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  INTRODUCTION
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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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  African-American scientist Paul Williams, pictured with his wife Michelle, is a nationally recognized expert in designing computer systems that are safe from attacks by hackers.
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  BECOMING SCIENTISTS AND INVENTORS


  Growing up, Paul Williams had what looked like a typical family—a sister, a brother, and two parents. But there was one difference: the Williams children did not go to school. In 1971, when Paul was nine years old, school officials came to his house and told his parents that their children must start school. In the next three days, Paul’s father sold their house and almost everything they owned.


  According to Williams, his father believed that the modern world was full of wickedness and evil. To keep his children away from evil influences, he moved the family to the Ozark Mountains in Arkansas and later to an extremely isolated area on the Cumberland Plateau of south-central Tennessee. Williams says his father, “voluntarily chose a lifestyle of ‘selfdenial and hardship.’” To the three Williams children, this meant being cut off from children their own age, no fun or games of any kind, and many hours of hard farm work.


  TEN LONG, COLD YEARS


  For the next 10 years, the family lived in mountain cabins with no electricity, running water, or telephone. Williams describes the experience this way:


  
    Often months would pass by before we occasionally heard or sometimes saw a distant hunter. My childhood home, which was built by slaves in approximately 1860, was so dilapidated that it would snow into our home in winter, while ice would form in my bed from my breath freezing under 15 doubled-over piled up raggedy blankets. We made our own clothes and grew our own food, and we literally starved without food at times due to crop failures until my bones showed everywhere through my gaunt body and face.

  


  The Williams children were homeschooled by their father, a former Air Force captain. Paul greedily read every book he could get about science. But his father believed that the modern world, especially computers, was evil. He had “complete intolerance for and prohibition of all things computer related.”


  ENTERING THE MODERN WORLD


  Paul Williams left home in 1981, at age 19. For the next 11 years, he struggled to fit into society. From his reading he knew all about black holes, nuclear physics, and faraway galaxies, but he had never seen a movie or a television show. He “spoke English, but understood little of what I saw and heard around me for many years.” Then, at age 30, Williams took an IQ (intelligence quotient) test. It showed that he was extremely intelligent. This knowledge helped to change him from a shy, socially uncomfortable person into an outgoing one.
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  The Williams family poses for a photos in the Ozark Mountains of Arkansas, where Paul lived in the early 1970s.


  [image: image]


  From 1975 to 1981, Paul Williams lived with his parents and siblings in this secluded cabin in the Tennessee wilderness.
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