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“I LOVE TAYLOR CASSIDY’S CONTAGIOUS SPIRIT!”

—Mychal Threets, librarian, literacy ambassador, and cohost of the Thoughts About Feelings podcast

“ESSENTIAL READING FOR EVERY PERSON IN AMERICA. I CAN’T GET ENOUGH OF TAYLOR’S ENGAGING AND RELATABLE VOICE!”

—Eugene Lee Yang, filmmaker, author, and activist

“A JOYFUL REMINDER THAT THE BLACK EXPERIENCE—OUR HISTORY AND OUR LIVES—MATTERS, PAIRING OFTEN-OVERLOOKED HISTORICAL FIGURES WITH LIFE-AFFIRMING MESSAGES OF HOPE AND ACTION. TRULY A GIFT TO THE WORLD.”

—Ashley Woodfolk, NAACP Image Award–nominated author of Opening My Eyes Underwater: Essays on Hope, Humanity, and Our Hero Michelle Obama








[image: Black History Is Your History, by Taylor Cassidy and illustrated by Adriana Bellet. Atheneum. New York | Amsterdam/Antwerp | London | Toronto | Sydney/Melbourne | New Delhi.]






[image: Four purple diamond-shaped patterns arranged in a scattered formation, with a glittery texture.]

FOR MY FAMILY AND FRIENDS, WHOM I GIVE CREDIT FOR ALL THAT IS GOOD IN ME.

FOR TEACHERS AND EDUCATORS, WHOSE EFFORT IS NEVER WASTED.

FOR FOREVER DREAMERS AND STUDENTS LIKE ME, WHO DARE TO KEEP RISING.






INTRODUCTION [image: ]


HEY, READER!

My name is Taylor, and I am a Black history enthusiast. When some people say they really like a subject, they mean looking forward to a lecture about it in class. For me, I mean creating a viral TikTok web series teaching the Black history I’ve learned over the years to whoever would watch. As I’m writing this, that series (which I call Fast Black History) has earned me over two million followers.

In Fast Black History, I pull out all the tricks to visualize the story: wigs, green-screen effects, and the occasional fake mole when I’m dressed as Prince.
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I dedicate myself to making these videos engaging (and fun!) so that people will share the passion I have for this topic. Since I started the series in 2020, I’ve received videos from real teachers who use Fast Black History videos as study tools in their classes, students who used them as motivation to start their own Black history clubs, and people who were inspired to create their own video series on different history topics. What I love most about Black history is that it doesn’t feel stuck in the past. Every new thing I learn about an important figure in Black history influences my perspective on real decisions in my life. I am living proof that their impact is timeless.

I started on this path early. My parents thought it was crucial for my sister and me to learn Black history growing up. My childhood was filled with random pop quizzes in the car about the civil rights movement and movie nights watching Roots (every now and then I still get Quincy Jones’s soundtrack for the show stuck in my head).

I remember feeling more eager to watch movies about Black history than to read about it in books. The reason wasn’t just because I thought the dress of the girl who acted as Ruby Bridges was stylish, but also because when I’d pick up the Black history biographies my mother bought for us, I’d find intimidating pages filled with tiny words and no pictures at all. (No pictures? Collective eleven-year-old gasp!) This was not appealing to a tween who only read books if they had a pretty cover and held her interest for more than five minutes. If your summer reading book didn’t look like the middle-school equivalent of a luxury purse, what was the point in reading it?

Instead of books, most of the education on Black history I got growing up was from my parents’ stories and from my teachers spending about fifteen minutes every February lecturing the same unit about Martin Luther King Jr. and Rosa Parks. Don’t get me wrong, learning about Rosa Parks is like watching a good rerun of your favorite show: it impacts you every time. But there was always a missing piece in my learning. I lacked interactivity and connection. I wish I’d had a book that truly connected Black history to my life experience and showed me that the courage, creativity, and perseverance that drove Black historical figures were things I could also find in myself. I needed an author to take me on a journey with them—a tour through the world of Black contributions that my school curriculum overlooked—where they’d show me how interesting (and cool!) Black history can be. Maybe, reader, you’ve been wanting a book like that too.

So boom. I got the solution. This book!

I’ll take you through the exciting stories of twelve Black American historical figures. Don’t worry, y’all, this is not a history textbook. Fair warning and disclaimer: I may not have a history diploma, but I do have charisma, which is just as credible! (Don’t fact-check that.) In each chapter, I’ll be adding a little creative interpretation on how I imagine that historical figure would think or react to the real situations they were in—and that imaginary version of them might use some pretty modern language! But I’ll never tell you history that isn’t true. You’ll always know what is fact and what is from my imagination.

In addition to these figures’ narratives, I’ll also tell you stories from my past and the life lessons ya girl learned from them. These Black history figures and I have some triumphant, funny, and slightly embarrassing (okay, very embarrassing) moments to share with you. Not only will I prepare you with the knowledge to impress your crush in fourth-period history class, but you’ll also discover how the ambitions and personal thoughts of these historical figures aren’t much different from mine, or from your own. As you read, you’ll see yourself in history and realize that you also have the power to change the world, just as the people in this book did. (Heck yeah!)

While this book is in no way a substitute for better Black history education in schools, I hope it jump-starts your own curiosity to learn more. And after you finish the last page, I hope you can proudly say, “Black history is my history!”

PS: If you ever question how long I’ve loved telling stories from Black history, first-grade Taylor reading a Rosa Parks book to her class has the receipts.

And, yes, I would in fact still rock a hot pink leopard-print jacket and matching pants like I did in this photo.
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CLAUDETTE COLVIN AND HOW TO MAKE CHANGE AT ANY AGE [image: ]


CONGRATULATIONS! YOU’VE MADE IT TO the first chapter of my book! Now I have a question for you. Do you know who Rosa Parks is? The woman who refused to give up her seat on a segregated bus in 1955, effectively sparking one of the first big events in the civil rights movement?

You do know her? Great.

Well, surprise! This first story isn’t about her. It’s about a girl named Claudette Colvin, who also refused to give up her seat. But here’s the kicker: Claudette did it nine months before Rosa did, and she was only fifteen at the time. Dramatic gasp!

After a plot twist like that, you might be wondering why we hear so much about Rosa Parks but not Claudette Colvin. I mean, Claudette was just a high schooler! And even though she was young, she was ready to defend her humanity. How awesome is that? However, even though the NAACP supported Claudette, they chose to make Rosa the face of the bus boycott—and thus, the face of the growing civil rights movement—instead. Rosa Parks was older than Claudette and had lighter skin, which made her more appealing to the public. In an interview with the New York Times, Claudette recalled her mother warning her to “be quiet about what I did. She told me, ‘Let Rosa be the one. White people aren’t going to bother Rosa—her skin is lighter than yours and they like her.’ ”

Are you telling me Claudette’s actions were for nothing? That’s crazy!

Luckily, “useless” is the last word you’d use to describe Claudette’s bravery. While Claudette’s name hasn’t resounded through civil rights history as loudly as it should have, her decision to challenge laws that day was instrumental in fighting for desegregation on buses.

I’ll set the scene for you. In Montgomery, Alabama, in March of 1955, Claudette had just finished another day at high school. On her way home with her classmates, she thought about all she had learned recently. Last month had been Negro History Month at school, which meant the teachers’ lessons had focused on the many people who contributed to Claudette’s present quality of life.

As she walked, her thoughts weren’t only on figures like Sojourner Truth and W. E. B. Du Bois, but also on the conversations she and her classmates had had about the ongoing struggles Black people faced. I can imagine her hugging her schoolbooks to her chest as she walked to the bus stop, thinking about whether segregation would forever ban people who looked like her from doing things like sitting at a lunch counter to be served their favorite coffee or trying on the newest pair of Mary Janes at the shoe shop on the corner. When I first learned about Claudette as a teenager, I realized she might have had the same worries I did at her age. (“What outfit will I wear to school tomorrow? Does Willie from math class like me?”) However, like many Black teenagers during that time, she also carried the burden of inequality on top of those worries.
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Whoa, what is this?

Well, dear reader, this is TAYSTORY! Get it? History + Taylor. Throughout this book I’ll be sharing parts of my life that show how each Black history figure we’re learning about has affected and inspired me personally. This way you’ll see even more deeply why Black history matters, how it’s helped me reach for my dreams, and how it can inspire you, too.



My junior year of high school, I decided to take Advanced Placement US History. Yes, it would look better on my college application, but what I really hoped for was a deeper understanding and knowledge of Black American history. When I was growing up, the only time I learned the history of my own people in school was during Black History Month every February. It was like how Michael Bublé only pops up during Christmastime to sing “Jingle Bells” and then seems to disappear come New Year’s. And every year, we only learned about the same three or four figures (shout-out to Rosa Parks, Martin Luther King Jr., and Frederick Douglass). While I appreciated getting to watch movies about these people instead of practicing long division, I started to realize over the years that the amount of history I’d learned about White people was vastly greater than that of Black people. I started to think, There should be more about Black people in this textbook. It’s a desert out here! Where are my people? So, when I signed up for this AP history course in high school, I hoped the challenging academics it promised meant the inclusion of more diversity.

What I got was definitely academic and had a whole lot of challenges, but not in the way I expected. Because I attended a school with minimal people of color, most of my classmates were White. Now, there’s nothing wrong with being White, but many of them didn’t have the same awareness I did of the gaps in the history that we had all learned, or the same inclination to question what they’d heard. I slowly started noticing ignorant comments from my classmates during every lesson about Black people, slavery, and the civil rights movement. Listen, man, these were the kind of comments that would make Harriet Tubman roll in her grave—and they certainly made it hard to sit through class. Every day, I would leave my history lessons with a burning in my chest. One that made me feel like if I didn’t do or say something, the fire inside me would gobble me up whole.
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On the first day of February, I was feeling this burning again. It was the first day of Black History Month, and I knew in my heart that it was the perfect time to take action. Sitting on my bedroom floor, I thought about all the Black history I had learned, mostly from my parents. I thought about the platform I had on TikTok, where I had just hit one hundred thousand followers a few days before (on my birthday! Yes, it was the best birthday gift).

I set up my phone and filmed a fifteen-second clip about an influential Black chemist named Percy Julian. I titled the video “Fast Black History.”

Even before posting it, I knew this was the beginning of a series I had to continue. It felt like my desire to understand more about all the figures I’d learned about growing up had manifested itself into something I could share with my followers. I thought, Even if no one watches the video, I’ll be proud that I did something. I’ll be content knowing that I did my best to teach Black history the way I wish someone had taught me. Unaware of just how much this series would change my life, I hit the “post” button.

More than ten thousand people liked the TikTok in a week. Needless to say, I was stunned! I kept educating, and by the end of April one million people had hit the “follow” button—and many more had viewed my videos. I was delighted by all the people who enjoyed learning Black history, and I loved hearing how it comforted them as they faced challenges in their own lives. I realized I felt the same way as a lot of my TikTok viewers: each time I looked back on my own story, I noticed how often I’d had the same feelings of anxiety, hope, and courage as the Black history figures I taught about, and how much learning their stories motivated me to overcome obstacles in my own life.
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That’s why I’m telling you about Claudette Colvin. If you’re like me and have ever felt the urge to stand up for yourself or take action against something you know isn’t right, you’ll understand how Claudette felt in her story.



When the bus arrived, Claudette paid her fare and took a seat. Thoughts of hope, and the ways she might help the progress for equality, filled her mind as she looked out the window onto the busy rush-hour street.

Suddenly, Claudette heard a voice above her. When she looked up, she saw a White woman and the bus driver sternly staring at her.

“You got to get up!” the bus driver said.

Oh, he means business. Claudette assessed the situation. The bus was busy that day, and that woman seemed to want to sit in her seat.

But, Taylor, why couldn’t homegirl just stand if there were no seats left?

The issue was, if this White woman stood while Claudette had a comfortable seat, it would have meant she had no power over Claudette. It would have shown they were equal. The woman would have rather moved someone else from their seat than be looked at as equal to a Black person. Now, if I were Claudette, I would’ve told the woman off and given the bus driver a wedgie.

No, you wouldn’t have.

Correct, reader. No, I wouldn’t have. I can’t fight. But luckily, Claudette knew another way to stand (or sit) her ground.
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As Claudette processed these two people yelling for her to move from her seat, she recognized the ridiculousness in all of it. She had paid the same fare and chosen her seat just like everyone else. Why should she get up just because another person was made uncomfortable by her existence?

So she sat and didn’t move. You know that burning that I felt in my history class? Claudette must have felt the same thing, because she was quoted in Newsweek saying, “I felt like Sojourner Truth was pushing down on one shoulder and Harriet Tubman was pushing down on the other—saying, ‘Sit down, girl!’ ” Though this act would lead to her being arrested, charged for violating segregation laws, and placed in jail, it got the NAACP’s attention, and they later planned a bus boycott that would change the entire nation.

Rosa Parks, who was already a part of the local NAACP chapter, had been following along and supporting Claudette’s case. She even helped Claudette attend local NAACP Youth meetings to tell her story. So when Rosa refused to give up her seat months later, she no doubt had Claudette Colvin in her heart. When the issue of bus segregation was brought to the Supreme Court, Claudette was a plaintiff along with three other women—and the plaintiffs won. The Supreme Court declared segregation on buses unconstitutional, a major victory in the decades-long fight for civil rights in the United States.

Reader, never believe there’s an age requirement to do good. Claudette didn’t think, I’m not allowed to spark change because I’m too young. She felt inspired by the victories of those who came before her, and when it was time to make history herself, she learned that a world-changing legacy can be started at any age and last forever.
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BENJAMIN BANNEKER AND HOW TO NEVER SHRINK YOURSELF [image: ]


BENJAMIN BANNEKER WAS LIKE SPIDER-MAN. That’s right. One day in colonial times, when he was a kid, a mysterious colonial bug crawled out of his colonial teacup and bit him on his colonial arm. All of a sudden, he could shoot colonial spiderwebs! But unfortunately, because there were no green goblins and skyscrapers hadn’t been invented yet, all he could really do with his powers was glue the soles on his colonial shoes back together… colonially.

Thanks for reading! Make sure to follow, like, and subscribe on my social media!



Just kidding. Benjamin Banneker did not shoot spiderwebs like Peter Parker, but they did have a couple of things in common: having alliterative first and last names… and more importantly, being science PRODIGIES. As a kid, Benjamin spent his days falling in love with the study of math, astrology, and writing. Not much is known about his early life, but most historians agree that he had only a brief formal education from a Quaker school near his home. The real fun would come when he used his own research to create some pretty amazing things.

Have you ever taken apart a radio or your mom’s sewing machine to see how all the parts fit together? If you have, you’ve also probably had to take on double chores for a week after realizing you couldn’t put it back together (sorry, Mom!). But Benjamin could take things apart and put them back together—and studying gadgets was only the starting point for his creativity. When he was twenty-one, he looked at a pocket watch one day and thought, Oh, that’s light work, and hand-made an entire clock that could chime accurately on the hour. On top of that, he did it with no instructions—just his own math calculations and vibes. I’m always impressed by this because if someone told me to build a wardrobe from IKEA without the manual, I’d accidentally build a door to bootleg Narnia. So yeah, Benjamin and his clock became the tock of the town. (I could make so many more clockwork puns, but I don’t want to grind your gears.) People visited Ben’s farm just to get a look at his creation and would be delighted at its chime.
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Okay, Taylor, big deal. He made a clock. I have, like, four of them in my house right now. How hard could it be?

Well, dear reader, at this time there weren’t many American-made wooden mechanical clocks in existence. On top of that, Benjamin Banneker’s is widely believed to have been one of the first ones made in the thirteen colonies. It’s like if your best friend showed up to school with homemade virtual reality goggles.

If you’ve learned about American colonial history from your social studies class, you might be wondering something. How could Benjamin read, write, and go to school if this was all happening before slavery was abolished?

He was able to do all that because his parents were freemen. His father, formerly enslaved, had earned enough money to buy his freedom before Benjamin was born. But although Benjamin’s parents owned land, lived outside of slavery, and ran their own farming business, freemen were still considered inferior because their skin color was seen as something unfortunate and unworthy. For Benjamin, those must have been heavy social burdens to carry, especially when he was born with a love of education—something commonly withheld at the time from people who looked like him.

But he also would have known some things that refuted every negative stereotype. I can imagine Benjamin listening to his father tell stories of Africa, where he’d been born. Benjamin must have reveled in knowing that outside the colonies, Black people owned businesses, led their own communities, and even ruled empires. If I had been Benjamin during that time, knowing what Black people could accomplish would have strengthened my self-worth and reminded me that the opinions of people around me could never define my value or ability.

Benjamin soon took over his family’s farm, running their crop business and designing his very own irrigation system.

What the heck is an irrigation system?

I’m glad you asked! Without any prior Googling and totally just knowing this knowledge off the top of my head, let me tell you! Our Benny boy created the equivalent of a sprinkler system so that all his family’s crops would be watered automatically. He did this by digging strategically placed trenches to direct water from the creek on their land straight toward the crops. This irrigation system worked so well, Benjamin’s plants even thrived during droughts. SPIDER-MAN SCIENCE PRODIGY THINGS!

And his community knew he was a Spider-Man science prodigy! He was well-known in his area for being a successful businessman. Once the Ellicotts, a wealthy family from Pennsylvania, bought land near Benjamin’s, they quickly caught on to his intense intellect. What started as exchanging books on astrology and science turned into Andrew Ellicott hiring Benjamin Banneker to be part of the team that would design the street layout for… wait for it…
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The Revolutionary War was over, and Congress had decided to build a city on the Potomac River to be the new nation’s capital. Benjamin used his incredible mind for astronomical calculations that helped determine the city’s boundaries. This was an essential part of forming the nation’s lawmaking and governmental grounds—aka a big deal! Being on that team should have served as a direct rebuttal against common beliefs that Black people were inferior and unable to think critically. However, in historical documents, Benjamin’s work was credited to Andrew Ellicott. Benjamin wasn’t even mentioned!

Hadn’t the United States written in its Declaration of Independence that “all men are created equal”? So why was Benjamin still being treated like he was worth nothing?

When Benjamin read the paper, he’d still find articles talking nonsense about Africans, like one written by the very same man who had authored the Declaration of Independence, Thomas Jefferson. Here’s something Jefferson wrote about people of African descent in Notes on the State of Virginia in 1785: “They seem to require less sleep. A black, after hard labour through the day, will be induced by the slightest amusements to sit up till midnight, or later, though knowing he must be out with the first dawn of the morning.”

This man was really confused about why everybody didn’t have a wittle-bitty bedtime like him! Aww! What I imagine was really going on was the people he enslaved spilling tea about him in private during the only communal free time they had.

Benjamin knew that he was intellectual, wise, and incredibly qualified to receive the same amount of recognition and acknowledgment as his White counterparts. But it must have been discouraging to know his worth and still have it be ignored by others.
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Have y’all ever been to the zoo and visited the butterfly room? It’s magical. You’re surrounded by colorful butterflies that are constantly fluttering from one place to another. It looks like confetti and flower petals flying through the air. That feeling, the feeling I had standing in my local zoo’s butterfly exhibit, is the same way I felt when I looked at my pookie wookie bookie boo bear crush in high school. He was my man, okay? He just… didn’t know it.

Every morning I would sit impatiently in my first class of the day, counting down the minutes until our time together. Once it was time for French, I would straighten my back, check my appearance in the bathroom mirror, and waltz in like the mysterious, nonchalant teen I aspired to be. For his part, he looked like a normal high school boy, but he was also the foreign exchange student. Cue the ooooohs and ahhhhs. To high school me, the fact that he spoke multiple languages, knew what life was like outside the Midwest, and had freckles (freckles!) was all that was required to set my sights on him.

And y’all… I did more than just crush on him. I. Did. The. Most. I made it a point to walk him to his class every day, made sure he was on my team for every group project, sent him daily updates on Snapchat, the whole thing. I even offered to drive this boy to school ’cause he didn’t have a ride!

No! Taylor! Not the gas money!

I know, reader, I know. But you couldn’t tell me anything back then. In my head, every effort was simply me proving my worth to him as a potential romantic partner.

But something started to shift as the weeks went by. I started realizing that the butterflies in my stomach felt less like confetti and more like fear. All of a sudden I felt unbearably self-conscious. Does my hair look too poofy today? I think I’m crossing my legs wrong. Don’t make that face; he’ll think you’re weird. Try harder to talk to him tomorrow; you’re not doing enough. To make matters worse, my French teacher saw how much I talked to him and assigned us seats right next to each other in the very front of the room. I was so overcome with nerves that I’d race to class each day so I could arrive before him and not have to squeeze into my seat with him watching me.

My pookie wookie shmookie boo didn’t feel as fun to crush on anymore, because every time I saw him, I made myself feel small. On top of that, he rarely responded to my texts, never looked me in the eye, and only talked to me when his friends weren’t in class that day—or when he wanted answers to our French homework.

Now, what I should have said to him was “Tu ne me mérites pas! / You don’t deserve me!”, but instead, I grew more and more insecure. I continued waiting by my phone for his texts, being extra careful about what outfits I wore, and creating plans to win him over. I was infatuated and didn’t know how to let go. I even remember talking about him to my mom, and I was just as baffled as her when I heard myself say, “I feel so small in his presence!”

Pause. Homegirl, you talk about this lil boy like he has god status!

I had a big realization of how low I’d set the bar for myself and an even more humiliating one about the lengths I’d go to stoop down to that bar. I wish I could say I stopped crushing on him right then and there, but to Megan Thee Stallion’s dismay, I did in fact stand and wait outside for this man on our last day of class so I could ask him out. He said yes—but then ghosted me for the rest of the summer.

To be frank, I knew I was poppin’! I believed I was beautiful, funny, and that if “I Like It” by Cardi B came on at homecoming, I could dance circles around you! But the more I felt rejected by someone who didn’t see my worth, the more I thought the answer was shrinking myself to become more digestible for him. At the time, I was afraid of losing my crush as a potential love interest because that would have seemed like proof that I didn’t deserve love at all.

Reader, you deserve more than to beg for someone’s approval. Listen when I say that you are worthy without having to prove it to anyone else. If they are not excited about all your spirit, walk away.

As summer ended and crushy wushy pie bear went back to his home country, my emotions lessened and my heart moved on. I learned that pulling your energy away from relationships and friends that aren’t supportive isn’t “giving up” or “being mean.” It’s self-love. Moreover, I forgave myself for not knowing better and promised to never shame myself again for the heartfelt way I express love or care for someone; instead, I’d pour it into the people in my life who did see my worth. No shrinking necessary.

Many times, staying quiet and shrinking ourselves into a shape that we think other people might like better feels like the easier option. You and I will never face the intense experience of living as a Black man in the 1700s, like Benjamin Banneker did, but we can all relate to the feeling of being underestimated and overlooked in our daily lives and being tempted to keep ourselves as small as others make us feel. But Benjamin Banneker made the riskier decision to stand up for his worth—in a huge way. I hope hearing the rest of his story will inspire you to do the same in your own life.
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