Peace looks like ____________________ 

  

It sounds  ______________________and 

  

It can be ______________________ but, 

  

Peace is always ____________________. 

 

© abcteach.com 2000      Teachers may reproduce this page for classroom use only. 
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Martin Luther King, Jr. Coloring Page

ClassBrain.com is an educational resource site bringing you cool tools and tricks for your brain.
Mind does matter....Soak it up!

Copyright  © 2002 ClassBrain, Inc.        http://www.classbrain.com

Name: Class:

Teacher: Date:

Page

1 of 1

A worksheet for:     Martin Luther King, Jr. Day -   January
Black History Month -   Februrary

Image courtesy of ArtToday.com
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   Name                                                      Date                    
 

Quiz Name: The Life of Martin Luther King Jr.  
Type: True / False  

Instructions: Read the statement below and decide whether it is True or False.

1.  Martin Luther King Jr. was born in 1929. True     False  
 

2.  MLK was born in Spencer, West Virginia. True     False  
 

3.  It took 15 years to create the federal Martin Luther King, Jr. holiday. True     False  
 

4.  MLK was never arrested. True     False  
 

5.  MLK organized a massive march on Washington on August 28, 1963, which brought 
more than 200,000 people together. True     False  

 

6.  MLK never won the Nobel Peace Prize. True     False  
 

7.  MLK used Gandhi's ideas and approach to help African-Americans gain their just equal 
position in American society. True     False  

 

8.  Many people feared and hated MLK. True     False  
 

9.  They have never convicted the person who assassinated MLK. True     False  
 

10.  On April 4, 1968, MLK was shot and killed by an assassin. True     False  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

186



 

Answer Key 
Quiz Name: The Life of Martin Luther King Jr.  

Type: True / False  
Grade Level: 4  
Instructions: Read the statement below and decide whether it is True or False.

Teacher Notes:  

 

1.  Martin Luther King Jr. was born in 1929. The correct answer is True  
  

2.  MLK was born in Spencer, West Virginia. The correct answer is False  
 

3.  It took 15 years to create the federal Martin Luther King, Jr. holiday. The correct 
answer is True  

 

4.  MLK was never arrested. The correct answer is False  
 

5.  MLK organized a massive march on Washington on August 28, 1963, which brought 
more than 200,000 people together. The correct answer is True  

    

6.  MLK never won the Nobel Peace Prize. The correct answer is False  
 

7.  MLK used Gandhi's ideas and approach to help African-Americans gain their just equal 
position in American society. The correct answer is True  

 

8.  Many people feared and hated MLK. The correct answer is True  
 

9. They have never convicted the person who assassinated MLK. The correct answer is 
False  

 

10.  On April 4, 1968, MLK was shot and killed by an assassin. The correct answer is 
True  
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Araminta Harriet Ross Tubman (1822 - 1913) devoted her life to fighting slavery, 
helping slaves and ex-slaves, and championing the rights of women. An incredibly brave 
woman, she was known as the "Moses of her people."  
Araminta Greene was born a slave in Maryland. In 1844, Harriet married John 
Tubman, who was a free man. She escaped slavery in 1849 and traveled north. She then 
became a conductor for the Underground Railroad and helped slaves flee to freedom in 
the North (both to Northern US states and to Canada). The Underground Railroad was a 
secret system of people of all races who helped slaves escape to the North - it was not an 
actual railroad. Harriet Tubman made 13 dangerous rescue trips to MD over 10 years, rescuing 
over 70 slaves from Southern states. Among the people she saved were many members 
of her family.  

Mrs. Tubman helped John Brown recruit soldiers for his raid on Harpers Ferry (1859). 
She worked as a nurse, scout, and a spy for the Union during the US Civil War (in South 
Carolina). She continued to help rescue Southern slaves during the war.  

After the war, she lived in Auburn, New York, where she founded the Harriet Tubman 
Home for Aged Negroes and worked for the voting rights of blacks. Harriet Tubman died 
on March 10, 1913.  
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Harriet Tubman Timeline and Quiz 
1619 The first African slaves are brought to Virginia 

1808 The US bans the import of slaves 

1822 Araminta Harriet Greene (Tubman) born in Maryland 

1844 Harriet marries John Tubman, a free black man 

1849 Harriet Tubman escapes to the North 

1850 Harriet Tubman starts rescuing slaves via the Underground Railroad 

1857 Dred Scott Supreme Court decision - slaves did not have the right to 
bring a case to court 

1859 Harriet Tubman buys a farm near Auburn, New York 

1859 John Brown's raid on Harpers Ferry 

1861 Abraham Lincoln elected President of the US; Civil War starts 

1863 Lincoln issues Emancipation Proclamation 

1865 Civil War ends; Lincoln is assassinated; 13th amendment to 
Constitution abolishes slavery 

1868 14th amendment to Constitution grants citizenship to former slaves 

1870 15th amendment to Constitution prohibits states from denying the right 
to vote because of race 

1913 Harriet Tubman dies on March 10, 1913, Auburn, N.Y 
Questions: 

1. In which US state was Harriet born? ____________________________  

2. In what year did Harriet Tubman escape slavery? _________________  

3. In what year did the Civil War begin? _________________  

4. In what year did the Civil War end? _________________  

5. In what year did Harriet Tubman die? _________________  
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EnchantedLearning.com 
 

Harriet Tubman Timeline Quiz Answers 
 
1. In which US state was Harriet born? Maryland  
 
2. In what year did Harriet Tubman escape slavery? 1849  

3. In what year did the Civil War begin? 1861  

4. In what year did the Civil War end ? 1865  

5. In what year did Harriet Tubman die ? 1913  
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Maggie Lena Walker EnchantedLearning.com

 
Maggie Lena Walker (July 15, 1867-December 15, 1934) was the first woman in the 
USA to become a local bank president.  
 
Maggie Mitchell was born in Richmond, Virginia, to former slaves; her father was 
murdered when she was a child. In 1886, Maggie married Armstead Walker, Jr., a 
building contractor; they had three children (two of whom survived). She worked first 
as a teacher, and then as an agent for the Woman's Union Insurance Company. 
Maggie quickly rose to become the executive secretary/treasurer of the company 
(which was then called the Independent Order of St. Luke). She also founded a 
newspaper called the St. Luke Herald (in 1902).  

In 1903, Maggie Lena Walker started the St. Luke Penny Savings Bank and was its 
president. In 1929, at the start of the economic depression, her bank bought all the 
local black-owned banks in town and renamed itself the Consolidated Bank and Trust 
Company.  

Throughout her life, Walker worked for civil rights and other humanitarian causes, 
including co-founding the Richmond branch of the NAACP (National Association for 
the Advancement of Colored People) and supporting the Virginia Industrial School for 
Colored Girls. Walker's house, at 110 1/2 East Leigh Street, Richmond, Virginia, is 
designated as an official Historic Site.  
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Maggie Lena Walker: 
Cloze Activity 

Fill in the blanks below using the word bank. 
EnchantedLearning.com

 
Word Bank:  

bank  
 

1867  

teacher  

slaves  

Historic 

child  
 

Virginia  

1929  

NAACP  

house 

newspaper  
 

life  

civil  

Richmond  

Company 

 

Maggie Lena Walker (July 15, ____________________-December 

15, 1934) was the first woman in the USA to become a local 

_____________________ president.  

 

Maggie Mitchell was born in Richmond, 

_____________________, to former _____________________; 

her father was murdered when she was a 

_____________________. In 1886, Maggie married Armstead 

Walker, Jr.; they had three children (two of whom survived). She 

worked first as a _____________________, and then as an agent 

for the Woman's Union Insurance _____________________, 

quickly rising to become the executive secretary/treasurer of the 
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company (which was then called the Independent Order of St. 

Luke). She founded the _____________________ called the St. 

Luke Herald, in 1902.  

In 1903, she started the St. Luke Penny Savings Bank and was its 

president. In ____________________, at the start of the economic 

depression, her bank bought all the local black-owned banks in 

town and renamed itself the Consolidated Bank and Trust 

Company.  

Throughout her _____________________, Walker worked for 

___________________ rights and other humanitarian causes, 

including co-founding the Richmond branch of the 

__________________ (National Association for the Advancement 

of Colored People) and supporting the Virginia Industrial School 

for Colored Girls. Walker's __________________, located at 110 

1/2 East Leigh Street, _____________________, Virginia, is 

designated as an official _____________________ Site.  
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Maasai Seasons  

Age/Grade Level or Audience: High school or college literature, history, or sociology 
classes.  

Description: Chart the seasons from the Maasai point of view.  

Procedure: Have participants volunteer to submit information about various aspects of 
Maasai life as it reflects the seasons. Include the following details:  

 acquiring firewood for July and August, the cold months  

 anticipating May's short rains  

 dressing meat for cooking  

 drinking blood when milk is scarce  

 feasting during initiation ceremonies  

 going on retreat to garner strength for battle  

 making useful items from horn, hides, and gourds  

 moving herds to available water  

 pasturing, branding, and tending cattle, goats, and sheep  

 preparing to hunt game  

 repairing fences and kraals or compounds  

 repairing huts with dung after the November rainy season  

 storing water for the May to October dry season  

 watching for predators and rustlers  

Sources:  
Anderson, David M., Maasai People of Cattle, Chronicle Books, 1995.  
Bentsen, Cheryl, Maasai Days, Anchor Books, 1991.  
Hetfield, Jamie, Maasai of East Africa, Rosen Group, 1996.  
"Kenya Web-People and Culture," http://www.kenyaweb.com.  
Zeleza, Tiyambr, Maasai, Rosen Group, 1994.  

Alternative Applications: Join with several partners to write a poem or song defining the 
periods of time that comprise the Maasai seasons. Alter tone and images to indicate hope 
and thanks to the gods for plenty of grass and rain. Chant your poem to the accompaniment 
of drum, flute, shekere, finger cymbals, scrapers, or thumb piano.  
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  NAME____________________________ 
  DATE____________________________ 
 
 
   Thurgood Marshall 
   ( 1908- 1993) 
 
 Thurgood Marshall is one of the most-well known individuals in the 
history of the civil rights movement in America.  He was born on July 2, 1908 in 
Baltimore, Maryland to a dining room steward and a school teacher.   He was 
not born to wealthy parents.  His education began in the public schools in 
Baltimore and he attended college at Lincoln University.  After graduation from 
college , he entered Howard University Law School and graduated with 
honors at the age of twenty-five. 
 Marshall began his law career in Baltimore and represented the poor 
and the weak in legal matters.  The NAACP became aware of his legal 
abilities and asked him to join their staff.  Marshall won thirty-two of the 
thirty-five cases he argued before the Supreme Court during the time he 
worked with the NAACP.  In 1961, he became  a member of the United 
States Second Court of Appeals.  Four years later, he was appointed 
Solicitor General and was the first black to hold this position in the history 
of United States.  Finally , he was appointed to the Supreme Court of the United 
States in 1967 and was the first black to be appointed to the highest court 
in the United States.  Marshall served in this position until his retirement in 
1991.  Thurgood Marshall died at the age of 84.   
 Thurgood Marshall will be remembered for his involvement in the civil 
rights movement and for paving the way for much of the progress in civil 
rights.  His dedication to the understanding and defense of the United 
States Constitution has touched all of our lives in so many ways. 
 
1. Thurgood Marshall’s ___________ began in the public schools of 

Baltimore, Maryland. 
 
a. legal career   b. education 
c. family    d. NAACP 
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page 2 
 
2. What is the main idea of this writing? 

a. Thurgood Marshall was Solicitor General. 
b. Thurgood Marshall not born to wealthy parents. 
c. Thurgood Marshall was important to the civil rights movement. 
d. Thurgood Marshall retired at the age of 83. 

 
3. What is the author’s purpose of this writing? 

a. persuade   b. entertain 
c. inform   d. none of these 

 
4. What position did Thurgood Marshall retire from? 

a. Solicitor General  b. attorney for the NAACP 
c. teacher   d. United States Supreme Court 

 
5. Which of the following is an OPINION? 

a. The NAACP hired Marshall as an attorney. 
b. I think Thurgood Marshall was a good man. 
c. Thurgood Marshall was a Justice of the United States Supreme 

Court. 
d. None of these 

 
6. Which of the following is NOT true? 

a. Thurgood Marshall was born in Atlanta, Georgia. 
b. Thurgood Marshall was an excellent lawyer. 
c. Thurgood Marshall retired in 1993. 
d. None of these 

 
7. Thurgood Marshall will be remembered because he

a. was the first black to be appointed to the Supreme Court of 
the United States. 

b.       was responsible for much of the progress in the civil rights 
movement in America. 

c. was understanding of the United States Constitution and how it 
affected all our lives. 

d. All of these 
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   Name                                                      Date                    
Quiz Name: Civil Rights  

Type: Multiple Choice (static answer order)  
Instructions: Select the correct answer from the choices listed. 

1. Which former slave and noted abolitionist edited and published "The North Star," an 
abolitionist newspaper? Circle Answer  

 
a.  Phillis Wheatley  
b.  Benjamin Banneker  
c.  Frederick Douglass  

 

2. The 15th Amendment, which granted African-Americans the right to vote, was 
passed on which date? Circle Answer  

 
a.  February 3, 1870  
b.  July 14, 1889  
c.  November 19, 1910  

 

3.  Which civil rights activist gained notoriety in the late nineteenth century for her scathing 
editorials denouncing racial injustice? Circle Answer  
 
a.  Sojourner Truth  
b.  Zora Neale Hurston  
c.  Ida B. Wells  

 

4.  Noted African-American intellectual and civil rights activist W.E.B. DuBois was a 
founding member of which organization in 1909? Circle Answer  
 
a.  National Association for the Advancement of Colored People (NAACP)  
b.  National Negro Business League  
c.  Southern Christian Leadership Conference  

 

5. Which landmark Supreme Court case represented an important victory for the civil rights 
movement in 1954? Circle Answer  
a.  Plessy vs. Ferguson  
b.  Dred Scott vs. Sandford  
c.  Brown vs. the Board of Education of Topeka  
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6.  Who is generally considered the mother of the civil rights movement? Circle Answer  
 
a.  Harriet Tubman  
b.  Susan B. Anthony  
c.  Rosa Parks  

 

7.  Which of the following propelled Martin Luther King Jr. to national prominence as a 
leader of the civil rights movement? Circle Answer  
 
a.  He led the boycott (1955–56) by African Americans in Montgomery, Alabama, against 
the segregated city bus lines.  
b. He organized the massive March on Washington (1963), at which he gave his famous 
speech.  
c. He was awarded the Nobel Peace Prize (1964) for his philosophy of nonviolent resistance. 

 

8.  On June 11, 1963, President Kennedy ordered the National Guard to ensure the 
enrollment of two African-American students, Vivian Malone and James Hood, at which 
university? Circle Answer  
 
a.  University of Mississippi  
b.  University of Chicago  
c.  University of Alabama  

 

9.  What key event in the civil rights movement happened in 1964? Circle Answer  
 
a.  Thurgood Marshall became the first African-American to be appointed to the U.S. 
Supreme Court.  
b.  Congress passed the Civil Rights Act.  
c.  The Black Panther Party was formed.  

 

10.  The National Rainbow Coalition, a political organization uniting various minority 
groups, was formed in 1986 by which African-American political leader? Circle Answer  
 
a.  General Colin Powell  
b.  Louis Farrakhan  
c.  Reverend Jesse Jackson, Sr.  
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Quiz Name: Civil Rights  
Type: Multiple Choice (static answer order)  

Grade Level: 4  
Instructions: Select the correct answer from the choices listed. 

 

1.  Which former slave and noted abolitionist edited and published "The North Star," an 
abolitionist newspaper? Answers  
a.  Phillis Wheatley  -  Incorrect  
b.  Benjamin Banneker  -  Incorrect  
c.  Frederick Douglass  -  Correct  

 

2.  The 15th Amendment, which granted African-Americans the right to vote, was passed on 
which date? Answers  
a.  February 3, 1870  -  Correct  
b.  July 14, 1889  -  Incorrect  
c.  November 19, 1910  -  Incorrect  

 

3.  Which civil rights activist gained notoriety in the late nineteenth century for her scathing 
editorials denouncing racial injustice? Answers  
a.  Sojourner Truth  -  Incorrect  
b.  Zora Neale Hurston  -  Incorrect  
c.  Ida B. Wells  -  Correct  

 

4.  Noted African-American intellectual and civil rights activist W.E.B. DuBois was a 
founding member of which organization in 1909? Answers  
a.  National Association for the Advancement of Colored People (NAACP)  -  Correct  
b.  National Negro Business League  -  Incorrect  
c.  Southern Christian Leadership Conference  -  Incorrect  

 

5.Which landmark Supreme Court case represented an important victory for the civil rights 
movement in 1954? Answers  
a.  Plessy vs. Ferguson  -  Incorrect  
b.  Dred Scott vs. Sandford  -  Incorrect  
c.  Brown vs. the Board of Education of Topeka  -  Correct  
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6.  Who is generally considered the mother of the civil rights movement? Answers  
a.  Harriet Tubman  -  Incorrect  
b.  Susan B. Anthony  -  Incorrect  
c.  Rosa Parks  -  Correct  

 

7.  Which of the following propelled Martin Luther King Jr. to national prominence as a 
leader of the civil rights movement? Answers  
a.  He led the boycott (1955–56) by African Americans in Montgomery, Alabama, 
against the segregated city bus lines.  -  Correct  
b.  He organized the massive March on Washington (1963), at which he gave his famous 
speech.  -  Incorrect  
c.  He was awarded the Nobel Peace Prize (1964) for his philosophy of nonviolent 
resistance.  -  Incorrect  

 

8.  On June 11, 1963, President Kennedy ordered the National Guard to ensure the 
enrollment of two African-American students, Vivian Malone and James Hood, at which 
university? Answers  
a.  University of Mississippi -  Correct  
b.  University of Chicago -  Incorrect  
c.  University of Alabama  -  Incorrect  

 

9.  What key event in the civil rights movement happened in 1964? Answers  
a.  Thurgood Marshall became the first African-American to be appointed to the U.S. 
Supreme Court.  -  Incorrect  
b.  Congress passed the Civil Rights Act.  -  Correct  
c.  The Black Panther Party was formed.  -  Incorrect  

 

10.  The National Rainbow Coalition, a political organization uniting various minority 
groups, was formed in 1986 by which African-American political leader? Answers  
a.  General Colin Powell  -  Incorrect  
b.  Louis Farrakhan  -  Incorrect  
c.  Reverend Jesse Jackson, Sr.  -  Correct  
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Rosa Parks: 
Cloze Activity 

Fill in the blanks below using the word bank. 
Word Bank:  

unconstitutional  
 

bus  

boycott  

Marshall  

Court 

civil rights  
 

1955  

segregation  

African-American  

laws 

arrested  
 

King  

Alabama  

won  

man 

 

Rosa Parks, born Rosa Louise McCauley (February 4, 1913 - 

October 24, 2005) was a pivotal figure in the fight for 

______________________. She protested segregation laws in the 

USA. Her actions led to major reforms (changes), including a 

Supreme ______________________ ruling against segregation.  

On December 1, 1955, a Montgomery, ______________________, 

bus driver ordered Mrs. Parks to give up her 

___________________ seat to a white _________________. 

When she refused, she was ______________________ and fined.  
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Mrs. Parks' arrest resulted in thousands of leaflets being 

distributed, calling for a ______________________ of city buses 

on Monday, December 5, _________________. Mrs. Parks was 

convicted of violating local segregation ____________________, 

and the bus boycott was extended. The boycott eventually lasted 

for over a year. Dr. Martin Luther ______________________ Jr. 

and 89 others were arrested, tried, and convicted for conspiring to 

conduct the bus boycott.  

After Mrs. Parks underwent a court trial and a long series of 

appeals, the Supreme Court ruled (on November 13, 1956) that 

______________________ on city buses is 

______________________. Mrs. Parks and the others were 

represented by Thurgood ______________________ (who later 

became the first ______________________ on the Supreme 

Court) and other lawyers. The Supreme Court's decision resulted in 

the desegregation of buses. Mrs. Parks had 

___________________.  
 

Name:________________________________ Date:___________________ 
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 African American History Month Crafts 
 
For more information: http://www.geocities.com/Athens/Troy/9087/mlk/mlkart.html  
 

Role Models and Heroes   
 

Based on the previous activity, some might question whether we should have role models and 
heroes. Discuss this issue as a family or class. Why can role models or heroes be a positive 
influence? Why can role models and heroes be a negative influence? 
 
Supply each child or student with a sheet of poster board, scissors, glue, markers or colored pencils, 
and materials for research. Ask each one to choose one role model, then create a poster which bears 
the person's name and function, dates of birth and death (if applicable), drawings or pictures (Remind 
children to ask permission before cutting pictures out of books or magazines!) of the person, a 
character quality embodied by that person, and three or more examples of the person demonstrating 
the chosen character quality. 
 
To add greater critical thinking opportunities to this activity, you might also ask participants to list 
three aspects of this person's life which others should not emulate. 

 

Milk-Carton Buses  
 

One of the battles in the war to end segregation was the Montgomery Bus Strike. A young black 
woman on her way home from work, Rosa Parks, refused to give up her seat on a city bus to a white 
man and was promptly arrested. After Ms. Park's arrest, many African-Americans in Montgomery, 
Alabama, led by Dr. King refused to ride the city buses, choosing instead to walk to work.  After the 
381-day strike which almost bankrupted the bus companies, the United States Supreme Court 
outlawed all segregated public transportation in the city. 
 
Tell children the story of the bus strike, then give each child a cardboard milk carton. Open the 
triangular top of each carton fully to form a rectangle. Cut down the four corners of the top, stopping 
at the main portion of the carton. Cut three of the top's four sides off completely, then fold the fourth 
side across the opening and tape to produce a rectangle. Paint boxes yellow. After paint has dried 
completely, use markers to draw windows on the bus. You may wish to illustrate the four stages of 
the bus strike by drawing in the windows white people sitting in the front of the first bus while black 
people stand in the back, Ms. Parks sitting with the white people in the second bus while other 
African-Americans stand in the back, a mostly-empty third bus with only few white people scattered 
throughout and a sad driver, and black and white people sitting together in the fourth bus. Children 
may then use their milk carton buses to recount the chronology of the Montgomery Bus Strike. 

 

African-American Timeline  
 

Assign each child or student a time period in American history from the Revolutionary War to the 
present day. Using school and/or local libraries (college/university libraries, if possible) as well as 
general reference works, children should research the role of African-Americans in U.S. history 
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during their assigned time period. After sufficient data has been gathered, students should chart on a 
common timeline events of great significance to African Americans as well as the lifespans of 
influential African Americans. Each child should choose at least two people or events from his or 
her time-period to illustrate on the timeline. (Illustrations may include original drawings, paintings, 
computer-rendered graphics, and/or collages made from printed photographs.) 

 

Black History Month Quilt  
 

Similar to the above project, this activity is simpler for younger children. Purchase or obtain from 
your local library age-appropriate biographies of influential African-America including (but not 
limited to) the following: Benjamin Banneker, Phyllis Wheatley, Elijah McCoy, Harriet Tubman, 
Frederick Douglass, George Washington Carver, Booker T. Washington, Samuel Morris, Dred 
Scott, Matthew Henson, Garrett A. Morgan, James Weldon Johnson, Mary Mcleod Bethune, Marian 
Anderson, Mahalia Jackson, Martin Luther King, Jr., and Colin Powell. Let children choose one or 
more biographies to read, then encourage them to draw a picture based on one scene from the life of 
each person about whom they have read. Mount each picture on a larger sheet of colored paper, and 
attach pages to wall to form a quilt of famous African-Americans. 

 

Hand in Hand  
 

Carefully trace around the right hands of several children or students, then photocopy handprints 
onto tag board or heavy paper. Each child should receive six handprints. 
 
Provide children with multi-cultural crayons and ask them to color each handprint a different skin 
tone. After handprints are colored, students may cut them out, cutting carefully between each finger 
and thumb.  
 
Print the phrase "I will love others as myself." for children, then ask children to define love. Ask 
children to list ways in which we show love for ourselves. (We sleep when we are tired. We eat 
when we are hungry. We go to the doctor when we get sick. We study hard so that we can get a good 
job later. We avoid injury whenever possible, etc.) Next, ask students to list ways in which we may 
love others "as we love ourselves." (We give food to people who are hungry. We give a warm 
blanket or a coat to a homeless person on a cold night. We offer to take people who are sick to the 
doctor when they cannot drive. We watch a younger brother or sister so Mom can rest when she is 
tired. We are carefully when we play so that we do not hurt others, etc.) 
 
Direct students to copy the phrase onto the handprints, neatly printing one word on each hand. 
Students may then put the words in order by linking the thumb of one hand between the fingers of 
the next. You might call on each child to tell one way he or she can love someone else as 
himself/herself while children are assembling the handprint chains. 
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Handprint - Dove (Unity) Wreath 
This wreath symbolizes cultural unity.  You can adjust the 
handprint colors for different occasions (for example, you 
may wish to use handprints in different shades of brown 
for Black History Month) 

 

Materials: 

  Paint in various skin-tone colors.  If you have brown, yellow, red and white you can mix 
your own colors.  Children enjoy experimenting with mixing colors.  Try these 
combinations  

  small amount of red + small amount of yellow + white 
  brown + white 
  yellow + small amount of brown 
    

 Paper 
 Scissors 
 Glue 

Instructions: 

 Make between 9 and 12 handprints in various skin tone colors by dipping hand in paint 
and stamping it on the paper. 
   
 Let dry 
   
 DOVE:  Trace your hand with the thumb extended and 4 fingers close together onto the 
center of a piece of white paper. 
    

  Glue on a beak from orange construction paper or draw one on with orange marker. 
   
  Draw on a wing and an eye with black pencil crayon or marker 
    

  Cut out the skin tone handprints and glue them together in a circle to form a wreath. 
   
  Glue the dove onto the back of the wreath (so the wreath acts like a picture frame).  
Trim the edges of the paper the dove is on as necessary 

http://www.dltk-kids.com/world/munitywreath.htm 
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  Rosa Parks Changed the Rules  
Subjects 

• Arts & Humanities 
--Language Arts 
--Literature 
--Visual Arts  

• Social Studies  
--Civics 
--Economics 
--History  
---U.S. History 
--Regions/Cultures  

Grade 

• K-2  
• 3-5 

Brief Description 

Students complete a diagram of the Montgomery bus that carried Rosa Parks into the history 
books. Work sheet included. 

Objectives 

Students will  

• Learn the story of Rosa Parks.  
• Learn about the rules (for white people and for black people) on buses in Montgomery, 

Alabama, in 1955.  
• Follow directions to complete a diagram illustrating seating arrangements and rules on 

buses in Montgomery, Alabama, in 1955.  
• Role play the scene on the bus on that December day in 1955 when Rosa Parks refused to 

move to the back of the bus.  

Keywords  

Rosa Parks, Black History, African American, Montgomery, bus, boycott, role play, drama  
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Materials Needed  

• a children's book about the story of Rosa Parks (optional)  
• Rosa Parks Changed the Rules work sheet, one copy per student (provided)  

Lesson Plan  

In this activity, students listen to or read a selection describing the events of December 1, 1955. 
Then they read the rules that people had to follow on the bus. They label an illustration of the bus to 
reflect those rules.  

Read aloud to students a book about Rosa Parks. If you are unable to locate a book, you can read 
the story that follows: 

Rosa Parks was a seamstress in Montgomery, Alabama. One December day, almost 50 years ago, 
Rosa got on the bus to go to work. She took a seat in the first row of the section in the back of the 
bus that was reserved for black people like Rosa. 
 
A short time later, the bus stopped to pick up another passenger. A white person wanted to get on 
the bus, but there no more seats at the front of the bus, which was reserved for white people. The 
driver asked Rosa to move to the back of the bus so the white person could sit down. But Rosa 
would not move. 
 
News of Rosa's refusal to give up her seat spread quickly through Montgomery. Just a few days 
later black people across the city stopped riding the bus. They walked to work instead. The bus 
company lost lots of money because only white people rode the bus. 
 
Black people in Montgomery walked to work for almost a year. Finally, the rules were changed. The 
new rules let black people sit in any seat on the bus. Black people in Montgomery had Rosa to 
thank for the new bus rules.  
After sharing Rosa's story, distribute to each student a copy of the Rosa Parks Changed the Rules 
work sheet. Have students read the text at the top of the page that tells about the rules that were 
usually followed on buses in Montgomery, Alabama, in 1955. Then call on students to read those 
rules aloud. Discuss the rules in relation to Rosa's story, and have students do the activity on the 
work sheet. 

Extension activities  

• Share photos of the actual bus that carried Rosa Parks into the history books. Click "The 
Story Behind the Bus at Rosa Park's Bus. (Alternate photo source: The Rosa Parks Bus.)  

• Set up chairs in the classroom to reflect the seating arrangement on the bus. Then have 
student’s role play passengers on that bus, acting out the events that day as Rosa got on 
the bus and as the driver asked Rosa to move to the back of the bus.  

Assessment 
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Check students' work sheets to see if they made proper inferences and followed directions.  

• The driver's area at the front of the bus should be colored blue.  
• The fare box at the front of the bus should be colored green,  
• The two long seats facing each other, and the first three rows of seats (the "white section") 

should be colored red.  
• The five rows of seats at the back end of the bus should be colored black.  
• The words "Front Door" should appear by the front door of the bus.  
• The words "Back Door" should appear by the back door of the bus.  
• The words "Standing Room" should appear in the area with no seats at the back of the bus.  

Lesson Plan Source 

Education World 

Submitted By 

Gary Hopkins 
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Rosa Parks Changed the Rules 

 
December 1, 1955, was the day on which Rosa Parks took her famous bus ride. Below you will 
read some of the rules bus riders followed at that time:  

• White people boarded the bus through the front door. They dropped their coins into the 
fare box next to the driver. Then they sat in one of the long seats at the front of the bus or 
in one of the first three rows of seats.  

• Black people boarded the bus through the front door. They dropped their coins into the 
fare box. Then they had to get off the bus and get back on through the door in the back of 
the bus. They took a seat in one of the last five rows or they stood in a “standing only” 
area at the back of the bus.  

• If a white person got on the bus and there were no more seats in the white section, a 
black person who was sitting in the front rows of seats set aside for black people had to 
give up his or her seat.  

 
 
DIRECTIONS: Study the drawing of a bus like the one Rosa rode on. Then follow the directions 
below.  

1. Color the driver’s place with a blue crayon.  
2. Use a green crayon to color the box people put their coins in.  
3. Color with a red crayon the bus seats that were for white people.  
4. Use a black crayon to color the seats that were for black people.  
5. Write the words “Front Door” by the front door of the bus.  
6. Write the words “Back Door” by the back door of the bus.  
7. Write the words “Standing Only” in the part of the bus where black people would stand 

if there were no more seats.  

© 2003 by Education World®. Education World grants educators permission to reproduce this page for classroom 
use.  
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Timeline of African American 
History 

EnchantedLearning.com

1527-
1539 

Estevanico explores the Southwestern US 

1619 The first African slaves are brought to Virginia 

1808 The US bans the import of slaves 

1822 Harriet Tubman born 

1857 
Dred Scott Supreme Court decision - slaves do not have 
the right to bring a case to court and cannot be citizens 

1861 
Abraham Lincoln becomes President of the US; Civil 
War starts 

1863 Lincoln issues Emancipation Proclamation 

1865 
Civil War ends; Lincoln is assassinated; 13th 
amendment to Constitution abolishes slavery 

1868 
14th amendment to Constitution grants citizenship to 
former slaves 

1870 
15th amendment to Constitution prohibits states from 
denying the right to vote because of race 

1909 Peary and Henson reach the North Pole 

1929 
Martin Luther King, Jr. born on January 15, in Atlanta, 
Georgia 

1936 
Jesse Owens wins 4 gold medals at the Olympics in 
Berlin, Germany 
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1947 Jackie Robinson is the first black man to play major 
league baseball 

1955 

Rosa Parks refuses to give her seat up on a bus in 
Alabama; Supreme Court orders schools to desegregate 
with "deliberate speed" 

1963 
Dr. King gives "I Have a Dream" speech at the Lincoln 
Memorial in Washington, D.C. 

1964 

The Civil Rights Acts prohibits discrimination based on 
race, color, religion, or gender; Dr. King is awarded the 
Nobel Peace Prize 

1967 Thurgood Marshall appointed to the Supreme Court  

1968 Dr. King is assassinated in Memphis, Tennessee 

1969 The Supreme Court orders schools to desegregate  

1986 
Martin Luther King Jr. Day is declared a national holiday 
in the U.S. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

212



 

Timeline of African-American 
History Quiz 

Answer the yes or no questions.  
Color in the correct circle. YES NO

1. Did the Civil War start the same year that 
Lincoln became President?   

2. Did the Civil War end in 1865?   

3. Was Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr., born in 1911?   

4. Was Jackie Robinson the first black man to play 
major league baseball?   

5. Did Rosa Parks refuse to give up her seat on a 
bus in Washington, D.C.?   

6. Did Dr. King give his "I Have a Dream" speech 
in 1863?   

7. Was Thurgood Marshall appointed to the 
Supreme Court in 1967?   
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EnchantedLearning.com 

Timeline of African-American History - Quiz 
Answers 

 
 

1. YES - Lincoln became President in 1861, the same year 
that the Civil War started. 
2. YES - The Civil War ended in 1865. 
3. NO – Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr., was born in 1929. 
4. YES – Jackie Robinson was the first black man to play 
major league baseball, in 1947. 
5. NO - Rosa Parks refused to give up her seat on a bus in 
ALABAMA. 
6. NO - Dr. King gave his "I Have a Dream" speech in 
1963. 
7. YES - Thurgood Marshall was appointed to the Supreme 
Court in 1967. 
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Elementary School Lessons and Activities 
Baobab: The Tree of Life  

Age/Grade Level or Audience: Elementary school children, scouts, 4-H, or religious schools.  

Description: Describe to students the importance of the baobab tree to Africans.  

Procedure: Read aloud a book about the baobab or monkey-bread tree. Point out the difference 
between biological facts and legends about the tree. Emphasize these facts:  

 The baobab is one of the world's oldest plants.  
 It can live as long as a thousand years.  
 It can grow sixty feet high, forty feet wide, and ten feet thick.  
 It is sometimes called the upside-down tree because, when the leaves fall, its stunted 

limbs, protruding from a grotesquely thickened trunk, look like roots pointing at the sky.  
 The baobab is a succulent plant so soft that a bullet can pass through it.  
 Its spongy inner tissue stores water to help it survive drought.  
 The tree produces a gourd-like fruit hanging from long twigs.  
 The baobab's ability to adapt to changes in the environment accounts for its long life.  

Sources:  
Attenborough, David, Atlas of the Living World, Houghton Mifflin, 1989.  
Bash, Barbara, Tree of Life: The World of the African Baobab, Little, Brown, 1989.  
Cochrane, Jennifer, Trees of the Tropics, Steck-Vaughn, 1990.  
Hunter, Bobbi Dooley, The Legend of the African Bao-Bab Tree, Africa World Press, 1995.  

Alternative Applications: Explain why Africans revere the gnarled baobab and its role in the 
African ecosystem. Mention these facts:  

 The baobab is a nesting place for birds, such as the yellow-collared lovebird, mosque 
swallow, orange-billed parrot, lilac-breasted roller, redheaded buffalo weaver, honey 
guide bird, pygmy falcon, superb starling, and yellow-billed hornbill.  

 Insects make their homes in the bark, limbs, and leaves of the baobab.  
 Bats pollinate the baobab's flowers.  
 Natives pick the leaves and cook them like spinach.  
 Elephants eat the smooth, glossy purplish-gray bark.  
 Waxy flowers turn into firm-shelled fruit, which can be cracked and eaten.  
 Parts of the tree are used for soap, weaving, drinks, fertilizer, packaging, drinking cups, 

musical instruments, rope, and candy.  
 The spongy wood is light enough to make fishing floats, canoes, and housing material.  
 As a medicine, the baobab is used to boost the immune system and to curre sores, 

malaria, dysentery, fever, earache, and kidney infection.  
 The acid in the baobab nut is used to curdle milk or harden rubber.  
 A burning solution of baobab pulp rids animals of insect pests.  
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Bean Bag Toss  

Age/Grade Level or Audience: Kindergarten or elementary school geography classes.  

Description: Organize games of bean bag toss on an oversized map of Africa.  

Procedure: Outline a color-coded map of Africa approximately eight feet long on an asphalt or 
concrete playground. Color code the countries with chalk or paint. To protect the map from rain 
damage, spray with a fixative, such as polyurethane or water seal. This game could also be 
drawn on a tarp or piece of canvas and rolled up for storage, then played in a gymnasium, 
hallway, community center, church activities room, or neighborhood street festival.  

Vary rules with each use. Have students toss bean bags onto the map or play variations of 
hopscotch. For example:  

 Score points only for bags that land on a particular country or island, such as Benin, 
Comoros, Principe, Sao Tomé, or Mali. The smaller the country or island, the greater the 
number of points.  

 Have students name the country they are aiming for before tossing bean bags. If they are 
successful, they win points.  

 Have students continue tossing so long as they hit the countries they name beforehand. 
When the bean bag lands on another country, the turn passes to another player.  

 Have students hop on one foot onto a series of countries without touching borders. In 
order to win points, they must call out the name of the country they land on.  

 Have students name the capital of the nation they land on.  

Sources:  
Computer software such as Data Disc International's World Data or MECC's World Geography.  
Adams, W. M., The Physical Geography of Africa, Oxford University Press, 1996.  
Africa: A Lonely Planet Shoestring Guide, Lonely Planet, 1995.  
Africa Inspirer (CD-ROM), Tom Snyder Productions.  
"Africa Online," http://www.africaonline.com.  
Binns, Tony, The People and Environment in Africa, John Wiley and Sons, 1995.  
Chadwick, Douglas H., "A Place for Parks in the New South Africa," National Geographic, July 
1996, 2-41.  
Collins Nations of the World Atlas, HarperCollins, 1996.  
Demko, George J., Why in the World Adventures in Geography, Anchor Books, 1992.  
Halliburton, Warren J., and Kathilyn Solomon Probosz, African Landscapes, Crestwood House, 
1993.  
Hammond New Century World Atlas, Hammond, 1996.  
Jeunesse, Gallimard, Atlas of Countries, Cartwheel Books, 1996.  
Labi, Esther, Pockets World Atlas, Dorling Kindersley, 1995.  
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Alternative Applications: Extend the use of the oversized African map with a whole world map 
covering an entire asphalt or concrete playground. Organize a PTA committee or other 
volunteers to lay out continents and color code countries. Lead students in comparative studies of 
Africa with other nations. For example:  

 Use small steps to measure the Nile, Niger, Limpopo, or Congo river. Compare the length 
with that of the Amazon, Yalu, or Missouri river.  

 Blindfold players and have them hop to a stopping point on a continent, country, or island 
populated primarily by black people, such as Jamaica, Haiti, Zaire, Barbados, or Guiana.  

 Estimate, then walk the distance from Africa west to Brazil and east to India. Contrast the 
difference in numbers of steps.  

 Name the countries directly north of Africa and the languages spoken in each, such as 
French in France, Greek in Greece, Italian in Italy and Sicily, Turkish in Turkey, and 
Spanish in Spain.  

 Play follow-the-leader by pretending to fly over the whole world. Name countries in each 
continent where you intend to land.  

 

Bookmarks  

Originator: Gary Carey, teacher, editor, and writer, Lincoln, Nebraska. 

Age/Grade Level or Audience: Elementary school students. 

Description: Create a variety of hand-lettered bookmarks featuring quotations by Martin Luther 
King, Jr., Maya Angelou, Jesse Jackson, Barbara Jordan, Sammy Davis, Jr., Fannie Lou Hamer, 
Faye Wattleton, Booker T. Washington, Frederick Douglass, Sojourner Truth, and other black 
notables. 

Procedure: Have students use yardsticks to mark large sheets of tagboard or construction paper 
in 1" x 5" rectangles and inscribe short, memorable quotations on each. Suggested lines include 
these by Martin Luther King, Jr.:  

 Injustice anywhere is a threat to justice everywhere.  
 I believe that unarmed truth and unconditional love will have the final word in reality.  
 Nonviolence is the answer to the crucial political and moral questions of our time.  
 He who accepts evil without protesting against it is really cooperating with it.  
 Our destiny is tied up with the destiny of America.  
 Now is the time to make real the promises of democracy.  

After decorating with drawings, stickers, or pictures cut from magazines, have students coat the 
tagboard with sheets of clear stick-on plastic or laminate by machine. Cut the final page with 
scissors or paper cutter. Use bookmarks as banquet favors, rewards for reading or class 
attendance, and gifts to handicapped children and retirement home dwellers. 
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Sources: 
Bell, Janet Cheatham, Famous Black Quotations and Some Not So Famous, Sabayt Publications, 
1986. 
King, Anita, ed., Quotations in Black, Greenwood Press, 1981. 

Alternative Applications: Paperclip bookmark on a classroom clothesline made of twine. Or 
attach tassels to markers through a hole punched in one end and distribute as tray markers in 
hospitals, cafeterias, or restaurants.  

 

Freedom Fighters  

Age/Grade Level or Audience: Elementary, middle school, and high school history classes; 
historical societies; civic clubs. 

Description: Generate capsule biographies of great African-American leaders. 

Procedure: Have pairs of students pose as interviewers and great civil rights leaders, such as 
these:  

 Ralph Abernathy  
 Medgar Evers  
 James Meredith  
 Martin Luther King, Jr.  
 Mary C. Terrell  
 Elijah Muhammad  
 Marcus Garvey  
 Martin Delany  
 Paul Cuffe  
 Nat Turner  
 Daisy Bates Whitney Young 
 Fannie Lou Hamer  
 Stokely Carmichael  
 H. Rap Brown  

 Constance Baker Motley  
 Thurgood Marshall  
 Adam Clayton Powell  
 Roy Wilkins Angela Davis  
 Jesse Jackson  
 Coretta Scott King  
 James Foreman  
 James Farmer  
 Malcolm X  
 Louis Farrakhan Josiah Henson 
 Charlayne Hunter-Gault  
 Rosa Parks  
 Faye Wattleton  

Compose question-and-answer sessions between pairs of participants. Concentrate on the theme 
of progress and liberation for black people. 

Sources: 
Films such as An Amazing Grace (1974), Eyes on the Prize (1986), and Malcolm X (1992). 
"Civil Rights Heroes Who Were Killed in Fight to Help Blacks Gain Right to Vote," Jet, October 
26, 1992, pp. 10-11, 16. 
Hunter-Gault, Charlayne, In My Place, Farrar, Straus & Giroux, 1992. 
Lanker, Brian, I Dream a World: Portraits of Black Women Who Changed America, Stewart, 
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Tabori, and Chang, 1989. 
Meriwether, Louise, Don't Ride the Bus on Monday: The Rosa Parks Story, Prentice-Hall, 1973. 

Alternative Applications: Create a newspaper, creative writing magazine, or daily public 
address program featuring information about African-American freedom fighters. Over 
individual strength and power, emphasize the importance of education, beliefs, courage, 
determination, religious faith, cooperation, and nonviolent collective action, as demonstrated by 
Malcolm X, Faye Wattleton, Adam Clayton Powell, Rosa Parks, and Martin Luther King, Jr.  

 

Invent-O-Rama  

Originator: Roberta Brown, teacher, Fort Bragg, North Carolina. 

Age/Grade Level or Audience: Kindergarten, elementary, and middle school science classes; 
scout troops; 4-H clubs. 

Description: Display the names of African-American inventors alongside objects or drawings to 
illustrate their work. 

Procedure: Arrange on a shelf or in a display case objects, drawings, or pictures cut from 
magazines representing the discoveries and designs of the following inventors, designers, and 
technologists:  

 James S. Adams—airplane propeller  
 George E. Alcorn—semiconductors  
 Archie Alexander—Whitehurst 

Freeway, Washington, D.C.  
 Virgie M. Ammons—fireplace damper 

tool  
 Charles S. Bankhead—composition 

printing  
 Benjamin Banneker—America's first 

clock  
 James A. Bauer—coin changer  
 Andrew J. Beard—automatic railcar 

coupler  
 Charles R. Beckley—folding chair  
 Alfred Benjamin—scouring pads  
 Miriam E. Benjamin—signal chair  
 J. W. Benton—oil derrick  
 Henry Blair—corn and cotton planters  
 Sarah Boone—folding ironing board  
 Otis Boykin—stimulator for an artificial 

heart  

 Harry C. Hopkins—hearing aid  
 Thomas L. Jennings—dry-cleaning 

process  
 John Arthur Johnson—monkey wrench  
 Frederick M. Jones—truck refrigeration, 

starter generator, portable X-ray 
machine  

 Leonard Julian—sugar cane planter  
 Percy Lavon Julian—glaucoma 

treatment, synthetic cortisone  
 Ernest Everett Just—studies of cell 

division  
 Samuel L. Kountz—improved kidney 

transplants  
 Robert Benjamin Lewis—oakum picker 
 J. L. Love—pencil sharpener  
 Elijah J. McCoy—automatic locomotive 

lubricator  
 James Winfield Mitchell—method of 

purifying chemicals  
 Garret Augustus Morgan—gas mask, 
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 Henrietta Bradbury—torpedo discharger 
 Phil Brooks—disposable syringe  
 Marie Van Brittan Brown—home 

security system  
 Robert F. Bundy—signal generator  
 J. A. Burr—lawn mower  
 George Washington Carver—crop 

rotation, recycling, paint, cosmetics and 
lotions, wood stain  

 Albert J. Cassell—method of 
manufacturing silk  

 W. Montague Cobb—color chart of the 
human heart  

 Leander M. Coles—mortician's table  
 Cap B. Collins—portable electric light  
 David N. Crosthwait—vacuum heating 

system  
 Joseph Hunter Dickinson—player piano 
 Charles Richard Drew—blood bank  
 James Forten—sail raising device  
 Albert Y. Garner—flame retardant  
 Sarah E. Goode—folding bed  
 Meredith C. Gourdine—smoke control, 

electradyne paint spray gun  
 W. S. Grant—curtain rod support  
 Solomon Harper—thermostatic hair 

curlers  
 M. C. Harvey—lantern  
 Lincoln Hawkins—coatings for 

communication cable  
 Edward Hawthorne—heart monitor, 

blood pressure control  
 H. C. Haynes—improved razor strap  
 William Hinton—test for syphilis  
 Dorothy E. Hoover—aeronautical 

research  

four-way traffic signal  
 Benjamin T. Montgomery—boat 

propellor  
 George Olden—postage stamp  
 W. B. Purvis—fountain pen, machine to 

make paper bags  
 J. W. Reed—dough roller and kneader  
 Norbert Rillieux—sugar refiner  
 G. T. Sampson—folding clothes dryer  
 Dewey S. C. Sanderson—urinalysis 

meter  
 C. B. Scott—street sweeper  
 J. H. Smith—lawn sprinkler  
 P. D. Smith—mechanical potato digger  
 Richard Spikes—automatic carwash, car 

directional signals, automatic 
transmission, beer keg  

 J. A. Sweeting—cigarette roller  
 Stewart and Johnson—metal bending 

machine  
 Lewis Temple—improved whaling 

harpoon  
 Charles H. Turner—method of studying 

the habits of insects  
 Sarah Walker—hair straightener, face 

cream, hot comb  
 Anthony Weston—improved threshing 

machine  
 Daniel Hale Williams—first emergency 

open-heart surgery  
 Ozzie S. Williams—radar search beacon 
 J. R. Winter—fire escape ladder  
 Granville T. Woods—railroad telegraph 
 Louis Tompkins Wright—treatment for 

head and neck injuries  

Sources: 
Asante, Molefi K., Historical and Cultural Atlas of African Americans, Macmillan, 1991. 
Haber, Louis, Black Pioneers of Science and Invention, Harcourt Brace Jovanovich, 1970, 
reprinted, 1992. 
James, Portia P., The Real McCoy: African-American Invention and Innovation, 1619-1930, 
Smithsonian Institution Press, 1989. 
Klein, Aaron E., and Cynthia L. Klein, The Better Mousetrap: A Miscellany of Gadgets, Labor-
saving Devices, and Inventions that Intrigue, Beaufort Books, 1982. 
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Logan, Rayford W., and Michael R. Winston, eds., Dictionary of American Negro Biography, 
Norton, 1982. 

Alternative Applications: Use inventors' names as subjects for individual written or oral reports 
or scientific studies of how mechanical devices work. Have students replicate the theory behind a 
particular device or treatment such as Charles Drew's blood bank, Otis Boykin's stimulator for an 
artificial heart, Louis Wright's neck brace, Garret Morgan's gas mask, or Percy Julian's glaucoma 
treatment as subjects for science fairs or computer drafting projects. Feature drawings and 
scientific explanations in a series of school, radio, television, or newspaper public address spots 
highlighting an inventor a day throughout Black History Month. 

 

What If  

Age/Grade Level or Audience: Elementary or middle school history classes. 

Description: Organize a thinking game to expand student awareness of racism.  

Procedure: Have students name specific changes in United States and world history that would 
have differed if major events had been altered. For example, what if:  

 African explorers had discovered America  
 Mennonite and Quaker activists had succeeded in ending slaving in the late seventeenth 

or early eighteenth century  
 the first colonial slaves seized control of New England  
 Creek, Choctaw, Seminole, and Cherokee joined with slaves to overpower European 

settlers in the Carolinas, Georgia, and Florida  
 Frederick Douglass had become President of the United States or a cabinet member under 

Abraham Lincoln  
 Nelson Mandela had been martyred  
 trade embargoes had ended Apartheid  
 black athletes had been barred from Olympic participation in 1992  
 Clarence Thomas's nomination to the U.S. Supreme Court had been defeated  
 Barbara Jordan had been elected Bill Clinton's vice president  
 Jesse Jackson had led a United Nations team in eradicating famine in Somalia or Haiti  
 Colin Powell had run for president against Bill Clinton  

Sources:  
Indexes such as Infotrac and Newsbank; periodicals such as Jet, Ebony, Emerge, Life, Newsweek, 
U S. News and World Report, Forbes, and Black Business; Internet Sources, particularly "Africa 
Online."  
Asante, Molefi K., and Mark T. Mattson, Historical and Cultural Atlas of Africans, Macmillan, 
1991.  
Bache, Ellyn, The Activist's Daughter, Spinsters Ink, 1997.  
Chiasson, Lloyd, ed., The Press on Trial: Crimes and Trials as Media Events, Greenwood, 1997.  
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Hill, Anita, Speaking Truth to Power, Doubleday, 1997.  
Hornsby, Alton, Chronology of African-American History, 2nd edition Gale, 1997.  

Alternative Applications: Assign students to compose a news item, tableau, interview, Website, 
short story, play, poem, hymn, song, movie, or dance expressing a rewritten historical event from 
the black point of view. For instance:  

 Anita Hill's testimony before the Senate committee  
 composition of "Dixie"  
 Denzel Washington's role in the film Malcolm X  
 establishment of a holiday honoring Christopher Columbus  
 Gettysburg Address  
 Jefferson Memorial  
 John Newton's composition of "Amazing Grace"  
 Lincoln-Douglas debates  
 O. J. Simpson trial  
 unveiling of the Vietnam Memorial  
 Virginia Reel  
 William Styron's publication of The Confessions of Nat Turner  
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Middle School African Cards   

Age/Grade Level or Audience: Elementary or middle school art classes.   

Description: Redesign a deck of playing cards on African or African American themes.   

Procedure: Discuss with students the medieval European history of ordinary playing 
cards.  

Divide them into groups to replace the joker, ace, king, queen, jack, spade, heart, 
diamond, club, and numbers with African motifs found on Maasai, Egyptian, Zulu, 
Berber, Moorish, Yoruba, or Ethiopian pottery, screens, jewelry, architecture, artifacts, 
face painting, body tattoos, headdresses, and costumes. Select a special group to 
redesign the card backs for the entire pack. Suggest a map, musical instrument, profile, 
or flag as a unifying motif. Use the colors of Africa: red, green, yellow, black, and white.   

Sources:  Beckvermit, John J., African Art Playing Card Deck, 3rd edition, U.S. Games, 
1995.  Dacey, Donna, "Crafts of Many Cultures: Three Seasonal Art Projects with 
Global Appeal," Instructor, November-December 1991, 30-33.  Mabunda, L. Mpho, ed., 
The African American Almanac, 7th edition, Gale, 1997.  Müller, Claudia, The Costume 
Timeline: 5000 Years of Fashion History, Thames and Hudson, 1993.  Sanders, Marlita, 
"Dollmaking: The Celebration of a Culture," School Arts, January 1992, 27.  "Tanzania," 
http://www.africa.com/~venture/wildfron/wildanz.htm.   

Alternative Applications: Have students extend the project to redesign these and other 
cultural symbols arising from sources other than Africa:   Bayeux Tapestry   Caribbean 
batik   coins   
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 family crest  

 I Ching cards  

 Mayan calendar  

 royal coat of arms  

 stamps  

 state seal  

 tapestries  

 Tarot cards  

Stress important moments in black history, such as the arrival of the first slave ship to New 
World shores, first Juneteenth celebration, Emancipation Proclamation, or creation of the 
Freedman's Bureau. 

 
African Money  

Age/Grade Level or Audience: Middle school and high school business or economics 
class. 

Description: Assemble an international money chart explaining the types of currency used 
in African countries. 

Procedure: Assign students to work in pairs to create a money chart for Africa listing 
country, names of larger and smaller denominations of currency, and their international 
symbols. Obtain samples of the currencies from banks to affix to the chart. For instance: 

Country Currency Symbol 
Ethiopia birr, cents E$ or EB

Benin franc, centimes Fr or F 

Lesotho lot, licente — 

Malawi kwacha, tambala K 

South Africa riyal, qursh, halala R or SR  

Zaire zaire, makuta Z 

Have students extend the chart to include other countries where the population is largely 
black, especially Haiti and Jamaica. Explain why travelers to these places would want to 
know the exchange rate before they left the United States. 

Sources:  
Full service banks, foreign embassies, books on currency or international banking. 
Webster's Tenth New Collegiate Dictionary, Merriam-Webster, Inc., 1993. 

Alternative Applications: Have students create a flexible, applicable Afro-centric 
monetary system for an evolving black nation. Include sketches of paper currency and 
coins, denominations, metals, and weight. Decorate with drawings of notables and famous 
events connected with the history of the country. Stress prominent female figures. 
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Africa in the News  

Age/Grade Level or Audience: Elementary, middle school, and high school journalism, 
language, social studies, and writing classes. 

Description: Create an "Africa in the News" bulletin board. 

Procedure: Have students comb the popular press for items about Africa. Group together 
stories on similar topics, such as these:  

 the spread of AIDS  

 refugee relief efforts  

 Nelson Mandela's speeches and public appearances  

 literature and music by African artists  

 South African Truth and Reconciliation Commission testimony  

 African cooking, fashion, and hair styles  

 new markets for African products, for instance woven goods and foods  

 visits by world leaders and entertainers to Africa  

 attempts to rescue endangered African species, such as the elephant and mountain 
gorilla  

Have students compare articles from different sources. 

Sources: 
Time, Newsweek, Ebony, Jet, Emerge, Wall Street Journal, U.S. News and World Report, 
USA Today, and other newspapers and magazines.  

Alternative Applications: Have students submit letters to the editor, political cartoons and 
comic strips, columns, mock interviews, feature articles, fashion sketches, recipes, 
children's page quizzes and games, and editorials in response to news from Africa or the 
Caribbean. 

 
Antiphonal Chant  

Age/Grade Level or Audience: Elementary or middle school music classes; music 
societies.  

Description: Acquaint participants with the African system of arranging songs into 
antiphonal chants.  

Procedure: Hand out song sheets which depict the separation of lines into those sung by 
the cantor or leader and the reply of the assembly or chorus. For example:  

 Go Down Moses 
 
cantor: When Israel was in Egypt's land,  
chorus: Let my people go. 
cantor: Oppress'd so hard they could not stand, 
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chorus: Let my people go. 
cantor: Go down, Moses, 
 Way down in Egypt Ian' 
 Tell ole Pharaoh, 
chorus: Let my people go! 
 
 I Ain't Gwine Study War No More 
 
cantor: Gwine to lay down my burden, 
chorus: Down by the riverside, 
 Down by the riverside, 
 Down by the riverside. 
cantor: Gwine to lay down my burden, 
chorus: Down by the riverside. 
 Ain't gonna study war no more. 
 
 Swing Low, Sweet Chariot 
 
cantor: I looked over Jordan and what did I see, 
chorus: Comin' fo' to carry me home. 
cantor: A band of angels comin' after me, 
chorus: Comin' fo' to carry me home. 
cantor: If you get there before I do, 
chorus: Comin' fo' to carry me home. 
cantor: Tell all my friends I'm comin' too, 
chorus: Comin' fo' to carry me home. 
 
 Brother Rabbit 
 
cantor: Brother rabbit, brother rabbit your ears mighty long, 
chorus: Yes, brother possum, I b'lieve they're put  
 on wrong, however, 
unison: Ev'ry little soul must shine, shine,   
 Ev'ry little soul must shine, 
 Rise and shine, rise and shine, rise and shine. 
 
 Wade in the Water   
 
cantor: See that ban' all dress'd in white?         
chorus: It look lak the childr'n of the Israelite. 
cantor: See that ban' all dress'd in red?  
chorus: It look lak the ban' that Moses led.  
unison: Wade in de water 
 Wade in de water, 
 Wade in de water. 
 God's a-gonna trouble de water. 
 
 I'm Gonna Sing 
 
cantor: Oh, I'm a-gonna sing,  
chorus: Gonna sing, gonna sing, 
 Gonna sing all along the way.  
cantor: One day you'll hear the trumpet sound  
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chorus: Gonna sing all along the way.  
cantor: The trumpet sound the world around  
chorus: Gonna sing all along the way.  
cantor: Oh, Jordan's stream is wide and cold,  
chorus: Gonna sing all along the way.  
cantor: It chills the body but not the soul,  
chorus: Gonna sing all along the way. 

Sources:  
Videos or audio cassettes of the films Glory (1990) and the nine-part PBS series, The Civil 
War (1990).  
Heilbut, Anthony, Gospel Sound: Good News and Bad Times, Limelight Editions, 1997.  
Merlis, Bob, and Davin Seay, Heart and Soul: A Celebration of Black Music: Style in America 
1930-1975, Stewart, Tabooli and Chang, 1997.  
Silverman, Jerry, Spirituals, Chelsea House, 1995.  
Southern, Eileen, Music of Black America: A History, W. W. Norton & Co., 1997.  
Spencer, Jon Michael, Protest and Praise: Sacred Music of Black Religion, Fortress Press, 
1997.  
Spirituals We Play and Sing, Bks. 1 and 2, Lillenas, 1993.  

Alternative Applications: Lead a discussion of the interplay between a cantor or 
spokesperson and an assembly. Play a recording or videotape of these examples:  

 storytelling by Mary Carter Smith, Linda Goss, Rex Ellis, Gladys Coggswell, or Doug 
and Frankie Quimby  

 Martin Luther King's "I Have a Dream Speech"  

 speeches by Jesse Jackson and Barbara Jordan  

Discuss how antiphony affects American assemblies where black people follow African 
patterns by replying to the cantor's statements. 

 

Life Along the Nile  

Age/Grade Level or Audience: Elementary and middle school geography and history 
classes. 

Description: Study the extensive history of the Nile. 

Procedure: Assist students in preparing a history database, scroll, or time line of the Nile 
River. Include mention of earliest inhabitants, the builders of the pyramids and sphinx; 
colonial explorations; the removal of Abu Simbel to accommodate the building of the Aswan 
Dam; and more recent developments, such as the earthquake of October 1992, which 
destroyed much of Cairo. Have groups of students contribute segments to the overall study 
of the Nile, then bind the finished reports into a single scrapbook about the river's rich 
history. 

Sources: 
Brown, Leslie, Africa: A Natural History, Random House, 1965. 
"Journey up the Nile," National Geographic, May 1985. 
Murphy, E. Jefferson, Understanding Africa, Crowell, 1978. 
Murray, Jocelyn, ed., Cultural Atlas of Africa, Facts on File, 1989. 
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Alternative Applications: Discuss how western fiction and nonfiction writers celebrate the 
Nile in their works, including William Shakespeare in Antony and Cleopatra and the explorer 
Richard Francis Burton in Goa, and the Blue Mountains and First Footsteps in East Africa. 

   
 
African Archeology  

Age/Grade Level or Audience: Middle school or high school history classes.  

Description: Create a time line of events from ancient African cultures.  

Procedure: Introduce early African civilizations and have groups of students gather facts 
about such African achievements and civilizations as these:  

 Abu Simbel  

 Axumites  

 Bachwezi  

 Benin  

 Berbers  

 Carthage  

 Changamire  

 Cheops' pyramid 

 Darfur  

 Ewe  

 Great Zimbabwe 

 Kanem-Bornu  

 Kilwa  

 Kongo  

 Kush  

 Library of Alexandria 

 Lozi  

 Luba  

 Lunda  

 Mali  

 Monomotapa  

 Nok  

 Oyo  

 Sheba  

 Songhay  

 Sphinx of Gizeh  

 Wadai  

Place their findings chronologically alongside these worldwide artistic and architectural 
accomplishments:  

 Anasazi pueblos  

 Angkor Wat  

 Appian Way  

 Caernarvon  

 Camelot  

 Notre Dame Cathedral  

 Olduvai Gorge  

 Palace of Knossos  

 Parthenon  

 Point Hope, Alaska  
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 Chichen Itza  

 Colossus of Rhodes  

 Easter island  

 Eiffel Tower  

 Great Buddha  

 Great Wall of China  

 Hanging Gardens, Babylon 

 American Indian mounds  

 Leptis Magna  

 Mount Rushmore  

 Nintoku mounds  

 Roman Colosseum  

 Rosetta Stone  

 Sancta Sophia  

 Stonehenge  

 Suez Canal  

 Taj Mahal  

 Temple at Jerusalem  

 Tintagel  

 Troy  

 Washington Monument 

 World Trade Center  

Sources:  
"African Documents," http://www.cwis.org/africa.html.  
"Africa Online," http://africaonline.com.  
Elleh, Nnamdi, African Architecture Evolution and Transformation, McGraw-Hill, 1996.  
Gaines, Ernest J., Timetables of History, Random House, 1996.  
Harley, Sharon, Timetables of African-American History: A Chronology of the Most 
Important People and Events in African-American History, Simon & Schuster, 1996.  
Jackson, John G., Introduction to African Civilizations, Citadel Press, 1994.  
Saccardi, Marianne, Art in Story: Teaching Art History to Elementary School Children, Linnet 
Books, 1997.  
Trager, James, The People's Chronology, revised edition, Henry Holt, 1996.  
Viney, Graham, Historic Houses of South Africa, Abbeville Press, 1997.  

Alternative Applications: Have students create a hall display by placing dated information 
on a long horizontal scroll and illustrating these and other architectural designs:  

 beehive style  

 cone-topped buildings  

 fortress-temple  

 Moorish  

 mosque  

 mound  

 post and lintel  

 pueblo  

 pyramid  
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 ziggurat  

 
Black Award Winners  

Age/Grade Level or Audience: Middle school and high school history and journalism 
classes; civic groups; museums; libraries. 

Description: Name prestigious awards given to black people. 

Procedure: Make a bulletin board display listing important honors and awards given to 
black achievers such as these:  

 Dominique Dawes's Olympic medals in gymnastics  

 Ralph Ellison's receipt of the Harold Washington Award  

 Multiracial Tiger Woods's victory in the Masters' Tournament  

 Lorna Simpson's solo photographic exhibition at New York's Museum of Modern Art  

 Henry Johnson and Needham Roberts's receipt of the Croix de Guerre during World 
War I  

 Hattie McDaniel's Academy Award for best supporting actress in Gone with the Wind  

 Bill Cosby's election to the Television Hall of Fame  

 Gwendolyn Brooks's Guggenheim Fellowship and appointment as Illinois's poet 
laureate  

 Martin Luther King, Jr., Desmond Tutu, and Ralph Bunche's receipt of the Nobel 
Peace Prize  

 Alice Childress and Leontyne Price's Coretta Scott King Awards for young adult 
literature  

 Al Jarreau's Grammy for pop-jazz music  

 Katherine Dunham's receipt of the Albert Schweitzer Music Award  

 Alain Locke's acceptance as a Rhodes Scholar  

 Lorraine Hansberry, Lena Horne, and Ruth Brown's Tony awards  

 Vanessa Williams and Suzette Charles's Miss America title  

 Receipt of the Jim Thorpe Award by football star Gale Sayers, tennis player Arthur 
Ashe, baseball player Ernie Banks, basketball stars Michael Jordan and Kareem 
Abdul-Jabbar, and boxers Floyd Patterson, Michael Spinks, Muhammad Ali, Kenny 
Norris, and Archie Moore  

 Chanda Rubin and Althea Gibson's tennis championships at Wimbledon  

 Alice Coachman, Florence Griffith Joyner, and Wilma Rudolph's Olympic gold medals  

 Paul Robeson's Donaldson Award for his 1944 performance in Shakespeare's Othello  
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 Advancement of Colored People (NAACP) Medgar Evers Community Service Award  

 Clara Hale's Truman Award  

 Duke Ellington and Marian Anderson's Presidential Medals of Freedom  

 Maya Angelou and Judith Jamison's Candace Awards  

 Charles Gordone, Scott Joplin, Toni Morrison, and Maya Angelou's receipt of Pulitzer 
Prizes  

 Maya Angelou's being asked to write a poem to recite at President Bill Clinton's 
inauguration  

 Augusta Savage's commission for a sculpture for the 1939 New York World's Fair  

 Gwendolyn Brooks, Toni Morrison, and W. E. B. DuBois's admittance to the National 
Institute of Arts and Letters  

 Architect Paul R. Williams's receipt of the Beaux Arts Medal  

 Clarice D. Reid's receipt of the Public Health Service Superior Service Award  

 Cicely Tyson, Oprah Winfrey, and Suzanne de Passe's NAACP Image Awards  

 The Spingarn Medal, awarded to Marian Anderson, George Washington Carver, Jackie 
Robinson, Ernest E. Just, Louis T. Wright, Gordon Parks, James Weldon Johnson, 
Daisy Bates, Charles Young, Carl Murphy, Mary Bethune, Charles W. Chestnutt, Rosa 
Parks, and Martin Luther King, Jr.  

 Aretha Franklin's twenty-one gold records  

Sources: 
Infotrac, Newsbank, and other on-line databases and microfilm reference sources. 
Current Biography, H.W. Wilson, various years. 
Phelps, Shirelle, ed., Contemporary Black Biography, Gale, various volumes. 
Phelps, Shirelle, ed., Who's Who among African Americans Americans, 10th ed., Gale, 1997. 
Smith, Jessie Carney, ed., Notable Black American Women, Books 1 & 2, Gale, 1992 and 
1996. 
Terry, Ted, American Black History: Reference Manual, Myles Publishing, 1991. 
Van de Sande, Wendy, ed., Black Americans Information Directory, 3rd ed., Gale, 1993. 

Alternative Applications: Have history classes propose black leaders for awards, 
particularly for people who may have been passed over, such as heroes of the Persian Gulf 
War, spokespersons for AIDS research and prevention, peacekeepers, religious leaders, 
architects, philanthropists, or noteworthy volunteers. 

 

Deadly Organisms  

Age/Grade Level or Audience: High school or college biology life science classes.  

Description: Organize a study of diseases caused by fungi, protozoa, spirochetes, bacteria, 
and viruses carried by such organisms as the snail, rat, tsetse blood fluke, tick, louse, flea, 
sandfly, blackfly, and Aedes aegypti, Aedes africanus, and anopheles mosquito.  
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Procedure: Lead students in a study of the tropical organisms responsible these ills:  

 bacterial meningitis 

 black water fever  

 cholera  

 dengue fever  

 diphtheria  

 Ebola virus  

 encephalitis  

 filariasis  

 hemorrhagic fever  

 hepatitis A  

 hepatitis B  

 hookworm  

 leishmaniasis  

 leprosy  

 malaria  

 nagana  

 onchocerciasis 

 plague  

 polio  

 Q-fever  

 rabies  

 schistosomiasis  

 syphilis  

 tetanus  

 trachoma  

 trypanosomiasis 

 typhus  

 yaws  

 yellow fever  

Show on maps the yellow fever belt of Africa and the malaria belt of Haiti, Dominican 
Republic, Africa, and other parts of the world. Create a time line of the resurgence and 
eradication of major diseases through organism control. Feature these data:  

 A crippled Egyptian mummy dating to 3700 B.C. may be the world's oldest evidence 
of polio.  

 During the fifth century B.C., Hippocrates classified varieties of malaria.  

 Smallpox ravaged north Africa in A.D. 647.  

 european explorers brought malaria to the Western Hemisphere in the fifteenth 
century.  

 In the 1630s, Spanish missionaries discovered that quinine, extracted from the 
cinchona tree, prevented malaria.  

 The Dutch first infected South Africans with smallpox in 1713.  

 In 1734, John Atkins described the neurological symptoms of sleeping sickness.  

 From 1764 to 1778, yellow fever surfaced in Sierra Leone and Senegal.  

 The importation of African slaves to Cuba in 1803 brought sleeping sickness to the 
Caribbean.  

 In 1822, Fever J. Campbell reported that Rhodesians inoculated healthy people with 
smallpox to weaken the disease.  

 In the 1820s, African slaves carried yellow fever to American port cities.  

 Dengue from Africa first attacked the Caribbean and coastal U.S. in 1827.  

 In 1852, Bilharz discovered the microbe which causes schistosomiasis.  
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 In 1872, Armauer G. Hansen discovered the bacteria that cause leprosy or Hansen's 
disease.  

 In 1880, Charles Laveran discovered that protozoa infested the blood of Algerian 
malaria victims.  

 In the 1880s, David Bruce studied the organisms which cause tetanus, sleeping 
sickness, and nagana.  

 From 1881 to 1882, cholera swept through Egypt.  

 In 1884, Loffler isolated the diphtheria microbe.  

 In 1885, Pfeiffer isolated the bacteria which cause typhus and typhoid fever.  

 Nigerians first suffered sleeping sickness in 1890.  

 In the 1890s, Juan Finlay hypothesized that the Aedes aegypti mosquito spread 
yellow fever.  

 In 1898, Ronald Ross of Great Britain connected the bite of female Anopheles 
mosquito with transmission of malaria. That same year, Italians Amico Bignami, 
Giuseppe Bastianelli, and Giovanni Battista Grassi made detailed studies of how the 
disease develops in the human body.  

 Plague invaded South Africa in 1899.  

 By 1900, Dr. Walter Reed proved Juan Finlay's ideas by isolating the virus that 
causes yellow fever.  

 In 1905, William Gorgas initiated a program of insecticide spray and draining of 
standing pools of water to control mosquitoes.  

 From 1912 to 1946, plague killed seventy percent of the residents of French West 
Africa.  

 A London commission studied the eradication of sleeping sickness in 1925.  

 From 1925 to 1936, hygienists attempted to eradicate hookworm among South 
African miners.  

 The mortality rate for diphtheria in Egypt in 1932 was over 45 percent.  

 In 1939, Paul Miller, a Swiss chemist, created DDT to control the mosquitoes that 
carry malaria.  

 In 1940, a yellow fever epidemic afflicted the Nuba Mountains of the Sudan.  

 During World War II, more effective malaria treatments replaced quinine.  

 In 1947, cholera again swept Egypt.  

 By 1948, sleeping sickness was virtually eradicated in the Congo.  

 In 1954, yellow fever beset Trinidad.  
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 In 1955, the World Health Organization (WHO) attempted to conquer malaria by 
spraying DDT over areas infested with mosquitoes.  

 In 1959, yellow fever returned to Trinidad. Also, rifampicin is discovered as a 
treatment for leprosy.  

 In 1961, a severe yellow fever epidemic hit Ethiopia.  

 In 1965, the Rockefeller Foundation signed an agreement with the government of St. 
Lucia to study the control of schistosomiasis by treating the sick and eradicating the 
disease-bearing snail.  

 An outbreak of cholera in 1971 ravaged seventeen African countries.  

 In 1980, researchers studied an anti-malaria vaccine.  

 By 1984, WHO declared the St. Lucia method of schistosomiasis control a success.  

 In the mid-1990s, Dr. Jill Seaman fought a deadly epidemic of kala-azar or visceral 
leishmaniasis in remote sections of the Sudan.  

 Zaire reported an Ebola outbreak in 1995.  

 Throughout 1996, the Ebola virus threatened Gabon.  

Sources:  
"CDC Travel Information," http://www.cdc.gov/travel.  
Close, William T., Ebola, Ivy Books, 1995.  
Dowell, William, "Rescue in Sudan," Time, Special Issue, Fall 1997, 78-82.  
Hover, G. Henry, Ebola Factor, Pentland Press, 1996.  
"Travel Health Information," http://healthlink.mcw.edu/content/topic/Travel_Medicine.  

Alternative Applications: Make a similar study of Africa's most dangerous insects and 
reptiles, particularly the locust, scorpion, crocodile, cobra, viper, and black mamba. 
Determine the effects of their poisons on humans, impairment to systems, how victims are 
treated, and their chances of surviving attack. Note modern chemicals that ward off insects 
and protect swimmers from crocodiles. 

 

Experiencing the Underground Railroad  

Age/Grade Level or Audience: Middle school, high school, and college language and 
drama classes; religious schools. 

Description: Present a pantomime of slaves escaping to the North. 

Procedure: Explain to the group that a network of 3,200 people formed the Underground 
Railroad, which, from 1830 to 1860, led 2,500 slaves per year toward safety. Many died 
along the way from hunger, cold, wounds, falls, or drowning; some were recaptured and 
returned to slavery. Many more built new lives for themselves in free states or Canada. For 
the pantomine, let students select a role to dramatize, for example, bystander, farmer, 
doctor, minister, leader, parent, aged slave, child, patroller, slave catcher, sheriff, Quaker 
or Mennonite abolitionist, station master, conductor, or plantation owner. Enact the 
following scenes:  
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 intolerable slave conditions, such 
as the separation of families, hard 
labor, dangerous jobs, disease, 
and inadequate clothing, food, 
and shelter  

 planning an escape  

 gathering information from 
knowledgeable and trustworthy 
sources  

 storing food and supplies for the 
journey  

 making a getaway  

 moving through forests and 
swamps or over rivers  

 hopping trains or wagons  

 locating roots, nuts, berries, 
grain, fruit, and mushrooms for 
food  

 quietly snaring animals and birds  

 staying warm, dry, and well  

 treating wounds, illness, or crying infants  

 hiding while sleeping  

 getting directions and following the North 
Star  

 avoiding patrollers, dogs, and slave 
catchers  

 wearing a disguise  

 locating a conductor and station house  

 acquiring a fake pass or papers of 
manumission  

 establishing a new home  

 learning to read  

 finding work  

 reuniting with lost relatives and friends  

Sources: 
Cheek, William F., Black Resistance before the Civil War, Glencoe Press, 1970. 
Evitts, William J., Captive Bodies, Free Spirits: The Story of Southern Slavery, Messner, 
1985. 
Himes, Chester, The Third Generation, Thunder's Mouth Press, 1989. 
Stowe, Harriet Beecher, Uncle Tom's Cabin, 1852, reprinted, Norton, 1993. 

Alternative Applications: Have students compose dialogue to accompany emotional 
moments such as these:  

 parting from old friends and family  

 trusting an agent of the Underground Railroad  

 risking whippings and brandings for trying to escape  

 reaching a safe house  

 hearing dogs approach  

 fighting off snakes, insects, alligators, and other animals  

 getting lost  

 reaching a free state  

 searching for missing family members  
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Middle School Lessons and Activities 
African Cards  

Age/Grade Level or Audience: Elementary or middle school art classes.  

Description: Redesign a deck of playing cards on African or African American themes.  

Procedure: Discuss with students the medieval European history of ordinary playing cards. 
Divide them into groups to replace the joker, ace, king, queen, jack, spade, heart, diamond, club, 
and numbers with African motifs found on Maasai, Egyptian, Zulu, Berber, Moorish, Yoruba, or 
Ethiopian pottery, screens, jewelry, architecture, artifacts, face painting, body tattoos, 
headdresses, and costumes. Select a special group to redesign the card backs for the entire pack. 
Suggest a map, musical instrument, profile, or flag as a unifying motif. Use the colors of Africa: 
red, green, yellow, black, and white.  

Sources:  
Beckvermit, John J., African Art Playing Card Deck, 3rd edition, U.S. Games, 1995.  
Dacey, Donna, "Crafts of Many Cultures: Three Seasonal Art Projects with Global Appeal," 
Instructor, November-December 1991, 30-33.  
Mabunda, L. Mpho, ed., The African American Almanac, 7th edition, Gale, 1997.  
Müller, Claudia, The Costume Timeline: 5000 Years of Fashion History, Thames and Hudson, 
1993.  
Sanders, Marlita, "Dollmaking: The Celebration of a Culture," School Arts, January 1992, 27.  
"Tanzania," http://www.africa.com/~venture/wildfron/wildanz.htm.  

Alternative Applications: Have students extend the project to redesign these and other cultural 
symbols arising from sources other than Africa:  

 Bayeux Tapestry  
 Caribbean batik  
 coins  
 family crest  
 I Ching cards  
 Mayan calendar  
 royal coat of arms  
 stamps  
 state seal  
 tapestries  
 Tarot cards  

Stress important moments in black history, such as the arrival of the first slave ship to New 
World shores, first Juneteenth celebration, Emancipation Proclamation, or creation of the 
Freedman's Bureau. 

237



 

African Money  

Age/Grade Level or Audience: Middle school and high school business or economics class. 

Description: Assemble an international money chart explaining the types of currency used in 
African countries. 

Procedure: Assign students to work in pairs to create a money chart for Africa listing country, 
names of larger and smaller denominations of currency, and their international symbols. Obtain 
samples of the currencies from banks to affix to the chart. For instance: 

Country Currency Symbol 
Ethiopia birr, cents E$ or EB
Benin franc, centimes Fr or F 
Lesotho lot, licente — 
Malawi kwacha, tambala K 
South Africa riyal, qursh, halala R or SR 
Zaire zaire, makuta Z 

Have students extend the chart to include other countries where the population is largely black, 
especially Haiti and Jamaica. Explain why travelers to these places would want to know the 
exchange rate before they left the United States. 

Sources:  
Full service banks, foreign embassies, books on currency or international banking. 
Webster's Tenth New Collegiate Dictionary, Merriam-Webster, Inc., 1993. 

Alternative Applications: Have students create a flexible, applicable Afro-centric monetary 
system for an evolving black nation. Include sketches of paper currency and coins, 
denominations, metals, and weight. Decorate with drawings of notables and famous events 
connected with the history of the country. Stress prominent female figures. 

 

Africa in the News  

Age/Grade Level or Audience: Elementary, middle school, and high school journalism, 
language, social studies, and writing classes. 

Description: Create an "Africa in the News" bulletin board. 

Procedure: Have students comb the popular press for items about Africa. Group together stories 
on similar topics, such as these:  
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 the spread of AIDS  
 refugee relief efforts  
 Nelson Mandela's speeches and public appearances  
 literature and music by African artists  
 South African Truth and Reconciliation Commission testimony  
 African cooking, fashion, and hair styles  
 new markets for African products, for instance woven goods and foods  
 visits by world leaders and entertainers to Africa  
 attempts to rescue endangered African species, such as the elephant and mountain gorilla  

Have students compare articles from different sources. 

Sources: 
Time, Newsweek, Ebony, Jet, Emerge, Wall Street Journal, U.S. News and World Report, USA 
Today, and other newspapers and magazines.  

Alternative Applications: Have students submit letters to the editor, political cartoons and 
comic strips, columns, mock interviews, feature articles, fashion sketches, recipes, children's 
page quizzes and games, and editorials in response to news from Africa or the Caribbean. 

 

Antiphonal Chant  

Age/Grade Level or Audience: Elementary or middle school music classes; music societies.  

Description: Acquaint participants with the African system of arranging songs into antiphonal 
chants.  

Procedure: Hand out song sheets which depict the separation of lines into those sung by the 
cantor or leader and the reply of the assembly or chorus. For example:  

 
 Go Down Moses 
 
 
 
cantor: When Israel was in Egypt's land,  
 
chorus: Let my people go. 
 
cantor: Oppress'd so hard they could not stand, 
 
chorus: Let my people go. 
 
cantor: Go down, Moses, 
 
 Way down in Egypt Ian' 
 
 Tell ole Pharaoh, 
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chorus: Let my people go! 
 
 
 
 
 I Ain't Gwine Study War No More 
 
 
 
cantor: Gwine to lay down my burden, 
 
chorus: Down by the riverside, 
 
 Down by the riverside, 
 
 Down by the riverside. 
 
cantor: Gwine to lay down my burden, 
 
chorus: Down by the riverside. 
 
 Ain't gonna study war no more. 
 
 
 
 
 Swing Low, Sweet Chariot 
 
 
 
cantor: I looked over Jordan and what did I see, 
 
chorus: Comin' fo' to carry me home. 
 
cantor: A band of angels comin' after me, 
 
chorus: Comin' fo' to carry me home. 
 
cantor: If you get there before I do, 
 
chorus: Comin' fo' to carry me home. 
 
cantor: Tell all my friends I'm comin' too, 
 
chorus: Comin' fo' to carry me home. 
 
 
 
 
 Brother Rabbit 
 
 
 
cantor: Brother rabbit, brother rabbit your ears mighty long, 
 
chorus: Yes, brother possum, I b'lieve they're put  
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 on wrong, however, 
 
unison: Ev'ry little soul must shine, shine,   
 
 Ev'ry little soul must shine, 
 
 Rise and shine, rise and shine, rise and shine. 
 
 
 
 
 Wade in the Water   
 
 
 
cantor: See that ban' all dress'd in white?         
 
chorus: It look lak the childr'n of the Israelite. 
 
cantor: See that ban' all dress'd in red?  
 
chorus: It look lak the ban' that Moses led.  
 
unison: Wade in de water 
 
 Wade in de water, 
 
 Wade in de water. 
 
 God's a-gonna trouble de water. 
 
 
 
 
 I'm Gonna Sing 
 
 
 
cantor: Oh, I'm a-gonna sing,  
 
chorus: Gonna sing, gonna sing, 
 
 Gonna sing all along the way.  
 
cantor: One day you'll hear the trumpet sound  
 
chorus: Gonna sing all along the way.  
 
cantor: The trumpet sound the world around  
 
chorus: Gonna sing all along the way.  
 
cantor: Oh, Jordan's stream is wide and cold,  
 
chorus: Gonna sing all along the way.  
 

241



cantor: It chills the body but not the soul,  
 
chorus: Gonna sing all along the way. 
 

Sources:  
Videos or audio cassettes of the films Glory (1990) and the nine-part PBS series, The Civil War 
(1990).  
Heilbut, Anthony, Gospel Sound: Good News and Bad Times, Limelight Editions, 1997.  
Merlis, Bob, and Davin Seay, Heart and Soul: A Celebration of Black Music: Style in America 
1930-1975, Stewart, Tabooli and Chang, 1997.  
Silverman, Jerry, Spirituals, Chelsea House, 1995.  
Southern, Eileen, Music of Black America: A History, W. W. Norton & Co., 1997.  
Spencer, Jon Michael, Protest and Praise: Sacred Music of Black Religion, Fortress Press, 1997.  
Spirituals We Play and Sing, Bks. 1 and 2, Lillenas, 1993.  

Alternative Applications: Lead a discussion of the interplay between a cantor or spokesperson 
and an assembly. Play a recording or videotape of these examples:  

 storytelling by Mary Carter Smith, Linda Goss, Rex Ellis, Gladys Coggswell, or Doug 
and Frankie Quimby  

 Martin Luther King's "I Have a Dream Speech"  
 speeches by Jesse Jackson and Barbara Jordan  

Discuss how antiphony affects American assemblies where black people follow African patterns 
by replying to the cantor's statements. 

 

Life Along the Nile  

Age/Grade Level or Audience: Elementary and middle school geography and history classes. 

Description: Study the extensive history of the Nile. 

Procedure: Assist students in preparing a history database, scroll, or time line of the Nile River. 
Include mention of earliest inhabitants, the builders of the pyramids and sphinx; colonial 
explorations; the removal of Abu Simbel to accommodate the building of the Aswan Dam; and 
more recent developments, such as the earthquake of October 1992, which destroyed much of 
Cairo. Have groups of students contribute segments to the overall study of the Nile, then bind the 
finished reports into a single scrapbook about the river's rich history. 

Sources: 
Brown, Leslie, Africa: A Natural History, Random House, 1965. 
"Journey up the Nile," National Geographic, May 1985. 
Murphy, E. Jefferson, Understanding Africa, Crowell, 1978. 
Murray, Jocelyn, ed., Cultural Atlas of Africa, Facts on File, 1989. 
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Crossword Puzzle 

Write the answers to the Black History questions in the crossword  
puzzle below.  
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Across 

2 Father of Ragtime (two words) 

4 The first woman to sing WC Handy's famous song, "St. Louis Blues" professionally (two 
words) 

7 This famous jazz singer was born Eleanora Fagan but was called Bill by her father because 
she was a tomboy (two words) 

8 Carter G. Woodson is called the Father of this (two words) 

10 He became the highest black officer in 1940 when the army made him Brigader General 
(two words) 

14 Father of the Blues 

15 George Washington Carver was an agricultural scientist who discovered over 300 uses of 
this product 

16 He was given the nickname, Count, for his unique yet progressive piano playing (two 
words) 

17 Jean Baptiste Pointe DuSable found this city 

18 Led slaves to freedom on the "Underground Railroad" (two words) 

Down 

1 A rhythm and blues singer who became popular for the following hits, "I've Been Loving 
You Too Long" and "Try a Little Tenderness." (two words) 

2 Jan Ernst Matzelinger mass produced this product with his "Lasting Machine" 

3 Composer of "Lift Every Voice and Sing," national anthem to millions of black Americans 
(two words) 

5 Ida B. Wells co-founded this black organization 

6 Did blood plasma research (two words) 

9 Black explorer who traveled to the North Pole (two words) 

10 First black woman pilot (two words) 

11 Famous black fur trader and mountain man (two words) 
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12 Mother of the Blues (two words) 

13 Famous black cowboy (two words) 
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The African American Population in U.S. History  
Subjects 

• Educational Technology  
• Mathematics 

--Applied Math 
--Arithmetic 
--Statistics  

• Social Studies 
--Geography 
--History 
---U.S. History 
--Regions/Cultures  

Grade 

• 3-5  
• 6-8  
• 9-12 

Brief Description 

Charts, graphs, and maps help students learn about the growth of the African-American population 
throughout history. 

Objectives 

The following are among the many skills these activities will teach/reinforce (depending on the 
activity and the grade in which it is used):  

• reading maps and charts (tables)  
• creating graphs  
• reading comprehension  
• solving problems  
• following directions  
• sequencing (alphabetical and numerical)  
• using a map key  
• making inferences  
• figuring percents  
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Keywords  

African American, Black History, February, census, population, map, chart, table, graph, directions, 
sequence, ABC order, alphabetical order, map key, making inferences, percent, percentage  

Materials Needed  

• computer (optional)  
• teacher-created work sheets (optional/content provided)  

Lesson Plan  

This lesson plan provides resources for teachers to use in group activities or to create student work 
sheets. The resources challenge students to use real population data to learn about the history of 
the African-American population. Each chart or map below is accompanied by a handful of 
questions. You might use a projector to project these charts or the map onto a wall, then ask the 
questions as an oral activity; or use the data/questions below to create a student work sheet.  

Activity 1: The African-American Population Through the Years (Grades 5-12) 
 
The following chart shows the total population of the United States since 1860. It also shows the 
African-American population in each of those years. 

Date Year Total U.S. Population African-American Population 

1860 31,400,000 4,400,000 

1880 50,100,000 6,500,000 

1900 76,000,000 9,100,000 

1920 105,700,000 10,500,000 

1940 131,700,000 13,200,000 

1960 179,300,000 17,900,000 

1980 226,500,000 27,200,000 

2000 281,400,000 36,400,000 

Source: U.S. Census Data. All numbers are rounded   
 
Sample Questions:  

1. What was the total U.S. population in the year 1900? (76,000,000) 2000? (281,400,000)  
2. In which year on the chart did the African American population first grow to be more than 

10,000,000 people? (1920)  
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3. Did that population double to 20,000,000 by 1960 or 1980? (1980)  
4. How many African Americans lived in the United States in 1860? (4,400,000) 1960? 

(17,900,000)  
5. Were there more or less than 15 million African Americans in the United States in the year 

1960? (more)  

Bonus Question  
The following activity is for students who have been taught the concept of percent. Option: You 
might teach students to use an Online Percentage Calculator. 

* What percent of the total U.S. population was African American? Calculate the percent of African 
Americans in the total U.S. population for each year on the chart. (Answers appear in the 
Assessment section below.)  

Activity 2: African-American Population By State (Grades 4-8) 
 
The following chart shows ten states with the largest populations of African-American people in the 
year 2000. The states are listed in ABC order. Your task is to arrange the states in order from the 
state with the largest African-American population to the state with the 10th largest population. 
(Answers appear in Assessment section below.) 

TEN STATES WITH LARGEST AFRICAN-AMERICAN 
POPULATIONS 

State Name African-American Population in 2000 

California 2,510,000 

Florida 2,470,000 

Georgia 2,390,000 

Illinois 1,940,000 

Louisiana 1,470,000 

Maryland 1,530,000 

New York 3,230,000 

No. Carolina 1,780,000 

Texas 2,490,000 

Source: U.S. Census Bureau. Numbers reflect citizens who reported 
African-American ancestry, in whole or part. All numbers are 
rounded.  

 
Extension Activity  
Use the online Create-a-Graph tool or your favorite graphing software to create a graph illustrating 
the above data. Go to http://nces.ed.gov/nceskids/graphing/ .  This is the National Center for 
Educational Statistics website and it permits students to create different types of graphs to display 
data. 
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Activity 3: Read a “U.S. African-American Population in 2000” Map (Grades 3-12) 
 
For this activity, project, or provide a clear copy of, the African-American Population Map. The map 
shows, county by county, the percentage of African Americans in the United States. Give students 
time to study the map. Then pose some true or false statements about the map. Following are 
some sample questions for a variety of grade levels.  This is the US Census website and displays 
data in various forms the map can be found on page 6 of the PDF and printed. The web address is 
as follows http://www.census.gov/prod/2001pubs/c2kbr01-5.pdf . 
 
For Grades 3-5: Tell students that the colored areas on the map show counties within states that 
have African-American populations of 5 percent or greater. Students then respond to general 
statements about the map.  

• In the United States, more African Americans live in the North than in the South. (false)  
• In Florida, more than half the counties have African-American populations greater than 5 

percent. (true)  
• The state of Maine has three counties with African-American populations greater than 5 

percent. (false)  
• More African Americans live east of the Mississippi River than live west of the river. (true)  
• California has more counties with African-American populations of at least 5 percent than 

Texas has. (false)  

For Grades 6-up: Students study more closely the shadings of color on the map. They use the 
map’s color key to respond to specific statements about the map. You could start this activity with 
true-false statements for grades 3-5 (see above), and then add the following statements or others 
that you write. In addition, you might write a few statements about the African-American population 
of the state in which you and your students live.  

• More counties with African-American populations greater than 50 percent can be found in 
the southeastern United States than in the northeast. (true)  

• In California, six counties have African-American populations greater than 50 percent. 
(false)  

• North Carolina has more counties with African-American populations greater than 50 
percent than South Carolina has. (false)  

• The state of Massachusetts has no counties that have African-American populations greater 
than 25 percent. (true)  

• Montana has no counties that are more than 5 percent African American. (true)  
• Florida has four counties with African-American populations greater than 50 percent. (false)  
• More counties with largely African-American populations are found in the northern parts of 

Arkansas than in the southern parts of the state. (false)  
• In Louisiana, just two counties have African-American populations of less than 5 percent. 

(true)  
• Among the counties that border the Pacific Ocean -- in the states of Washington, Oregon, 

and California -- only two counties have African-American populations greater than 5 
percent. (true)  

• Texas has more counties with largely African-American populations in the eastern part of 
the state than in the western part of the state. (true)  
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Assessment 

Grade students on the number of correct responses for each activity. 
 
Activity 1: The African-American Population Through the Years (Grades 5-12) 
Questions and answers appear in the Lesson Plan section above. 
Bonus Question: 
The African- American population represented the following percents of the entire U.S. population in 
each year listed. (All percents are rounded.) 

• 1860 -- 14%  
• 1880 -- 13%  
• 1900 -- 12%  
• 1920 -- 10%  
• 1940 -- 10%  
• 1960 -- 10%  
• 1980 -- 12%  
• 2000 -- 13%  

Activity 2: African-American Population By State (Grades 4-8) 
In 2000, the states, in order of their African-American populations from largest to smallest were as 
follows: New York, California, Texas, Florida, Georgia, Illinois, North Carolina, Maryland, Louisiana 

Activity 3: Read a “U.S. African-American Population in 2000” Map (Grades 3-12) 
All correct responses appear as part of the activity in the Lesson Plan section above. 

Lesson Plan Source 

Education World 

Submitted By 

Gary Hopkins 
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The Black History Rap  
Subjects 

• Arts & Humanities 
--Dance/Music 
--Language Arts  

• Educational Technology  
• Science 

--History  
• Social Studies 

--History 
---U.S. History 
--Regions/Cultures  

Grade 

• 3-5  
• 6-8  
• 9-12 

Brief Description 

Students write a rap or hip-hop lyric about the life a famous Black American. 

Objectives 

Students will  

• Learn about famous Black Americans in history.  
• Learn how the rap form compares to other forms of poetic expression.  
• Write rap lyrics to summarize the life of a famous person in Black History.  
• Perform their raps.  

Keywords  

poetry, rap, black history, african american, inventor, writer, famous, theater, drama, writing  

Materials Needed  

• computer with Internet access or a printed copy of the Granville T. Woods Rap Song, at the 
Preschool Black History Activity Theme site  

• library or Internet resources related to famous people in Black History  
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• pencils and paper  

Lesson Plan  

In this lesson, students put the lives of historic Black figures into poetic form; they pen rap or hip-
hop lyrics such as the ones that commemorate 19th-century inventor Granville T. Woods in the 
Granville T. Woods Rap Song at the Preschool Black History Activity Theme site.  

Note: We have purposely kept this lesson general in nature, but feel free to focus the lesson on 
figures related to a specific topic or subject that connects to your curriculum -- for example, famous 
Black inventors or writers. 
Rap has its roots in the African American community with such 1980’s groups as the Sugar Hill 
Gang and Salt-n-Peppa. It’s a form of poetic expression that many students relate to; and it can be 
used to great effect as a classroom discussion starter. It’s even the subject of serious study on such 
college campuses as Stanford University, the University of Connecticut, Michigan State University, 
and Pennsylvania State University. 

So why not incorporate it into your Black History Month activities? 

Start the lesson by sharing a brief biography of Granville T. Woods. You might read about his life 
from a children’s book or from one of the following Web resources: 

Woods Bio #1 
Woods Bio #2 
Woods Bio #3 
Woods Bio #4 
Woods Bio #5  
After sharing biographical information about Woods, share the Granville T. Woods Rap Song. You 
might provide an opportunity for students to read the lyrics aloud to themselves, for a few students 
to share their reading aloud, or for students to work together in small groups to practice and 
perform.  

Next, invite students to select a figure in Black History to learn about and then compose a rap 
about. You might allow students to select an African American of note, or limit their selections to 
less well known African Americans. Students might also provide a brief biography of the individual 
along with their original rap. 

Make a special occasion of the day when students share their rap lyrics with their classmates. 
Videotape students’ performances and run the video outside the meeting room at the next parent-
teacher event. 

Biography Resources  

• Notable African Americans This list, which includes more than 300 names (click A to Z List) 
with links to brief bios, is probably the best starting point. Students then can use library 
resources or a favorite search engine to find more specific information about any individual.  
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• The Encyclopedia Britannica Guide to Black History Click an era in African-American history 
and find links to a wide variety of biographies.  

• Encyclopedia of Prominent African Americans  
• Black History Month Biographies  
• Biography.com celebrates Black History Month  
• Famous Black Americans  
• Black History in America: Trailblazers  
• African American Contributors Page  
• Afro-American Almanac Biographies  
• The Faces of Science: African Americans in the Sciences  
• African-American Artists  
• Prominent African Americans  
• The Top Ten African-American Inventors  
• Back in Time: Black Inventors Timeline  
• African-American Inventors  

Assessment 

Create a rubric for students so they are aware of what is expected. Let students secretly rate on a 
scale of 1 to 5 the lyrics their peers write. Tally the results and give out “Rappy Awards” to the best 
efforts. 

Lesson Plan Source 

Education World 

Submitted By 

Gary Hopkins 
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Word Search Puzzle 

-Find the name of each famous black American in the  
word search puzzle below.  
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Famous African Americans Word Bank 

Sojourner Truth Henry Tanner 

Charles Drew WEB DuBois 

Jackie Robinson Martin Luther King 

Harriet Tubman Ernest Just 

Duke Ellington Jesse Owens 

Clyde McPhatter Benjamin Banneker 

Bill Pickett MA Rainey 

Allison Davis Nat King Cole 

Erroll Garner Joe Louis 

Thelonious Monk Scott Joplin 
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Black Authors and Poets – Mix and Match
Name   
   Date  

Write the last name of the author or poet in the space provided. Select the 
names from the chart at the bottom of the page. 

1. Faith                               

2. Ralph                              

3. Alex                               

4. Phillis                               

5. Alice                              

6. Eloise                             

7. James                                

8. Carter G.                               

9. Gwendolyn                               

10. Langston                               

11. Frederick                              

12. Maya                              

13. Paul Laurence                                

14.  W.E.B.                              

15. Zora Neale                                 

16. Christopher Paul                             

17. Toni                               

18. Richard                                

Last Name List 

Woodson   Walker    Greenfield   Du Bois   
Haley    Morrison   Wheatley   Dunbar   
Brooks    Douglass   Angelou    Curtis    
Ringgold    Baldwin    Hughes         
Wright    Hurston    Ellison          
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Teachervision.com 
Black Authors and Poets – Mix and Match (Answer Key) 

Write the last name of the author or poet in the space provided. 

1. Faith  Ringgold    

2. Ralph  Ellison    

3. Alex  Haley    

4. Phillis Wheatley    

5. Alice Walker    

6. Eloise Greenfield    

7. James Baldwin    

8. Carter G.  Woodson     

9. Gwendolyn Brooks    

10. Langston  Hughes    

11. Frederick Douglass    

12. Maya  Angelou    

13. Paul Laurence  Dunbar     

14. W.E.B.  Du Bois    

15. Zora Neale  Hurston     

16. Christopher Paul  Curtis    

17. Toni  Morrison    

18. Richard  Wright    

 

© 2000-2006 Pearson Education, Inc. All Rights Reserved.  
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©abcteach               African American Riddles   

These Riddles were submitted by students from South Florida.  To find the answer to 
the riddles put your mouse over the answer button and the name will appear. 
***If the mouse-over does not work go to the bottom of this page for the answers*** 

Who Am I....African American Riddles 

What African American Am I ? 

I am a female. 
I write poems. 
I was a slave. 

I was kidnapped. 
When my first husband died , 

I married another man and had three children. 
I died at the age of 31. 

Who am I? 

By Natalee 

What African American Am I? 

I was born on May 19,1925. 
I wear glasses. 

I fought for black Americans. 
I went to jail. 

I died at the age of 39. 
I was a leader of the nation of Islam. 

What African American Am I? 

By Christopher 
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What African American Am I? 

I lived from 1797 to 1883. 
I was a missionary among slaves in New York. 

I used my talent of speaker for the slavery movement. 
My name was changed by a Quaker family to Van Wagener. 

What African American Am I? 

By Coneeka 

What African American Am I? 
I am an American patriot. 

I lived a good life. 
I am from Mani. 

I was a slave 
I fought for my freedoom. 

What African American Am I? 
By Cynthia 

What African American am I ? 

I was the fifteenth of seventeen children. 

I was born on July 10, 1875. 

I saw education as the key to improving the lives of African-
Americans. 

I was a school teacher. 

I worked hard to open up opportunities for African Americans. 

What African American Am I? 
By DENNICE 
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What African American Am I ? 
 

I am an inventor . 

I invented air conditioning for cars. 

I also invented a box office device that distributed tickets 
automatically. 

I also invented the portable x-ray machine. 

What African American am I ? 
By Lakendra 

What African American Am I ? 

I was born around 1860 and died 1943. 

My mother Mary was afraid I woundn¹t live long because I was 
so 

thin and sickly. 

I made 300 useful things out of peanuts. 
 

What African American Am I ? 
By Alesha 
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Answers 

1. Phyllis Wheatley 

2. Malcolm X 

3. Soujourer Truth 

4. Joseph Cinque 

5. Mary McLeod Bethune 

6. Frederick McKinley Jones 

7. George Washington Carver 

 
 

http://abcteach.com/WhatAmI/africamerriddles.htm 
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15 African American Firsts 

African American history is filled with important milestones and 
breakthrough achievements. The following list calls out just a few notable 
“firsts” in the history of African Americans.  

Astronauts 
In August 1983 Guion Bluford became the first African American to go into 
space, while serving on a mission aboard the Challenger space shuttle. 
Bluford said that the blastoff of the shuttle was like riding in a high-speed 
elevator through a bonfire. He also recognized that, "From a black 
perspective, my flight on the shuttle represented another step forward." 
Astronaut Mae Carol Jemison became the first African American woman to 
travel in space when she flew on the space shuttle Endeavor in a September 
1992 mission.  
 
Black church 
Protestant minister Richard Allen founded the African Methodist Episcopal 
Church (AME), the first black church that would have a nationwide following, 
in Philadelphia in 1816. A group of black parishioners at Saint George's 
Church in Philadelphia had formed the congregation that became the AME as 
early as 1786. From its inception, the AME has been dedicated to black self-
improvement and Pan-Africanist ideals. (See articles on Richard Allen, the 
African Methodist Episcopal Church, and The Black Church in Encarta 
Africana, a part of the Encarta Reference Library.) 
 
Black History Month 
African American historian Carter G. Woodson organized the first annual 
celebration of Negro History Week in 1926.  It was held during the second 
week in February in honor of the birthdays of African American scholar 
Frederick Douglass and former United States president Abraham Lincoln. 
Promoted by schools and the press as a way to celebrate black history and 
achievement, the event steadily gained in popularity. In the early 1970s, 
Negro History Week was extended and renamed Black History Month. 
 
Film 
In 1919 writer and motion-picture director Oscar Micheaux made The 
Homesteader, the first full-length film directed by an African American. The 
film, based on Micheaux’s own novel, depicts the adventures of a self-made 
black settler in the American West. Micheaux went on to produce, write, and 
direct more than 30 films over the next three decades. In 1931 he made the 
first African American feature-length sound movie, The Exile.  
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Golf champion 
In 1997 Tiger Woods, whose father is African American and whose mother is 
Thai, became both the first African American and the first Asian American to 
win the Masters golf tournament. At the same time, he broke several 
tournament records, including youngest champion (21 years of age), lowest 
score for 72 holes (18 under par at 270), and widest margin of victory (12 
strokes). Woods’s winning streak continued in subsequent years, making 
him one of the greatest players in the sport’s history. 
 
Governor 
Douglas Wilder became the first African American to be elected governor 
when Virginia voters chose him to lead their state in 1989.  (In 1872, 
another African American, P. B. S. Pinchback, briefly served as governor of 
Louisiana after the sitting governor was impeached, but Pinchback was 
never elected to the post). A decorated hero of the Korean War (1950-
1953), Wilder began his political career as Virginia state senator (1969-
1985) and later served as Virginia’s lieutenant governor (1985-1989) before 
being elected governor. His success as a Democrat in a largely white, 
Republican state stemmed from his position as a "healer" of racial strife, his 
moderate views on social policy, and his fiscal conservatism. 
 
Major league baseball player 
In 1947 Jackie Robinson joined the Brooklyn Dodgers lineup, becoming the 
first African American to play in the major leagues since baseball became 
segregated in the mid-1880s (see Baseball: The History of Baseball). 
Breaking baseball’s color barrier was a serious challenge, and Robinson met 
fierce resistance from many players and fans who believed in the separation 
of people on the basis of race. Robinson endured malicious catcalls and 
racial slurs shouted from the stands. He also received anonymous notes 
threatening death if he continued to play baseball. Some rival players threw 
pitches at Robinson’s head, spat on him when he slid into a base, and 
attempted to injure him with the spikes on their shoes. Despite this abuse, 
the determined Robinson helped the Dodgers win the National League (NL) 
pennant in 1947. During the season he led the NL with 29 stolen bases, and 
sportswriters named Robinson rookie of the year. 
 
Nobel Peace Prize 
Scholar and diplomat Ralph J. Bunche became, in 1950, the first African 
American to win a Nobel Peace Prize. Bunche received the award for his role 
as the architect of United Nations (UN) peacekeeping efforts and for having 
negotiated the four armistice agreements that halted the Arab-Israeli War of 
1948. In 1955 Bunche was named the UN’s Undersecretary for Special 
Political Affairs; in that capacity he oversaw UN peacekeeping operations in 
some of the most heated conflicts around the world. United States President 
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John F. Kennedy awarded Bunche the nation’s highest civilian honor, the 
Medal of Freedom, in 1963. 
 
Novel 
In 1853 William Wells Brown wrote Clotel; or, The President’s Daughter, the 
first novel by an African American author. First published in England, Clotel 
is a fictional account of slave children allegedly fathered by United States 
president Thomas Jefferson. The first novel published in the United States by 
an African American author was also the first novel published by a black 
American woman, Harriet Wilson. Her novel Our Nig (1859) details the 
difficulties faced by Northern free blacks. (See the Africana Library of Black 
America, within the Encarta Reference Library, for the complete text of both 
Clotel and Our Nig. The library also includes Brown’s autobiography, 
Narrative of William W. Brown, and his collection of abolitionist hymns, The 
Anti-Slavery Harp.)  
 
Poem 
In 1746 Lucy Terry, an African-born slave in Rhode Island, composed the 
first known poem by a black American: "Bar's Fight." The poem, which was 
not published until 1855, describes a Native American raid against white 
settlers in New England. In 1773 poet Phillis Wheatley became the first 
African American to publish a book, entitled Poems on Various Subjects, 
Religious and Moral. Considered the founder of African American literature, 
Wheatley is perhaps best remembered for her poem “On Being Brought from 
Africa to America,” which describes her experience coming to America as a 
seven-year-old child and as a slave. (See the Africana Library of Black 
America, within the Encarta Reference Library, for the Collected Works of 
Phillis Wheatley, which includes the complete text of her book as well as her 
letters and poems from other sources.)  
 
Pulitzer Prize 
In 1950 poet and novelist Gwendolyn Brooks became the first African 
American to win the Pulitzer Prize, which she received for her second book of 
poetry, Annie Allen (1949). Brooks was praised throughout her writing 
career for poems that grapple with issues of art, identity, race, gender, and 
the relation between literature and popular culture. (Hear Gwendolyn Brooks 
read from her poetry in Encarta Africana, part of the Encarta Reference 
Library.)  
 
Secretary of state 
In 2001 General Colin Powell became the first African American secretary of 
state, when he was appointed to the post by president George W. Bush. 
Earlier in his distinguished career as a military leader, Powell became, in 
1989, the first black officer to serve as chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff, 
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the highest military post in the country. Appointed to that position by Bush’s 
father, President George Herbert Walker Bush, Powell played a pivotal role in 
the Persian Gulf War of 1991. In the current United States-led war on 
terrorism, Powell is performing strategic, diplomatic, and military objectives 
at the highest levels. (Watch videos of Colin Powell discussing African 
American military history in Encarta Africana, part of the Encarta Reference 
Library.)  
 
Senator 
The son of former slaves, Hiram Revels became the first African American to 
serve in the United States Senate. Revels was elected in 1870 to fill the seat 
left vacant by—of all people—Jefferson Davis, the champion of slavery who 
had resigned from the Senate to become president of the Confederate States 
of America and to lead the South in the American Civil War (1861-1865). A 
former minister in the African Methodist Episcopal Church, Revels was one of 
the first in a long history of black “preacher-politicians.” (See the biography 
of Hiram Revels in Encarta Africana, part of the Encarta Reference Library.)  
 
Supreme Court justice 
In 1967 civil rights lawyer Thurgood Marshall became the first African 
American justice on the Supreme Court of the United States. One of the 
country’s most influential and well-known lawyers, Marshall was a tireless 
advocate for the rights of minorities and the poor. Before his term as 
Supreme Court justice, Marshall was director of the legal defense fund for 
the National Association for the Advancement of Colored People (NAACP), 
and a lawyer whose victory in Brown v. Board of Education (1954) outlawed 
segregation in American public education. Although he was the first African 
American to serve in several powerful government positions, Marshall said 
he hesitated to take on the roles, not wanting to abandon his friends in the 
civil rights movement. But, he said, "when one has the opportunity to serve 
the government, he should think twice before passing it up." (Watch an 
interview with Marshall in Encarta Africana, part of the Encarta Reference 
Library. The interview was filmed on the steps of the Supreme Court 
following Marshall’s 1954 victory in Brown v. Board of Education.)  
 
Tennis champion 
The Associated Press (AP) honored tennis champion Althea Gibson with the 
Female Athlete of the Year Award in 1957, the year she won the women’s 
singles and doubles tennis championships at Wimbledon, the United States 
women's clay court singles championship at River Forest, Illinois, and the 
U.S. Open singles and doubles championships at Forest Hills in New York 
City. Gibson was the first African American to win these major tournaments. 
In the 1960s Gibson retired from tennis and became a professional golfer. 

265



 

     BLACK HISTORY POWERPOINT SLIDE SHOW 
 
The following is an outline for your Black History Month PowerPoint 
presentation.  Your slide show should be at least eleven (11) slides. 

 
 
 

 
 
 
 

Title 
 

 
Your Name 

 
Did they 

reach their 
goal? 

 
What was the 

outcome? 

Goals of the 
person or 

event 
(what were they 

trying to accomplish) 

Where person 
lived or where 

event 
happened 

Date of birth 
of person or 
date of the 

event 

 
The name of 
the person or 

event 

What impact 
did this person 
or event have 
on American 

society 

 
 
 

The End 
What can we 

or did we learn 
from this 
person or 

event 

Why is this 
person or 

event 
important? 
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Rosa Parks 
Rosa Parks, born Rosa Louise McCauley (February 4, 1913 - October 24, 2005) was a 
pivotal figure in the fight for civil rights. She was a protester of segregation laws in the 
US, and her actions led to major reforms (changes), including a Supreme Court ruling 
against segregation.  
 
Arrested for Not Giving up Her Bus Seat to a White Man 
On December 1, 1955, a Montgomery, Alabama, bus driver ordered Mrs. Parks to give 
up her seat to a white man. When she refused, she was arrested and fined. Mrs. Parks had 
been the secretary of the Montgomery, Alabama, NAACP (National Association for the 
Advancement of Colored People) and was a tailor's assistant at the Montgomery Fair 
department store. Other local women were also arrested for violating segregation laws, 
including Aurelia S. Browder, Susie McDonald, Claudette Colvin, and Mary Louise 
Smith.  

Bus Boycott 
Mrs. Parks' arrest resulted in thousands of leaflets being distributed, calling for a boycott 
of city buses on Monday, December 5, 1955. That same day, Mrs. Parks was convicted of 
violating local segregation laws and was fined $14. After negotiations between Dr. 
Martin Luther King, Jr., and the city of Montgomery failed, the bus boycott was 
extended, and eventually lasted for 381 days. Carpools were organized as temporary 
transportation, and many people simply walked long distances to work every day. Dr. 
King and 89 others were arrested (March 19, 1956), tried, and convicted (March 22, 
1956) for conspiring to conduct the bus boycott.  

On February 1, 1956, the MIA (the Montgomery Improvement Association, which was 
formed after Mrs. Parks' arrest and led by Dr. King) filed suit in the United States District 
Court to challenge the constitutionality of local bus segregation laws. The U.S. District 
Court ruled in favor of the MIA (in June, 1956), but the city challenged that ruling and it 
went on to the Supreme Court.  

Supreme Court Ruling 
On November 13, 1956, the US Supreme Court ruled that segregation on city buses is 
unconstitutional. The defendants were represented by the lawyers Thurgood Marshall 
(who later became the first African-American on the Supreme Court), Robert L. Carter, 
Fred D. Gray and Charles D. Langford. The implementation of the Supreme Court's 
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decision, the desegregation of buses, took place on December 20, 1956. Mrs. Parks had 
finally won.  

Continuing the Civil Rights Movement 
In 1957, after receiving many death threats, Mrs. Parks and her husband, Raymond Parks, 
moved from Alabama to Detroit, Michigan. They later founded the "Rosa and Raymond 
Parks Institute for Self-Development", which helps young African-Americans develop 
leadership skills to improve the community and learn about the civil rights movement. 
Mrs. Parks wrote her autobiography, called "Quiet Strength," which was published in 
1994. In 1999, she received the Congressional Gold Medal.  

After her death, on October 24, 2005, Mrs. Rosa Parks lay in state in the US Capitol 
Rotunda in Washington, D.C., to honor her pivotal role in US history. She was the first 
woman and the second African-American to be given that honor (the first African-
American to lie in state in the US Capitol Rotunda was Jacob J. Chestnut, a police officer 
who was killed in a 1998 Capitol shooting).  
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Rosa Parks 

Rosa Parks was born February 4, 1913 in Tuskegee, 
Alabama.  She spent her childhood in Alabama and at the 
age of 11 she enrolled in a private school, the Montgomery 
Industrial School for Girls.  Later, she was a seamstress in 
Montgomery.  
Rosa Parks has been called the "mother of the civil rights 
movement" and one of the most important citizens of the 
20th century. In December of 1955, she refused to give up 
her seat on a city bus to a white passenger. The bus driver 
had her arrested. She was tried and convicted of violating a 
local ordinance.  

Her act sparked a citywide boycott of the bus system by 
blacks.  The blacks refused to use the buses for more than a 
year. The boycott introduced the country to a clergyman 
named Martin Luther King, Jr. and he gained national 
prominence. Eventually, the U.S. Supreme Court made a 
decision outlawing segregation on city buses.  

Over the next four decades, Rosa Parks helped make her 
fellow Americans aware of the history of the civil rights 
struggle. This pioneer in the struggle for racial equality 
earned many honors, including the Martin Luther King Jr. 
Nonviolent Peace Prize. She is an example of courage and 
determination and is an inspiring symbol to all Americans to 
remain free.  She currently lives in Detroit, Michigan.  
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ANSWER EACH OF THE FOLLOWING: 

1. What is the main idea of this writing? 

a. Rosa Parks was a seamstress. 

b. Rosa Parks grew up in Alabama. 

c. Rosa Parks is one of the most important citizens of the 
20th century. 

d. Rosa Parks lives in Detroit, Michigan.

 

2. Which of the following is an OPINION ? 

a. Rosa Parks was born February 4, 1913. 

b. She was educated at the Montgomery School for Girls. 

c. I think Mrs. Parks is a really sweet lady. 

d. None of these 

 

3. What is the author’s purpose of this writing ? 

a. inform   b. persuade 

c. entertain   d.  none of these 

 

4. Rosa Parks helped to  introduce the world to ____. 

a. Justice Thurgood Marshall 

b. Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr. 

c. Oprah Winfrey 

d. Michael Jordan 
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5. Rosa Parks’ refusal to give up her seat on the bus to a white 
passenger led to _________. 

a. the boycott of blacks riding the buses for more than a 
year. 

b. The U.S. Supreme Court decision outlawing segregation 
on buses. 

c. Americans being aware of the civil rights struggle. 

d. All of these 

 

6. Mrs. Parks has been called the “ mother of the civil 

rights movement" because ___________. 

a. she grew up in Alabama. 

b. she liked to ride the buses in Montgomery. 

c. She had courage to stand up for what was wrong. 

d. None of these 

 

7. Mrs. Parks’ received many honors for her work in the civil rights 
movement. One of the awards was the  ___. 

a. Nobel Peace Prize  b. Civil Rights Prize 

c. Nonviolent Peace Prize        d.      all of these 

 

8. Mrs. Parks is an inspiration for all Americans to 

a. ride buses     b. remain free 

 

c. be a seamstress    d. none of these 
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High School Lessons and Activities 
African Archeology  

Age/Grade Level or Audience: Middle school or high school history classes.  

Description: Create a time line of events from ancient African cultures.  

Procedure: Introduce early African civilizations and have groups of students gather facts about 
such African achievements and civilizations as these:  

 Abu Simbel  
 Axumites  
 Bachwezi  
 Benin  
 Berbers  
 Carthage  
 Changamire  
 Cheops' pyramid 
 Darfur  
 Ewe  
 Great Zimbabwe 
 Kanem-Bornu  
 Kilwa  
 Kongo  

 Kush  
 Library of Alexandria 
 Lozi  
 Luba  
 Lunda  
 Mali  
 Monomotapa  
 Nok  
 Oyo  
 Sheba  
 Songhay  
 Sphinx of Gizeh  
 Wadai  

Place their findings chronologically alongside these worldwide artistic and architectural 
accomplishments:  

 Anasazi pueblos  
 Angkor Wat  
 Appian Way  
 Caernarvon  
 Camelot  
 Chichen Itza  
 Colossus of Rhodes  
 Easter island  
 Eiffel Tower  
 Great Buddha  
 Great Wall of China  

 Notre Dame Cathedral 
 Olduvai Gorge  
 Palace of Knossos  
 Parthenon  
 Point Hope, Alaska  
 Roman Colosseum  
 Rosetta Stone  
 Sancta Sophia  
 Stonehenge  
 Suez Canal  
 Taj Mahal  
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 Hanging Gardens, Babylon 
 American Indian mounds  
 Leptis Magna  
 Mount Rushmore  
 Nintoku mounds  

 Temple at Jerusalem  
 Tintagel  
 Troy  
 Washington Monument 
 World Trade Center  

Sources:  
"African Documents," http://www.cwis.org/africa.html.  
"Africa Online," http://africaonline.com.  
Elleh, Nnamdi, African Architecture Evolution and Transformation, McGraw-Hill, 1996.  
Gaines, Ernest J., Timetables of History, Random House, 1996.  
Harley, Sharon, Timetables of African-American History: A Chronology of the Most Important 
People and Events in African-American History, Simon & Schuster, 1996.  
Jackson, John G., Introduction to African Civilizations, Citadel Press, 1994.  
Saccardi, Marianne, Art in Story: Teaching Art History to Elementary School Children, Linnet 
Books, 1997.  
Trager, James, The People's Chronology, revised edition, Henry Holt, 1996.  
Viney, Graham, Historic Houses of South Africa, Abbeville Press, 1997.  

Alternative Applications: Have students create a hall display by placing dated information on a 
long horizontal scroll and illustrating these and other architectural designs:  

 beehive style  
 cone-topped buildings  
 fortress-temple  
 Moorish  
 mosque  
 mound  
 post and lintel  
 pueblo  
 pyramid  
 ziggurat  

 

Black Award Winners  

Age/Grade Level or Audience: Middle school and high school history and journalism classes; 
civic groups; museums; libraries. 

Description: Name prestigious awards given to black people. 

Procedure: Make a bulletin board display listing important honors and awards given to black 
achievers such as these:  
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 Dominique Dawes's Olympic medals in gymnastics  
 Ralph Ellison's receipt of the Harold Washington Award  
 Multiracial Tiger Woods's victory in the Masters' Tournament  
 Lorna Simpson's solo photographic exhibition at New York's Museum of Modern Art  
 Henry Johnson and Needham Roberts's receipt of the Croix de Guerre during World War 

I  
 Hattie McDaniel's Academy Award for best supporting actress in Gone with the Wind  
 Bill Cosby's election to the Television Hall of Fame  
 Gwendolyn Brooks's Guggenheim Fellowship and appointment as Illinois's poet laureate  
 Martin Luther King, Jr., Desmond Tutu, and Ralph Bunche's receipt of the Nobel Peace 

Prize  
 Alice Childress and Leontyne Price's Coretta Scott King Awards for young adult 

literature  
 Al Jarreau's Grammy for pop-jazz music  
 Katherine Dunham's receipt of the Albert Schweitzer Music Award  
 Alain Locke's acceptance as a Rhodes Scholar  
 Lorraine Hansberry, Lena Horne, and Ruth Brown's Tony awards  
 Vanessa Williams and Suzette Charles's Miss America title  
 Receipt of the Jim Thorpe Award by football star Gale Sayers, tennis player Arthur Ashe, 

baseball player Ernie Banks, basketball stars Michael Jordan and Kareem Abdul-Jabbar, 
and boxers Floyd Patterson, Michael Spinks, Muhammad Ali, Kenny Norris, and Archie 
Moore  

 Chanda Rubin and Althea Gibson's tennis championships at Wimbledon  
 Alice Coachman, Florence Griffith Joyner, and Wilma Rudolph's Olympic gold medals  
 Paul Robeson's Donaldson Award for his 1944 performance in Shakespeare's Othello  
 Advancement of Colored People (NAACP) Medgar Evers Community Service Award  
 Clara Hale's Truman Award  
 Duke Ellington and Marian Anderson's Presidential Medals of Freedom  
 Maya Angelou and Judith Jamison's Candace Awards  
 Charles Gordone, Scott Joplin, Toni Morrison, and Maya Angelou's receipt of Pulitzer 

Prizes  
 Maya Angelou's being asked to write a poem to recite at President Bill Clinton's 

inauguration  
 Augusta Savage's commission for a sculpture for the 1939 New York World's Fair  
 Gwendolyn Brooks, Toni Morrison, and W. E. B. DuBois's admittance to the National 

Institute of Arts and Letters  
 Architect Paul R. Williams's receipt of the Beaux Arts Medal  
 Clarice D. Reid's receipt of the Public Health Service Superior Service Award  
 Cicely Tyson, Oprah Winfrey, and Suzanne de Passe's NAACP Image Awards  
 The Spingarn Medal, awarded to Marian Anderson, George Washington Carver, Jackie 

Robinson, Ernest E. Just, Louis T. Wright, Gordon Parks, James Weldon Johnson, Daisy 
Bates, Charles Young, Carl Murphy, Mary Bethune, Charles W. Chestnutt, Rosa Parks, 
and Martin Luther King, Jr.  

 Aretha Franklin's twenty-one gold records  
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Sources: 
Infotrac, Newsbank, and other on-line databases and microfilm reference sources. 
Current Biography, H.W. Wilson, various years. 
Phelps, Shirelle, ed., Contemporary Black Biography, Gale, various volumes. 
Phelps, Shirelle, ed., Who's Who among African Americans Americans, 10th ed., Gale, 1997. 
Smith, Jessie Carney, ed., Notable Black American Women, Books 1 & 2, Gale, 1992 and 1996. 
Terry, Ted, American Black History: Reference Manual, Myles Publishing, 1991. 
Van de Sande, Wendy, ed., Black Americans Information Directory, 3rd ed., Gale, 1993. 

Alternative Applications: Have history classes propose black leaders for awards, particularly 
for people who may have been passed over, such as heroes of the Persian Gulf War, 
spokespersons for AIDS research and prevention, peacekeepers, religious leaders, architects, 
philanthropists, or noteworthy volunteers. 

 

Deadly Organisms  

Age/Grade Level or Audience: High school or college biology life science classes.  

Description: Organize a study of diseases caused by fungi, protozoa, spirochetes, bacteria, and 
viruses carried by such organisms as the snail, rat, tsetse blood fluke, tick, louse, flea, sandfly, 
blackfly, and Aedes aegypti, Aedes africanus, and anopheles mosquito.  

Procedure: Lead students in a study of the tropical organisms responsible these ills:  

 bacterial meningitis 
 black water fever  
 cholera  
 dengue fever  
 diphtheria  
 Ebola virus  
 encephalitis  
 filariasis  
 hemorrhagic fever  
 hepatitis A  

 hepatitis B  
 hookworm  
 leishmaniasis 
 leprosy  
 malaria  
 nagana  
 onchocerciasis 
 plague  
 polio  
 Q-fever  

 rabies  
 schistosomiasis  
 syphilis  
 tetanus  
 trachoma  
 trypanosomiasis 
 typhus  
 yaws  
 yellow fever  

Show on maps the yellow fever belt of Africa and the malaria belt of Haiti, Dominican Republic, 
Africa, and other parts of the world. Create a time line of the resurgence and eradication of major 
diseases through organism control. Feature these data:  

 A crippled Egyptian mummy dating to 3700 B.C. may be the world's oldest evidence of 
polio.  

 During the fifth century B.C., Hippocrates classified varieties of malaria.  
 Smallpox ravaged north Africa in A.D. 647.  
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 european explorers brought malaria to the Western Hemisphere in the fifteenth century.  
 In the 1630s, Spanish missionaries discovered that quinine, extracted from the cinchona 

tree, prevented malaria.  
 The Dutch first infected South Africans with smallpox in 1713.  
 In 1734, John Atkins described the neurological symptoms of sleeping sickness.  
 From 1764 to 1778, yellow fever surfaced in Sierra Leone and Senegal.  
 The importation of African slaves to Cuba in 1803 brought sleeping sickness to the 

Caribbean.  
 In 1822, Fever J. Campbell reported that Rhodesians inoculated healthy people with 

smallpox to weaken the disease.  
 In the 1820s, African slaves carried yellow fever to American port cities.  
 Dengue from Africa first attacked the Caribbean and coastal U.S. in 1827.  
 In 1852, Bilharz discovered the microbe which causes schistosomiasis.  
 In 1872, Armauer G. Hansen discovered the bacteria that cause leprosy or Hansen's 

disease.  
 In 1880, Charles Laveran discovered that protozoa infested the blood of Algerian malaria 

victims.  
 In the 1880s, David Bruce studied the organisms which cause tetanus, sleeping sickness, 

and nagana.  
 From 1881 to 1882, cholera swept through Egypt.  
 In 1884, Loffler isolated the diphtheria microbe.  
 In 1885, Pfeiffer isolated the bacteria which cause typhus and typhoid fever.  
 Nigerians first suffered sleeping sickness in 1890.  
 In the 1890s, Juan Finlay hypothesized that the Aedes aegypti mosquito spread yellow 

fever.  
 In 1898, Ronald Ross of Great Britain connected the bite of female Anopheles mosquito 

with transmission of malaria. That same year, Italians Amico Bignami, Giuseppe 
Bastianelli, and Giovanni Battista Grassi made detailed studies of how the disease 
develops in the human body.  

 Plague invaded South Africa in 1899.  
 By 1900, Dr. Walter Reed proved Juan Finlay's ideas by isolating the virus that causes 

yellow fever.  
 In 1905, William Gorgas initiated a program of insecticide spray and draining of standing 

pools of water to control mosquitoes.  
 From 1912 to 1946, plague killed seventy percent of the residents of French West Africa.  
 A London commission studied the eradication of sleeping sickness in 1925.  
 From 1925 to 1936, hygienists attempted to eradicate hookworm among South African 

miners.  
 The mortality rate for diphtheria in Egypt in 1932 was over 45 percent.  
 In 1939, Paul Miller, a Swiss chemist, created DDT to control the mosquitoes that carry 

malaria.  
 In 1940, a yellow fever epidemic afflicted the Nuba Mountains of the Sudan.  
 During World War II, more effective malaria treatments replaced quinine.  
 In 1947, cholera again swept Egypt.  
 By 1948, sleeping sickness was virtually eradicated in the Congo.  
 In 1954, yellow fever beset Trinidad.  
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 In 1955, the World Health Organization (WHO) attempted to conquer malaria by 
spraying DDT over areas infested with mosquitoes.  

 In 1959, yellow fever returned to Trinidad. Also, rifampicin is discovered as a treatment 
for leprosy.  

 In 1961, a severe yellow fever epidemic hit Ethiopia.  
 In 1965, the Rockefeller Foundation signed an agreement with the government of St. 

Lucia to study the control of schistosomiasis by treating the sick and eradicating the 
disease-bearing snail.  

 An outbreak of cholera in 1971 ravaged seventeen African countries.  
 In 1980, researchers studied an anti-malaria vaccine.  
 By 1984, WHO declared the St. Lucia method of schistosomiasis control a success.  
 In the mid-1990s, Dr. Jill Seaman fought a deadly epidemic of kala-azar or visceral 

leishmaniasis in remote sections of the Sudan.  
 Zaire reported an Ebola outbreak in 1995.  
 Throughout 1996, the Ebola virus threatened Gabon.  

Sources:  
"CDC Travel Information," http://www.cdc.gov/travel.  
Close, William T., Ebola, Ivy Books, 1995.  
Dowell, William, "Rescue in Sudan," Time, Special Issue, Fall 1997, 78-82.  
Hover, G. Henry, Ebola Factor, Pentland Press, 1996.  

Alternative Applications: Make a similar study of Africa's most dangerous insects and reptiles, 
particularly the locust, scorpion, crocodile, cobra, viper, and black mamba. Determine the effects 
of their poisons on humans, impairment to systems, how victims are treated, and their chances of 
surviving attack. Note modern chemicals that ward off insects and protect swimmers from 
crocodiles. 

 

Experiencing the Underground Railroad  

Age/Grade Level or Audience: Middle school, high school, and college language and drama 
classes; religious schools. 

Description: Present a pantomime of slaves escaping to the North. 

Procedure: Explain to the group that a network of 3,200 people formed the Underground 
Railroad, which, from 1830 to 1860, led 2,500 slaves per year toward safety. Many died along 
the way from hunger, cold, wounds, falls, or drowning; some were recaptured and returned to 
slavery. Many more built new lives for themselves in free states or Canada. For the pantomine, 
let students select a role to dramatize, for example, bystander, farmer, doctor, minister, leader, 
parent, aged slave, child, patroller, slave catcher, sheriff, Quaker or Mennonite abolitionist, 
station master, conductor, or plantation owner. Enact the following scenes:  
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 intolerable slave conditions, such as 
the separation of families, hard 
labor, dangerous jobs, disease, and 
inadequate clothing, food, and 
shelter  

 planning an escape  
 gathering information from 

knowledgeable and trustworthy 
sources  

 storing food and supplies for the 
journey  

 making a getaway  
 moving through forests and 

swamps or over rivers  
 hopping trains or wagons  
 locating roots, nuts, berries, grain, 

fruit, and mushrooms for food  
 quietly snaring animals and birds  

 staying warm, dry, and well  
 treating wounds, illness, or crying infants  
 hiding while sleeping  
 getting directions and following the North 

Star  
 avoiding patrollers, dogs, and slave catchers  
 wearing a disguise  
 locating a conductor and station house  
 acquiring a fake pass or papers of 

manumission  
 establishing a new home  
 learning to read  
 finding work  
 reuniting with lost relatives and friends  

Sources: 
Cheek, William F., Black Resistance before the Civil War, Glencoe Press, 1970. 
Evitts, William J., Captive Bodies, Free Spirits: The Story of Southern Slavery, Messner, 1985. 
Himes, Chester, The Third Generation, Thunder's Mouth Press, 1989. 
Stowe, Harriet Beecher, Uncle Tom's Cabin, 1852, reprinted, Norton, 1993. 

Alternative Applications: Have students compose dialogue to accompany emotional moments 
such as these:  

 parting from old friends and family  
 trusting an agent of the Underground Railroad  
 risking whippings and brandings for trying to escape  
 reaching a safe house  
 hearing dogs approach  
 fighting off snakes, insects, alligators, and other animals  
 getting lost  
 reaching a free state  
 searching for missing family members  
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Maasai Seasons  

Age/Grade Level or Audience: High school or college literature, history, or sociology classes.  

Description: Chart the seasons from the Maasai point of view.  

Procedure: Have participants volunteer to submit information about various aspects of Maasai 
life as it reflects the seasons. Include the following details:  

 acquiring firewood for July and August, the cold months  
 anticipating May's short rains  
 dressing meat for cooking  
 drinking blood when milk is scarce  
 feasting during initiation ceremonies  
 going on retreat to garner strength for battle  
 making useful items from horn, hides, and gourds  
 moving herds to available water  
 pasturing, branding, and tending cattle, goats, and sheep  
 preparing to hunt game  
 repairing fences and kraals or compounds  
 repairing huts with dung after the November rainy season  
 storing water for the May to October dry season  
 watching for predators and rustlers  

Sources:  
Anderson, David M., Maasai People of Cattle, Chronicle Books, 1995.  
Bentsen, Cheryl, Maasai Days, Anchor Books, 1991.  
Hetfield, Jamie, Maasai of East Africa, Rosen Group, 1996.  
"Kenya Web-People and Culture," http://www.kenyaweb.com.  
Zeleza, Tiyambr, Maasai, Rosen Group, 1994.  

Alternative Applications: Join with several partners to write a poem or song defining the 
periods of time that comprise the Maasai seasons. Alter tone and images to indicate hope and 
thanks to the gods for plenty of grass and rain. Chant your poem to the accompaniment of drum, 
flute, shekere, finger cymbals, scrapers, or thumb piano.  
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The African American Experience  http://www.teachersfirst.com/ushistory/afro-
am.htm  (This website provides teachers fantastic links  related to African American 
resources. 
 
BLACK HISTORY  http://members.aol.com/MrDonnLessons/USHolidays.html#BLACK  
(Features Reources for lesson plans, etc.) 
 
African American Biographies - http://www.uga.edu/~iaas/History.html 
 
Black History Month Biographies  
http://www.galegroup.com/free_resources/bhm/bio.htm 
 
Black History Almanac http://www.toptags.com/aama/bio/bio.htm 
 
African-Americans in the Sciences  
http://www.princeton.edu/~mcbrown/display/faces.html 
 
Black History Inventors 
http://teacher.scholastic.com/activities/bhistory/inventors/index.htm 
 
Black History Calendar http://www.theblackmarket.com/dates.htm 
 
The Internet African American History Connection 
http://www.brightmoments.com/blackhistory/ 
 
The Birthplace of a leader - Martin Luther King Jr. 
http://www.cnn.com/TRAVEL/DESTINATIONS/9801/king/index.html 
 
African American Odyssey http://memory.loc.gov/ammem/aaohtml/aohome.html 
 
The African-American Mosaic - A Library of Congress  Guide for the Study of Black 
History  http://lcweb.loc.gov/exhibits/african/intro.html 
 
Encyclopedia Britcannica Black History  http://search.eb.com/blackhistory/ 
 
Harlem 1900-1940  http://www.si.umich.edu/CHICO/Harlem/text/exhibition.html 
 
Harriet Tubman and the Underground Railroad  
http://www2.lhric.org/pocantico/tubman/tubman.html 
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Website Resources 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Lesson Planning Article and Resources  
http://www.educationworld.com  
 
Family Education Network 
http://www.teachervision.fen.com/  
 
Info please 
http://www.infoplease.com 
 
ORACLE ThinkQuest Education Foundation 
http://library.advanced.org/10320/Stamps.htm  
 
DLTK’s Printable Crafts for Kids 
http://www.dltk-kids.com/world/native/dreamcatcher.html   
 
EnchantedLearning.com 
http://www.enchantedlearning.com/books/aframer/    
 
Seattle Times Newspaper 
http://seattletimes.nwsource.com/html/home/index.html 
 
Thompson Gale Resources (Biographical Information and Timeline) 
www.galegroup.com 
 
ABC Teach Website- (Reproducible Activities) 
http://abcteach.com/peace/martin_luther_king.htm 
 
Class Brain Website- (Reproducible Activities) 
www.classbrain.com  
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Website Resources for Activities 
 
 

 
 
 
 

Lessons and Activities 
http://www.galegroup.com/free_resources/bhm/activities/activity.htm  
 
 
Printable Resources contained in this packet for all grade levels. 
http://printables.familyeducation.com/tv/tvsearch/in=fe_printables&type=printable
%7CPrintable&theme=black-history-
month%7CBlack%20History%20Month&mode=-summary&n=10&fmt=2  
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