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  Dr. Marc Lamont Hill


  It is impossible to tell the story of America without telling the story of Black Americans. From the struggle to end slavery, all the way to the election of the first Black president, the Black experience has been a window into America’s own movement toward becoming a “more perfect union.” Through the tragedies and triumphs of Blacks in America, we gain a more full understanding of our collective history and a richer appreciation of our collective journey. This book series, MAJOR BLACK CONTRIBUTIONS FROM EMANCIPATION TO CIVIL RIGHTS, spotlights that journey by showing the many ways that Black Americans have been a central part of our nation’s development.


  In this series, we are reminded that Blacks were not merely objects of history, swept up in the winds of social and political inevitability. Rather, since the end of legal slavery, Black men and women have actively fought for their own rights and freedoms. It is through their courageous efforts (along with the efforts of allies of all races) that Blacks are able to enjoy ever increasing levels of inclusion in American democracy. Through this series, we learn the names and stories of some of the most important contributors to our democracy.


  But this series goes far beyond the story of slavery to freedom. The books in this series also demonstrate the various contributions of Black Americans to the nation’s social, cultural, technological, and intellectual growth. While these books provide new and deeper insights into the lives and stories of familiar figures like Martin Luther King, Michael Jordan, and Oprah Winfrey, they also introduce readers to the contributions of countless heroes who have often been pushed to the margins of history. In reading this series, we are able to see that Blacks have been key contributors across every field of human endeavor.


  Although this is a series is about Black Americans, it is important and necessary reading for everyone. While readers of color will find enormous purpose and pride in uncovering the history of their ancestors, these books should also create similar sentiments among readers of all races and ethnicities. By understanding the rich and deep history of Blacks, a group often ignored or marginalized in history, we are reminded that everyone has a story. Everyone has a contribution. Everyone matters.


  The insights of these books are necessary for creating deeper, richer, and more inclusive classrooms. More importantly, they remind us of the power and possibility of individuals of all races, places, and traditions. Such insights not only allow us to understand the past, but to create a more beautiful future.
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  This scene from A Raisin in the Sun features (From left) Ruby Dee (as Ruth Younger), Claudia McNeil (as Lena Younger), Diana Sands (as Beneatha Younger), and Sidney Poitier (as Walter Lee Younger).
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  A DREAM NOT DEFERRED


  On the evening of March 11, 1959, 28-year-old Lorraine Hansberry took her seat on the aisle. It was opening night in New York City for her Broadway play, A Raisin in the Sun. Her producer, Philip Rose, sat beside her at the Ethel Barrymore Theatre. The play had been well received at showings in New Haven, Connecticut; Philadelphia; and Chicago. However, Broadway would be a tough test. It was, and still is, known as the nation’s leading theater district.


  The outlook didn’t look especially promising. A preview the night before had received mixed reviews. Hansberry and Rose weren’t expecting much more on opening night. Although they believed their play portrayed real African-American characters and not stereotypes, they were unsure how the story would be received by the mostly white audience at the Ethel Barrymore Theatre.


  While they didn’t realize it at the time, that opening night would change their lives. It would change the lives of cast members. It would even make a difference for all African Americans.


  
    Did You Know?


    The title of Lorraine Hansberry’s groundbreaking play comes from “Harlem,” a poem by the African-American poet Langston Hughes.

  


  TRIUMPH!


  The lights went down and the curtain rose to show the Younger family gathered in a dingy room. They had just received good news that they were getting a check for $10,000. The father had died and the money was his life insurance.


  Each family member wanted to spend the money in a different way. The mother always dreamed of having a bigger home for her family. So she put money down on a house. The house was perfect, except for one thing: it was in a white neighborhood. The neighbors didn’t want the Youngers to live there.


  When the play’s powerful first act ended, the curtain fell. Behind the curtain, the actors heard silence. As cast member Louis Gossett Jr. later wrote, they feared that they had failed. Instead, the silence broke and there was a roar of applause.
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  Lorraine Hansberry


  After the second act, the applause lasted longer. At the end of the play, there were 15 curtain calls. Everyone was standing and clapping. Even the critics stayed. The audience kept calling, “Author! Author!” But Hansberry stayed in her seat. The cast wasn’t sure what to do. So Ruby Dee, who played Ruth Younger, urged Sidney Poitier, who played Walter Lee Younger, to get Hansberry. Poitier jumped off the stage, dashed up the aisle and half-carried the young playwright to join the cast.


  CHANGING AMERICAN THEATER


  Reviews for A Raisin in the Sun were stunning. New York Age, an African-American newspaper in Harlem, told its readers, “Don’t go to see this play only because a Negro wrote it, a Negro directed it, it’s about Negroes, and Negroes act in it. Go to see it because it’s one of the most moving experiences you’ll ever have in the theater.”


  A Raisin in the Sun ran for almost two years on Broadway. It won the New York Drama Critics’ Circle Award for 1959’s best play. A Raisin in the Sun was later made into movies for the big screen and for television. The big-screen version, released in 1961, featured the original Broadway cast. Claudia McNeil and Sidney Poitier were nominated for Golden Globe Awards. Ruby Dee received the National Board of Review Award for Supporting Actress. A decade later, in 1974, Raisin, a musical based on the play, won a Tony Award for Best Musical.
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