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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 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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  View of the art gallery at the 1876 Centennial Exposition, held in Philadelphia. The Exposition helped to launch the careers of several talented African-American artists in the 19th century.
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  FOREVER FREE


  Fireworks lit the sky. Mayors made speeches. Parades took place in small towns and big cities. The year was 1876. The United States was celebrating 100 years of independence. To make things even better, the country hosted a world’s fair. It was called the Centennial Exposition. The fair took place in Philadelphia, Pennsylvania. Millions of people visited. They saw new inventions like the telephone and the calculator. They saw steam-powered drills and exotic plants. In one hall, they saw sculptures and paintings by artists from all over the world.


  Painting number 54, “Under the Oaks,” won the highest prize for an oil painting. It was a pastoral scene. It showed a herd of sheep gathered under a cluster of large oak trees. The painter was Edward Mitchell Bannister. When he read that his painting had won, he had to make sure it was true. He rushed over to the hall. He told a friend what happened with the person in charge:


  
    “I want to inquire concerning No. 54. Is it a prize winner?”


    “What’s that to you?” said he.


    In an instant my blood was up; the looks that passed between him and others in the room were unmistakable. I was not an artist to them, simply an inquisitive colored man. Controlling myself, I said … “I am interested in the report that ‘Under the Oaks’ has received a prize. I painted the picture.”


    An explosion could not have made a more marked impression. Without hesitation he apologized to me, and soon everyone in the room was bowing and scraping to me.

  


  Edward M. Bannister was the first African American to win a national prize for his art. He was born in Canada in 1828. He loved to draw and he was good at it. When he was a boy, he looked carefully at paintings that hung in the library. Then he copied them “on barn doors, fences and every place where drawings could be made.”
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  Catalogue of artworks shows at the 1876 International Exhibition. When the judges learned Edward Bannister was African American, some wanted to reconsider their votes. However, the other artists insisted that Bannister deserved the top prize.


  To earn money, he became a cook on fishing boats. He learned to be an expert sailor. His trips often took him to Boston, Massachusetts. He decided to live there. In Boston, he worked as a barber. Cutting hair kept food on the table. It also helped pay for drawing classes and painting lessons.
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