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INTRODUCTION

In 100 Greatest African Americans I am attempting to make accessible the history of some of the most important American personalities. To write a complete history of African Americans, something I have previously done, is a major undertaking, but to distill the greatest people in African American history to a finite number is an even more difficult task. To limit the number to one hundred, a reasonable number, is quite challenging. However, few people have ever been blessed with so many wonderful possibilities for greatness as African Americans.


In 1619, when Africans first came ashore in the swampy Chesapeake region of Virginia, the conditions they confronted created the opportunity for individuals to distinguish themselves. Staying alive and sane in a society that increasingly saw Africans as inferior to whites was itself a monumental undertaking. Whether seeking to raise a family, to build a farm, to escape bondage, to fight against injustice, or to demonstrate intelligence and knowledge, the African people faced the future with courage, conviction, determination, and, most of all, optimism. These have remained the qualities of a people bent on greatness.


Often we are exposed to the most popular or the most famous African Americans, and on occasion there is a book about influential African Americans. In all of these cases we are dealing with criteria quite different from those governing 100 Greatest African Americans. This book is not about the African Americans who have the largest popular following or the ones who sell the most CDs or who establish the best records in athletics. To do this would cause me to rely too heavily on contemporary individuals whose reputations and popularity, because of the role of the media, might be far more extensive than someone who lived during the eighteenth century. The power of the media to make some people household names should not be mistaken for greatness. I have relied upon neither prominence, political office, organizational leadership, wealth, nor “firsts” to create this list. Yet it is true that many of the greatest have often been the most prominent—political office holders, organizational or business leaders, or the first to achieve a certain status. I have developed criteria that will allow the reader to understand how I came to include the individuals on my list.



A POINT OF HISTORICAL REFERENCE

When Carter G. Woodson and Charles Wesley wrote their famous book The Negro in Our History in the 1940s, it was easy to think of the African’s presence in the United States as merely an insertion into the European story in America. According to this view, the colonial period, the Manifest Destiny, the westward expansion, the Civil War, and other themes and events determined not just the story of white Americans but of blacks as well. Fitting Africans into the grand American story was considered writing “African American history.” However, it has become clearer to historians over the years that Africans were creating their own stories in America. Consequently, the same individuals who may have been important to whites may not have been considered significant by African people who did not become American citizens—hence, African Americans—until after the Civil War.


The route of the African to American citizenship began deep in the continent of Africa. When European slave ships came to the coast of Africa and began the infamous capture and imprisonment of Africans for the eventual voyage to America, they interrupted the natural developments of ancient civilizations. Millions of Africans were uprooted and transported across the ocean to the Americas, North and South, and the pain, suffering, misery, sadness, and agony caused by such disruption of society created a bitter cleavage in the histories of Africans and Europeans in the Americas. Such was the origin of African American history in North America.


The Dutch ship that brought twenty Africans to Jamestown, Virginia, in 1619 became a fixture in African history in the Americas because it was the first time that Africans were introduced into the English colonies. The Spaniards and the Portuguese had for one hundred years used African labor in their colonies by the time Africans entered Virginia. But from this isolated and lonely beginning on the James River a nation of Africans grew.


Initially Africans were indentured servants, as were many of the whites, but within a generation whites, fearing competition, had passed laws that made the indenture of Africans permanent and also forbade the enslavement of whites. Subsequent laws curtailed all the freedoms that Africans had enjoyed up to this point in time and made it impossible for Africans to ever consider liberation from enslavement in their lifetimes.


The sting of enslavement, with its many indecencies and violences, would not end until after the Civil War. More than 186,000 Africans, men and women, fought in the Civil War. They were eager to see the victory of the Union because that meant they would see freedom. Africans fought for their liberation. Out of a population of little more than 3 million, the fighting men and women gave good account of themselves.


When General Lee surrendered to General Grant at Appomattox on April 8, 1865, it meant the end of the enslavement. The Thirteenth Amendment legally freed Africans—but little did they know that they would still have a long struggle ahead of them. Proposals had been made to give each freed family “forty acres and a mule” in order to assure African loyalty to the new country. However, instead of giving Africans land, the Union land policy allowed Northern whites to lease Southern plantations under the guise of providing support for federal troops stationed in the South. These Northern adventurers would then require the freed Africans to sign labor agreements that amounted to a new form of slavery. When Andrew Johnson became president, Africans lost all hope that they would receive land. The aim of the Johnson presidency was to restore white plantation owners to their lands as fast as he could in order to remain on peaceful terms with the South. Although our African ancestors were granted citizenship by the Fourteenth Amendment to the Constitution of the United States, it was a citizenship that proved to be second-class. Segregation ruled the land and discrimination was pervasive. When the Fifteenth Amendment was approved, allowing African men to vote, the anger of the white racists reached a boiling point and the aftermath of African Americans voting during the Reconstruction (1865–1877) was a white backlash that produced the Ku Klux Klan and other white supremacy groups.


The entire history of the twentieth century was one of protests and demonstrations. Those who became great in the minds of the African American community were those who best exemplified the characteristics of intrepidity, dignity, creativity, determination, and pride in the face of the most intransigent hatred of the African people. They were our heroes. Of course, the twentieth-century heroes are modeled after those in every other century of American history. Each century, from the seventeenth to the twenty-first, would require certain attributes and traits that reflected on the best interests of the African people at a particular moment in history.


The litany of African American achievements could extend ad infinitum. Suffice it to say that a people who had experienced the longest and most cruel treatment under an oppressor in history made major contributions to science, art, literature, military sciences and martial arts, dance, music, education, business, theology, oratory, poetry, sports, entertainment, engineering, construction, and religion. Canvassing the history of a people with such a wide range of contributions and achievements means that one must examine character as well as activities in order to gain a true picture of the magnitude of the personalities considered the greatest.






SELECTING THE 100 GREATEST AFRICAN AMERICANS


It is rare in history for any individual, out of the relative obscurity of his or her birth, to carve out a persona that transcends his own life. It is rarer still for an individual to be considered among the greatest within a community comprised of thousands of active and creative personalities. I have used five overarching criteria to develop my list of the 100 greatest African Americans. They include: (1) significance in the general movement of the African American people toward full equality in the American social and political system; (2) self-sacrifice and the undertaking of risk for the collective good; (3) unusual will and determination in face of the greatest danger and against the most stubborn odds; (4) a consistent posture toward the social, cultural, and economic uplifting of African American people; and (5) personal achievement that calls attention to the capability and genius of the African American people. Using these criteria allowed me to choose individuals who crossed various disciplines and communities of interest. Furthermore, the criteria were meant to provide a more balanced array of requirements for the people chosen, rather than, say, criteria that included only popularity, media attention, or public presence. Of course, I recognize that different observers might find some entries debatable, but I believe that the criteria I have outlined will hold in nearly all cases.


There are certainly other approaches to such a book, but I developed my criteria against the long backdrop of the historic efforts of African Americans to discover zones of liberation, equality, freedom, fairness, justice, and honor within the American society. This means that I was particularly interested in those individuals who are considered “the greatest” by the general will of the African American people, and these tended to be those persons who have achieved in light of the criteria outlined above. By employing these criteria, my list relies on my interpretation of the general will of the African American people as represented in the literature and reflected by the informed judgment of scholars. For this reason I have included an extensive bibliography at the end of the book. Since the community is quite diverse and complex, different criteria would have rendered some other type of list of individuals. Had I been interested only in the 100 greatest intellectuals, I might have added contemporaries such as Charles Ogletree, Cornel West, Asa Hilliard, St. Clair Drake, Houston Baker, Manning Marable, Henry Louis Gates, or Darlene Hines. Had I wanted to name the 100 greatest administrators of higher-educational institutions, I might have included H. Patrick Swygert or Ruth Simmons. One could think of preachers such as Jeremiah Wright, Gardner Taylor, Frank Reed, George Stallings, or T. D. Jakes, with charisma far greater than ordinary individuals, as among the greatest African Americans. Certainly, Bobby Seale, Fred Gray, Cecil B. Moore, and Ella Baker could be on a list for courage and organizational genius. A list of the 100 greatest athletes would have yielded Bill Russell, Oscar Robertson, Venus Williams, Julius Erving, Michael Jordan, Jackie Joyner-Kersee, Allen Iverson, and Jim Brown. One could identify a list of the 100 greatest scientists that would include Benjamin Carson or Linda Jackson. And, of course, a list of 100 richest African Americans would have yielded individuals such as Robert Johnson, founder of BET, or Eileen Norton, founder of Norton Utilities. But the pursuit of money alone has never constituted greatness in the African American experience; it has been more what people do in terms of the broad struggles for justice and equality that matters to us. Therefore, one will discover on the list of the 100 greatest many individuals who are wealthy, but their wealth is only secondary to their other achievements.


It is useful to remember that all such books are the subjective opinions of their authors. I have tried to provide the kind of criteria that will allow the reader to make a personal judgment about the individuals chosen. As the creator of the first doctorate program in African American Studies, I have had the unique advantage of calling upon a few of my former graduate students for their assessments. They are now all professors in their own right at various universities and colleges around the world, and my poll of them, using the above criteria, has helped me to isolate my list of the 100 greatest African Americans.


Let me briefly discuss the pitfalls of such a book. It is easy to fall into the trap of writing about twentieth-century individuals because their biographies are easily acquired. The American society produces an enormous amount of information about entertainers, musicians, and athletes, and one could quite simply fall into the cult of the recently exposed. This would mean that the 100 greatest African Americans would be the 100 most popular African Americans in history. We are fortunate to have the long window of history from which we can peer into the past while standing here in the present and speculating about the future.


This list of the 100 greatest African Americans is not ranked. There is almost no way that such a list could be adequately and scientifically ranked for greatness, so I have listed them in alphabetical order. What one comes to understand is that greatness is inherent in the quality of the lives lived, in the nature of the challenges faced, and the length of the memory of those still alive. Some may have been considered great while they lived, but when their age passed, they were forgotten by succeeding generations. Some may have been great for a season, but in the weeding-out of men and women that always occurs at the hands of historians, they were left behind. Others may blossom like flowers in some far-off corner in some insignificant town and yet in time become the greatest individual among a people. So it is not possible to rank these individuals. How does one rank a Harriet Tubman, a Marcus Garvey, a Martin Luther King Jr., a Frederick Douglass, a Booker T. Washington, or a Fannie Lou Hamer? You don’t, because you cannot. They are certainly, one could say, in the pantheon of the greatest—but so are all of the individuals that I have included in this book.











THE 100 GREATEST IN ALPHABETICAL ORDER








HANK 
AARON

1934–
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Hank Aaron’s greatness rests on his using his home-run record to advance the cause of equality for African Americans. It was not simply the fact of his immense talent to hit home runs that gave him a place in the panoply of great African Americans, it was his insistence that racism had to be conquered that made him a hero to many people. Henry Louis Aaron was born in 1934 in Mobile, Alabama, the third of eight children of Herbert and Estella Aaron. As a young African American in Alabama, Aaron had the opportunity to see the famous teams and players of the old Negro League. He was very impressed as a young man when he watched the Mobile Black Bears, his hometown team, play against other outstanding teams. As a youngster Aaron wished to be out in center field with the fans shouting out his name, or at home plate preparing to knock the ball out of the field. The old Negro Baseball League teams inspired thousands of young men like Hank Aaron. It did not take Aaron long, however, to become one of those players. He played with the Pritchett Athletics, the Mobile Black Bears, and the Indianapolis Clowns. In 1952 Aaron was drafted to the major leagues to play shortstop in the Milwaukee Braves’ farm system at Eau Claire, Wisconsin. He then played in Jacksonville, Florida. Two years after being drafted Aaron made it to the main team, the Milwaukee Braves. The Milwaukee Braves became the Atlanta Braves, and when Aaron retired he was given a front-office position with the Braves.

There are probably only two or three players in the history of baseball in Aaron’s league as a player. Aaron broke more batting records than any other player in baseball history during his twenty-three-year career. The records Aaron holds includes runs batted in (RBIs), 2,297; and he was a three-time Gold Glove winner in 1958, 1959, and 1960. However, Aaron’s most historic accomplishment came on April 8, 1974. At the age of forty, he hit a 385-foot home run against the Los Angeles Dodgers, surpassing Babe Ruth’s record of 714 career home runs. He ended his career with 755 home runs. This historical achievement was not universally praised. The most telling evidence of white racism came when Aaron received hundreds of letters and telegrams with racist messages. He was stunned and became a spokesman against racism. In retirement, Aaron has been very busy first as an Atlanta Braves vice president for player development; then, in 1989, as senior vice president. He has also served as corporate vice president of community relations for Turner Broadcasting Systems, Inc. (TBS), and as a member of the Sterling Committee of Morehouse College. To his credit, he has been actively involved in the African American and general community, founding the Hank Aaron Rookie League program. Hank Aaron was inducted into the National Baseball Hall of Fame in 1982.








IRA 
ALDRIDGE

1805–1867
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Most authorities agree that Ira Aldridge was born in Belaire, Maryland, but the precise date is uncertain. Whatever the condition and place of his birth, he soon found his way to New York City, where he became one of the greatest Shakespearean actors of all time. An artist of genius is always a unique creature: He believes his place is in the vanguard and he believes in his ability to transform the historical consciousness of his audience through his artistic ability. Aldridge was such an artist.

Ira Aldridge earned international recognition as one of the nineteenth century’s finest actors for his moving theatrical performances throughout England, Scotland, Ireland, Europe, and the United States. Aldridge saw limited theatrical opportunities in the United States and, after training at the African Free School in New York City, left the United States for Europe in 1824. Intent on pursuing an acting career, he studied drama at the University of Glasgow in Scotland for more than a year.

Aldridge’s debut was on the London stage of the Royal Coburg Theater in 1825. He was an immediate success, winning praise as a Shakespearean actor, particularly in the role of Othello. He was the defining actor in that role for many years. Indeed, the actors who came after him declared him to have set the standard for acting that challenging role. He acted in many Shakespearean dramas during his life, but the London debut of Othello established his trademark role. He performed in the Theatre Royal in Brighton, England, and then went on to tour England, Scotland, and Ireland for the next six years. Aldridge mastered various characters throughout his dramatic career and was cited by critics for his genius. His best-known roles were title roles in Thomas Southerne’s Oroonoko and Thomas Norton’s The Slave, and characters in Matthew Gregory Lewis’s The Castle Spectre, Isaac Bickerstaff’s The Padlock, and Edward Young’s The Revenge.

Some authors have claimed that Ira Aldridge was the greatest actor of his time. He had an indefatigable love for the theater and believed that he could bring any audience to laughter or tears. His demonstration of the variety of human emotions on the stage led to his celebrity in England, and his fame spread across the British Isles and into Europe.

Aldridge later toured Germany and France performing Shakespearean tragedies, and was so successful during the 1852 tour that he was invited to play Othello at the prestigious Lyceum Theatre in London. He was offered the same role by the Haymarket Theatre in 1865.

Aldridge died of a respiratory illness while on tour in Poland in 1867. But Aldridge had done more than any other African American to establish a distinctive tradition in the theater by the time of his death. His great booming voice, charisma, personality, and style made him the darling of British theater and the most important African American stage performer in Britain until the rise of Paul Robeson in the twentieth century.








MUHAMMAD 
ALI

1942–
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Prizefighting is considered by some to be the greatest test of manly skills. Perhaps the most exciting fighter of the twentieth century was born in Louisville, Kentucky, on July 17, 1942, as Cassius Marcellus Clay Jr. He was the son of a sign painter and a domestic, Marcellus Clay and Odessa Grady Clay. They knew that their son would become a good boxer because when he was twelve he expressed a desire to “whup someone” who had stolen his new bicycle. Steering Clay’s anger at the loss of his bicycle into the gymnasium, Joe Martin, a Louisville policeman, directed him toward boxing. The young Muhammad Ali was a dedicated amateur boxer, appearing in 108 bouts in just five years, from 1955 to 1960. Along the way he won six Kentucky Golden Gloves titles, two national Amateur Athletic Union (AAU) championships, and two National Golden Gloves crowns. Finally, in the 1960 Summer Olympic Games in Rome, Italy, he won the gold medal in the light heavyweight division. By the time he was twenty-one years of age he was the world’s heavyweight champion and one of the most famous people in the world. His career was explosive and stunning. His fights were international events infused with the magnetism of his personality. He won fight after fight, almost as if it was his will to win at any time. During his early years in the boxing ring he compiled a glorious record that would endear him to his fans and engender fear in his opponents. However, nothing would erase the bitterness he felt after returning to Louisville—having won the gold medal for the United States in the Olympic Games—and a restaurant refused to serve him when he entered wearing the gold medal. He threw the medal in the Ohio River as an indication of his disgust with segregation and racism. He would later change his name to Muhammad Ali and make that name even more popular than Cassius Clay.

It might be said that the 1960s and 1970s, the era of Black Power and Black is Beautiful, could not have been complete without a Muhammad Ali. He came to symbolize so many of the attributes that African Americans considered necessary for the new era. He was self-motivated, brilliant at his game, outspoken, disciplined, and reliable. He won an Olympic gold medal in boxing and went on to capture the world heavyweight championship three different times. Ali also successfully defended his championship belts on nineteen occasions. As the dominant practitioner of the sport of boxing, he had no competition in skill and promotion during the height of his reign. He was the “greatest.”

Perhaps the most dramatic event in boxing during his era was his match with the “invincible” Sonny Liston. On February 25, 1964, in Miami Beach, Florida, Ali challenged Liston for the heavyweight championship in a match many boxing experts believed Liston would easily win. History would prove otherwise. The confident and talkative young twenty-two-year-old from Louisville spent weeks building up the fight by telling reporters that he would win the contest. When Liston was unable to answer the bell in the seventh round of the bout, boxing had changed course and the reigning champion would go on to a coronation in the hearts of the people.

Ali defended his heavyweight championship nine times in two years, proving himself to be an active champion. In 1967 his title was revoked when he refused to serve in the United States military, citing his Islamic beliefs. He was given a five-year sentence, but was eventually released on appeal.

In the boxing ring, Ali brought his personality to bear on the sport. He was expressive, talkative, dramatic, and skillful. His style of boxing changed the game forever, making him a legend in his own time. Ali was an athlete who would become a celebrity. It was his assertion that he would not hide or conceal his racial pride, his religious beliefs, or his confidence in his boxing skill that made him a hero among African Americans—and many others who admired his sense of identity and dignity. But the same assertion caused others to hate him and to deride him for interjecting his personality into the “business” of boxing. Ali set the standard for boxers and other athletes because he refused to allow his celebrity to interfere with his love of his culture and his people. Indeed, every opportunity he got he celebrated the culture, becoming one of the icons in the halls of African American greatness. He converted to Islam when it was less popular among the masses of American people but when the power of the Muslims, in the tradition of Elijah Muhammad and Malcolm X, was at its most intense. Ali became, along with Malcolm X, the most significant follower of the Honorable Elijah Muhammad. This alienated some blacks and whites who felt that he should not be so outspoken about his religion. His reply was that he had no difficulty expressing his faith in a black man as his spiritual leader. Furthermore, he opposed the Vietnam War (1959–1975), claiming that “no Vietnamese has ever called me a nigger.” Muhammad Ali was described in the 1970s as “the most recognizable human being on earth.” By the time of his retirement in 1981, Ali was already a legend.

Great historical protagonists often have great opponents. Ali’s career in the ring could not have been as majestic as it was without his grand battles with Joe Frazier, who handed Ali his first loss on March 8, 1971, but who lost the fifteen-round decision at the “Thrilla in Manila” in the Philippines on October 1, 1975. Nor could he have been considered great as a fighter if he had not fought against other giants of his time, such as George Foreman, who lost to Ali in Kinshasa, Congo, on October 30, 1974; or Larry Holmes, who punished Ali in a bruising fight before knocking him out in the eleventh round on October 2, 1980. The following year, the “greatest” retired from the ring. Muhammad Ali’s prowess as a boxer was comprised of his quickness; knowledge of the ring; rapid use of his left jab to confuse an opponent; a sharp right-hand cross; rhythm in the ring, especially as he danced in and away from his opponents; the ability to take a punch; and cleverness and feigning hurt in order to wear down an opponent and then to pounce on him with lightning speed.

However, his greatness as a person was in his ability to rally the audiences to his cause, whether in or out of the ring. Recognition of his greatness has come from all corners of the world. He has been featured on postage stamps in Africa and celebrated by African Americans, Egyptians, Chinese, Brazilians, French, and English audiences. Sports Illustrated magazine ranked Ali first on its “Forty for the Ages” list. In 1987, the Ring magazine called him the greatest heavyweight champion of all time. Ali was inducted into the International Boxing Hall of Fame in 1990 and into the U.S. Olympic Hall of Fame in 1983. In 1995 the beautiful Muhammad Ali Museum opened in Louisville, Kentucky, and a hero was finally honored again in his hometown.








RICHARD 
ALLEN

1760–1831
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Challenges are sometimes unexpected, and how one manages to confront them has tremendous repercussions in history. Sixteen years before the Declaration of Independence, Richard Allen was born in Philadelphia as an enslaved person. His challenges would not overwhelm him, but would propel him into the center of African American history as one of the greatest individuals to live among us.

Richard Allen’s birth in 1760 was not auspicious. He grew up working for others but his intention was never to be enslaved in perpetuity, though he recognized that to be the plight of virtually every African in the country. When his Philadelphia slave owner, lawyer Benjamin Chew, sold Allen, his parents, and his three siblings to Stokeley Stugis, a plantation owner in Delaware, Richard Allen, not more than twenty years old, vowed to gain his freedom. He committed himself to the constant search for freedom, and when Sturgis agreed to free him if he could raise the equivalent of $2,000—in today’s sum about $50,000—Allen leaped at the chance, not knowing how difficult it would be. Allen started in earnest to perform little jobs that would increase his savings, working long hours into the night, assisting whoever needed someone to work, thus demonstrating a desire for freedom. There was nothing in his early life as a wagon maker and woodcutter to commend him as one of the greatest African Americans. Perhaps the driving force in his life was persistence and a deep resentment of the superiority that whites reserved for themselves in colonial society. He did not like being a slave and realized quite early that the only way he could overcome the barriers placed in his way was through his individual efforts. Soon he was able to secure enough funds, keeping his wages secret and away from his slave master, to purchase his and his brother’s freedom. Allen was quite aware of the precarious situation of an enslaved person: literally everything that the person earned belonged to the slave master. In finding Sturgis willing to allow him to work for his freedom and that of his brother, Allen was fortunate. When an African found a slave owner who was willing to allow the slave to purchase himself, he was quite pleased. Some slave masters would take the slave’s money and still not release him. Allen’s freedom was purchased in l786, about six years after his agreement with Sturgis, and he immediately threw himself into the activities of Philadelphia as a free man. Already he had begun to attend Methodist meetings and to engage in the public debates around religion, and now he joined more fully into those activities. By the time he purchased himself he had already learned how to read and write by studying the Bible. His piety brought him great attention, since many blacks and whites believed that he was “called to preach” and this inspired him to take leadership in the African American community. When he died in 1831, the same year of the Nat Turner rebellion, he had written by his life’s achievements a dramatic episode in the history of African Americans.

When he converted to Methodism, one of the leading religious movements of the day, he took it on as a passionate believer and began to teach his community the values of sobriety and moral living. There was a strong charismatic magic in his presence. After all, he had been born into slavery and yet had lifted himself from it by the power of his own work. Surely, in the minds of black Philadelphians, Allen was an example of what one could achieve by industry and steadfastness.

In 1787 Richard Allen was invited to preach at the large Saint George’s Methodist Episcopal Church in Philadelphia. This was a white congregation that allowed some Africans to attend. Soon, however, Allen’s preaching and passion attracted great numbers of African people, which alarmed the white membership. When the whites installed a balcony in the church to accommodate the Africans, Allen and Absalom Jones founded the Free African Society, a mutual aid organization. Allen remained a member of the Saint George’s Methodist Episcopal church for a while longer, learning all he could about the Christian religion. Soon an event would happen that changed forever the history of Africans in America.

In 1792 Absalom Jones came to the church and, along with some other members, chose to sit in the main sanctuary rather than the balcony. Several white trustees, after a big commotion, pushed and shoved Jones and the others out to the curb of the street. A walkout followed of all the black members seated in the balcony. It became increasingly clear that Africans would have to start their own church. In 1794 the Bethel African Church was founded in Philadelphia. The members of the Free African Society consecrated the church as a part of the Episcopal Church because of the Methodists’ treatment of Africans, although Allen and Jones were committed to the doctrine of Methodism. Both Richard Allen and Absalom Jones were leaders in the church. Jones was the first priest and Allen was ordained the church’s first deacon. Bethel African Church opened on April 9, 1794, in a renovated blacksmith’s shop on land purchased by Richard Allen. In 1816 the various African churches united under the umbrella of the convention of African Methodists and named their organization the African Methodist Episcopal Church. Allen was elected bishop and remained the major leader of the church until his death in 1831. When visiting Mother Bethel Church in Philadelphia, one can sense the history that was made by Richard Allen. His tomb in the basement of the church reminds the visitors of the esteem in which he has been held by African Americans through the centuries.
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Marian Anderson was born in Philadelphia, Pennsylvania, in 1897. Her parents had two other daughters after Marian. Both John Berkeley Anderson and his wife, Anna D. Anderson, worked to make a good life for their children. John Berkeley was a vendor of coal and ice, selling coal in the winter and ice during the summer months. His wife was a teacher and a launderer. She took in laundry to help the family meet its expenses. Although the family was on the verge of poverty, Marian’s family was well fed and cared for during the life of her father. Unfortunately, when she was twelve years old, her father was injured on the job and died.

Marian was clearly talented as a child. She was singing in her father’s church, Union Baptist, when she was six years old, and soon the church members dubbed her the “Baby Contralto.” She taught herself to play the piano, and by the time she was thirteen she could accompany herself in concerts. She also joined the senior choir of the church. To earn money for the fatherless family, she began to sing professionally in high school and toured churches to sing. Graduating from South Philadelphia School for Girls in 1921, she earned enough to help her family purchase a house. But by 1924 she had experienced bitter criticism. She performed in a concert at Town Hall in New York City, and the poor reviews of her singing caused her such great anguish she stopped singing for several months. Resuming her career in 1925, she won the opportunity to appear at Lewisohn Stadium with the New York Philharmonic Orchestra. The next ten years saw her travel to Europe for study and tours. She increased the songs in her repertoire to more than one hundred. Increasing her diversity as well as the range of her voice, she was able to make an astounding impact on her audiences.

One of the great performing halls in 1939 was the Daughters of the American Revolution’s (DAR) Constitution Hall in Washington, D.C. Most performers would have given their last drop of blood to perform there. The DAR came straight out and said that they were denying Marian Anderson the right to sing at Constitution Hall because she was an African American. Eleanor Roosevelt, wife of President Franklin D. Roosevelt and a devoted admirer of the singing of Marian Anderson, resigned from the DAR in protest.

Secretary of the Interior Harold Ickes, angered over the actions of the DAR in denying Anderson the right to sing, arranged an open-air concert at the Lincoln Memorial on Easter Sunday. Seventy-five thousand people attended the performance. Having reached international stature as one of the greatest voices of her times, Marian Anderson was invited to perform at the Metropolitan Opera House in New York. In 1955 Anderson became the first African American to perform at the famous hall, singing the role of Ulrica in the composition of Italian operatic composer Giuseppe Verde’s Un Ballo in Maschera (A Masked Ball).

In 1958, President Dwight D. Eisenhower appointed Marian Anderson to the United States delegation to the United Nations, where she spoke on behalf of African independence. Given the opportunity to state the case of African people, she eloquently spoke on behalf of the liberation of the continent of her cultural origin. She retired in 1965 and spent the rest of her time on her farm in Danbury, Connecticut, which she and her husband, Orpheus Hodge Fisher, purchased after their marriage in 1943. Credited with bringing fame to African American music, Anderson received numerous awards, including the Spingarn Medal in 1939, the highest award given by the National Association for the Advancement of Colored People (NAACP), for her contribution to African American freedom and transracial cooperation. She was honored and feted at numerous gatherings of performers, artists, and scholars. She sang at the inauguration of Eisenhower and, in a poignant counterpoint to 1939, Anderson performed once more from the Lincoln Memorial, as part of the March on Washington in 1963. By 1977 she was such a venerable star of the American performing stage that President Jimmy Carter presented her with a congressional gold medal bearing her profile.
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Commitment to the authentic artistic traditions of one’s people is one of the more serious elements of greatness. Maya Angelou was born Marguerite Johnson in St. Louis, Missouri, on April 4, 1928. She has become an internationally acclaimed writer, actor, and poet. Her poem “On the Pulse of the Morning,” read by herself, was the featured work at the 1993 inauguration of President William Jefferson Clinton. Her name is a combination of her childhood nickname, “Maya,” and “Angelos,” the name of her first husband.

Soon after her birth her family moved to California, and when she was three years old her parents divorced and she was sent to live with her paternal grandmother in Stamps, Arkansas. She returned to California when she was a teenager and finished high school in San Francisco. Always a lover of drama and dance, she found time to take courses in the arts.

While still in high school, she became San Francisco’s first female streetcar conductor. According to her autobiography, she gave birth to her only child, Guy Johnson, when she was sixteen years of age. She soon found herself scrambling to support her son, taking on a variety of jobs, including serving as a madam for two prostitutes.

Maya Angelou became a professional dancer in her twenties and made a tour of Europe and Africa in Porgy and Bess in 1954. She worked for the Southern Christian Leadership Conference from 1960 to 1961 as the coordinator of activities in the north. Her civil rights credentials were based on a strong devotion to the African American quest for liberation and freedom. She moved to Africa in 1961 and spent five years working in Ghana and Egypt as a journalist and university professor teaching dance and journalism. When she arrived in the United States in 1966, she joined the Harlem Writers Guild and was soon asked by a Random House editor to write her life story. In 1970 this story became the best-seller I Know Why the Caged Bird Sings.

Maya Angelou’s published works have included poetry, autobiographical essays, and screenplays, but she is best known for her autobiographical works, which have made her a major literary figure in the African American community. In 1971 Angelou’s first published book of poetry, Just Give Me a Cool Drink of Water ’fore I Diiie, was nominated for a Pulitzer prize. Five additional volumes of poetry have been published by Angelou. The prose autobiographical works are Gather Together in My Name (1974), Singin’ and Swingin’ and Gettin’ Merry Like Christmas (1976), The Heart of a Woman (1981), and All God’s Children Need Traveling Shoes (1986). She published Wouldn’t Take Nothing for My Journey Now, a collection of essays, and “On the Pulse of Morning,” the poem she read at President Clinton’s inauguration.

Angelou has had a distinguished career in film and television as well. The 1971 Georgia, Georgia was the first motion picture screenplay by a black woman ever to be made into a film. She was nominated for a Tony Award in 1973 for her performance in Look Away. In 1977 she was nominated for an Emmy Award for her performance in Roots. Angelou is Reynolds Professor of American Studies at Wake Forest University in Winston-Salem, North Carolina. She has had a powerful love for the African American culture and often speaks of herself as a pathfinder and road builder for those who will come after her, because she has benefited from those who came before her. Angelou’s greatness resides in her humility and willingness to share what she has learned and what talents she has been given.
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Arthur Robert Ashe Jr. was born on July 10, 1943, in Richmond, Virginia. He would use his athletic prowess to gain access to a public voice in order to speak out against injustices in society. Like Jackie Robinson, Jesse Owens, Muhammad Ali, and Hank Aaron, Ashe believed that he should use his celebrity to call attention to the discrimination against African Americans. Ashe rose to become the top-ranked tennis player in the world in 1975. He became a vocal critic of racial bigotry, and later wrote a book on African American sports.

Arthur Ashe’s parents, Mattie and Arthur Robert Ashe Sr., started him playing tennis under the guidance of the legendary African American Dr. Walter Johnson, at the young age of ten. Under Johnson’s tutelage, he captured three American Tennis Association (ATA) boys’ championships. He became the first African American junior to be ranked by the United States Lawn Tennis Association (USLTA).

His life was one of mission. He sought to be the best tennis player he could be, and in three years, 1960 to 1963, he won three ATA men’s singles titles, was selected as the first African American to serve on the U.S. Junior Davis Cup team, and became the first African American to win a USLTA national title in the south. Ashe’s achievements were phenomenal at the time and earned him a full scholarship to the University of California at Los Angeles, which he attended from 1961 to 1966, earning a bachelor’s degree in business administration. At UCLA, Ashe won the U.S. intercollegiate singles championship, which catapulted UCLA through his leadership into winning the National Collegiate Athletic Association (NCAA) team championship.

After Ashe left UCLA he played in the Davis Cup, losing both of his matches, and sustained defeat as part of the U.S. national team against Spain, Brazil, and Ecuador. This was a great disappointment for the competitive Ashe. He recommitted himself to his training regimen, recovered his will to win, and in 1968 he won the U.S. Open during the first year that it was opened to amateurs. He quickly turned professional in 1969.
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