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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 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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  Frederick Douglass (1818–1895) escaped from slavery to become a national figure who spoke and wrote eloquently about the injustice of slavery.
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  BECOMING FREE


  It was the night of January 1, 1863. The United States was in the middle of the Civil War. Eleven southern states had seceded from the Union. They had formed a separate government called the Confederacy. The Federal government was fighting to bring the rebellious states back into the Union.


  On that January night, hundreds of people crowded into the Tremont Temple in Boston, Massachusetts. Messengers waited between the church and the nearest telegraph office. They wanted to deliver the news as fast as they could.


  “We were waiting and listening as for a bolt from the sky,” wrote an African American named Frederick Douglass. “Eight, nine, ten o’clock came and went, and still no word.”


  Six months earlier, President Abraham Lincoln had given the Confederate states a warning: surrender to the Union by January 1, or your slaves will be set free. But the Confederate states didn’t give up. The bloody fighting didn’t stop. Now New Year’s Day had arrived. Would Lincoln free the slaves?


  Douglass waited anxiously with the rest of the people in the church. “At last … a man with hasty step advanced through the crowd,” he wrote, “and … exclaimed in tones that thrilled all hearts, ‘It is coming!’ ‘It is on the wires!!’”


  The telegraph wires carried good news: President Lincoln had issued the Emancipation Proclamation. It declared that “all persons held as slaves within [states in rebellion] are, and henceforward shall be free.”


  The people inside the church cheered and cried with joy. They were keen opponents of slavery, or abolitionists. In spite of their joy, the Emancipation Proclamation didn’t actually free slaves—at least not yet. The rebellious states refused to free their slaves. Only a Union military victory would force them to do so. Also, there were four slave states—Delaware, Kentucky, Maryland, and Missouri—that hadn’t seceded. Because Lincoln didn’t want to drive them to the Confederate side, the Emancipation Proclamation didn’t apply to slaves in those states. For many abolitionists, this was a huge disappointment. But not for Frederick Douglass. He was sure that the proclamation was a first step to “the entire abolition of slavery.” He had been working for an end to slavery for many years. He would keep working, no matter how long it took.


  FROM SLAVE TO ACTIVIST


  Frederick Douglass was born in Maryland in 1818. He spent the first 20 years of his life as a slave. He was the property of white masters. He worked when and where they told him to. When he was very young, he was sent to Baltimore to work for a ship’s carpenter. His master’s wife began to teach him to read. Her husband was furious. It was against the law for slaves to learn to read and write. If they could read, they might learn that a lot of people were against slavery. If they could write, they could forge papers and escape. The master’s wife stopped teaching Douglass, but he didn’t stop learning. He asked his white playmates for help. By the time Douglass was 13, he could read and write. Then he began to teach other slaves, even though they all risked getting whipped.
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