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Introduction


J. A. ROGERS devoted at least fifty years of his life to researching great black personalities and the roles they played in the development of nations, civilizations, and cultures. This book is his greatest achievement. In his lifetime his books did not reach a large popular reading audience. All of them were privately printed and circulated mainly in the black communities; he died, unfortunately, on the eve of the “Black Studies Revolution.” Mr. Rogers had already delivered what some of the radical black students were demanding. He had looked at the history of people of African origin, and had showed how their history is an inseparable part of the history of mankind.

A number of recent books have validated the early claims of J. A. Rogers, who started his research at a time when a large number of black people had some doubts about their contribution to human history. In books like Blacks in Antiquity by Frank M. Snowden, Jr. (1970), The African Genius by Basil Davidson (1969), The Prehistory of Africa by J. Desmond Clark (1970), Topics in West African History by A. Adu Boahen (1967), Introduction to African Civilizations by John G. Jackson (1970), and Great Civilizations of Ancient Africa by Lester Brooks (1971) these doubts are put to rest.

In a recent paper Professor Keith E. Baird calls attention to how and why Africa was lost from the respectful commentary of history. Until quite recently it was rather generally assumed, even among well-educated persons in the West, that the continent of Africa was a great expanse of land, mostly jungle, inhabited by savages and fierce beasts. It was unthought of that great civilizations could have been born in might and wisdom over vast empires. It is true that there were some notions current about the cultural achievement of Egypt, but Egypt was conceived of as a European land rather than as a country of Africa. Even if a look at an atlas or globe showed Egypt to be in Africa, then popular thought immediately saw in the Sahara desert a formidable barrier and a convenient division of Africa into two parts: one, north of the Sahara, was inhabited by a European-like people of high culture and noble history: the other, south of the Sahara, was inhabited by a dark-skinned people who had no culture, and were incapable of having done anything in their dark and distant past that could be dignified by the designation of “history.” Such ideas, of course, are far from the truth, as we shall see. But it is not difficult to understand why they persisted, and, unfortunately, still persist in one form or another in the popular mind.

Europeans have long been in contact with Africa, that is, Northern Africa. The names of Esop and Memnon, of Terence and Cleopatra are the names of Africans who have figured in the legend and literature, the arts and history of Greece and Rome. Indeed, the land of Africa was a land of wonders for the ancient Greeks and Romans, and this to such an extent that among them it was a proverb that out of Africa there is always something new. The concept of “darkest Africa” refers to the comparative ignorance of Europeans regarding that continent and its peoples over the last four centuries. An English writer, Jonathan Swift, made a sharp but witty comment on his fellow Europeans’ lack of knowledge of Africa when he wrote:

Geographers in Africa maps
With savage pictures fill their gaps,

And o’er uninhabitable downs
Paint elephants instead of towns.

There is another reason why the people of Africa, with the notable exclusion of Egypt, were depicted as uncivilized and lacking in cultural attainments. A number of pious people in Europe would have been struck with horror if they knew of the cruel and blood acts of their country men in the course of the inhuman slave-trade. Ruthless European adventurers promoted the hunting down of men, women and children like beasts, and the destruction of complete villages in order to capture the inhabitants and sell them like cattle. Therefore, slave-traders would invent fantastic tales of savagery about the Africans so that their capture and their transportation to labor on the plantations of the Americans would appear to be acts of Christian concern and high minded enlightenment.

In the books of J. A. Rogers an attempt has been made to locate Africa’s proper place on the maps of human geography. That is what his life and research were about.

The distinguished Afro-American poet Countee Cullen began his poem “Heritage” with the question “What is Africa to me?” This book extends the question by asking, “What is Africa to the Africans?” and “What is Africa to the world?” This book also answers those questions.

In his monograph on The Significance of African History, the Caribbean-American writer Richard B. Moore observed:

The significance of African history is shown, though not overtly, in the very effort to deny anything worthy of the name of history to Africa and the African peoples. This widespread, and well nigh successful endeavor, maintained through some five centuries, to erase African history from the general record, is a fact which of itself should be quite conclusive to thinking and open minds. For it is logical and apparent that no such undertaking would ever have been carried on, and at such length, in order to obscure and to bury what is actually of little or no significance.

The prime significance of African history becomes still more manifest when it is realized that this deliberate denial of African history arose out of the European expansion and invasion of Africa which began in the middle of the fifteenth century. The compulsion was thereby felt to attempt to justify such colonialist conquest, domination, enslavement, and plunder. Hence, this brash denial of history and culture to Africa, and, indeed, even of human qualities and capacity for “civilization” to the indigenous peoples of Africa.

According to all of the evidence we now have, mankind started in Africa. In his book The Progress and Evolution of Man in Africa, Dr. L. S. B. Leakey states that:

In every country that one visits and where one is drawn into a conversation about Africa, the question is regularly asked, by people who should know better: “But what has Africa contributed to world progress?” The critics of Africa forget that men of science today are, with few exceptions, satisfied that Africa was the birthplace of man himself, and that for many hundreds of centuries thereafter, Africa was in the forefront of all world progress.

The southern origins of North African civilizations have been established; here, I am only alluding to some of the proof.

In his book Egypt, Sir E. A. Wallis Budge says, “The prehistoric native of Egypt, both in the old and in the new Stone Ages, was an African, and there is every reason for saying that the earliest settlers came from the South.” There are many things in the manners and customs and religions of the historic Egyptians that suggest that the original home of their prehistoric ancestors was in a country in the neighborhood of Uganda and Punt. (The biblical land of Punt was in the area now known as Somalia.)

The civilization of Egypt lasted longer than any other civilization known to man—about 10,000 years. This civilization reached its height and was in decline before Europe was born.

In section one of this book Mr. Rogers calls attention to the great personalities in Africa before the birth of Christ who influenced early Europe and all the known world of their day. In section two he writes about a little-known aspect of history, which has only recently come under investigation by a few scholars, that is, the impact of the African personality on Asia.

In section three, on Africa, the biographies range from the emperors of Ethiopia’s last golden age to leaders of the resistance movements against the Europeans in the nineteenth and early twentieth century.

Until near the end of the nineteenth century the African freedom struggle was a military struggle. This aspect of African history has been shamefully neglected. I do not believe the neglect is an accident. Africa’s oppressors and Western historians are not ready to concede the fact that Africa has a fighting heritage. The Africans did fight back and they fought exceptionally well. This fight extended throughout the whole of the nineteenth century. This fight was led, in most cases, by African kings. The Europeans referred to them as chiefs in order to avoid equating them with European kings. But they were kings in the truest sense of the word. Most of them could trace their lineage back more than a thousand years. These revolutionary nationalist African kings are mostly unknown because the white interpreters of Africa still want the world to think that the African waited in darkness for other people to bring the light.

In West Africa the Ashanti Wars started early in the nineteenth century when the British tried to occupy the hinterland of the Gold Coast (now Ghana). There were eleven major wars in this conflict. The Ashanti won all of them, except the last. In these wars Ashanti generals—and we should call them generals, because they were more than equal to the British generals who failed to conquer them—stopped the inland encroachment of the British and commanded respect for the authority of their kings.

In 1844 the Fanti kings of Ghana signed a bond of agreement with the English. This bond brought a short period of peace to the coastal areas of the country.

In the 1860s King Ghartey, the West African reformer, advocated democratic ideas in government at a time when the democratic institutions of Europe were showing signs of deterioration. King Ghartey ruled over the small coastal Kingdom of Winnebah in preindependent Ghana. He was the driving spirit behind the founding of the Fanti Confederation, one of the most important events in the history of West Africa.

There were two freedom struggles in preindependent Ghana. One was led by the Ashanti in the hinterland and the other was led by the Fanti, who lived along the coast. The Ashanti were warriors. The Fanti were petitioners and constitution-makers. The Fanti Constitution, drawn up in conferences between 1865 and 1871, is one of the most important documents produced in Africa in the nineteenth century. In addition to being the constitution of the Fanti Confederation, it was a petition to the British for the independence of the Gold Coast.

In 1896 the British exiled the Ashanti King Prempeh, but still were not able to take over completely the hinterland of the Gold Coast. Fanti nationalists, led by Casley Hayford, started the agitation for the return of King Prempeh and soon converted this agitation into a movement for the independence of the country.

The stubborn British still did not give up their desire to establish their authority in the interior of the country and avenge the many defeats they had suffered at the hands of the Ashanti.

In 1900 the British returned to Kumasi, the capital of Ashanti, and demanded the right to sit on the Golden Stool. Sir Frederick Hodgson, who made the demand on behalf of the British, displayed his complete ignorance of Ashanti folklore, history, and culture. The Ashanti people cherished the Golden Stool as their most sacred possession. To them it was the Ark of the Covenant. Ashanti kings were not permitted to sit on it. The demand for the Stool was an insult to the pride of the Ashanti people and it started the last Ashanti War. This war is known as “The Yaa Asantewa War,” since Yaa Asantewa, the reigning queen mother of Ashanti, inspired and was one of the leaders of this effort to save the Ashanti Kingdom from British rule. After nearly a year of heroic struggle Queen Yaa Asantewa was captured along with her chief associates, and at last the British gained control over the hinterland of the Gold Coast. To accomplish this they had had to fight the Ashanti for nearly a hundred years.

In other parts of West Africa resistance to European rule was still strong and persistent. While the drama of Ashanti and other tribal nations was unfolding in the Gold Coast, an Ibo slave rose above his humble origins in Nigeria and vied for commercial power in the marketplaces of that nation. In the years before the British forced him into exile in 1885, he was twice a king and was justifiably called “The Merchant Prince of West Africa.” His name was Jaja. The story of Jaja is woven through all of the competently written histories of Nigeria. His strong opposition to British rule in the 1880s makes him the father of Nigerian nationalism.

In the French colonies the two main leaders of revolts were Behanzin Hossu Bowelle of Dahomey and Samory Touré of Guinea. Behanzin was one of the most colorful and the last of the great kings of Dahomey. He was also one of the most powerful West Africans during the closing years of the nineteenth century. After many years of opposition to French rule in his country he was defeated by a French mulatto, General Alfred Dodds. He was sent into exile and died in 1906.

Samory Touré, grandfather of Sékou Touré, President of Guinea, was the last of the great Mandingo warriors. Samory is the best-known personality to emerge from the Mandingoes in the years following the decline of their power and empire in the Western Sudan. Samory defied the power of France for eighteen years and was often referred to by the French who opposed him as “The Black Napoleon of the Sudan.” He was defeated and captured in 1898 and died on a small island in the Congo River in 1900.

In the Sudan and in East Africa two men, called dervish warriors, Mohammed Ahmed, known as the Mahdi, and Mohammed Ben Abdullah Hassen, known as the Mad Mullah of Somaliland, were thorns in the side of the British Empire. Mohammed Ahmed freed the Sudan of British rule before his death in 1885, and the country stayed free for eleven years before it was reconquered. Mohammed Ben Abdullah Hassen started his campaigns against the British in Somaliland in 1899 and was not defeated until 1921.

Southern Africa has furnished a more splendid array of warrior kings than any other part of the continent. Chaka, the Zulu king and warlord, is the most famous, the most maligned, and the most misinterpreted. By any fair measurement he was one of the greatest natural warriors of all time. He fought to consolidate South Africa and to save it from European rule. When he died in 1828 he was winning the fight.

Chaka’s fight was continued with varying degrees of success and failure under the leadership of kings like Moshesh of the Basutos, Khama of the Bamangwato, Dingaan, Chaka’s half-brother and successor, Cetewayo, nephew and disciple of Chaka, Lobenguela, whose father, Mosilekatze, built the second Zulu Empire, and Bambaata, who led the last Zulu uprising in 1906.

What I have been trying to say is this: For a period of more than a hundred years African warrior nationalists, mostly kings, who had never worn a store-bought shoe or heard of a military school, out-maneuvered and out-generaled some of the finest military minds of Europe. They planted the seeds of African independence for another generation to harvest.

The importance of these personalities is in the fact that their agitation against the colonial powers in Africa helped to create the basis for the political emergence of modern Africa.

JOHN HENRIK CLARKE
1972



How and Why This Book Was Written
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“A people will never look forward to posterity who never look backward to their ancestors.”

—EDMUND BURKE

I HAVE OFTEN been asked what led me to begin my researches on what for a better name I will call Negro history. As I look back on it now, I think it really began in my early childhood when it was firmly impressed on me by the ruling classes that black people were inherently inferior and that their sole reason for being was to be servants to white people and the lighter-colored mulattoes. The blacks, I was told, had never accomplished anything in all of history, which, of course, began “with Adam and Eve in the Garden of Eden,” and that such signs of civilization they now showed were due to the benevolence of Christian whites who had dragged them from Africa and cannibalism, thereby plucking them as “brands from the burning” of hell and eternal torment.

The Christian blacks themselves said amen to this and joined in spreading the doctrine. My Sunday School teacher, an almost unmixed Negro, told us that black people were cursed by God and doomed to eternal servitude to white people because Ham had laughed at his drunken father, Noah. To clinch his argument he read to us from the Bible, which we were taught was infallible. Doubt but a single word, try to change but a tittle, and you were doomed to burn in hell forever and ever. The slavemasters and kidnappers had indeed done their work well. They had so incorporated their iniquities with the Christian religion that when you doubted their racism you were contradicting the Bible and flying in the face of God Almighty.

As for the devout Christian Negro who taught us, so great an impression did he make on me that I still remember his features and his name though nearly half a century has passed. Of course, it was understood that if one had a mixture of “white blood,” which was true in my case, one’s future was not so entirely hopeless. Still one could never reach the heights of intelligence and accomplishment of an unmixed white person, for any visible degree of Negro strain immutably consigned one to be “lower than the angels,” that is, the whites. This eternal inferiority included me. However, even at the risk of eternal torture I could not swallow what this sincere, but gullible, tool of the master class was telling me. There was a streak of logic in me that prevented it. I had been told that God was good. Why, then, I asked myself, had he doomed millions and millions of people to such an ignominious fate simply because their “ancestor” thousands of years ago had laughed at his father because the father had been acting like a pig. Was God so much in favor of drunken fathers?1

I had furthermore noticed that some of the brightest of my schoolmates were unmixed blacks and some of them were more brilliant than some of the white ones. The principal of the school, too, was a mulatto. I also saw around me black physicians and lawyers, all graduates of the best English and Scottish universities. If the Negro strain were inherently inferior, why had these black people been able to accomplish these things and be more advanced than some of the barefooted white adults I knew? Still I did not contradict this Sunday School teacher. I was not supposed to. My business was to swallow what I heard. One word of doubt and I would promptly have been dubbed an “infidel,” which was at bottom worse than being a criminal because a criminal could be saved and go to heaven while special torment in hell, ô la Dante, was reserved for deliberate unbelievers. If you did not swallow all the good things the existing order told you, including the yarn about the whale swallowing Jonah and Moses turning his stick into a snake, you were not only not a good Christian but also not a good citizen. I distinctly recall two individuals I had been especially taught to look down on: one was a man who used to argue with my father about the miracles of the Bible, which he called “rubbish”; the other was a relative, a light mulatto, who had married a black woman. Race prejudice, religion, and good citizenship went together.

Of course, the above will seem an exaggeration to many. Well, we can still find plenty of it in any English-speaking land. Millions of whites in the South, what H. L. Mencken called “the Bible belt,” pin their faith on the Ham story. One thing I have learned from my travels, especially in civilized lands, is that stupid beliefs and superstititions never die no matter how mechanical progress advances. Even some of the world’s great intellectuals find strength and comfort in the superstitions about race.2 They remind one of the patient who when asked by a psychiatrist whether any members of his family suffered from insanity, replied, “No, they don’t suffer from it; they enjoy it.”

Jim Crow and upright Christian living are held to be indivisible by millions of whites, especially in the United States and the British colonies and dominions. As for the Mormons, their missionaries still teach that Negroes can’t go to heaven because of “race.” I ran across some of these Mormon missionaries in Germany in 1927 and a Minnesota white woman recently wrote me about their teachings in her state. In 1903 when burial services were being held in a Baptist church in Salt Lake City for Eugene Burns, a Negro, the grandson of Abel Burns, faithful servant of Joseph Smith, founder of Mormonism, Patriarch Miner, president of one of the quorums of the Seventies of the Mormon Church, “walked up to the pulpit and to the consternation of the mourners began a highly sensational discourse” to prove that Burns, as a Negro, “could not reach the state of exaltation necessary to entrance into heaven” and that “his soul was doomed before birth.” The only Negro who had ever entered heaven, Miner declared, was Burns’ grandfather, and that was because of the latter’s fidelity to the “Prophet.” (New York Sun, Nov. 15, 1903).3

As I grew older I revolted more and more at this asininity concocted by “the master race” but I had no books at hand to contradict it, nor knowledge of any kind. To make matters worse I had from a Negro friend of mine a book in which this alleged inherent inferiority was stressed, and which, ironically, had been given to him as first prize for the best essay in which white children had also competed. Years later to make it still worse I read Thomas Dixon’s The Clansman, a. highly emotional novel in which all but the Uncle Toms were painted in a most horrible light and which said that if one had but a “drop” of “Negro blood” he was damned intellectually forever. There were also the books on Africa, “darkest Africa,” by Stanley, and works by missionaries in which Africans were painted either as faithful dogs or horrible savages. Occasionally, I heard a newly returned missionary from Africa, who, at a Sunday morning service, would paint a most pitiable picture of what he called “the heathen,” and preach how we should all contribute, and put into the collection plate “the feathers that would make the gospel fly.” Incidentally, when I did go to Africa I saw natives who lived better than a large number of whites in Europe, especially in England and Italy, and who, unlike the whites, could not even read the Bible. As for the poorer blacks, I venture to say that their huts of grass, sticks, and clay were no worse than the slums I saw in the East End of London.

Up to the time of these “racial” experiences I had been identifying myself with the characters in the books I read. For instance, in my great favorite, Shakespeare’s Julius Caesar, I saw Brutus, Caesar, Cassius, and the rest not as “white” men but as individuals either to be emulated or shunned. In Paul and Virginia my deepest sympathies went out to Virginia because I never thought of her as a “white” woman but as one whose high ideals had brought her suffering and death. But after these experiences I began to search for some world figures that were of Negro ancestry. However, there was not a single one to be found, so carefully had they been expurgated by the masters. Alexandre Dumas was one of my favorites, but not a single word was there of his Negro strain. Literature, religion, education had all been carefully bleached. At last I did hear of one great mulatto whose “race” could not be hid because I knew people who had seen him, and who was then in the world news—General Antonio Maceo, Cuba’s greatest military leader. However, it was not until years later that I found in Chicago a friend who introduced me to books in which I found the names of several great men of Negro ancestry, past and present. In my spare time, and with no thought of writing a book, I began to collect some of these names. That was about 1911.

About a year later, however, I had a setback from an entirely different quarter. I belonged then to a radical economic group composed of whites and Negroes. When during a discussion at one meeting I mentioned great Negroes and how I had been collecting their names, there was a general howl of disapproval from the whites and most of the Negroes. They called me a “chauvinist” and said that I was suffering from an inferiority complex.

Who were these great Negroes I was digging up? Tools of the capitalist order or they wouldn’t be in capitalist books. In short, I was one of the most despicable of all creatures: a Negro who was a capitalist hero-worshipper. Furthermore, they said, such work as I was engaged in would be useless when “the industrial revolution” came and color differences mattered no more. A true radical would be studying Marx, Engels, and La Fargue, and preparing for the workers’ utopia, which was just around the corner. (The economic radical viewpoint has broadened considerably since then.)

With my enthusiasm dampened by this rebuff I allowed much time to pass without doing any research on great Negroes. However, I noticed that books alleging inherent Negro inferiority continued to appear. And Dixon’s Clansman had now been made into a flaming attack on Negroes in a motion picture, The Birth of a Nation. All of these, I felt, should be answered not with sentiment, as I noticed certain white friends of the Negro and Negroes themselves were doing in the Chicago press, but with facts. It seemed to me, too, that if the new order was going to be all that my radical friends said it would be, then one of its aims would be not to exclude or ignore the cultures of minorities but to conserve them, as a knowledge of other peoples and their art, literature, and accomplishments helps to produce that variety necessary for a high state of civilization. I decided also that those who were really interested in righting the Negro’s wrongs in a concrete way ought to welcome any knowledge that would equip them with the means of refutation of Negro inferiority.

About this time I also made what was to me an important discovery, namely, that the recital of the deeds of the great or the worthy was instinctive in humanity. I found that all peoples — English, French, Germans, Spaniards, Italians, Americans, Chinese, Jews, Moslems—had lists of their great and noted men. And more than that, even states of the union, cities, and small towns had their list of “greats,” as well as doctors, scientists, lawyers, preachers, engineers, and almost every professional group. Why, even the radicals who had called me a chauvinist had their own heroes whom they were forever extolling and whom they worshipped as blindly as the conservatives did theirs. What the radicals really wanted was that I should worship at their own particular shrine, eschewing all others. Moreover, I felt that if I were the victim of an inferiority complex, I certainly had a host of illustrious company dating back to Plutarch with his Lives of Illustrious Greeks and Romans.

Another thought that decided me to continue my researches was that man’s chief knowledge of himself was what has been done by man; that the good and the evil that others have done were our sole guide through life’s wilderness. And was not the recital of great and stirring deeds the most gripping of all dramas?

To bring out the best in ourselves (and at times the worst, too) a study of the lives of the great of all races, ages, and climes is a necessity. Biography will ever be the highest and most civilizing form of literature. That is why Plutarch is still a best seller after two thousand years.

As regards “race,” a concept that was thrust upon me (I had never felt otherwise than as a member of the human race), I realize that the further back the Negro’s past could be pushed, the more ridiculous would appear the old slave-holding dogma of Negro “inferiority.” I saw, also, that the white overlords to inflate the ego of their own group had reached back to claim the coal-black Ethiopian, the mulatto Egyptian, the black Hindu, the Negroid Polynesian, not to mention certain individuals of Negro ancestry such as Aesop, Terence, Cleopatra, and Mohammed, as white. Later, I saw Mussolini trying to prime his people by telling them of their great Roman past; and Hitler puffing up his by calling them Aryans and claiming that the ancient Egyptians were really Teutons. In short, Negro history was only a rebuttal of this braggadocio of the white masters. Let me say here that I feel emphatically that any boasting by Negroes about their history is just as nauseating. Furthermore, those individuals who work themselves up to a state where they talk as if the deeds of an ancestor were actually done by themselves will probably go no further than that in doing something worthy themselves. One of the world’s greatest needs has ever been unboastful, unbiased history.

I noticed too that there was an urge not only to delve into national and “racial” history but into individual ancestry also. I thought of the great genealogical societies, of the immense number of books tracing genealogies even here in America, and of the money paid out by the newly-rich and others for a family tree and a coat-of-arms. I was especially struck by one magazine founded in 1899, The Mayflower Descendants, that minutely traced living Americans to the Mayflower, even though such strain after more than 300 years is extremely attenuated. Yes, it does appear that a past is as necessary to man as roots to a tree.

Of course, it is true that people who boast of their ancestry do so because they realize their own inferiority. Such have been rightly compared to a potato plant whose best part is underground. However, it is undeniable that a knowledge of one’s ancestors does have a certain psychological value, especially if such ancestors were worthy. Especially for youths would this be an inspiration. In short, as with almost everything else, ancestry is what you make of it.

I reasoned now that since so many other groups and individuals were tracing their past, why should the objection be so strong when the Negro did so? Was not such objection but another manifestation of the white superiority complex, even in the case of the white economic radicals?

As regards the lives of great Negroes, I felt too that the greater handicaps they had had to overcome because of color ought to prove an inspiration to right-thinking white people with their lesser handicaps. Queen Victoria made her grandchildren read Booker T. Washington’s Up From Slavery. In view of the foregoing and in spite of the taunts of the economic radicals, white and Negro, I continued my researches on great Negroes, purely as a hobby.

In 1924, however, while I was writing a column of criticism for the Messenger magazine, George S. Schuyler, the managing editor, asked me to do instead short sketches of noted Negroes. I complied rather reluctantly, feeling that the public, not only white but Negro as well, would not be interested. However, the stories seemed to take. A South African magazine carried one of them and Time magazine made mention of another.

When the Messenger was discontinued about three years later, Schuyler, then editor of a supplement, The Illustrated Weekly, that went to some forty Negro newspapers, wrote to me in Paris, where I was then living, asking me to write biographies for it. Still not liking the idea, I did not reply immediately, and he wrote again, urging me to accept. I did and so successful were the biographies that many requests came in asking for the sketches in book form. Finally, in 1931, I published a small paper-bound edition at a dollar, which sold very well. Two other editions had even more success. The last copies of this book were sold in 1938 and are out of print.

Something now about the research itself. That was not easy since the story of the contacts of whites and blacks is usually told from the white angle. To get the material I had to browse through an immense number of books and other printed matter in the libraries of America, Europe, and North Africa, as well as search long and persistently through museums, old bookshops, churches, and private collections. I knew, for instance, that the Negro had been important in Portuguese history but I sought in vain, at least in books of English text, for the name of a single great Portuguese Negro. It was not until I went to Portugal that I did learn of some.

From two works by Negroes I received much perspective and valuable leads. These were George Wells Parker’s Children of the Sun and William H. Ferris’ two-volume work, The African Abroad. Later, I found three invaluable books by white authors on the Negro’s past: Godfrey Higgins’ Anacalypsis and Gerald Massey’s A Book of the Beginnings and Ancient Egypt, the Light of the World. From others, such as the late Arthur Schomburg, I also received some rare leads.

With regard to Parker I must make a belated apology. I once disagreed with him in the Messenger for saying that Cleopatra and Mohammed were of Negro ancestry. The simple truth is I had never looked into the matter, but having so often heard that Cleopatra was “pure Greek” and knowing that her ancestor, Ptolemy, was Greek, I accepted it as fact, not knowing that the Egyptian Ptolemies were very much mixed, and furthermore that the Greeks were a nationality and not a so-called race, and that even as one can be “pure” American and be of mixed race, so was it with the Greeks. Later, I did find evidence to make me believe that Parker was right about Cleopatra and most certainly about Mohammed.4

As a result of these prejudices on my part, I can readily understand how preconceived ideas on the Negro’s real past must constitute a barrier to the acceptance of a book such as this. One truth that research has taught me is that however incredible things may sound, there are very, very few situations in the life of humanity that could not be true. This is particularly true of miscegenation and the mixed strain it has brought into the ancestry of peoples and individuals. It is possible for the fairest Nordic to have had a Negro ancestor. This latter, by migrating to Europe and he and his offspring mating only with blonds, would in time produce blonds, who unless records were kept would know nothing of their Negro ancestor. A white migrating to Central Africa and his offspring mating, in like manner, only with blacks would in time produce blacks indistinguishable from his fellows. This process has doubtless taken place innumerable times in human history. There is no doubt in my mind either that even without miscegenation climate alone would effect such a change after fixed habitation over a very long period. Europe was once inhabited by an indigenous Negro people and by tropical animals and plants and might be again. Wherever coal is found was once tropical, including what is now the Arctic Circle. However, many find it impossible to believe that the forces of nature which are able to change black anthracite to a diamond of the purest water would change a coal-black Negro into a white man. There are scientists, too, who find it easier to believe that they had an ape for an ancestor than a Negro.

In 1945, when the New York Public Library carried an exhibit intended to prove the equality of “races,” a Southerner who is editor of an atheist magazine and is very well read in science but who, while he has been able to throw off religion, has not been able to throw off his racial superstitions, denounced the exhibit, calling it “side-show science ... a disgraceful exhibit, farcical in its presentation” and an attempt to “Barnumize” science.5

This brings me to what is usually meant by “Negro” ancestry. What most scientists and sociologists call a “Negro” (when achievements are being spoken of) is a highly specialized and very primitive type that has been isolated in Central Africa or New Guinea for thousands of years, as isolated as were the savages Julius Caesar saw in Britain. Of this type there are, at most, but a million and a half, too few in number to have built up a civilization at any time. When, however, it is a question of what is not very creditable, the Negro variety is made to include hundreds of millions of individuals, some of whom are more Nordic in color and features than many whites.

The scientists are as divided on who is a Negro as the theologians are on who is God. The ethnologists certainly cannot say because ethnology is but a mass of conflicting opinions based on the opinions of observers who were subject to many influences and made pronouncements according to their personal likes and dislikes of this or that people. What ethnology has to say on the alleged inferiority of certain people reminds one of the Haitian proverb, “When the rooster and the cockroach come to court, you don’t have to guess which will win.” What ethnology needs most is emancipation from an exploiting capitalism—a complete divorce from the slavemaster’s legend of Ham.

As certain individuals who I know positively are of Negro ancestry but are fair enough to pass for something else will say that they are of Indian, Spanish, or South American ancestry, so do certain anthropologists in the case of evidently Negroid peoples as the Egyptians, Moors, Ethiopians, and some Asiatic and Polynesian peoples, the entire idea in both cases being to duck admission of Negro ancestry. Even in the case of those paleolithic men whose Negro characters were evident they use such phrases as “proto-Negroid.”

These anthropologists, while pretending to scorn the biblical story of the origin of man and his distribution over the earth, continue to use such terms as “Hamitic” for the Ethiopians and “Semitic” for the Jews. These terms, if they have any meaning at all, designate only language groups, precisely as Latin, Anglo-Saxon, Arab. It is as nonsensical to talk of a Jewish race as it is to talk of a Christian one.

As to who is a Negro in the United States, I have come to the conclusion after long and careful thought that to be an expert on that subject the first qualification is to be crazy. Only those who are able to throw all logic, all reasoning to the winds, can ever hope to be authorities on that matter. I have more than once witnessed the amazing spectacle of one American calling another American fairer and more Nordic in features than himself a “nigger” and relegating him to the Jim Crow car. Again, one can be very visibly a Negro and because he speaks broken English with a foreign accent, or doesn’t speak English at all, become legally white. I recall the case of a friend of mine, an unmixed Negro, who once lived in Sweden and speaks Swedish fluently. When he was traveling in the South, the conductor tried to send him off to the Jim Crow car. Pretending not to understand English, he replied in Swedish. Finally an interpreter was found, and when the conductor learned that the Negro, who is a native of the British West Indies, could speak Swedish in support of his statement that he was a Swede, he was allowed to remain in the white coach.

I know several West Indians and South Americans, visibly Negroes, who were drafted into the white army and navy while other Americans who were fairer than many whites were placed in the Negro regiments. I recall the case of a Harlem newspaper photographer, who is as white as any of the Nordics, but is of Negro ancestry. He was drafted into a Negro regiment, but when he was taken South and went into the Negro quarters, he was arrested by the white M.P.’s as whites were forbidden there. Thereafter, to save arrest, he carried a paper stating that he was a Negro. Had he permitted himself to be drafted as “white,” however, he would probably have been punished. Many times, too, I myself have taken “white” for “colored” and the reverse.

Congressman Adam Clayton Powell was fairer than some of the anti-Negro Southerners in Congress yet to them he is of another “race.”6 Even some of the cleverest whites don’t know their own. In 1939 a chain of moving-picture theatres—the RKO—offered a prize for the American who looked most like Abraham Lincoln and who should win it but a Negro! Of course, the judges discovered that too late.7 Several of the Southern states and some of the Northern ones have their own particular definition of what is a Negro, and as I have shown in Sex and Race, in certain Southern states even the state constitution and the state laws differ on the subject. As for the United States Bureau of the Census, it has its own ruling, which is that if one has a “drop” of “Negro” blood, he is a Negro. Someone has defined a “Negro” as one who, regardless of complexion, is not entitled by his ancestry to ride in a white coach in the Southern United States. This definition would be true of every personage in this book. Of course, such a definition is idiotic. I use it only by way of argument.

The persons who hold to the above doctrine happen to be also the ones who will usually attribute ability in those of mixed blood to their white strain. To avoid this I have included no one with less than an eighth of Negro strain with the exception of Dom Pedro II, who was about one-sixteenth, or perhaps one-thirty-second, Negro. I have given him as an example chiefly to show what would have happened to him had he lived, say, in Virginia, where the law provides that the remotest trace of Negro ancestry makes one a Negro. Dom Pedro married a white woman and that would have brought him five years’ imprisonment in Virginia. Dom Pedro was no fairer or more Nordic in features than thousands of Virginia Negroes. I recall, too, the case of Jean Toomer, the novelist, a grandson of Governor Pinchback of Louisiana, whose Negro ancestry is a matter of record. When Toomer, who was fairer than millions of American whites, married a white woman in 1931 it was reported in both the Negro and the white press as the marriage of a Negro to a white woman. Toomer has since ceased to be a “Negro,” which, I think, is logical. My contention is that those who look white are white, and those who look mixed, are mixed, no matter on what side of the fence a fantastic American dogma places them. If we see a Negro with evidence of white train, we’ll say unhesitatingly that he is mixed. I carry my logic all the way and when I see a white person with evidence of what my eyes tell me, after fifty years of experience, is a Negro strain, I attribute the same to that person no matter in what society or in what part of the world he is. One’s ancestry does not come out of the air. Though invisible, it is as real as anything else on this planet. Every “atom” of our ancestry could be accounted for. Many, many millions of individuals over vast centuries—individuals who lived and breathed even as ourselves—built it up as surely as insects build up a coral reef. Had there been the tiniest break in our ancestral line we could not be the individuals we now are. In fact, we might never have been born at all.

No matter how proud one may be of his ancestry, no matter how far back he may trace it to great kings and chiefs who lived, he reaches inevitably a point of obscurity as dark as the darkest depths of the ocean. To talk, therefore, of a “pure” race or a “pure” ancestral line is abysmal ignorance.

Certain difficulties in research might also be noted. In lands where there is no color discrimination, color is rarely mentioned, except in the case of “pure” blacks, who were generally aliens. This is particularly true of ancient and modern Egypt and Arabia.

Outside the United States a mulatto is not a “Negro,” and still less so is a quadroon or octoroon. If Pushkin’s great-grandfather and Alexandre Dumas’ father had not been so prominent we would have lost knowledge of their Negro strain as we have in the case of hundreds of thousands of other Europeans. For instance, the English people between 1440 and 1834 absorbed the Negro slaves who had been brought into England at the rate of thousands annually. What do we know of the descendants of these Negroes and where there strain is now to be found, high or low, in the English population? Practically nothing.8

Antonio Vieira, Portugal’s grandest personage, is an instance of how Negro ancestry could be lost to history. We should probably never have known of Vieira’s Negro strain if the Spanish Inquisition, failing to suppress him in other ways, had not finally pounced on his dark skin and frizzly hair, hoping to prove through these features that he was of Jewish or Islamic strain, and therefore “heretic,” which would have called for his expulsion from the priesthood.

Discovering great men of color in Central and South America is not easy either because the white strain in the mixed-bloods is emphasized and the Negro one suppressed. What Sir Richard Burton said of Brazil is, on the whole, true of Latin America: “Here all free men who are not black, are white, and often a man is officially white but naturally almost a Negro. This is directly opposed to the system of the United States, where all men who are not unmixed white, are black.” Indian strain, also, was considered higher caste than Negro, hence Negro strain is often called “Indian” and even “West Indian.” Take the case of Thomas Mann, the great German writer and Nobel Prize winner. Mann’s mother was a Brazilian creole who was sent to study in Germany. Now I am not saying that she was of Negro strain since I have not investigated that, but because she was colored, or at least not white, it was inevitable that she should be said to be part “Indian” or part “West Indian” by his biographers.9

In Cuba quadroons and even mulattoes are considered white, hence the census reports list the bulk of the population as white. The same is true of Puerto Rico. The result is a looking-down on Negro strain by such individuals.

In the United States an individual who is more Caucasian than some of the whites is rarely offended if called a Negro. The reason is that the white colonists of America, thanks chiefly to continued and fairly large immigration, did not need the mulatto to help them keep the blacks in check and thus did not elevate him to a caste superior to the blacks but generally lumped blacks and mulattoes together. South of the Rio Grande, however, especially in Haiti and the British West Indies, the whites there erected the mulattoes into a caste above the blacks and taught them to regard the blacks as inferior. The result is that today the mixed-bloods of Central and South America and the West Indies are generally offended when classed with blacks. In the British West Indies the census reports still list them separately.

Some of these near-whites are probably more sensitive of their Negro ancestry than they would be of a police record. Mention of it is more distressing to some than would be a large boil on the face of a movie star.

A case in point is José Maria de Heredia, a Cuban, who was a member of the French Academy. Heredia was usually taken as “colored” by both white and Negroes in France.10 Ordinarily no mention might have been made of his color but it happened at the time that France’s most prominent writer was one whose Negro strain was widely known because of his illustrious parentage, namely, Alexandre Dumas, fils, who was president of the French Academy, or Forty Immortals. Heredia, to make matters worse for him, was darker than Dumas.

When Heredia was elected to the Academy some of the Negro intellectuals of Paris, accepting the popular belief that he was colored, called on him to congratulate him. Heredia snubbed them and told them that he was not of Negro but of “conquistador” ancestry. Dumas, fils, on the other hand, was not only not sensitive about his Negro ancestry, but mentioned it in his first address to the Academy. The difference is that Dumas had not been taught to despise the pigment in his skin, while Heredia had.

Pushkin was so proud of his Negro strain that he credited himself with more of it than he had. Colette, France’s leading woman writer and Officer of the Legion of Honor, mentions her Negro strain too, though one would hardly guess it. “The idealistic temperament of the Latin American, his pretension to a high civilization and to the status of caballero, creates a natural yearning for a white skin,” says García Calderón. Europe is the Latin American’s model. The first colonists taught even the whites born in the colonies to look down on themselves and to worship things European. The tradition still remains.

The United States as a part of its good neighbor policy caters to this Latin American yearning to be white. The 1940 United States census lists Mexicans as white, which, of course, will make anyone who has been to Mexico and seen the bulk of its population laugh.

Touchiness about Negro ancestry is, of course, still more characteristic of whites in the Southern United States. Southerners with dark skins or Negroid faces will assert that they are of Indian ancestry, as if the Indian were not also very much mixed with the Negro.

A study of Latin American portraits helps little in discovering Negro ancestry. It is almost the usual thing to find Negroes, even unmixed, whose portraits have been doctored to make them look like whites. For instance, General Laurencio Silva, who from an incident in his domestic life we know positively was a Negro.11 In the case of General Vicente Guerrero, President of Mexico, who was very definitely a mulatto, I defy anyone to tell from the pictures most current of him that he was not a European. It was only after long research that I found two pictures of him which bore out what is said of his ancestry. General Antonio Sucre of Venezuela, President of Bolivia, is painted up to look like a white movie star though he was a dark mixed-blood. The same is true of Sam Martin, liberator of Argentina.

The second and the third dictators of Paraguay, the Lópezes, were of Negro ancestry but you would never know it from their portraits. And even General Antonio Maceo of Cuba was doctored up to look less and less like the dark mulatto he was. Thus, while noted men of Negro strain are not infrequent in Latin America, it is a great task to locate them. I happened to know of Dom Pedro’s Negro strain only because I ran across a description of his grandfather, John VI of Portugal.

In South Africa a condition even worse than that in Latin America exists. The number of eminent South Africans who have a Negro strain must be considerable because the older the South African family, the more likely it is to have one. Very few white women existed in the colony as late as the end of the seventeenth century. In 1633 there were only thirteen.

The same is true of Australia, where the first mothers of the white colony were aborigines, who were coal-black with Negro features and with hair not wooly but frizzly. In Tasmania the aborigines were definitely Negro with peppercorn hair. Their women became the mothers of the first native Tasmanian whites.

As regards Islamic lands, locating Negroes was most difficult of all there. Not only is there no color line in Islam but portraiture of any kind was absent until recent years, having been forbidden by Mohammed. As a rule, the only great Negroes who are mentioned as such in Islamic literature are “pure” blacks, the Zends or Zenghs, who were brought chiefly from Central Africa as slaves and were later converted to Islam, as Lokman and Kafur. Negroes born of a free Islamic father and a slave mother from the land of the Zenghs may sometimes be distinguished also since the birthplaces of slave mothers were mentioned. For instance, we know that Ibrahim Al-Mahdi, half-brother of the famous Haroun Al-Raschid, was of Negro ancestry since his mother, though also of royal ancestry, was a slave. However, there was a heavy Negro strain in some of the highest Islam-born families, as the Abbasides, rulers of the Mohammedan empire at the height of its power. If the Caliph Al-Mahdi, father of Haroun Al-Raschid, were not almost black himself, is it likely that Ibrahim would have been so dark as to be called a Negro by his nephew, Caliph Mamoun? Caliph Al-Muktafi also had a Negro mother. Ibn Khallikan mentions several distinguished Negroes in his Biographical Dictionary, but no mulattoes, the inference being that these were regarded as “white.”

As regards great men in the Far East, I have done almost no research on them. I have come across certain names in China and Japan such as Sakonouye Tamuramaro, the first shogun of Japan, but I did not follow them up. In India I did little on the Negroes among the Mohammedans there, while in Turkey I did no intensive research, though the number of great Turkish Negroes, some of whom were virtual rulers of the empire, is considerable. I have given the names of some of them in Sex and Race.12

As regards the evaluation of the personages in this book there will be, naturally, differences of opinion. Some might even go so far as to dismiss most of them. For instance, the late Professor Edward M. East of Harvard University said that among the “15,000 or 20,000 Great Ones of the Earth,”13 there was only one of Negro strain: Alexandre Dumas, père. Toussaint L’Ouverture he dismisses as being of only “fair calibre.”

Now if we take East seriously it is necessary to know what was his standard of greatness? And did he arrive as it by some methods other than haphazard? Where did he find his 15,000 to 20,000 great men? Evidently in the encyclopedias. It would have taken him a lifetime to read up on each one and compile his own list.

Did he check on his 15,000 to 20,000 great names to see whether his opinion differed with those of the editors of the encyclopedias? And did he go to the trouble of picking out the Negro names in these encyclopedias; or did he classify Negroes only by hearsay? All of the leading encyclopedias have the names of several Negroes. This is true of the Encyclopaedia Britannica, Larousse, La Grande Encyclopédie, Biographie Universelle, The Dictionary of National Biography, the Dictionary of American Biography, Enciclopedia Universal Ilustrada, the Encyclopedia of Islam, Who’s Who, Who’s Who in America, and American Men of Science. In these last eight Negroes were mentioned with each. In the seventh edition there are seventy-seven Negroes.

Furthermore, what constitutes greatness is largely a matter of opinion. East’s 15,000 to 20,000 could be whittled down to three or four or expanded to a million, depending on the appraiser. Victor Hugo in his William Shakespeare narrowed down the world’s greatest writers, poets, and artists to six and placed Shakespeare first. But Voltaire, who was as great as Hugo, ridicules Shakespeare and calls him a “ninny” and a “charlatan with occasional outbursts of ability.” Shakespeare’s tragedies he called “monstrous farces that ruined the English theatre.”14 Also, Tolstoy, another immortal, says that Shakespeare was “inartistic,” “trivial and positively bad,” and that any praise of him is “false adulation.”15

Again, do we consider a man great because of the degree to which his life and actions affected humanity? If this be so, then how many biographers really endeavor to trace and to check up such for themselves? If they did, they would find that some men of “fair calibre” who received only a few lines in an encyclopedia, and some who were not even mentioned, have affected mankind more than some who were ranked “great.”

How many persons, for instance, have heard of Fernandès and Ni-cot who introduced tobacco into Europe, thereby causing a greater effect on Europe, America, and Africa than Shakespeare? Or of Hargreaves who discovered gold in Australia? The men who discovered gold in California or diamonds in South Africa probably had a more profound influence on world conditions today than any of Carlyle’s heroes.

Suppose for the sake of argument that Toussaint was not “great,” yet did he not set in motion events that have had the most far-reaching effects on humanity today? His success against the French was chiefly instrumental in causing Napoleon to sell the Louisiana territory for a ridiculously small sum, without which the great America of today would not have been possible.

Had East been informed on Toussaint he would have found noted scholars who ranked him among the great. I will mention only three: Lamartine, who placed him above Napoleon; Wendell Phillips, who called him greater than Washington; and Auguste Comte, French philosopher and sociologist, who ranked him with Charles V, Coligny, Gustavus Adolphus, Walpole, Franklin, Washington, and Jefferson in statesmanship.16

Finally, it will be interesting, I think, to see how East came to say that there was only one great man of Negro ancestry. In 1918 E. B. Reuter wrote The Mulatto,17 which was intended to show the superiority of mulattoes over blacks, and gave several thousand names of prominent Negroes compiled by Negro writers and organizations including 139 given by W. E. B. Du Bois in his Who’s Who in Colored America (1916). Now the Negroes who compiled the lists said little or nothing about Negroes outside of the United States, and Reuter, whether he knew of them or not, gave only what the Negroes had given. In nearly all of these lists there appeared many who had made only a trifling success, and nearly all, it is safe to say, were mediocre and would probably have risen but little higher had there been no color prejudice against them. Such is the source from which East speaks so authoritatively. It is clear he knew nothing of his subject himself, and could go only as far as Reuter took him.

It seems to me that out of sheer competence those who declare that such and such individuals were greater than others ought to be informed on the lives of the persons compared.

Another important factor in the true evaluation of a person’s capabilities is the degree of opportunity afforded by his environment. For instance, had Napoleon been forced to remain on the island of Corsica, we should have known no more about him than we do about one of the bandit chiefs of that island despite the fact that he had within him all the potentialities of the Emperor Napoleon. He would have been but one of the innumerable flowers “born to blush unseen and waste its sweetness on the desert air.” Similarly, certain personages in this book such as Queen Nzingha, Rabah Zobeir, and Nat Turner might be ranked as insignificant, but the test is how well did they play on the small stage on which destiny had placed them?

In estimating greatness one should consider the intensity, sincerity, and capability with which an individual plays his role, whether that role be large or small. To exclude a great “small” man because life gave him a small role and include one whom it appointed to play a larger role seems to me to be idealizing the stage and not the individual. Snobbery, pure and simple. Had Napoleon been born black and a slave in Haiti, he could not possibly have been other than a Toussaint. Every character in this book has caused repercussions of greater or lesser world importance; every one is of sufficient merit to have brought their inclusion in one or more encyclopedias.

I have also been asked not to include such figures as Chaka, Dessalines, and Samory, since “they reflected no great credit on the Negro race.” But while I dislike conquerors, tyrants, and dictators, whatever their color, I am endeavoring to write not “Negro” history but history in which people of a certain color played a prominent part—in which case, genius and ability must be presented regardless of the manner in which these were employed. We must remember, as Lord Acton said, that great men are sometimes bad men. Furthermore, there are great men of whom much good has been said and yet I do not consider them worthy of imitation, as St. Benedict the Moor, here included, who reached greatness through a subhuman humility that was, in reality, pride.

As regards living persons, I have been advised not to include any, as certain of those left out might be offended. Rivalry of any kind is not the spirit of this book. Certainly there are living people who ought to be included and are not, but had I named 10,000 instead of only 200, the favorites of some would still have been omitted. One can only hope that those who have been left out will show that they are worthy of inclusion in a really great book by having no such feelings. The selection was my own and I do not claim to be an authority on who are great and who are not. Moreover, certain of these sketches were written before I had thought of other persons not included. Variety of occupation also had to be considered to avoid monotony.

As regards my sources, I have given those I thought the most important. And I have checked them as carefully as is humanly possible in a work of this magnitude. I had also to be on guard for overstatement not only by Negro writers but also by noted white ones. For instance, H. G. Wells says, “In the eighteenth century he [the Negro] was the backbone of the British navy.”18 Even Mr. Wells’ broadmindedness on “race” does not make this true. As for the names I received from readers of individuals supposed to be of Negro strain, when I investigated I found that either their statements were too nebulous or too difficult to be proved, or the individuals had too little Negro strain, which fact, as I said, led me to omit all but one. The list of persons who might have been of Negro ancestry but are generally supposed to have been white is a rather large one. I have said more on this matter in the section entitled “Additional Great Men of Color.”

In conclusion, let me say that my intention was not to write highly critical and psychoanalytical, or even literary, essays, but rather principally success stories, chiefly for Negro youth. I hope white youth will find some inspiration in them too.

And not only young people but adults too need the encouragement to be had from the lives of the great. Dr. Albert E. Wiggam very rightly says, “The extraordinary and never-ending success of success stories in books, magazines, movies, soap operas, etc., would indicate that even the most obscure persons gain courage from them. In all ages, stories of heroism—success against great odds—have furnished most of the themes for literature and drama. On the other hand, nothing is more discouraging than stories that end in defeat and tragedy.”

Of course, it is true that all the personages in this book did not win. Some fell short either through force of circumstances or defects in their character. But all were giants. I have been careful not to claim more for them than did those from whose books I gathered the facts.
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WHEN MEDITERRANEAN EUROPE became known to history for the first time, Africa was already old and in decline. There is a need to be mindful of this fact while reading the biographies of the great celebrities in Africa before the birth of Christ. The Ghanan writer, the late Dr. Joseph B. Danguah, calls attention to little known facts of history in his introduction to the book United West Africa (or Africa) at the Bar of the Family of Nations, by Ladipo Solanke (1927), when he says:

By the time Alexander the Great was sweeping the civilized world with conquest after conquest from Chaeronia to Gaza, from Babylon to Cabul; by the time this first of the Aryan conquerors was learning the rudiments of war and government at the feet of philosophic Aristotle; and by the time Athens was laying down the foundations of modern European civilization, the earliest and greatest Ethiopian culture had already flourished and dominated the civilized world for over four centuries and a half. Imperial Ethiopia had conquered Egypt and founded the XXVth Dynasty, and for a century and a half the central seat of civilization in the known world was held by the ancestors of the modern Negro, maintaining and defending it against the Assyrian and Persian Empires of the East. Thus, at the time when Ethiopia was leading the civilized world in culture and conquest, East was East, but West was not, and the first European (Graecian) Olympiad was as yet to be held. Rome was nowhere to be seen on the map, and sixteen centuries were to pass before Charlemagne would rule in Europe and Egbert become first King of England. Even then, history was to drag on for another seven hundred weary years, before Roman Catholic Europe could see fit to end the Great Schism, soon to be followed by the news of the discovery of America and by the fateful rebirth of the youngest of World Civilization.

It is too often forgotten that when the Europeans emerged and began to extend themselves into the broader world of Africa and Asia during the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries, they went on to colonize most of mankind. Later they would colonize world scholarship, mainly the writing of history. History was then written or rewritten to show or imply that Europeans were the only creators of what could be called a civilization. In order to accomplish this, the Europeans had to forget, or pretend to forget, all they previously knew about Africa.

In his booklet Ancient Greece in African Political Thought (1966), Professor Ali A. Mazrui of Makerere University in Uganda, after reading the book A History of the Modern World by R. R. Palmer and Joel Colton, observes that:

As Africans begin to be given credit for some of their own civilizations, African cultural defensiveness would gradually wane. Not everyone need have the confidence of Leopold Senghor as he asserts that “Negro blood circulated in the veins of the Egyptians.” But it is at any rate time that it was more openly conceded not only that ancient Egypt made a contribution to the Greek miracle, but also that she in turn had been influenced by the Africa which was to the south of her. To grant all this is, in a sense, to universalise the Greek heritage. It is to break the European monopoly of identification with ancient Greece.

And yet this is by no means the only way of breaking Europe’s monopoly. In order to cope with the cultural offensive of the Graeco-Roman mystique, African cultural defenders have so far emphasized the Africanness of Egypt’s civilization. But a possible counteroffensive is to demonstrate that ancient Greece was not European. It is not often remembered how recent the concept of “Europe” is. In a sense, it is easier to prove that ancient Egypt was “African” than to prove that ancient Greece was “European.” In the words of Palmer and Colton:

There was really no Europe in ancient times. In the Roman Empire we may see a Mediterranean world, or even a West and an East in the Latin- and Greek-speaking portions. But the West included parts of Africa as well as of Europe, and Europe as we know it was divided by the Rhine-Danube frontier, south and west of which lay the civilized provinces of the Empire, and north and east the “barbarians” of whom the civilized world knew almost nothing.

The two historians go on to say that the word “Europe,” since it meant little, was scarcely used by the Romans at all.

Even as late as the seventeenth century the notion that the land mass south of the Mediterranean was an entity distinct from the land mass north of it had yet to be fully accepted. Melville Herskovits has pointed out how the Geographer Royal of France, writing in 1656, described Africa as “a peninsula so large that it comprises the third part, and this the most southerly, of our continent.”

In the years when the slave trade was getting effectively under way, some Europeans were claiming parts of Africa—especially Egypt—as an extension of their “continent” and their “culture.”

During this period, most history books were written to justify the slave trade and the colonial system that followed. Therefore, any honest writing of African history today must take this fact into consideration and be, at least in part, a restoration project.

Part of this project is to restore great African personalities to their proper place in history. Among the great personalities of the ancient world Imhotep is particularly outstanding. His life is especially important to the Africans and Afro-Americans of today for he was one of the many wise Africans who at the dawn of history gave the world those ideas of enlightenment and wisdom that made what we now call civilization possible. Imhotep was the world’s first multigenius. New interest in his life was started early in 1965 when Professor Walter B. Emery of England, one of the world’s leading Egyptologists, excavated his tomb.

“When we find the entrance of Imhotep’s tomb,” Professor Emery said in an interview on the eve of the discovery, “we will know a great deal more about ancient Egypt—its diseases, medicines, surgery and magic.” He further stated, “Imhotep was a genius unequaled in ancient times, particularly in these fields, and in these secrets are so far undisclosed.” (The New York Times, Jan. 10, 1965.)

Additional information on the life of Imhotep was published in the magazine Mankind, Vol. I, No. 1 (1967). See article, “Medicine in Ancient Egypt” by George A. Bender, p. 52 and in MD magazine, Vol. XIII, No. 3 (March, 1969).

During the rise of the great dynasties in Egypt, Kush, and Ethiopia the role of the African woman was advanced, along with the general society. Some women became heads of state. It was with the emergence of Queen Hatshepsut, about 1500 years before the birth of Christ, that their role in the affairs of state became particularly outstanding. Hatshepsut left a lasting impression on her time that has significance for our day. Her reign was one of the brightest in Egyptian history, and it proves, if proof is needed, that a woman can be a strong and effective head of state and a gracious and beautiful woman at the same time.

On the western banks of the Nile River, opposite the site of what was once the ancient city of Thebes, her temple, the most beautiful in all Egypt, still stands. It is known today as Deir-elBahari. In it is the mortuary chapel of Her Royal (and mysterious) Highness, Queen Hatshepsut. She was, according to Egyptologist James Henry Breasted, “The first great woman in history of whom we are informed.”

The story of the great Queen Hatshepsut began in tragedy and ended in the same way. Her road to power was not an easy one. Her father, Thotmes I, had four children by his great royal wife. All died in childhood except the little Princess Hatshepsut. King Thotmes had a son by one of his secondary wives, a common custom in that day. In the midst of conquering most of the known ancient world, King Thotmes was stricken with paralysis. Hatshepsut became his chief aide. Through her father she managed the affairs of state, and became, in fact, the co-ruler of Egypt. This fired her ambition to rule Egypt and its empire alone. When her father was sure that he did not have long to live, he married Hatshepsut to her half-brother, his son by the secondary wife. When Thotmes died, this young man became King of Egypt, Thotmes II, and Hatshepsut became Queen of Egypt. She was now in her late teens. Thotmes II had a son by a woman in his harem. When the boy was about nine years old, the court physicians told Thotmes II that he had not long to live. Since the royal family was again without a crown prince, Thotmes married his tiny elder daughter to his son by the harem girl. Upon the death of Thotmes II, this sturdy boy became Thotmes III. This frustrated the ambitions of Hatshepsut, without abating them at all. Now in her early twenties, she was relegated to the role of Dowager Queen Mother, although she had been named one of the group of regents that was to govern Egypt until Thotmes was old enough to rule alone.

During all this time she apparently gathered the reins of government more firmly in her hands and made the allies that she needed in order to seize power. For soon, according to one of the court historians of the day, “Hatshepsut carried on the affairs of the two lands according to her own ideas, Egypt was made to work in her submission and at her will.” It was said that, “The Lady of Command, whose plans are excellent, satisfied the two regions when she speaks.”

It was not enough for her to govern Egypt in the name of the young Thotmes III. She wanted more and she planned for it.

So one day, after her patience in this matter had worn thin and her plans and allies were ready, she dressed herself in the most sacred of Pharaoh’s official costumes, a ceremonial dress that went back to the predynastic Kings of Egypt. With the royal scepter in one hand and the sacred frail, or crook, in the other, she mounted the throne and proclaimed herself Pharaoh of Egypt. And thus the first, and perhaps the greatest, woman ruler of all time came to power in Egypt. (The best new study of her life and reign is in the book Hatshepsut by Evelyn Wells [1969].)

Thotmes III came to power after Hatshepsut and consolidated Egypt into a great empire. He was possibly the greatest Pharaoh in the history of Egypt, although he was a man of humble birth whose mother was a harem woman named Isis, or Asnut. In spite of this, he forged ahead of those of nobler birth and became the master of Egypt.

Sometime around 1386 B.C. Queen Tiyi gave birth to a boy who was first named Amenhates after his father. There was great rejoicing in the court and throughout the Nile Valley because he was the king and queen’s first son. Very little is known of his childhood except that he was sickly from birth. He developed an interest in art, poetry, and religion. His closest companion was said to be Nefertiti, his beautiful little cousin (some archaeologists believed she was his sister).

When the crown prince was about twenty-one years of age, he and the lovely Nefertiti were married. Three years later his aging father, Amenhotep III, named him co-regent of Egypt and crowned him Amenhotep IV. After the death of his father, he came into full power in Egypt and took the name Akhenaton. In full partnership with his beautiful wife, Nefertiti, he had a profound effect on Egypt and the entire world of his day.

Amenhotep IV, better known as Akhenaton, and often referred to as “the Heretic King,” is in some respects one of the most extraordinary monarchs who ever sat on a throne. Centuries before King David he wrote beautiful poems like those of the Judean monarch. Thirteen hundred years before Christ he preached and lived a gospel of love, brotherhood, and truth. He has been called the world’s first idealist, the first temporal ruler ever to lead his people toward the worship of a single God.

When Akhenaton came to the throne more than 3000 years ago, Egypt dominated the world. But behind this panoply of power was a cowering citizenry plagued by gods and demons conjured up by a sinister priestcraft, which he swept aside. Then, creating his own priesthood, he proclaimed a new religion—a religion of a single God. This visionary pharaoh, more interested in philosophy than in power, was unlike any other Egyptian ruler. He introduced the concept of monotheism at a historic crossroads, for at that point in time the Hebrews were in Egypt.
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