TRIBUTE TO OUR S/HEROES
VOLUME II
"A people without the knowledge of their past history, origin and
culture, is like a tree without roots."
Marcus Mosiah Garvey (1887 - 1940)

In the UK every year we celebrate BLACK HISTORY MONTH during
the month of October. In the United States, our Brothers and Sisters
celebrate it every February. Black history is with us every second,
minute, hour, week, month and year. TRIBUTE TO OUR S/HEROES
attempts to enlighten you with what they never told you in your history
class. Our story will be told right here - So enjoy the journey of
clarification.
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“God and Nature first made us what we are, and then
out of our own created genius we make ourselves what
we want to be. Follow always that great law. Let the
sky

and

God

be

our

limit

and

Eternity

measurement.”

Marcus Garvey

“If you have no confidence in self, you are twice
defeated in the race of life.”

Marcus Garvey

our

"Our people have made the mistake of confusing the methods
with the objectives. As long as we agree on objectives, we should
never fall out with each other just because we believe in
different methods, or tactics, or strategy. We have to keep in
mind at all times that we are not fighting for separation. We are
fighting for recognition as free humans in this society." Malcolm
X
"For the freedom of my 22 million black brothers and sisters here
in America, I do believe that I have fought the best that I know
how, and the best that I could, with the shortcomings that I have
had. I know that societies often have killed people who have
helped to change those societies. And if I can die having brought
any light, having exposed any meaningful truth that will help
destroy the racist cancer that is malignant in the body of
America then, all of the credit is due to Allah. Only the mistakes
have been mine." Malcolm x
"So early in my life, I had learned that if you want something,
you had better make some noise."
— Malcolm X (The Autobiography of Malcolm X)
"Be peaceful, be courteous, obey the law, respect everyone; but if
someone puts his hand on you, send him to the cemetery."
— Malcolm X

ASSATA SHAKUR

Assata Shakur has been living in Cuba since 1986, after escaping from prison
where she was serving a life sentence imposed in a highly disputed trial.
Assata was a Black Panther then a Black Liberation Army (BLA) leader in the
early '70s, so she was a target of the FBI's COINTELPRO operation. Assata
was captured in a shoot-out resulting from resistance to yet another "driving
while black" police action in 1973 on the New Jersey State Turnpike. This time
a State Trooper was killed. Zayd Shakur, traveling in the car with Assata, was
also killed.
The third person in the car, Sundiata Acoli, is still serving time over 30 years
later and has recently been denied parole for another 20 years. According to
one of Sundiata' attorney, Joan P. Gibbs, "Assata, at the time of her arrest,
was 'wanted' on federal and state charges in New York, all of which juries
subsequently found her not guilty of or were dismissed." As was later proved
through medical forensics, Assata was wounded at the time of her capture by a
cowardly shot from the rear, while she had her hands up. She was given a
paraffin test, which failed to reveal any gunpowder residue, meaning it would
have been hard for her to have fired a gun. While recovering from her wounds,
she was tortured at the hands of the State Police Nazis (no hyperbole here,
they were WWII Nazis brought to America). She was convicted by an all white
jury in 1977 and sentenced to life in prison. Before her daring escape from
prison in 1979, Assata Shakur served a total of six years behind bars where she
would also give birth to her daughter Kakuya.

The following passage is excerpted from Assata: An Autobiography by Assata
Shakur and was originally delivered by Assata Shakur as part of her opening
statement while acting as co-counsel in her own defense for charges stemming
from the New Jersey Turnpike incident:
"The idea of the Black Liberation Army emerged from conditions in Black
communities: conditions of poverty, indecent housing, massive
unemployment, poor medical care, and inferior education. The idea came
about because Black people are not free or equal in this country. Because
ninety percent of the men and women in this country's prisons are Black and
Third World. Because ten-year-old children are shot down in our streets.
Because dope has saturated our communities, preying on the disillusionment
and frustrations of our children. The concept of the BLA arose because of the
political, social, and economic oppression of Black people in this country.
And where there is oppression, there will be resistance. The BLA is part of
that resistance movement. The Black Liberation Army stands for freedom
and justice for all people. "

REBECCA J. COLE

Born: March 16, 1846 Philadelphia, PA – Died: August 14, 1922
Rebecca J. Cole was the second United States African American woman
physician and was the first Black woman to graduate from the Woman's
Medical College in Pennsylvania. Rebecca Cole received her secondary
education from the Institute for Colored Youth (ICY -- now Cheyney
University). She graduated from ICY in 1863. Rebecca Cole received her
medical degree from Woman's Medical College in 1867 (Aside: Women's

Medical College now part of Allegheny University of the Health Sciences.). She
was appointed as a resident physician at the New York Infirmary for Women
and Children, which was a hospital owned and operated by women physicians,
from 1972-1881. Dr. Rebecca Cole worked with Dr. Elizabeth Blackwell, the
first white American woman physician to receive a medical degree.
Doctor Blackwell assigned Doctor Cole to the post of sanitary visitor, a
position in which a traveling physician would visit families in their homes in
slum neighbourhoods and instruct them in family hygiene, prenatal and infant
care.

PAM GRIER

The reigning queen of the 1970s blaxploitation genre, Pam Grier was born
May 26, 1949, in Winston-Salem, NC. An Air Force mechanic's daughter, she
was raised on military bases in England and Germany. During her teen years
the family settled in Denver, CO, where at the age of 18, Grier entered the Miss
Colorado Universe pageant. Named first runner-up, she attracted the
attention of Hollywood agent David Baumgarten, who signed her to a
contract. After relocating to Los Angeles, Grier struggled to mount an acting
career, and worked as a switchboard operator at the studios of Roger
Corman's American International Pictures. Finally, with Corman's aid, she
made her film debut in the 1970 Russ Meyer cult classic Beyond the Valley of
the Dolls, followed by an appearance in Jack Hill's 1971 cheapie The Big Doll
House.

For several years, Grier languished virtually unnoticed in grindhouse fare like
1971's Women in Cages and 1973's Arena (aka Naked Warriors) before
winning the title role in Hill's 1973 action outing Coffy. Playing a nurse
seeking vengeance against the drug dealers responsible for her sister's descent
into heroin addiction, Grier immediately rose to the forefront of the so-called
"blaxploitation" genre, a group of action-adventure films aimed squarely at
African-American audiences. Portraying the 1974 super heroine Foxy Brown,
she became a major cult figure, as her character's fierce independence, nononsense attitude, and empowered spirit made her a role model for blacks and
feminists alike. At the peak of her popularity, Grier even appeared on the
covers of Ms. and New York magazines. Her films' often racy content also
made her a sex symbol, and additionally she posed nude for the men's
magazine Players.
Successive action roles as gumshoe Sheba Shayne in 1975's Sheba, Baby and
as the titular reporter Friday Foster further elevated Grier's visibility, but
fearing continued typecasting she shifted gears to star opposite Richard Pryor
in the fact-based 1977 auto-racing drama Greased Lightning. She did not
reappear onscreen for four years, resurfacing to acclaim in 1981 as a
murderous prostitute in Fort Apache, the Bronx; however, no other major
roles were forthcoming, and she spent much of the decade appearing on
television and in straight-to-cable features. A major role in the 1988 Steven
Seagal action hit Above the Law marked the beginning of a comeback, and
after appearing in 1993's Posse, Grier starred with fellow blaxploitation vets
Jim Brown, Richard Roundtree, and Fred "the Hammer" Williamson in 1996's
Original Gangstas, a throwback to the films of the early '70s.
In 1997, the actress' career resurgence was complete with the title role in
Jackie Brown, written in her honour by director and long-time fan Quentin
Tarantino. Grier's tough, sexy portrayal of a jaded flight attendant earned
praise from critics far and wide, as well as the promise of steady work. She
could subsequently be seen in films ranging from the indie comedy
Jawbreaker (1999), in which she had a supporting role as a detective, to Jane
Campion's Holy Smoke (1999), which cast her as the girlfriend and assistant
of deprogrammer Harvey Keitel, to Bones (2000), a horror film that saw Grier
playing the girlfriend of a murdered man (Snoop Dogg) who comes back from
the dead to wreak vengeance on his killers.

WINNIE MANDELA

Winnie Mandela's extraordinary life has been marked by a process of
harassment from the regime and by constant separations from those she has
loved. Her mother Nomathamsanqa Mzaidume, a domestic science teacher,
died when Winnie was only eight years old.
Throughout most of her adult life, Winnie Mandela has had to endure a forced
separation from her husband ANC President Nelson Mandela, who spent 26
years of his life on Robben Island. Her father was a minister of the Forestry
and Agriculture Department of the Transkei government during Kaizer
Matanzima's rule.
Born on September 26 1936 in Bizana, Transkei, Winnie was the fourth of
eight children, of whom only three others are still living: these are her sisters
Mobantu Mniki, who works as a teacher and Nonyaniso Khumalo, who is a
housewife. Her brother Msuthu Madikizela is a bank manager in Bizana.
Mandela did her primary education in Bizana and then went on to Shawbury
to complete high school. A Social Work diploma followed at the Jan Hofmeyer
School in Johannesburg, and thereafter a BA (Political Science) with an
International Relations major at the University of the Witwatersrand,
Johannesburg.
"It was while working as the first black medical social worker at
Baragwanath Hospital that I started to become politicized," says Mandela. "I
started to realize the abject poverty under which most people were forced to
live, the appalling conditions created by the inequalities of the system."

"Above all, I became politically conscious through the research I had carried
out in Alexandra town-ship to establish the rate of infantile mortality - it was
10 deaths in every 1,000 births."
Winnie Mandela's involvement in the South African liberation struggle dates
to the '50s. Her first detention was in 1958, and coincided with the mass
arrests of women involved in the anti-pass campaign. At the time, she was the
chairperson of the Orlando West branch of both the ANC and the ANCWL.
In terms of her first banning order, received in 1962, she was restricted to
Soweto. Five years later she was arrested in Cape Town on a visit to her
husband Nelson Mandela. She spent one month at the prison known as the
Fort.
In 1969 she became one of the first detainees under Section 6 of the notorious
Terrorism Act. She was detained for 18 months in solitary confinement in the
condemned cell at Pretoria Central before being charged under the
Suppression of Communism Act. The famous "Trial of 22" took place in 1970.
After initially being found guilty, Mandela and the other accused were
discharged on appeal.
Winnie Mandela spent till September 1975 in prison in Kroonstad, along with
her good friend Dorothy Nyembe. At the time of her release she was on the
last national executive committee of the original ANC Women's League, along
with other legends of the women's struggle like Lilian Ngoyi, Florence
Matomela and Frances Baard. After it was banned, along with the ANC, these
women leaders tried to continue their work through the Federation of South
African Women.
In 1976, following her activities during the school uprising, she again served
six months at "Number 4" (The Fort).
On May 16 1977 she was exiled, taken directly from her prison cell, to
Brandfort for nine years. Here her house was bombed twice and she was once
again arrested for defying her restriction order and returning to
Johannesburg.
Winnie Mandela's courage and leadership abilities have triumphed over years
of political harassment, severe personal pain and a wave of media controversy
to enable her to become the ANCWL's president.

WILLIE MAE THORNTON

Willie Mae Thornton (1926-1984) was an influential African American blues
singer and songwriter whose career extended from the 1940s to the early
1980s. She was called "Big Mama" for both her size and her robust, powerful
voice. She is best known for her gutsy 1952 rhythm and blues recording of
"Hound Dog," later covered by Elvis Presley, and for her original song "Ball
and Chain," made famous by Janis Joplin. Thornton's compositions include
more than 20 blues songs.
Willie Mae Thornton was born December 11, 1926, on the rural outskirts of
Montgomery. She was one of six siblings. Her father was a minister and her
mother sang in the church choir. Willie Mae grew up singing in church and
learned drums and harmonica, perhaps from a brother who was an
outstanding player, later known as "Harp" Thornton.
Montgomery native Willie Mae "Big Mama" Thornton (1926-1984) Willie Mae
"Big Mama" Thornton Willie Mae's mother died when she was 14, and she
took a job cleaning a local saloon and soon was substituting for the regular
singer. Accounts of how she attracted the notice of Atlanta music promoter
Sammy Green vary. In one version, he heard her win first prize in a local
amateur contest; in another she helped his artists move a piano up the club
stairs. In any event, in 1941 Thornton joined Green's Georgia-based show, The
Hot Harlem Revue, and remained with him for seven years. Billed as the "New
Bessie Smith," she sang and danced throughout the south-eastern United

States. She later acknowledged the influence of artists heard during this time,
including Smith, Ma Rainey, Junior Parker, and Memphis Minnie.
In 1948, Thornton left the Revue and settled in Houston, where she would
contribute to the development of the "Texas blues" style. In this period, she
worked with two producers: bandleader Johnny Otis and, most significant, a
flamboyant black entrepreneur named Don Robey. Robey reportedly heard
Thornton in Houston's El Dorado Ballroom and was impressed with her
ability to play multiple instruments, rare for a female singer. He signed her to
a five-year contract with his Peacock Records Label. (This independent studio,
later called Duke-Peacock, was known for gritty rhythm and blues and gospel
and was an important influence on soul music and rock and featured artists
such as Marie Adams, Johnny Ace, and a young Little Richard.)
Thornton's open lesbianism caused some tension with Robey, but he produced
her first recordings and set up a regular performance schedule for her in his
Houston club, The Bronze Peacock, and on the southern performance trail
known as the "Chitlin' Circuit." This string of clubs and venues covered the
eastern and southern United States and were considered safe for African
American musicians to play in. They ranged from the Cotton Club in New
York's Harlem neighbourhood to local juke joints in Mississippi. Thornton
spent much of the early 1950s on the road or recording for Robey or Johnny
Otis when in Houston or Los Angeles.
In 1952 Thornton travelled to New York City with the Otis Show to play the
famed Apollo Theatre, where she initially served as the opening act for R&B
artists "Little" Esther Phillips and Mel Walker, but soon was promoted to
headliner. She first earned the nickname "Big Mama" at this time. In August,
at a recording session in southwest Los Angeles, she was approached by the
young song writing team of Jerry Leiber and Mike Stoller—soon to become
rock & roll legends. They offered her a 12-bar blues vocal called "Hound Dog,"
which she liked and paired on a single with her own "They Call Me Big Mama"
on the B-side. Her exuberant "Hound Dog," laden with open sexual
references, whoops and barks, was released nationwide in 1953 and soon
topped the R&B charts. Despite its sale of two million copies, Thornton
received only $500. In contrast, Elvis Presley's 1956 version, heavily refined
for mainstream audiences, brought him both fame and considerable financial
reward. This is perhaps the most notorious example of the inequity that often
existed when a black original was covered by a white artist.
Rhythm & blues were soon eclipsed by the growth of rock & roll, and
Thornton's career slowed in the mid-1950s, although she was only in her
thirties. Her agreements with both Robey and Otis expired, and in the late
1950s, she moved to San Francisco to perform with her old friend Clarence

"Gatemouth" Brown, a former Duke-Peacock artist. She had no contract or
regular band and endured a number of difficult years. Fortunately, traditional
blues were revived by the mid-1960s through the enthusiastic interest of
artists such as Bob Dylan, Eric Clapton, and the Rolling Stones, and the Bay
Area became a centre of blues activity. Although she still did not have regular
support, Thornton always was invited to the Monterey Jazz Festival and in
1965 toured Europe with the American Folk Blues Festival, an unusual honour
for a female artist.
In the late 1960s, she made several seminal recordings for Chris Strachwitz,
producer of Arhoolie Records, including Big Mama Thornton: In Europe
(1966), backed by Buddy Guy, Walter Horton, and Freddy Below; Big Mama
Thornton with the Chicago Blues Band (1967), with Muddy Waters, Sam
"Lightnin” Hopkins, and Otis Spawn; and Ball & Chain (1968), a compilation
of original work by Thornton, Hopkins, and Larry Williams. Rock artists took
note of these powerful recordings. The title song of Ball & Chain became a
signature song for Thornton's great admirer Janis Joplin, and in September
1968 Thornton appeared at the Sky River Rock Festival with a line-up that
included the Grateful Dead, James Cotton, and Santana.
The 1970s brought more documentation of her work: Saved (Pentagram
Records), She's Back (Backbeat), and Jail and Sassy Mama! (Vanguard). Also
at this time, however, years of heavy drinking began to affect Thornton's
health. She had to be led to the bandstand at the 1979 San Francisco Blues
Festival, and despite illness gave a stunning performance. She survived a
serious auto accident and rallied to perform at the 1983 Newport Jazz Festival
with Muddy Waters, B. B. King, and Eddie "Cleanhead" Vinson, resulting in a
live recording The Blues—A Real Summit Meeting (Buddha Records).
Thornton's final compilation, Quit Snoopin' Round My Door, was released
posthumously by Ace Records (U.K.). Willie Mae Thornton died of a heart
attack in Los Angeles on July 25, 1984, at the age of 57. The funeral was led by
her old friend, now Reverend Johnny Otis, and many artists paid tribute. She
was buried in Inglewood Park Cemetery in Los Angeles. That same year, she
was inducted into the Blues Foundation Hall of Fame.

AMY JACQUES GARVEY

(1896-1973)
Amy Jacques Garvey, wife of Marcus Garvey, did not derive her legitimacy
from the status of her husband. She was a leading Pan-Africanist and Black
Nationalist in her own right. Standing by her man through thick and thin,
always advancing the cause of black liberation, she played influential roles in
the movement as journalist, feminist and race activist.
Born in Jamaica, she moved to the USA in 1917 where she encountered the
charismatic Marcus Garvey, who was the driving force for the movement
instilling race pride and seeking race redemption for people of African
descent. The United Negro Improvement Association (UNIA) galvanized and
energized Black people from Harlem, USA, to Capetown, South Africa. At this
time, Marcus Garvey was in his glory, and after 1922, when he married Amy
Jacques, they both personified the movement.
In 1919, she became the Secretary General of the UNIA, a post she held for
over half a century proselytizing and propagating Garvey's philosophy of black

consciousness, self-help and economic independence. From 1924 to 1927, she
was the associate editor of the UNIA's newspaper, The Negro World, where
she advanced her feminist/nationalist ideas with the inauguration of a new
page entitled "Our Women and What They Think."
Like Yaa Asantewaa, she chided the men to assert their manhood or else the
women would have to pick up the struggle. She warned that "Negroes
everywhere must be independent, God being our guide. Mr. Black man,
watch your step! Ethiopia's queens will reign again, and her Amazons
protect her shores and people. Strengthen your shaking knees, and move
forward, or we will displace you and lead on to victory and glory."
While her husband was in prison on charges of mail fraud in connection with
Black Star Line (his shipping line), she acted as his personal representative,
rallying to his defence, making speeches to the branches of the UNIA and
lobbying for his release. In order to raise funds for his defence, she published
two volumes of Philosophy and Opinions of Marcus Garvey, a collection of his
speeches and writings.
After his release from the Atlanta Federal Penitentiary, he was taken to New
Orleans and deported from the USA, never to return. She returned to Jamaica
with him and they subsequently toured England, France and Germany, all the
while continuing her writing as contributing editor of The Negro World. When
Garvey moved to England, she remained in Jamaica with their one-year -old
and four-year-old sons.
After Garvey's death in 1940, she continued the struggle for Black
Nationalism, becoming contributing editor to The African, a journal published
in Harlem in the 1940s, and founding the African Study Circle of the World in
Jamaica toward the end of the decade. In 1944, she wrote her outstanding
piece, "A Memorandum Correlative of Africa, West Indies and the Americas",
which she sent to representatives of the UN pressing them to adopt an African
Freedom Charter. In 1963, she published her own book, Garvey and
Garveyism, and later published two collections of essays, Black Power in
America and The Impact of Garvey in Africa and Jamaica.
On July 25, 1973, Amy Jacques Garvey died as she lived, active in the struggle
for black empowerment and liberation.

SHEILA JOHNSON

AMERICA'S FIRST BLACK WOMAN BILLIONAIRE, executive;
philanthropist; musician
Born Sheila Crump in 1949(?) in Maywood, IL; daughter of a neurosurgeon;
married Robert L. Johnson (a cable television executive) (divorced, 2002);
children: Paige, Brett
Education: University of Illinois, BA, music, 1970.
Career: Sidwell Friends School, Washington, DC, instructor, 1970s; Youth
Strings in Action orchestra, founder, 1975; United States Information Agency,
cultural liaison to Jordan, 1970s; Black Entertainment Television, co-founder
(with Robert L. Johnson), executive vice president for corporate affairs, early
1980s-1999; Salamander Farm, Loudoun County, VA, owner, 2002-;
Washington International Horse Show, administrator, 2002-.
Life's Work: Those who never took the trouble to find out more might have
heard of Sheila Crump Johnson as the former wife of long time Black
Entertainment Television (BET) chief executive Robert L. Johnson. That
designation, however, ignores Sheila Crump Johnson's long and varied record
of accomplishments of her own, before, during, and after her marriage. One of
those accomplishments was the co-founding of BET itself, which the two
Johnson spouses created together and expanded into a broadcasting empire.
After the couple's divorce in 2002, Johnson became the first AfricanAmerican female billionaire in the United States. She then gained recognition
for giving large amounts of her money away.

Johnson was born Sheila Crump around 1949 in the Chicago, Illinois, suburb
of Maywood. Her father was a neurosurgeon. Johnson attended Irving School
in Maywood and graduated from Proviso High School in 1966. She was a
member of the cheerleading squad at Proviso, but her heart was in music. She
aspired to a career as a concert violinist, and she would sometimes get up at
midnight, after the rest of the family had gone to sleep, to practice her violin
for hours in the kitchen of her home. "I realized that after I graduated from
high school, I always had a drive in me that desired to be the best that I could
be," Johnson said in a 2002 speech at the State University of New York at
Morrisville, as quoted by the New York Times. "But still, I believed you should
do unto others as you would have them do unto you."
Concentrated on Music: Majoring in music at the University of Illinois;
she rose to the rank of concert master in the Illinois All-State Orchestra. It was
at Illinois that she met Robert L. Johnson. The romance flowered, and the two
were married in 1969 after Robert abandoned a graduate scholarship at
Princeton University to move back to Illinois so they could be closer to each
other. After Sheila's graduation in 1970, the couple moved to Washington,
D.C.
At first, Johnson worked as a researcher in the office of New York Republican
Senator Jacob K. Javits, but she soon got a job teaching music at a private
school, the Sidwell Friends School. As her husband became involved with the
then-minuscule world of cable television, she sometimes helped the family
make ends meet by giving music lessons at their home.
It was in the field of classical music, before she ever became involved with
BET, that Johnson's ability to think big first showed itself. In 1975 she
founded a 140-member youth orchestra, Youth Strings in Action. The group
was invited to perform in the Middle Eastern nation of Jordan, and the trip
went off well enough that Johnson won an appointment as cultural liaison to
Jordan for the United States Information Agency, a governmental entity that
worked to foster cultural exchanges and display American culture around the
world. Johnson helped set up Jordan's first national music conservatory, and
she was given the country's top educational award by Jordan's King Hussein.
Johnson later authored a music textbook for student violinists, and for a time
she served on the board of trustees of New York's Carnegie Hall.
Co-founded BET: By the early 1980s, the BET cable network had taken
shape and was beginning its meteoric growth. Its founding was a joint
enterprise on the part of both Johnsons, and when BET was sold to cable giant
Viacom in 2002, even as both their personal and business relationships had
become acrimonious, they split the proceeds of the sale equally. In the early
years, BET was noted for a variety of programs showcasing the best of African-

American culture. Sheila Johnson had a hand in several of those, forming an
in-house hip-hop chorus and personally creating the weekly "Teen Summit"
talk show, featuring up-front discussion of problems such as the threat of
AIDS.
Johnson's official title at BET was executive vice president for corporate
affairs, but she was an equal partner with her husband in many respects.
Family friend Susan Starrett told the Washington Post that the billion-dollar
Johnson fortune couldn't have been built without her work, and Johnson
herself, asked by the Post whether she had played a supportive role in her
husband's career, answered "Why, yes I did. I always put him first. I knew
who he was. I know who he is. I was his best friend and his biggest
supporter. I believed in him before he believed in himself."
Yet Johnson was dissatisfied with her role. "I detested that, living up under
the cloud of Wife Of. I could not stand going to places, and everything was
focused on the man, and the wives were sitting around, like they don't exist,"
she told the Post. Too, she felt alienated by the increasingly raunchy direction
of BET's programming in the late 1990s. Some felt she played the role of the
conscience of the company, and on a day-to-day basis she was more likely to
be found listening to the music of classical composer Maurice Ravel than
taking in one of BET's bump-and-grind musical productions. As the Johnsons'
marriage deteriorated amidst rumours of Robert Johnson's affair with one or
more subordinates, Sheila Johnson (who later lamented to the Post that her
husband "had a body count") was fired by her husband in 1999.
The marriage itself ended in 2002. "I consider it a tragedy, and very painful,"
she told the Post. "But we move on. That's the way it is. I'm not going to sit
down and shrivel up and disappear." And indeed she didn't. Johnson's
divorce marked not only the end of one career but the beginning of several
others.
Turned to Equestrian Lifestyle: Johnson purchased (for over $7 million)
and took up residence on a 349-acre farm, formerly owned by Washington
socialite and mover-and-shaker Pamela Harriman, near Middleburg in
Loudoun County, Virginia. This was horse-farm country, extremely wealthy
and almost all-white in its population. Johnson had to hire a hairstylist to
make weekly trips from Washington, but she fit in quickly with her new
community. "We have real neighbours who come over and bring warm
breads and jams that they have made," Johnson enthused in the Washington
Post. A few locals who had made veiled racial comments were won over when
Johnson invited them to a letter perfect hunt breakfast. Soon Johnson had the
elaborate rituals of aristocratic Virginia country life down to a science.

Her massive fundraisers for local charities became legendary. To raise money
for the Piedmont Environmental Council she organized a holiday ball that
transformed an indoor horse track into a meticulously detailed winter scene,
complete with falling snow, a performance by R&B greats Ashford & Simpson,
and a snow queen gown for Johnson herself. A frequent guest at such events
and at Johnson's Salamander Farm was her friend, Washington-based
television weather personality Willard Scott.
One thing that drew Johnson to Loudoun County was the budding equestrian
career of her daughter Paige, who trained six days a week on horseback and
was considered a strong contender for a spot on the United States Olympic
equestrian team. Johnson told Ebony. Paige's involvement in the sport cost
her an estimated $1 million annually. Johnson became involved in horse show
administration herself, and as president of the Washington International
Horse Show she guided the event to its first-ever profit. Her younger son,
Brett, also showed promise as an athlete.
Generously Gave Away Millions: Johnson's fundraising experiences had
begun during her marriage, as she and her husband helped build the
campaign war chests of President Bill Clinton. She gave $3 million to
Middleburg's Hill School, a private institution her son attended, but she
quickly expanded her philanthropic efforts beyond their local scope. She was
invited to give a commencement speech at the State University of New York at
Morrisville, a school with both a strong equestrian program and a large
minority enrolment; after her highly motivational speech proved a rousing
success; Johnson offered a $1 million gift. She followed that up with a $2
million gift to the financially struggling Bennett College, a historically black
school in Greensboro, North Carolina, and in 2003 she gave $7 million to New
York's Parsons School of Design; it was by far the largest gift the school had
ever received.
Typically, Johnson had still bigger things in mind. She planned to create a
foundation with $100 million in assets, and she met with Microsoft founder
Bill Gates to discuss the administration of his multibillion-dollar Bill and
Melinda Gates Foundation. On the income side of the ledger, Johnson
announced plans for the Salamander Inn & Spa, a luxury resort to be built on
a portion of her Loudoun County property. The only hint of conflict with her
new neighbors came when local residents resisted the project even though
Johnson had herself rescued Salamander Farm from tract development plans
a few years earlier. Johnson won some people over with plans to serve local
products at the resort's restaurant and at a planned Salamander Market in
Middleburg.

Winning approval for the inn was an exacting process, with county officials
questioning details right down to the thread count of the sheets to be used in
guest rooms. But by mid-2004 the final hurdles in the path of the project
seemed to have been cleared, and Sheila Crump Johnson was ready to add
another item to her list of "firsts": she was the first African-American woman
to build a luxury hotel. She continued to shape her children's educations and
careers, exhibited and sold her photographs of Europe in local galleries, and
supervised the staff of 25 who attended to the 13 buildings on Salamander
Farm. And sometimes, when she staged or attended a fundraising event, she
provided the music herself by bringing along her violin.

"QUEEN MOTHER" MOORE

(1898-1997)
“Those who seek temporary security rather than basic liberty deserve
neither...”
“My bones are tired. Not tired of struggling, but tired of oppression.”
“Our purpose in life is to leave a legacy for our children and our children's
children. For this reason, we must correct history that at present denies our
humanity and self-respect.”
Queen Mother Moore
Queen Mother Moore was born Audley Moore in New Iberia, Louisiana, and
acquired the appellation Queen Mother on her first trip to Ghana, where she
attended the funeral of Kwame Nkrumah in 1972. She was in the forefront of
the struggle for 77 years.

Her family was scarred by virulent racism. Her great-grandmother was raped
by her slave master and her grandfather was lynched. Forced to quit school in
the fourth grade, she studied to be a hairdresser to take care of her sisters. In
the 1920's, she travelled around the country only to learn that racism was not
confined to the South. She finally settled in Harlem where she organized,
mobilized and demonstrated against racist oppression and imperialism
directed towards Africa and people of African descent. She was locked into
perpetual struggle against black oppression at all levels, joining numerous
groups and founding a number of her own.
Initially inspired by Marcus Garvey's emphasis on African pride and culture,
she waged battle on the Black Nationalist, Communist and Pan-Africanist
fronts. In keeping with her credo, "There was nothing left to do but struggle,"
her list of activities defy enumeration.
Impressed by the Communist Party's role as the vanguard in the defence of
the Scottsboro Boys, she joined the party. However, she left when she realized
that the party could or would not translate its ideas about black selfdetermination into action.
In 1955, she joined a small band of activists demanding reparations for slavery
and its insidious legacy which has permeated black lives up to this day. During
Black History Month 2002, on February 6, the Queen Mother Moore
Reparations Resolution for Descendants of Enslaved Africans in New York
City bill was submitted to the City Council.
Spanning an era from the heyday of Marcus Garvey to the second coming of
Nelson Mandela, our Warrior Queen waged war on the hydra of black
oppression whenever it raised an ugly head. It can definitely be said, in
deference to Mandela, that the struggle was truly her life.
Queen Mother Moore's long career in service to African Americans provides
an example of a consummate community organizer and activist. Born and
raised in Louisiana, Moore became a member of the Universal Negro
Improvement Association and a follower of Marcus Garvey in 1919. Through
Garvey she was first exposed to African history. Moore and her family moved
to Harlem along with the flood of southern migrants during the 1920s. Here
she founded the Harriet Tubman Association to assist black women workers.
Moore also used the Communist Party as a vehicle for achieving her aims.
Impressed with its work on the Scottsboro case, she used the information and
skills she acquired through the party to address the needs of the Harlem
community by organizing rent strikes, fighting evictions, and taking other
actions. Eventually, the racism she encountered in the party moved Moore to
resign.

The major theme of Moore's career was developing a Pan-African
consciousness. From Garvey through involvement with the National Council
of Negro Women to Malcolm X's Organization of Afro-American Unity, Moore
emphasized knowledge of and pride in African history and its AfricanAmerican connections. She brought this to the fore in her campaign for
reparations, begun in 1955, as she did in founding other institutions in the
black community. Among these were the World Federation of African People
and a tribute to her sister in the Eloise Moore College of African Studies in
Mount Addis Ababa, New York. She was also one of the founders of the
Ethiopian Orthodox Church of North and South America, of which she was an
archabbess. Moore received the title Queen Mother of the Ashanti people
when in Ghana on one of her many trips to Africa.

HAZEL SCOTT

PIANIST, VOCALIST
(1920 - 1981)
When she became a celebrity in the 1940s, and even when she had her own
television show in 1950; movie producers offered African American actors
only stereotypical roles. Long before the civil rights movement made
organized protest common for African Americans to register their desire for
equal rights, Hazel Scott, defied racial stereotypes, portraying a positive
screen and stage image, thus improving the opportunities for other African
Americans in the entertainment industry. Even for a celebrity of her calibre,
Scott, like most African Americans during the 1950's, was no stranger to Jim
Crow segregation. She, however, acted with dignity while promoting American
patriotism and racial integration, and denouncing communism. In short, Scott
was an astonishing sultry song stylist who created her own concept of black
pride and steadfastly adhered to it.

Hailing from Port of Spain, Trinidad, under the guidance of her mother Alma;
she began playing piano at the age of two. Hazel began formal music training
after the family had moved to the United States in 1924. She made her formal
American debut at New York’s Town Hall two years later and by 1929 Scott
had acquired six scholarships to Julliard School of Music in New York City.
Unfortunately she, at fourteen, was under age (the school admitted at the age
of sixteen only). In the meantime she joined her mothers All-Woman
Orchestra, playing piano and trumpet.
By the time she was sixteen, in 1936, Hazel Scott was a radio star on the
Mutual Broadcasting System and playing at the Roseland Dance Hall with the
Count Basie Orchestra. In the late thirties, she appeared in the Broadway
musical Singing Out the News and after that, Priorities of 1942. Scott’s film
credits include Something to Shout About, I Dood it, Tropicana, and The
Heat’s On, all in 1943, Broadway Rhythm (1944), and Rhapsody in Blue
(1945).
During this time in one of the year’s most fabulous social events, Scott
married the popular preacher and politician Adam Clayton Powell Jr., though
they separated several times and divorced in 1956.
During the early 1950s, she became the first black woman to have her own
television show, but due to accusations of being a communist; her show was
cancelled. Scott defended her position in fund-raising events, fighting for
groups in the name of equal rights. She was widely recognized for her efforts
in the struggle for racial freedom and justice.
She was known for her skill in combining jazz improvisations with a classical
piece, and was quite adept at it. She was a consummate performer and her
nightclub performances were well patronized and acclaimed. Though Scott
recorded for Decca, Signature, Tioch, and Columbia labels, she went into the
Debut studios on January 1955 with no less than Charles Mingus and Max
Roach. On the aptly titled (and newly expanded for CD) “Relaxed Piano
Moods,” the sophisticated lady handles standards, her own blues “Git Up from
Here,” and J.J. Johnson’s enduring jazz ballad “Lament” with considerable
aplomb and a pearl-like touch. This has proven to be her most enduring jazz
date, and is considered her premier effort.
In 1967, after living in Paris, she returned to America and appeared on the
television shows Julia and The Bold Ones. In 1978, she was inducted into the
Black Filmmakers Hall of Fame. Hazel Scott continued to perform until her
death in 1981.

DOROTHY HEIGHT

Dorothy Height was born March 12, 1912. “For nearly half a century, Dorothy
Irene Height has given leadership to the struggle for equality and human
rights for all people. Her life exemplifies her passionate commitment for a
just society and her vision of a better world.” - National Council of Negro
Women Education: 1929 - Graduated Rankin High School, Rank PA
(Valedictorian) 1932 - BA New York University, New York City 1933 - Master
in Educational Psychology - New York University New York School of Social
Work - Columbia University (Advance studies) Honorary Degrees: 1967Doctor of Humane Letters, Tuskegee Institute 1970- Doctor of Humane
Letters, Coppin State College 1970- Doctor of Humane Letters, Harvard
University 1970- Doctor of Civil Law, Pace University 1974- Board of Humane
Letters, University of Massachusetts 1975- Doctor of Humane Letters, Howard
University 1975- Doctor of Humane Letters, Smith University 1975- Doctor of
Humane Letters, New York University 1977- Doctor of Humane Letters,
Bethune Cookman College 1980- Distinguished Service Medal, Barnard
College 1981- Doctor of Humane Letters, Spelman College 1982- Doctor of
Humane Letters, Emmanuel College 1982 Doctor of Humane Letters, Berea
College 1983-Doctor of Humane Letters, Bowie State College 1985- Doctor of
Humane Letters, Smith College 1989- Doctor of Humane Letters, College of
the City of New York 1989- Doctor of Humane Letters, Lincoln University

1990- Doctor of Laws, Princeton University 1992- Doctor of Humane Letters,
Central State University 1993- Doctor of Humane Letters, Tougaloo College
1994- Doctor of Humane Letters, Bennett College 1996- Doctor of Humane
Letters, University of the District of Columbia Degree information provided by
the National Council of Negro Women .
Dorothy Height was born in Richmond, Virginia, on 24th March 1912. Her
father, who was a builder, moved the family to Rankin, Pennsylvania, hoping
to find a more racially tolerant environment.
Height won an essay contest, which brought the prize of a scholarship to
Barnard College in New York City. However, when she arrived in 1929 she was
excluded because of her race. She later recalled in Open Wide the Freedom
Gates: "Although I had been accepted, they could not admit me. It took me a
while to realize that their decision was a racial matter: Barnard had a quota
of two Negro students per year, and two others had already taken the spots."
Height went instead to New York University where she did an undergraduate
and a master's degree in educational psychology.
After leaving university she became a welfare case-worker in Harlem. During
this period she became friends with Langston Hughes and Mary McLeod
Bethune. According to Godfrey Hodgson: "Whenever there was a lynching in
the south, she and a group of friends would demonstrate in Times Square,
wearing black armbands."
In 1944 Dorothy Height joined the national staff of the Young Women's
Christian Association. Soon afterwards she met Martin Luther King while in
Atlanta, Georgia. Although he was only a teenager it was the beginning of a
long relationship.
In 1957 Height became director of the National Council of Negro Women. In
the same year Martin Luther King joined with the Reverend Ralph David
Abernathy and Bayard Rustin to form the Southern Christian Leadership
Conference (SCLC). The new organisation was committed to using
nonviolence in the struggle for civil rights, and SCLC adopted the motto: "Not
one hair of one head of one person should be harmed." Over the next few
years Height worked closely with King in his various campaigns and
eventually became chair of the executive committee of the Leadership
Conference On Civil Rights, the umbrella organisation for the civil rights
movement.
During the 1960 presidential election campaign John F. Kennedy argued for a
new Civil Rights Act. After the election it was discovered that over 70 per cent
of the African American vote went to Kennedy. However, during the first two

years of his presidency, Kennedy failed to put forward his promised
legislation.
Height took part in the March on Washington for Jobs and Freedom on 28th
August, 1963, was a great success. Estimates on the size of the crowd varied
from between 250,000 to 400,000. Speakers included Martin Luther King
(SCLC), Philip Randolph (AFL-CIO), Floyd McKissick (CORE), John Lewis
(SNCC), Roy Wilkins (NAACP), Witney Young (National Urban League) and
Walter Reuther (AFL-CIO). King was the final speaker and made his famous I
Have a Dream speech.
When Martin Luther King was killed on 4th April 1968, Height went to the
White House and advised President Lyndon Johnson on how to minimize
black protests and rioting.
In 1994 President Bill Clinton gave her the presidential medal of freedom. She
retired as director of the National Council of Negro Women in 1997. She
remained chairman of the group. Height commented: “I hope not to work this
hard all the rest of my life, but whether it is the council, whether it is
somewhere else, for the rest of my life, I will be working for equality, for
justice, to eliminate racism, to build a better life for our families and our
children.”

DRUSILLA DUNJEE HOUSTON

1876 – 1941
"When manhood is shackled into its place
Nature oft forces a courageous race
Of women, who with heroic spirit,
Stamp within unborn children the merit
Denied their fathers. For what man's disdain
Keeps from one generation, the next will gain."

From "Uncrowned Queen," Black Dispatch
Drusilla Dunjee Houston was a multi-talented black American woman writer
of the 19th and early 20th century. While her only known published work is
Wonderful Ethiopians of the Ancient Cushite Empire, she was truly a prolific
writer. In addition to this book, she wrote many others, several of which may
be lost. Nonetheless, she was probably the only woman or man who wrote a
multi-volume history of the ancient Cushites of Ethiopia. Some of her other
works that were never published include Origin of Civilization, Origin of
Aryans, Astounding Last African Empires, and a number of other volumes
which she called the "Wonderful Ethiopians Series."
Although history was her first love, Houston was also a prolific journalist
writing editorials for the Oklahoma Black Dispatch, a small press owned by
her brother, for at least three decades.
While both her name and that of her book fell into literary obscurity, Houston
was a prolific writer throughout her life. She was a newspaper journalist, poet,
accomplished musician, playwright, educator, community activist and most of
all, an historian. Houston also found time to work on building Christian
schools for women and girls in Oklahoma, building libraries, managing her
own family, and extensively involving herself with many volunteer
organizations of the day.
Houston made an outstanding contribution to education, particularly in
building Christian churches. Although she is rarely if ever mentioned in the
history of public education in Oklahoma, Houston began two schools: the first
in McAlester, Oklahoma shortly after she was married, and later the
Oklahoma Training Schools for Girls in Sapulpa, Oklahoma. The Training
School was started in January 1917.
Houston's writing also includes the work she accomplished while serving as
Contributing Editor to the Oklahoma Black Dispatch. Over the course of three
decades, Houston contributed thousands of articles on every aspect of black
life in America. Still, she remained obscure and forgotten.
Drisilla Dunjee Houston spent a lifetime writing and teaching about the
ancient history of Africans, including this same information in the curriculum
of her schools. She was indeed an extraordinary woman of her time. This
contribution to this site is designed to rescue her legacy and to place her
squarely in black American historical and literary traditions.
Selected Bibliography
Works by the Author

Wonderful Ethiopians of the Ancient Cushite Empires
Origin of Civilization
Origin of Aryans
Astounding Last African Empires
Cushites in Western Europe
Cushites in Ancient America
The American Mob
Works about the Author
As of yet, there are no works that have been published about Drusilla Dunjee
Houston. However, Dr. Peggy Brooks-Bertram, who researched and submitted
this page, has completed and submitted for publication a book about
Houston's work, Wonderful Ethiopians of the Ancient Cushite Empires. The
purpose of Dr. Brooks-Bertram's work is to complete Houston's book, which
lacked a bibliography, index, photographs, and maps. The tentative title of Dr.
Brooks-Bertram's work is Rescuing Drusilla: the Wonderful Ethiopians of the
Ancient Cushite Empire.
This page was researched and submitted by Dr. Peggy Ann Brooks-Bertram on
12/9/99.
African American History in the West Vignette:
Drusilla Dunjee Houston (1876-1941)
The self-trained historian and journalist Drusilla Dunjee Houston was born in
Harper’s Ferry, West Virginia in 1876. Her parents were Rev. John William
and Lydia Taylor Dunjee.
Drusilla’s younger brother Roscoe was a journalist and Civil Rights activist in
Oklahoma City. In 1915 he founded the black newspaper the Black Dispatch,
and immediately Drusilla became a contributing editor and dedicated
columns to the racial uplift of African Americans. Houston became the
quintessential race woman during the time she lived.
Influenced by DuBois’ The Negro (1915), which discredited white racist
scholarship that Africans had no history, Houston without the help of research
assistants, philanthropic funding, or access to many research repositories
because of institution racism set out to write a three volume study on the
influence of ancient Cushites in the Nile Valley, India, Europe, and America.
In fact, after the publishing of her now classic Wonderful Ethiopians of the
Ancient Cushite Empire (1926) she wrote DuBois a letter in 1926 thanking
him for inspiring her and informed him that she was not trying “reach the
white race.”
Her book was dedicated to people of African descent and she wanted to
debunk the racist notions of the “Klan and all race haters.” Although dated

today, Houston landmark scholarship in 1926 helped establish the undeniable
fact that Black Africans influenced civilizations in the ancient world.
Sources: Drusilla Dunjee Houston, “Wondrous History of the Negro”
Louisiana Weekly, September 15, 1938). Drusilla Dunjee Houston, Wonderful
Ethiopians of the Ancient Cushite Empire (Black Classic Press 1985 reprint
from 1926 edition).
Thabiti Asukile
University of California, Berkeley
Wonderful Ethiopians of the Ancient Cushite Empire
by Drusilla Dunjee Houston
[1926, no renewal]
This is a pioneering, long-lost, work of Afrocentric history. Drusilla Dunjee
Houston, (1876-1941) was a teacher, journalist and self-taught historian.
Inspired by W.E.B. DuBois' The Negro, Houston undertook a life-long quest to
discover African history from an African-American perspective.
Today it is clear that conventional historians' fixation on 'Dead White Men'
misses huge parts of the historical picture. Africa had several advanced
civilizations in antiquity which flourished at the same time as the better
known European and Asian ones. However, at the time that Houston wrote,
history was viewed through a Eurocentric perspective and any mention of
advanced African cultures was considered on a par with Atlantis.
Houston believed the Cushite civilization to be the motherland of humanity.
The Cushite civilization did exist, although it was not as ancient as Egypt, and
certainly not the origin of all culture. Nevertheless, the Cushites were the
earliest known Black African civilization. Reaching its peak between 1750 and
1500 B.C.E., and lasting until the fourth century C.E., the Cushite empire
occupied what is now the Sudan, with its capital at Meroe on the Nile.
At their high point, Cushites even conquered and ruled ancient Egypt from
750-650 B.C.E. Because of their geographical isolation, they had nowhere near
the impact on other parts of the world that Houston attributed them. The
Cushites were heavily influenced by the older Egypt culture, rather than the
other way around. They left behind fields of hundreds of small steep-angled
burial pyramids, the design of which was borrowed from Egypt and scaled
down.

Houston wrote three volumes, of which only this one, the first, known as
Wonderful Ethiopians, was published. She had no staff, and no formal
training in academic procedures.
Living in Oklahoma, her access to specialized libraries was limited. One can
only wonder what she would have made of Google. Although Houston
identifies many of her sources in the body of the text, there are few footnotes
or other apparatus that such a bold theory would require for consideration.
The writing is vigorous and popularized, which also makes it a difficult sell for
historians. The received text of this book could have used a bit of proofing and
editing (refer to errata), but given the circumstances under which it was
published, this is understandable. The compelling part of this book is that it
exists at all.
While we debate her theories, one historical fact is fairly clear: Houston left
her own mark as a pioneering advocate of the study of Black History.
--John Bruno Hare, October 4th, 2004
Some Genealogical Background on Drusilla Dunjee Houston
From Wikipedia, the free encyclopaedia
John William Dunjee (also John Dungy or John Dungee) (1833 - 1903) was a
prominent African American missionary, educator, Baptist minister, founder
of many Baptist churches across the United States, and alleged illegitimate
son of President Tyler.
John William Dungy was born as a slave in New Kent County/Charles City
County, Virginia in 1833 to the Terrell family. His family asserted that
President John Tyler was his father and Dungy's mother was a slave.
Eventually Dungy was hired out to former Virginia governor, John Munford
Gregory. While working for Gregory in the winter of 1859, Dungy started his
escape to Canada through the Underground railroad with the help of William
Still and others.
Dungy reached Canada by 1860 and returned to the United States at the
conclusion of the Civil War. From 1866 to 1868 John Dungy studied at Bates
College (also known as the Maine State Seminary) in Lewiston, Maine where
he lived and studied with several other former slaves. Dungy then studied at
Oberlin College in Ohio where he changed his name to "Dunjee." He next
became a minister with the Baptist Home Missionary Society.

He travelled throughout the country from New England to the the South to the
Midwest preaching and starting new Baptist churches for African Americans
in mainly rural areas.
Dunjee also played a particularly prominent role in supporting Storer College,
a Freewill Baptist College for African Americans in West Virginia, as well as
many other institutions such as Spelman College, Shaw College, Hampton
College, and Langston University.
Dunjee's friends included such well-known figures as Frederick Douglass.
Additionally, Dunjee founded the Harper's Ferry Messenger.
His children Drusilla Dunjee Houston, a historian, and Roscoe Dunjee later
contributed to the Messenger and were editors of the Black Dispatch in
Oklahoma. John Dunjee died in Oklahoma City in 1903.

SHIRLEY CHISHOLM

Born: November 30, 1924; Brooklyn, New York
African American congresswoman and politician
In 1968 Shirley Chisholm became the first black woman to serve in the United
States Congress. Chisholm is a model of independence and honesty and has

championed several issues including civil rights, aid for the poor, and
women's rights'
Shirley Chisholm was born in Brooklyn, New York, to Barbadian parents.
When she was three years old, Shirley was sent to live with her grandmother
on a farm in Barbados, a former British colony in the West Indies. She
received much of her primary education in the Barbadian school system,
stressed the traditional British teachings of reading, writing, and history.
Chisholm credits much of her educational successes to this well-rounded early
education.
When Chisholm was ten years old, she returned to New York during the height
of the Great Depression (1929–39). The Great Depression was a time of severe
economic hardship when many people in the United States were unemployed.
Life was not easy for the Chisholms in New York, and Shirley's parents
sacrificed much for their eight children.
Chisholm attended New York public schools and was able to compete well in
the mainly white classrooms. She attended Girls' High School in BedfordStuyvesant, a section of Brooklyn. Chisholm won tuition scholarships to
several distinguished colleges but was unable to afford the room and board. At
the urging of her parents she decided to live at home and attend Brooklyn
College.
While training to be a teacher, Chisholm became active in several campus and
community groups. She developed an interest in politics and learned the arts
of organizing and fund-raising. Soon, she developed a deep resentment
toward the role of women in local politics, which, at the time, consisted mostly
of staying in the background and playing a secondary role to their male equals.
Through campus politics and her work with the National Association for the
Advancement of Colored People (NAACP), an organization that was formed in
1909 to work for equal rights for African Americans, Chisholm found a way to
voice her opinions about economic and social structures in a rapidly changing
nation.
From the classroom to politics: After graduating with honors from
Brooklyn College in 1946, Chisholm began work as a nursery school teacher
and later as a director of schools for early childhood education. She became
politically active with the Democratic Party and quickly developed a
reputation as a person who challenged the traditional roles of women, African
Americans, and the poor. In 1949, she married Conrad Chisholm, and the
couple settled in Brooklyn.

During her successful career as a teacher, Chisholm became involved in
several organizations including the League of Women Voters and the
Seventeenth Assembly District Democratic Club.
An outspoken politician: After a successful career as a teacher, Chisholm
decided to run for the New York State Assembly. Her ideals were perfect for
the times. In the mid-1960s the civil rights movement was in full swing.
Across the nation, activists were working for equal civil rights for all
Americans, regardless of race. In 1964 Chisholm was elected to the assembly.
During the time that she served in the assembly Chisholm sponsored fifty
bills, but only eight of them passed. One of the successful bills she supported
provided assistance for poor students to go on to higher education. Another
provided employment insurance coverage for personal and domestic
employees. Still another bill reversed a law that caused female teachers in New
York to lose their tenure (permanence of position) while they were out on
maternity leave.
A new congresswoman: Chisholm served in the state assembly until 1968,
when she decided to run for the U.S. Congress. Her opponent was the civil
rights leader James Farmer (1920–). Chisholm won the election and began a
long career in the U.S. House of Representatives, lasting from the Ninety-first
through the Ninety-seventh Congress (1969–1982).
As a member of Congress, Chisholm attempted to focus her attention on the
needs of her constituents (the voters she represented). She served on several
House committees including Agriculture, Veterans' Affairs, Rules and
Education, and Labour. During the Ninety-first Congress, when she was
assigned to the Forestry Committee, she protested her appointment and said
that she wanted to work on committees that dealt with issues that were
affecting her district. Forestry issues had little or no importance to the people
she represented in Bedford-Stuyvesant.
Taking a stand: With the Vietnam War (1955–75) raging overseas,
Chisholm protested the amount of money being spent for the defence budget
while social programs suffered. The Vietnam War was a conflict in which
South Vietnam, supported by the United States, was fighting against a
takeover by the Communist government of North Vietnam. Chisholm argued
that money should not be spent for war while many Americans were hungry,
poorly educated, and without adequate housing.
Chisholm was also a strong supporter of women's rights. Early in her career as
a congresswoman, she took a stand on the issue of abortion (a woman's right
to prevent the birth of a child) and supported a woman's right to choose. She
also spoke against traditional roles for women professionals (including

secretaries, teachers, and librarians), arguing that women were capable of
entering many other professions. Black women especially, she felt, had been
pushed into stereotypical roles, or conventional professions, such as maids
and nannies. Chisholm supported the idea that they needed to escape, not just
by governmental aid, but also by self-effort. Her antiwar and women's
liberation views made Chisholm a popular speaker on college campuses.
Presidential contender: In 1972 Chisholm ran for the highest office in the
land—President of the United States of America. In addition to her interest in
civil rights, she spoke out about the judicial system in the United States, police
brutality, prison reform, gun control, drug abuse, and numerous other topics.
Chisholm did not win the Democratic nomination, but she did win an
impressive 10 percent of the votes within the party. As a result of her
candidacy, Chisholm was voted one of the ten most admired women in the
world.
After her unsuccessful presidential campaign, Chisholm continued to serve in
the U.S. House of Representatives for another decade. As a member of the
Black Caucus (a group of lawmakers who represent African Americans) she
was able to watch black representation in the Congress grow and to welcome
other black female congresswomen. In 1982, she announced her retirement
from Congress.
Life after politics: From 1983 to 1987 Chisholm served as Purington
Professor at Mt. Holyoke College in Massachusetts, where she taught politics
and women's studies. In 1985 she was the visiting scholar at Spelman College,
and in 1987 she retired from teaching altogether. Chisholm continued to be
involved in politics by cofounding the National Political Congress of Black
Women in 1984. She also worked for the presidential campaigns of Jesse
Jackson (1941–) in 1984 and 1988. In 1993 President Bill Clinton nominated
Chisholm for the position of Ambassador to Jamaica. Because of declining
health, she turned down the nomination.
Although Chisholm broke ground as the nation's first black congresswoman
and the first black presidential candidate, she has said she would rather be
remembered for continuing throughout her life to fight for rights for women
and African Americans.

NIKKI GIOVANNI

Born Yolande Cornelia Giovanni Jr., June 7 1943, in Knoxville, Tennessee, to
Jones and Yolande Giovanni; a poet, essayist, lecturer, and educator. Nikki
Giovanni became one of the most prominent young poets to emerge from the
Black Arts Movement of the late 1960s and early 1970s. Her initial
achievement of national recognition grew out of the militant, revolutionary
poems included in her first two volumes, Black Feeling, Black Talk (1968) and
Black Judgement (1969); this early success became the foundation for a
sustained career as an important, often controversial, writer, the recipient of
numerous honours and awards, including ten honorary doctorates.
Although she grew up in Cincinnati, Ohio, Giovanni was profoundly
influenced by and has consciously identified with the values and traditions of
the South. She spent many summer vacations with her maternal grandparents
in Knoxville and lived with them during her high school years (1957–1960).
Her grandmother, Emma Louvenia Watson, helped shape Giovanni's belief in
the power of the individual and her commitment to serving others, values
important in both her poetry and her conception of herself as a writer. Like
Langston Hughes, Giovanni has identified herself throughout her career as a
“poet of the people”, and she has consistently addressed ordinary people,
rather than literary scholars or critics, in her poetry and essays.
At age seventeen, Giovanni entered Fisk University as an early entrant but was
dismissed at the end of her first semester because, as she states in Gemini
(1971), her “attitudes did not fit those of a Fisk woman.” She returned to Fisk

four years later and graduated magna cum laude in February 1967 with a
degree in history. While she was a student, she participated in the Fisk
Writing Workshops directed by John O. Killens and reinstituted the campus
chapter of the Student Nonviolent Coordinating Committee. She briefly
pursued graduate study, first in social work at the University of Pennsylvania
(1967–1968) and then in fine arts at Columbia University (1969). By 1970, she
had given birth to a son (Thomas Watson Giovanni), combined and published
with William Morrow her first two volumes (originally self-published) under
the title Black Feeling, Black Talk/Black Judgement, and distributed through
Broadside Press a third volume, Re: Creation (1970). Some of the poems in
these early volumes gained even wider recognition when, in 1971, she recorded
them in juxtaposition to gospel music on the award-winning album Truth Is
on Its Way. Although Giovanni was not the first of her generation to combine
poetry and music, her album enjoyed an unprecedented success. Along with
the hundreds of readings and lectures she gave during the early 1970s on
college campuses and in churches and civic centres throughout the country,
Truth helped establish her as an oral poet whose work was intimately
connected to its performance.
Many of the poems that led to Giovanni's identification as an angry, militant
poet appear in Black Feeling, Black Talk/Black Judgement, including such
well-known poems as “The True Import of Present Dialogue, Black vs. Negro”
and “The Great Pax Whitie”. These poems are matched, however, by short
lyric poems that explore more private concerns or celebrate personal and
familial relationships, such as the well-known poems “Knoxville”, “Tennessee”
and “Nikki Rosa”. This division between political and revolutionary themes,
on the one hand, and more personal themes, on the other, continues, in
different permutations, throughout Giovanni's later volumes of poetry and
prose. The anger at injustices perpetrated by the forces of racism that is
expressed in “And the word was death to all niggers” (“The Great Pax Whitie”)
continues to be counterpointed by the celebration of African American people
so eloquently captured in the famous line from “Nikki Rosa”, “Black love is
black wealth”.
Perhaps because Giovanni eventually abandoned the rhetoric of militancy and
perhaps because she insisted on her own independence and autonomy, her
critics and reviewers voiced increasing disapproval of her poetry. Margaret B.
McDowell, analyzing reviews of Giovanni's work between 1969 and 1974, has
shown that “critics have allowed personal and political attitudes not merely to
affect their judgment but to dominate it.” In fact, although the poems in Re:
Creation and the pivotal My House (1972) do not employ the kind of explosive
language characteristic of Black Feeling, Black Talk/Black Judgement, many
of them do concern themselves with subjects that today are recognized as
socially and politically significant. As an African American woman and single

mother, Giovanni confronts in these volumes questions concerning female
identity and female autonomy. She rejects the male constructions of female
identity that have led to the double oppression of African American women
and asserts instead the right and the necessity for African American women to
shape their own identities. Included in Re: Creation, for example, is the now
classic “Ego Tripping”; through a sustained use of hyperbole, the poem
celebrates the African American woman as the creator of the universe and all
the treasures within it. The concluding lines of the poem reveal why
Giovanni's work has had an empowering effect on the lives of many young
African American women: “I am so perfect so divine so ethereal so surreal / I
cannot be comprehended / except by my permission / I mean … I…can fly /
like a bird in the sky.”
The poems in My House similarly offer a series of statements about Giovanni's
conception of herself as an African American woman and as a poet. The
volume opens with “Legacies”, which acknowledges the importance of one's
past and one's ancestors in the creation of identity, and concludes with “My
House”, which uses the house as a symbol of the female poet and the domestic
activities within the house as figures to express the authority and power of the
poet. The poem insists—as do others in the volume—on the poet's right to
decide the meaning of “revolution”, her right to decide the appropriate subject
matter of her poetry, and, ultimately, her right to create her own identity.
My House is divided into two sections, “The Rooms Inside” and “The Rooms
Outside”; the first group charts the poet's individual, personal growth, while
the second provides the social, historical, and cultural contexts in which that
self has been shaped. In “The Rooms Outside”, for example, three short poems
about the poet's visits to Africa explore the ambivalent relationship of African
Americans to Africa. “Africa I” sounds the keynote of the volume as well as of
Giovanni's work in general. The question facing the speaker is whether to trust
her own vision of Africa or to allow that vision to be “corrected” by others
apparently more knowledgeable: “but my grandmother stood up / from her
rocker just then / and said you call it / like you see it / john brown and i are
with you”. These lines might almost function as Giovanni's credo in their
insistence that the writer, supported and empowered by her ancestors, must
trust the authority of her own vision.
In her subsequent volumes of adult poetry—The Women and the Men (1975),
Cotton Candy on a Rainy Day (1978), and Those Who Ride the Night Winds
(1983)—Giovanni continues to write both introspective poems and poems
addressing social and political issues. Also apparent in all her poetry, from Re:
Creation onward is the influence of music—the blues, rhythm and blues, and
jazz—on her poetic forms and figures. Students can now more readily trace the
development of Giovanni's poetic career in the recent collection of her poetry,

The Selected Poems of Nikki Giovanni (1996), which brings together some 150
poems. The alternation between personal and social concerns is also evident
in Gemini, a collection of autobiographical essays, some written in a private
voice remembering the personal past, and others written in a public voice
responding to larger social issues. This duality continues in Giovanni's essay
collections, Sacred Cows and Other Edibles (1988) and Racism 101 (1994). In
the latter volume, Giovanni alternately fuses and juxtaposes these two voices,
often with brilliant results.
Giovanni's early success led to two important ““conversations”” with other
writers: A Dialogue: James Baldwin and Nikki Giovanni (1972) and A Poetic
Equation: Conversations between Nikki Giovanni and Margaret Walker
(1974). Giovanni has also written several volumes of poetry for children: Spin
a Soft Black Song (1971), Ego Tripping and Other Poems for Young Readers
(1973), and Vacation Time (1979). Several of her poems have been published
as illustrated children's books: Knoxville, Tennessee, illustrated by Larry
Johnson (1994), The Genie in the Jar, illustrated by Chris Raschka (1996), and
The Sun Is So Quiet, illustrated by Ashley Bryan (1996). Giovanni's poems for
children are characterized by a playfulness with language and rhythms that
appeals to children of all ages; in their recreation of the sounds and smells and
sights of childhood, many of these poems clearly have appeal to both children
and adults. Her commentary on Harlem Renaissance poets in the anthology
Shimmy Shimmy Like My Sister Kate (1996) is similarly of interest to both
young and mature readers. Giovanni published Love Poems in 1997 and
Blues: For all the Changes: New Poems in 1999.
While the guardians of literary history have often been puzzled by the
sometimes dizzying contradictions posed by Giovanni's poetry and prose,
ordinary people—the people for whom she states she has always written—
continue to keep her works in print, continue to fill the auditoriums in which
she reads and lectures. Her place in literary history is undisputed because her
voice speaks to and for people—about their joys and their sorrows, the forces
arrayed against them and the strengths they bring as resistance—in tones and
language they can understand.

SEPTIMA CLARK

1898–1987
Educator, civil rights activist
Little has been written about Septima Clark’s life, and many Americans have
never heard of her; yet those who knew and worked with Clark remember her
as one of the most influential women in the civil rights movement of the 1950s
and 1960s. A schoolteacher for most of her life, she came to activism through
teaching and remained committed to the idea that education was the key to
political empowerment. Her “citizenship schools,” which combined the
teaching of literacy with voting rights organization, spread throughout the
south eastern United States and were, in large part, responsible for the
registration of thousands of African American southerners to vote.
Clark’s passion for racial equality stemmed from her experiences as a teacher
and a mother in the segregated South; she wrote in her 1962 autobiography
Echo in My Soul: “There is nothing worse” than having to teach a black child
“that none of the pleasant things in life are for him … explaining why the
native soil is such a hard place for the native to grow in.”
Septima Poinsette Clark was born on May 3, 1898, in Charleston, South
Carolina. Her father, Peter Poinsette, was born a slave; after being freed, he
worked low-paying jobs as a cook, caterer, and custodian. Her mother,
Victoria Warren Anderson Poinsette, had grown up free and financially

comfortable in Haiti. All her married life, Victoria hated being poor and deeply
resented having to take in washing to support the family. In a 1981 interview
for Eliot Wigginton’s Refuse to Stand Silently By, Clark told Peter Wood that
her mother used to get angry with her father “because he refused to condemn
the whites who mistreated him.” Clark always believed that she had learned
equally from her two very different parents: from her father, she learned
nonviolence and patience; from her mother, she “got courage.” As she told
Wood, her mother “wasn’t afraid of anyone, and so when I had to face the
[Ku Klux] Klan [when working for the civil rights movement], I never felt
afraid.”
Clark dedicated her life to the one thing her parents valued in common:
education. “The only thing I remember that my father would whip you for
was if you didn’t want to go school,” she told Wood. A study routine was
strictly enforced; between homework and chores, the only time the Poinsette
children were allowed to play was on Friday afternoon. In 1919 Clark went
back to Charleston and taught at the Avery Institute. After two years, she
moved to the town of McClellanville to teach in the public schools. There she
met Nerie Clark, a Navy cook, and after a short courtship, he asked her to
marry him. Years later, Clark admitted that she had consented because she
hadn’t had much experience with men. She liked Nerie and was afraid that if
she turned him down, she might never have another chance to marry and have
children. Her mother bitterly opposed the match, mostly because Nerie was
from North Carolina—“anyone from out of South Carolina was suspect,” Clark
laughingly told Wood years later in Refuse to Stand Silently By.
The marriage was not a harmonious one. As Clark explained to Brian Lanker,
photojournalist and author of the photo essay collection I Dream a World,
Nerie “did not think that women had the right to do anything worthwhile.…
He always felt that a woman should stay in her place, the house … so we
could not agree.”
Their first baby, Victoria Clark, lived only a few weeks. Clark blamed herself;
she told Wood, “I felt I was being punished for having disobeyed my mother.”
Her husband abandoned her shortly after baby Victoria’s death—and before
the birth of their second child, Nerie, Jr., Septima Clark lived for a while with
her husband’s family, then went back to teaching on Johns Island. However,
she found the health conditions on the island too dangerous for Nerie, Jr.—the
child was frequently ill. She also found it nearly impossible to support her son
on her meager teacher’s salary, so she sent him to live with his grandmother in
Hickory, North Carolina, where he spent most of his childhood. The
separation between mother and son was painful, but Clark knew he would be
well cared for.

Discovering Highlander
She stayed on Johns Island from 1926 to 1929, then settled in Columbia,
South Carolina. There she taught elementary school and helped several other
teachers and the National Association for the Advancement of Colored People
(NAACP) to prepare a 1945 court case that forced the Columbia Public School
System to make black and white teachers’ salaries equal.
In 1947, after more than 17 years in Columbia, she moved back to Charleston
to take care of her mother, where she continued her involvement with the
NAACP, serving as the Charleston branch’s membership chairperson. She also
worked with the Young Women’s Christian Association (YWCA) in Charleston,
first as part of a committee on race relations, then as the first black central
board member. Through her YWCA work, she heard about Tennessee’s
Highlander Folk School, a centre for civil rights organizing and dialogue that
was run by activist/educator Myles Horton. Clark was intrigued by the
school—a unusual place where blacks and whites could come together and talk
about race relations and the growing civil rights movement. She visited the
Highlander Folk School in the summer of 1954. “I was really surprised to find
out that a white woman would sleep in the same room that I slept in, or eat
at the same table,” she recollected in the interview with Wood. “We just didn’t
do that in Charleston.” At that point in U.S. history, it took an enormous
amount of courage for the school to go against the laws and social customs
that prohibited blacks and whites from working together.
From meeting and talking to white people from different backgrounds at
Highlander, Clark learned that there were many other forms of discrimination
and oppression besides racism; she later told Cynthia Stokes Brown, coauthor of the biography Ready from Within, “I found out… the low income
whites were considered dirt under the feet of the wealthy whites, just as the
blacks were.”
“Ready from Within”
In 1956 South Carolina passed a statute prohibiting city employees from
joining civil rights organizations. The Charleston School Board then fired
Clark because she refused to resign from the NAACP. Her efforts to mobilize
other black teachers to strike against the statute were unsuccessful. Nearly 30
years later, Clark told Brown that she would always see these attempts as “one
of the failures of my life, because I tried to push them into something they
weren’t ready for.… That taught me a good lesson.” The experience led her to
an ideal that served her well throughout her organizing and teaching career
and would later title her biography: social change could not be dictated by an
outside leader—a community must be ‘ready from within.”

Myles Horton immediately offered her a job at Highlander, where she began
the “citizenship schools” program, which quickly spread throughout the south
eastern United States. Dedicated to both literacy and political empowerment,
these schools taught people to write their names, balance check books, fill out
a voting ballot, and understand their rights and duties as U.S. citizens. At the
heart of the citizenship schools was Clark’s belief that political rights are
inseparable from education. As she explained in Ready from Within, “I just
thought that you couldn’t get people to register and vote until you teach them
to read and write … and I was so right.”
“Integration Was What Worried Them”
The Highlander Folk School was frequently raided and harassed by the local
police. In one such raid, Clark—a well-known teetotaller—was arrested and
charged with selling liquor. But, as she told historian John Egerton in Shades
of Gray, “integration was what really worried them.” The school was
frequently said to be a hotbed of communist activity. Clark observed in Ready
from Within that “anyone who was against segregation was called a
communist. White southerners couldn’t believe that a southerner could have
the idea of racial equality; they thought it had to come from somewhere
else.”
By 1961 the citizenship schools had grown too big for Highlander to effectively
administer on its own. The Southern Christian Leadership Conference (SCLC),
which, at that time, was the leading church-based civil rights organization,
expressed a willingness to take over the program, so Clark went to work for
the SCLC as director of education.
In Ready from Within, Clark explained that when she first joined the SCLC,
she, like many of the other women in the group, “thought it was up to the men
to do the talking. But later on, I found out that women had a lot to say, and
what they had to say was really worthwhile.… So we started talking, and
have been talking quite a bit since that time.” Clark believed that “the civil
rights movement would never have taken off if some women hadn’t started
to speak up.”
Clark felt that some of the men in the civil rights movement were, at best, slow
to acknowledge the women’s contributions. She told Brown, “Those men
didn’t have any faith in women, none whatsoever.” Though Clark had
tremendous respect for Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr.’s vision and his nonviolent
example, she “had a great feeling that [he] didn’t think too much of women,
either.” She recalled that when she travelled with him, “he would say,

‘anything I can’t answer, ask Mrs. Clark.’ But he didn’t mean it, because I
never did get the chance to speak.”
After she retired from the SCLC in 1970, Clark continued to be actively
involved in civil rights struggles, particularly surrounding education and day
care. In 1974 she was elected to serve on the Charleston School Board—the
same school board that had fired her nearly 20 years before. To Clark, that
represented a real triumph in the civil rights movement. “It just goes to show,”
she told Egerton, “that we can get something done non-violently.”
“I Want That Dream Enforced”
However, Clark strongly believed that the civil rights struggle had not won
complete equality for blacks. Segregation laws were defeated, but, as she
observed in the interview with Wood, “more subtle things” remained. “What
about your legislature? What about your city council?” she asked. “I’m the
only black on the school board, and when I get off … I wonder if there will be
another one.”
In the interview with Lanker for I Dream a World, Clark looked back on her
life’s work: “Dr. King had a dream that all people should be free that they
should be able to do all the things they want to do in America. I think we’re
nearer. I want people to say. This is my dream and I want it carried forth.’ I
want that dream enforced.”
Clark believed that struggle would always go on, and she spoke out against
injustice up to the very end of her life—from environmental destruction to
President Ronald Reagan’s education budget cuts. She saw such protest as a
crucial part of being a U.S. citizen. As she put it in Ready from Within, “I don’t
ever expect to see a utopia, I think there will always be something that you’re
going to have to work on, always.”

IYANLA VANZANT

Born Rhonda Harris on September 13, 1953, in Brooklyn, New York; she
changed name to Iyanla, 1983; daughter of Horace Harris (a numbers runner
for illegal gamblers) and Sarah Jefferson (a maid on a railroad car); married
(fourth marriage) Adeyemi Bandele, 1996; children: Damon, Gemmia, Nisa
Education: Medgar Evers College, BA, public administration, summa cum
laude, 1983; City University of New York, JD, 1988; University of Santa
Monica, MA, spiritual psychology, 2001.
Career: Public defender, Philadelphia, 1988-92; ordained Yoruba priestess,
1983; founder and president of Inner Visions Spiritual Life Maintenance
Center and Bookstore, Silver Springs, Maryland, 1988-; author, 1992-;
ordained a gospel minister, 1997, talk show host, ABC, 2001.
Life's Work: Iyanla (pronounced EE-yan-lah) Vanzant has overcome
overwhelming personal difficulties to become a lawyer, minister, talk show
host, best-selling author, and national advocate for literacy. Through her selfnamed "dark valley experiences," those that like real valleys are necessarily
traversed on the path from one mountain or peak to the next, Vanzant has
emerged at a far different place from where she started and with a far more
positive perspective on life than most anyone could imagine. Emerge
magazine has hailed her as "one of the four most dynamic African-American
speakers in the country." In 1992 Thomas Bradley, then Mayor of Los
Angeles, called her "an inspiration to all women, particularly young AfricanAmerican women growing through hardships in the inner city."
Using her powerful speaking and writing abilities, Iyanla Vanzant has been on
a mission to educate women, especially those of colour, to create a better life
for themselves and their communities, by discovering the kingdom of God
within. This best-selling author and spiritual-life counsellor was ordained a
"Yoruba Priestess" in 1983 (in New York). The Yoruba religion (from Nigeria)

blends and adapts ancient African spirituality with contemporary African
American culture. For Vanzant and her ancestors, African spirituality has
been essential, since around 4000 B.C., to healing and transforming the mind,
body, and soul. More recently, in September of 1997, she was a gospel minister
with Dr. Barbara King, at Hillside Chapel and Truth Center, in Atlanta.
Iyanla Vanzant had a troubled childhood. After her mother died when she was
two or three years old, Vanzant was raised by her grandmother. Rather than a
haven of safety, Vanzant found her new home exposed her to physical and
sexual abuse. She received good grades, even though she was not encouraged
to do so. On a self-professed search for love and security, she found herself
pregnant by age 16, and had three children by 21. She was married when she
was 18 and nine years later, when she finally left her abusive husband,
Vanzant said in an article written for Essence, "I accumulated several black
eyes, three fractured ribs, a broken jaw, a displaced uterus, and something
far worse: the death of my personhood. In a fit of depression, I attempted
suicide."
After being released from the hospital psychiatric ward, Vanzant, with her
three children in tow, went on welfare. She was on welfare for eight years
before, struck by the unfulfilled purpose in her life, she applied to Medgar
Evers College, despite protests from family members, and began attending
classes. Three-and-a-half years later she left welfare forever after graduating
summa cum laude with a bachelor's degree in public administration and being
offered a job that, as she said in Essence, "paid more than my former
caseworker made!"
Three years after graduation, she attained a law degree from the City
University of New York. Despite more than 20 years of practical study in the
fields of spirituality and empowerment, however, Vanzant chose not to go into
academics. Rather than intellectual analyses, she offered very apt spiritual
guidance. In all her books and talks, Vanzant has offered ancient but still
contemporary wisdom and common sense, leading her readers in and out of
the "dark experiences."
Vanzant has experienced the healing journey from despair to self-reliance that
she so fervently wants others to take. From her troubled past, she has emerged
a winner, committed to an eclectic message of divine power and selfdetermination. This popular motivational speaker and prolific author has
taken her audience by the hand and led them down the path of self-discovery,
self-help, self-empowerment, and self-love. Vanzant stressed that all this
social and self-improvement was made possible, however, only by "tapping
the power within."

In confronting discrimination, racism, rejection, and alienation, Vanzant took
an approach that, for a feminist, was very non-traditional--less political and
more spiritual. She asserted in a telephone interview, "Spiritual consciousness
does not make your problems go away; it does, however, and help you view
them from a different vantage point. Your political reality is determined by
your personal reality.... Racism and sexism in and of themselves are not
what limit black women in America. It is our perception of them." Vanzant's
Faith in the Valley, the companion book to her best-selling Acts of Faith, has
inspired thousands of black women to seriously consider how their own
behavior might have been causing certain avoidable problems. Her own
journey served as an inspiring model for others.
According to Vanzant in Faith in the Valley, Black women, like many others,
have found it "difficult to accept that life is more than hopping from one
mountaintop experience to another.... Somehow we forget there is a valley
between every mountain.... Eventually we [must] do the work it takes to get
out of those dark experiences called valleys." Vanzant the counsellor reminds
her readers that "valleys are purposeful," that the highs and the lows, the light
and the dark, have all balanced out and each experience was necessary to
appreciate the other.
As she said in Faith in the Valley, "If we think of life as a twenty-four hour
day, we know to expect twelve hours of light and twelve hours of darkness."
Arriving at this realization would point the way up and out of a valley. The way
out always involves a choice: spiritual growth, faith, and strength, or in
Vanzant's words, "the stuff our grandmothers were made of." Women are to
choose faith in God instead of the things that provide illusory comfort.
The author's pain and triumph, coming through her deepest spiritual valley,
was most poignantly told in her memoirs Interiors: A Black Woman's Healing
in Progress. While Interiors told of one woman's trip to insanity and her
journey back, this survivor's suffering and recovery were told in a way that
they became the story of all women. It was important, she said, for women to
have discovered who they were so they would have made their decisions
accordingly.
However, Iyanla has said that who she was has had nothing to do with her
having been raped by her uncle at age nine. Nor did Iyanla see herself as
having been crushed by the nine years spent in an abusive marriage before she
found the strength to leave it. She has said that being a welfare recipient did
not make her the person she has become. Nor did Iyanla define herself by a
successful career as a public defender, spiritual counselor, best-selling author,
or doting grandmother.

So just who is Iyanla Vanzant? In a phone interview with Dietrich Gruen she
said, "I used to be just another Black woman, but today I am a child of God!
This means I am unique, but I am not special. I am an ordinary person who
is dedicated to doing very special things." And it would seem that others
would agree with her. On the back cover of Faith in the Valley, fellow author
and soul mate Julia Boyd commended her sister in the faith, whose message
"comes right from the heart and goes straight to the soul....Thank you, sister
Iyanla, for your gifts (of) wisdom, courage, and faith sprinkled with lots of
blessings and love. Iyanla truly loves and cares about us sisters and it
shows."
The small Harlem-based publishing house, Writers & Readers, took a firsttime author and "put her on the map," when they published Tapping the
Power Within (1992), at a time when few inspirational works were marketed
specifically to African Americans. Vanzant went on to establish herself as a
best-selling author, with more than 400,000 in sales of Acts of Faith (1993)
and 100,000 of The Value in the Valley (1995). Vanzant's later books have
been lined up with mainstream publishers, with a promise of more in 1998.
Widely regarded as America's leading authority on spirituality and
empowerment for Black women, Iyanla Vanzant went on to offer her insights
into the history and souls of Black men in The Spirit of a Man : A Vision of
Transformation for Black Men and the Women Who Love Them (Harper San
Francisco, 1996). This book provided a blend of ancient African spirituality,
practical self-help advice, and contemporary faith. This effective blend has
stimulated self-knowledge and courage for Black men in the struggles, crises,
and victories they experienced in confronting the powerful social, political,
and economic forces at work against them.
The best-selling author who has empowered countless Black women has also
reached out to women of all races, all who have yearned for love. Her book In
the Meantime: Finding Yourself in the Love You Want talked about love, sex,
and marriage in the 1990s. About what it takes for men and women surviving
the current gender wars in a successful marriage, Vanzant has this to say,
"When your life is working, it is not a dramatic production. We have to break
our addiction to drama and crisis. And we have to stop competing." Vanzant
has touched men and women at all levels, and has tried to teach them to
pursue their lives with success and faith.
Three years in a row this celebrated author has won the coveted "Blackboard
Book of the Year"-for Acts of Faith (1993), The Value in the Valley (1995), and
Faith in the Valley (1996). Vanzant was honoured "Alumni of the Year" in
1994 by the National Association for Equal Opportunity in Education, an
organization made up of the presidents and administrators of the 117

predominantly Black colleges in America. As one of the nation's "unsung
heroes," she was given the "Oni" award by the International Congress of Black
Women. In 1997 she founded and became president of Inner Visions Spiritual
Life Maintenance Center. The next year she served as a national spokesperson
for the Literacy Volunteers of America.
Vanzant continued to reach out to as many people as possible. In the late
1990s and early 2000s, she was a regular guest speaker on The Oprah Winfrey
Show. In 2001 she hosted her own talk show for ABC. When the network
canceled the show after one season, Vanzant continued her spiritual
counseling undeterred. Working through her Inner Visions organization,
Vanzant lectures, records inspirational and motivational compact discs, and
writes books. Her books have sold billions of copies. In 2004 she joined the
reality show Starting Over on ABC as a counsellor. On the show Vanzant
worked with six women who agreed to live together in a house while
participating in life-changing counselling sessions. For all her work, Vanzant's
appeal and power continued to spread. Ebony magazine recognized Vanzant
as one of the 100 Most Influential African-Americans, Vibe magazine called
her one of "100 Leaders of the New Millennium," and Newsweek featured her
as one of the "Women of the New Century."

NTOZAKE SHANGE

Ntozake Shange was born Paulette Williams in Trenton, New Jersey on
October 18, 1948. In 1971 she changed her name to Ntozake Shange which
means "she who comes with her own things" and "she who walks like a lion"
in Xhosa, the Zulu language. Her father was an Air Force surgeon and her
mother was an educator and a psychiatric social worker. The Williams were
upper middle class African Americans whose love of the arts contributed to an
intellectually stimulating childhood for Shange and her three siblings. Dizzy
Gillespie, Miles Davis, Chuck Berry, and W. E. B. Du Bois were among the
frequent guests at her parents' house.

In 1966 Shange enrolled at Barnard College and separated from her husband,
a law student. She attempted suicide several times. Nonetheless, she
graduated cum laude in American Studies in 1970 and entered the University
of Southern California at Los Angeles, where she earned a master's degree in
American Studies in 1973.
While living in California and teaching humanities and women's studies
courses at Mills College in Oakland, the University of California Extension,
and Sonoma State College, Shange began to associate with poets, teachers,
performers, and black and white feminist writers who nurtured her talents.
Shange and her friends began to perform their poetry, music, and dance in
and around the San Francisco Area. Shange also danced with Halifu
Osumare's company. Upon leaving the company she began collaborating with
Paula Moss on the poetry, music, and dance that would become for colored
girls Moss and Shange left California for New York and performed for colored
girls in a Soho jazz loft and later in bars in the lower East Side. Producer
Woodie King Jr. saw one of these shows and helped director Oz Scott stage the
choreopoem Off-Broadway at the New Federal Theatre where it ran for eight
months, after which it moved to the New York Shakespeare Company's
Anspacher Public Theatre, and then to the Booth Theatre.
In addition to her plays, she has written poetry, novels, and essays. She has
taught at California State College, the City College of New York, the University
of Houston, Rice University, Yale, Howard, and New York University. Among
her many awards are an Obie, a Los Angeles Time Book Prize for Poetry, and a
Pushcart Prize.
PLAYS
"For colored girls who have considered suicide/when the rainbow is enough:
a choreopoem" - 1975; First produced in New York City at Studio Riobea in
1975; produced Off-Broadway at the Anspacher Public Theatre in 1976;
produced on Broadway at the Booth Theatre that same year.
"A Photograph" - 1977; First produced Off-Broadway at the Public Theatre.
"Boogie Woogie Landscapes" – 1979; First produced in New York at Frank
Silvera's Writers' Workshop; first produced on Broadway at the Symphony
Space Theatre in 1978.
"Spell #7" – 1979; First produced Off-Broadway at Joseph Papp's New York
Shakespeare Festival Public Theatre.
"Black and White Two Dimensional Planes" – 1979; First proudced in New
York at Sounds in Motion Studio Works.

"Mother Courage and Her Children" – 1980; An adaptation of Brecht's play;
first produced Off-Broadway at the Public Theatre, directed by Shange.
"Three for a Full Moon" and "Bocas" – 1982; First produced at the Mark
Taper Forum in Los Angeles.
"Educating Rita" – 1982; Adapted from Willy Russell's script; first produced
at the Alliance Theatre in Atlanta.
"Three views of Mt. Fuji" – 1987; First produced in San Francisco at the
Lorraine Hansberry Theatre; first produced in New York at the New
Dramatists

MICHELLE LAVAUGHN ROBINSON OBAMA

Birth: Chicago, Illinois 17 January, 1964*Michelle Obama is the third First
Lady born in Chicago, Illinois, after Betty Ford (1918) and Hillary Clinton
(1947).

Although Nancy Reagan identifies herself as a Chicagoan she was born in
Flushing, Queens, New York and spent her childhood in Bethesda, Maryland.
Nancy Reagan did spend her adolescent and teenage years in Chicago where
she was adopted by her stepfather to whom her mother had remarried.
Mary Lincoln also identified herself as a Chicagoan in the first years of her
widowhood, having assumed residency in Chicago, first in rented quarters and
then in purchasing a home there. She was born in Kentucky and spent her
young adult years in Springfield, Illinois.
Father: Fraser Robinson III, born 1 August 1935, Chicago, Illinois; City of
Chicago Waterworks, pump worker and Democratic Party precinct captain
(volunteer); died 6 March 1991
Mother: Marian Shields Robinson, born July 1937, Chicago, Illinois; married
to Fraser Robinson, 1960 in Chicago; a stay-at-home mother while her
children were young, Mrs. Robinson later worked as secretary in the offices of
Spiegel Catalogue until the 2008 presidential election*Marian Robinson is
only the third First Lady’s mother to take up official residence in the White
House, following Madge Wallace and Minnie Doud, the mothers of Bess
Truman and Mamie Eisenhower, respectively. However, Juliana Gardiner and
Emma Folsom, the mothers of Julia Tyler and Frances Cleveland, respectively,
also made lengthy stays which might be considered residency.
Ancestry: African. Although Michelle Obama’s genealogy has not yet been
extensively researched, it is known that at least one of her paternal greatgreat-grandfathers, James Robinson had been enslaved in Georgetown, South
Carolina. In one speech while President Obama was campaigning, he
indicated that there is also descent in his wife’s family from a EuropeanAmerican ancestor.
Birth Order and Siblings: Second child, one brother; Craig Robinson, born
April 1962, currently head basketball coach of the Oregon State Beavers
Physical Appearance: Brown hair, brown eyes, 5 feet, 11 inches tall
*Michelle Obama stands at the same height as Eleanor Roosevelt, making
them both equally the tallest First Ladies Religious Affiliation: United Church
of Christ
Education: Bryn Mawr Elementary School (renamed Bouchet Academy),
Chicago, Illinois, 1970-1977. Michelle Robinson was such an excellent student
that she was able to skip the second grade. In 1975, while enrolled in the sixth
grade, she was chosen for a “gifted student” program which permitted her the

chance to take advanced biology and French classes at Kennedy-King
Community College.
Whitney Young Magnet High School, Chicago, Illinois, 1977-1981. Based on
her academic excellence, Michelle Robinson was given the chance to attend
the first “magnet” high school in Chicago, which afforded students a greater
depth and breadth of study with a focus on college preparedness. As a student
here, Michelle Robinson was enrolled in advanced-placement classes, was
invited and joined the National Honour Society, and served as Student
Council Treasurer.
Princeton University, Princeton, New Jersey, 1981-1985, bachelor’s degree in
Sociology, with a minor degree in African-American Studies. She worked with
both the Third World Center and belonged to the Organization of Black Unity,
an African-American student group. She graduated cum laude.
Harvard Law School, Juris doctor degree, Cambridge, Massachusetts, 19851988. While in attendance, Michelle Robinson joined the Black Law Students
Association, which often brought speaks to campus, addressing legal issues
and career guidance.
Occupation before Marriage: As a young girl, Michelle Robinson has
household chores for which she was responsible and shared with her brother.
Carl A. Fields Center for Equality and Understanding (formerly, Third World
Center), Princeton, New Jersey, 1981-1985. While at Princeton University,
Michelle Robinson enrolled in a work-study program, helping to earn part of
her tuition. She worked at the centre, creating an after-school reading
program for the children of the manual workers of the university.
Harvard Legal Aid Bureau, Cambridge, Massachusetts, 1985-1988. While in
law school, Michelle Robinson worked to help local residents unable to afford
legal advice and representation, on issues ranging from divorce, custody and
tenant rights.
Associate Attorney, Sidley & Austin, 1988-1991. Upon graduating from
Harvard Law School, Michelle Robinson accepted a job as an associate
attorney in the Chicago offices of the law firm Sidley & Austin, where she
specialized in intellectual property rights and marketing, representing clients
that included AT&T and Union Carbide.

Assistant to the Mayor, City of Chicago, 1991-1992. Although her work as an
attorney enabled Michelle Obama to meet the substantial monetary debt
resulting from her college and law school educations, the death of both her
father and a friend provoked a focus on her priorities and values, leading her
to determine to build a career in community service. She took a position in
this line of professional work as an assistant in the office of Chicago Mayor
Richard Daley, where she was employed for a year before moving to another
position within the city government. Drawing on her business experience from
the law firm, she was charged with serving as a liaison between the city and
fledgling businesses, seeking to help encourage Chicago economic
development.
Marriage: 28 years old, married 3 October, 1992 to Barack Obama, 31 years
old, (born 4 August, 1961, Honolulu, Hawaii, lawyer and community
organizer) at Trinity United Church of Christ, Chicago, Illinois.
Michelle Robinson first met Barack Obama when he came to work as a
summer associate in June of 1989 at Sidley & Austin, where she was already
working as an attorney. When he returned to Cambridge, Massachusetts to
complete Harvard Law School (graduated 1990), they continue to correspond
and date. They became engaged in 1991. Their first home was an apartment in
the Hyde Park section of Chicago. Barack Obama taught at the University of
Chicago law school and worked at a small civil rights law firm.
Children: Two daughters; Malia Ann (born 4 July, 1998) and Natasha “Sasha
(born 7 June, 2001). Both girls are students at Sidwell Friends in Washington,
D.C. *Michelle Obama is the first First Lady to have given birth in the 21st
century
Occupation after Marriage: Assistant Commissioner of Planning and
Development, in the office of the Mayor of Chicago, (1992-1993). Michelle
Obama was working in this position at the time of her marriage.
Executive Director of Public Allies Chicago, (1993-1996) Michelle Obama was
the founding director of the Chicago branch of this organization, which seeks
to identify potential community leaders among young people from all
backgrounds, levels of education and professional experiences and then to
train them to assume leadership of both established and fledgling
organizations which serve various constituencies in their communities or
region. As the founder of the Chicago branch of the organization, which soon
became part of the Clinton Administration’s AmeriCorps, Michelle Obama
was a highly successful fundraiser and executive, helping launch Public Allies
successfully.

Associate Dean of Student Services at the University of Chicago, (1996-2002),
Michelle Obama worked during her pregnancy and after the birth of her two
daughters. From her job at Public Allies she went into the employ of the
University of Chicago. In her first job there, she increased rates of voluntarism
between the student body and the local neighbourhood bordering the
university.
Executive Director for community affairs at the University of Chicago
Hospitals (2002-2005) and Executive Vice President for community and
external affairs (2005-2008) For the next three years she worked as the and
then as its in these two latter roles, she created a network of interchange
between the medical staff and the local community, increasing voluntarism in
each sector with individuals from the other sector, with doctors and other
medical professionals lending their aid and services to area clinics, and also
reviewing how the hospital’s research might better serve the medical issues
and problems uniquely faced by local residents.
Initially leery of her husband’s ambition to enter politics because of its
instability, she campaigned for him during his failed 2000 race for U.S.
Congress and his successful one for the U.S. Senate in 2004. Michelle Obama
continued to work full-time and raise her daughters in Chicago while her
husband worked as a Senator in Washington and returned home on weekends
and recesses. Michelle Obama served on several boards, including Tree House
Foods, and the Chicago Council on Global Affairs.
Presidential Campaign and Inauguration: Through the latter months of 2007
leading up to the state primaries and caucuses of the 2008 presidential
campaign, Michelle Obama continued to work, reducing her hours at the
University of Chicago Medical Centre while increasing the days she spent
speaking to groups throughout the country. She initially limited her absences
from home to day trips and then eventually to trips involving one-overnight
away from home per week, in order to maintain her responsibilities as mother
to her two young daughters. In October 2007, she participated in the first
forum ever held which gathered nearly all the spouses of both Democratic and
Republican candidates running for the presidency, at the Women’s
Conference in Long Beach, California, hosted by California’s First Lady Maria
Shriver.
As the primaries ensued during the winter and spring of 2008, Michelle
Obama took an increasingly active role, speaking to voters in different states
about her husband but also drawing experiences from her own life that spoke
directly to the goals of her husband’s potential presidency, finding a personal

link to her audiences. Spontaneous remarks she made at Wisconsin campaign
event in February 2008, about being proud of her country “for the first time”
were interpreted negatively by some Republican media commentators and
Cindy McCain, wife of the Republican candidate. Five months later, however,
incumbent First Lady Laura Bush defended Mrs. Obama, stating, “I think she
probably meant I'm 'more proud,' you know, is what she really meant. I
mean, I know that, and that's one of the things you learn and that's one of the
really difficult parts both of running for president and for being the spouse of
the president, and that is, everything you say is looked at and in many cases
misconstrued.” The incident had no significant effect on the election.
Michelle Obama also delivered a stirring speech at the 2008 Democratic
National Convention, which won overwhelming praise from the media and
public, as reflected in polls. Although she offered her opinion at times on the
campaign strategy, she emphasized that she was not a policy advisor. When
Barack Obama was elected president in November of 2008, he thanked his
wife for her sacrifices to his career and his reliance on her support. Through
the campaign, he frequently referred to her as “the rock” which grounded him
and their family.
Tremendous media attention and public interest increased on Michelle
Obama’s clothing as the weeks from Election Day approached Inauguration
Day, with sometimes hyperbolic predictions of how she would seek to set a
new national style.
More importantly would be the symbolism of her statements about making
clothing purchases from popular stores of items at reasonable prices; this
conveyed the new First Lady’s sense of conscientiousness about, and empathy
for the increasing number of American citizens who found their home
ownership threatened with bank foreclosures, loss of job or job security,
decreased or lost health care and retirement benefits, and plummeting
retirement savings.
During the swearing-in ceremony of her husband, Michelle Obama held the
historic and fragile Bible which had been used by President Abraham Lincoln
for his presidential oath. Most significant of all the events, in terms of
Michelle Obama’s intentions, was her foregoing a traditional women’s event at
which an incoming First Lady was traditionally honoured the day before the
Inauguration; instead, she and the president-elect hosted “a day of service,”
encouraging the millions of visitors to Washington for the Inaugural, as well
as around the nation, to commit to volunteer service in their community.
Forecasting her own agenda as First Lady to create a national voluntary
service program, she emphasized in her videotaped message about the day

that it was her hope such commitments would continue past January 19th and
be on-going.
First Lady: 2009, January 20 - current incumbency45 years old
In her first weeks as First Lady, Michelle Obama has affirmed that her
personal priority is the care of her two daughters. Although both are enrolled
in school locally and live full-time at the White House with their parents, they
are in a new city with new friends, and suddenly living a life where the most
routine aspects of childhood are scrutinized by the press and public. The first
manifestation of this public interest was a toy company which created dolls
named after her daughters. After the First Lady expressed her dismay, the
company decided to discontinue the line.
In terms of the areas of public issues she intends to focus her attention,
Michelle Obama has identified three: helping working mothers find balance
between family and employment commitments, providing necessary support
for American military families, and encouraging voluntarism in community
service.
In her first weeks, the First Lady also made good on her promise to fully learn
and integrate herself into her new community of Washington, D.C. She began
with a working lunch with the city’s mayor and his wife, visits to schools and
drop-bys and speeches at the Department of Education and the Department of
Housing and Urban Development. Coming to the Cabinet Department
headquarters were the first of her intended visits to all of the other executive
branch divisions. She is making these trips to introduce herself as a personal
representative of the new Administration and provide a sense of connection to
the thousands of civil service federal employees, emphasizing that they work
in concert for the common goals. This is an unprecedented effort by a First
Lady. Not since the 1940’s when Eleanor Roosevelt hosted several large
receptions for women federal workers has a First Lady reached out in such a
manner. In her remarks at HHS, Mrs. Obama emphasized that she was there
to listen and interact; this recalls the “eyes and ears” role played by Eleanor
Roosevelt, Lady Bird Johnson, Pat Nixon, and Rosalynn Carter as they made
frequent trips throughout the country meeting and speaking with citizens,
hearing their concerns and problems directly and reporting their reactions
from such fact-finding missions back to the President.

DIANA ROSS

Born on March 26, 1944, in Detroit, MI; daughter of Fred (a factory worker)
and Ernestine Ross, one of six children; married Robert Ellis Silberstein, 1971
(divorced, 1976); married Arne Naess, Jr., 1985 (divorced, 2000); children:
(first marriage) Rhonda, Suzanne, Tracee Joy, Chudney; (second marriage)
Ross Arne, Evan.
Career: Began singing as part of quartet with The Primettes, 1959; signed to
Motown Records (group's name was changed to The Supremes), 1960;
released first single with Supremes for Motown, 1961; left Supremes to pursue
solo career, 1968; signed contract with RCA, 1980; returned to Motown, 1989.
Actress in films and television, including Lady Sings the Blues, 1972;
Mahogany, 1975; The Wiz, 1978; Out of Darkness (TV), 1994; Double
Platinum (TV), 1999. Appeared in television specials An Evening With Diana
Ross, 1977 and Diana, 1981. President of Diana Ross Enterprises Inc., Anaid
Film Productions, RTC Management Corporation, Chondee Inc., Rosstown,
and Rossville Music Publishing.
Life's Work: As lead singer for the most successful female vocal group in pop
music history, Diana Ross became world famous as a performer during the
mid-1960s. She continued to fan the flames of her fame after becoming a solo
act at the end of the decade and later received accolades as an actress in a
number of star vehicles. Along with mega-stars such as Barbara Streisand,

Ross became one of the most influential and wealthiest women in show
business.
"Although never a commanding instrument, Miss Ross's small, syrupy voice
with its dash of vinegar can convey a certain calculated poignancy," wrote
Stephen Holden in the New York Times in 1991. Using this voice to deliver the
songs of ace songwriters Eddie Holland, Lamont Dozier, and Brian Holland
for Motown, Ross and The Supremes generated a phenomenal fourteen topten records from 1964 and 1967, including ten number-one hits. As a solo
artist or in duets after leaving the Supremes, Ross continued the hit parade
with a dozen top-ten singles from 1970 to 1985.
Grew Up in the Ghetto
Diana Ross was raised in the low-income Brewster-Douglass housing project
in Detroit, where she had to share one bed with two sisters and three brothers.
Despite the obvious hardship, Ross recalls her childhood as a happy one. "We
always had a good life," she told Woman's Day in 1990. "It wasn't like we had
gobs of money. But we always had what we needed somehow. Later on, I
found out that neighbourhood is called the ghetto. But, basically, it was a
warm, loving family environment. There was always something exciting
going on."
Singing in the choir at the local Olivet Baptist church led to her meeting Mary
Wilson and Florence Ballard, and the threesome later sang together at social
functions. They joined up with Betty Anderson in 1959 to become The
Primettes as a sister group to The Primes formed by Eddie Kendricks, which
would later become The Temptations. Anderson was later replaced by Barbara
Martin, and Martin dropped out in 1962, to leave the group as a trio. As high
school students, the Primettes took in about $15 a week as performers. They
also made some recordings, but didn't get very far.
When the new Motown Records Company was started in Detroit, Ross and her
fellow singers began hanging around the building in hopes of being
discovered. Ross gives a lot of credit to her mother in supporting her quest to
become a singer. As she told Woman's Day, "She [her mother] said, 'Is this
what you want to do? Do you think you can do this well?' And I said 'Yes.'
And she said, 'I want you to finish high school and we'll do that.'” Berry
Gordy, Jr., the creator of Motown, brought the Primettes and Primes on board
in 1961. The Primettes were so young that their parents had to be in
attendance when the contracts were signed. Gordy renamed the group The
Supremes and used them primarily as backup singers for established Motown
artists such as Marvin Gaye and Mary Wells.

During the next few years, Ross spent a good deal of time on the road gaining
singing experience but not building her reputation to any degree. Although the
group cut its first Motown single in 1961, they lacked the distinctive sound
that was necessary to click with listening audiences. It wasn't until Gordy
assigned Holland, Dozier, and Holland to create songs for them that the group
struck a chord. The first of these songs, with Ross on lead as usual, was the
two-million seller "Where Did Our Love Go?" released in 1964. Within a mere
year, the group recorded six number-one hits that included "Baby Love,"
"Come See About Me," "Stop! In the Name of Love," "Back in My Arms Again,"
and "I Hear a Symphony."
Broke New Ground for Female Groups: Somewhat tame compared to
other Motown acts of the time, The Supremes had a gentle sound supported
by Ross's almost girlish voice that had just enough of a beat to make it
danceable. In 1988, Rolling Stone listed "Stop! In the Name of Love" at
number ten on its list of Top 100 singles in pop music. The Harmony
Illustrated Encyclopaedia of Rock said that the "Supremes' '60s output with
Holland/Dozier/Holland ranks among finest pop music ever."
In addition to closing the color gap in women's music in the 1960s, The
Supremes made the music more marketable by presenting a glamorous image
along with a touch of soul that was not demonstrated by other women's
groups. Critical to the group's success, of course, was Diana Ross, who proved
her versatility by applying the Motown sound to ballads, country and western
songs, and even psychedelic numbers. As was indicated in Rolling Stone, the
output of the Supremes was "almost a perfect song cycle, progressing
steadily from the wide-eyed simplicity and sexy venerability of the first hit to
the world-weary complexity of the last."
In 1969, the group's name was changed to Diana Ross and The Supremes to
acknowledge Ross's stature, and, by then, the lead singer was planning her
departure from the trio. Her exit into a solo career became official after a final
performance with The Supremes at the Frontier Hotel in Las Vegas in January
of 1970. Her final Supremes recording in 1969, "Someday We'll Be Together,"
made it to number one. It was the group's 12th number-one song with Ross.
Expanded Range as Solo Performer: On her own, Ross steadily moved
up from the nightclub circuit to major concert tours in the 1970s. She hit the
charts with Ashford and Simpson's "Reach Out and Touch (Somebody's
Hand)" in 1970, then soared to number one with her version of "Ain't No
Mountain High Enough" later that year. Under Gordy's careful direction, Ross
was upgraded from pop singer to full-fledged superstar by appearing in more
elaborately staged performances and television specials.

Ross also ventured onto the big screen with a much heralded performance as
Billie Holiday in 1972's Lady Sings the Blues. Ross earned an Academy Award
nomination for her performance, but the film itself was not favourably
reviewed. Her drawing power was evident in her being able to make that film
and the subsequent Mahogany in 1975 box office successes despite a lack of
critical support. The soundtracks for her movies were also popular with the
public. While her portrayal of "Lady Day" was publicized as her "official" film
debut, Ross had made some gratuitous appearances on screen with The
Supremes in films such as Beach Ball in 1965.
With number-one hits such as "Touch Me in the Morning," Ross transcended
the pop formulas that had fuelled the success of The Supremes. As a solo artist
she concentrated largely on ballads that capitalized on her ability to generate
emotion. For a time during the early 1970s, she focused on jazz numbers, and
she often performed songs that had been part of Holiday's repertoire. She was
especially acclaimed for her performance at Radio City Music Hall that closed
the Newport (now New York) Jazz Festival in 1974. Then she shifted away
from jazz and back to pop music, performing a wide range of pop standards
along with her own music at concerts. Her repertoire ran the gamut from
Rodgers and Hart songs to Beatles’ songs and show tunes, along with medleys
of her hits with The Supremes.
Ross somewhat surprised audiences in 1976 when she ventured into the realm
of disco music and recorded the number-one hit "Love Hangover."
Meanwhile, her concert performances had become major media events.
Robert Palmer wrote in the New York Times in 1977 that "in stage shows, she
is perfectly at home with contemporary middle-of-the-road material. On
records, she continues to be convincing as a rhythm-and-blues singer,
performing an updated disco-style idiom." Ross added another category to
her resume in 1978 when she starred in the movie version of the Broadway hit,
The Wiz. She had purchased the rights to the film and had changed the
character of Dorothy to an adult so that she could play a role, a move that was
criticized by many at the time.
Left Motown for RCA: By the late 1970s, Ross's concerts often featured
tributes to legendary blues singers such as Josephine Baker, Ethel Waters, and
Bessie Smith. However, by then she often drew criticism for over staging her
concert performances with extravagances in costuming and atmosphere that
detracted from the music. Similar criticisms were launched about her 1977
television special, An Evening with Diana. Meanwhile, she went through
stormy affairs with actor Ryan O'Neal and Gene Simmons of the rock group
Kiss.

Ross's long-time relationship with Motown also soured. Claiming that she had
"gone as far as I could in that relationship," according to Essence, she left
Motown to sign a purported $20-million dollar contract with RCA for the
United States, and one with Capitol for the rest of the world. She achieved
immediate success with her new label with the release of Why Do Fools Fall in
Love? in 1981. That year, she also paired up with Lionel Richie on the title
song for the movie Endless Love, which turned out to be one of her major hits
of the decade.
Demonstrating superior business skills, Ross set up a number of corporations
under her name and accumulated massive wealth during her solo years. She
has often been called dictatorial in both her business and artistic ventures, as
well as susceptible to drastic changes of mood. Many have blamed her for
forcing Florence Ballard out of the Supremes, who left in the late 1960s, but
Ross has denied it. In her 1993 autobiography, Secrets of a Sparrow, Ross
recounted her life as a Supreme, solo performer, actress, businesswoman,
wife, and mother of five children. She wrote about her complicated
relationship with Berry Gordy over the years, and tried to dispel some of the
negative images that have proliferated in other books about her life.
Ross returned to Motown in 1989 with her Workin' Overtime album, with an
additional role as partner on the company's board of directors. She career
lagged during the next few years. Then it was resuscitated by her well-received
1991 album, The Force Behind the Power, which featured contemporary
ballads written by Stevie Wonder and other artists. On other fronts, Ross
initiated efforts to produce three made-for-television movies, two them star
vehicles for her. In Out of Darkness, aired by ABC in January of 1994, she
played a schizophrenic who is repeatedly institutionalized. In his review in
People, David Hiltbrand wrote, "Ross's performance is inspired both in the
ferocious beginning and later, in a more subdued fashion, in conveying the
way regret and resolve commingle in a person who is recovering from an
incapacitating disease that has hacked years out of her life."
In 1999, Ross co-starred with pop-singer Brandy in the ABC television movie,
Double Platinum. The movie tells the story of the reunion of a young singer,
played by Brandy, and the now-superstar mother who abandoned her (Ross).
According to Hollywood Reporter, the movie "delivers a series of musical
extravaganzas."
That same year, Ross released a new album entitled, Every Day Is A New Day.
According to Michael Paoletta of Billboard, "the album is primarily steeped in
lush ballads and sensual mid tempo jams." However, Paoletta notes that
Ross's cover of Martha Wash's "Carry On" is a definite stand out dance track

and that Ross has given the song "a new lease on life." The album also featured
several songs performed on the television movie Double Platinum.
Ross was arrested in September of 1999 after allegedly assaulting a female
security officer at Heathrow airport in London, England. Ross, who was
waiting to board a flight to New York, was subjected to a routine frisking after
her silver belt buckle set off the metal detector. Ross claimed that the officer
had touched her breast during the body search. Witnesses reported that Ross
reacted by touching the security officer's breast and asking, "How do you like
it?" After boarding her flight, the police removed Ross from the plane and
placed her under arrest. Ross was held at the police station for five hours. "I
sat in the police room crying my eyes out," Ross said in The Mirror. "I was
frightened, absolutely terrified. I felt violated and humiliated." She was then
released with a caution from police.
Return to Love tour: Controversy began shortly after it was announced
that Diana Ross and the Supremes would embark on a reunion tour in 2000.
The tour, named the Return to Love tour, did not feature original Supreme
Mary Wilson. When she was offered $2 million dollars and Ross was offered
$20 million, Wilson, feeling that the offer was not a fair one, declined to join
the tour. Wilson, whose financial disputes with Ross were highly publicized,
told Jet that she felt an offer of "a third" of the tour's profits would have been
more appropriate, considering that she is a founding member of the
Supremes. Cindy Birdsong, who replaced original member Florence Ballard,
also declined to appear after receiving an offer that, according to Wilson,
"wasn't even a million." Instead, Scherrie Payne and Lynda Laurence, who
Mary Wilson hired after Ross left the Supremes, were recruited for the tour.
The controversial tour was not a successful one. At most venues, less than half
of the tickets were sold. Gary Bongiovanni, a concert magazine writer, told
People Weekly that the public felt the tour "wasn't a real Supremes reunion."
The tour's controversy was also flamed by frequent cancellations until, finally,
the Return to Love tour was cancelled due to low ticket sales.
Few women have had as much of an impact on music and the entertainment
business overall as Diana Ross. Evolving from lead singer with one of the most
successful female pop groups ever to blockbuster solo performer and
recording artist, she has managed to achieve success with almost every change
of identity. As was written in The Harmony Illustrated Encyclopedia of Rock,
"Like all survivors, Ross has adapted well, handling pop, soul, disco and rock
masterfully."

OPRAH WINFREY

Born to an unwed teenage mother, Oprah Winfrey spent her first years on her
grandmother's farm in Kosciusko, Mississippi, while her mother looked for
work in the North. Life on the farm was primitive, but her grandmother taught
her to read at an early age, and at age three Oprah was reciting poems and
Bible verses in local churches. Despite the hardships of her physical
environment, she enjoyed the loving support of her grandmother and the
church community, who cherished her as a gifted child.
Her world changed for the worse at age six, when she was sent to Milwaukee
to live with her mother, who had found work as a housemaid. In the long days
when her mother was absent from their inner city apartment, young Oprah
was repeatedly molested by male relatives and another visitor. The abuse,
which lasted from the ages of nine to 13, was emotionally devastating. When
she tried to run away, she was sent to a juvenile detention home, only to be
denied admission because all the beds were filled. At 14, she was out of the
house and on her own. By her own account, she was sexually promiscuous as a
teenager. After giving birth to a baby boy who died in infancy, she went to
Nashville, Tennessee to live with her father.

Vernon Winfrey was a strict disciplinarian, but he gave his daughter the
secure home life she needed. He saw to it that she met a curfew, and he
required her to read a book and write a book report each week. "As strict as he
was," says Oprah, "he had some concerns about me making the best of my life,
and would not accept anything less than what he thought was my best." In this
structured environment, Oprah flourished, and became an honour student,
winning prizes for oratory and dramatic recitation.
At age 17, Oprah Winfrey won the Miss Black Tennessee beauty pageant and
was offered an on-air job at WVOL, a radio station serving the African
American community in Nashville. She also won a full scholarship to
Tennessee State University, where she majored in Speech Communications
and Performing Arts. Oprah continued to work at WVOL in her first years of
college, but her broadcasting career was already taking off. She left school and
signed on with a local television station as a reporter and anchor.
In 1976, she moved to Baltimore to join WJZ-TV News as a co-anchor. There,
she co-hosted her first talk show, People Are Talking, while continuing to
serve as anchor and news reporter. She had found a niche that perfectly suited
her outgoing, empathetic personality, and word soon spread to other cities. In
January 1984, she was invited to Chicago to host a faltering half-hour morning
program on WLS-TV. In less than a year, she turned AM Chicago into the
hottest show in town. The format was soon expanded to an hour, and in
September 1985 it was renamed The Oprah Winfrey Show.
A year later, The Oprah Winfrey Show was broadcast nationally, and quickly
became the number one talk show in national syndication. In 1987, its first
year of eligibility, the show received three Daytime Emmy Awards in the
categories of Outstanding Host, Outstanding Talk/Service Program and
Outstanding Direction. The following year, the show received its second
consecutive Emmy as Outstanding Talk/Service Program, and Oprah herself
received the International Radio and Television Society's "Broadcaster of the
Year" Award. She was the youngest person ever to receive the honour.
By the time America fell in love with Oprah Winfrey the talk show host, she
had already captured the nation's attention with her poignant portrayal of
Sofia in Steven Spielberg's 1985 adaptation of Alice Walker's novel, The Color
Purple. Winfrey's performance earned her nominations for an Oscar and a
Golden Globe Award as Best Supporting Actress. Critics again lauded her
performance in Native Son, a movie adaptation of Richard Wright's classic
1940 novel.
Her love of acting and her desire to bring quality entertainment projects into
production prompted her to form her own production company, Harpo

Productions, Inc., in 1986. Today, Harpo is a formidable force in film and
television production, as well as magazine publishing and the Internet. In
1988, Harpo Productions, Inc. acquired ownership and all production
responsibilities for The Oprah Winfrey Show from Capitol Cities/ABC, making
Oprah Winfrey the first woman in history to own and produce her own talk
show. The following year, Harpo produced its first television miniseries, The
Women of Brewster Place, with Oprah Winfrey as star and Executive
Producer. It was quickly followed by the TV movies There Are No Children
Here (1993), and Before Women Had Wings (1997), which she both produced
and appeared in.
Initially, The Oprah Winfrey Show followed a model established by other
daytime talk shows, employing sensational stories and outrageous guests to
attract viewers, but since the 1990s, Oprah began to emphasize spiritual
values, healthy living and self-help, and her program became more popular
than ever. Motivated in part by her own memories of childhood abuse, she
initiated a campaign to establish a national database of convicted child
abusers, and testified before a U.S. Senate Judiciary Committee on behalf of a
National Child Protection Act. President Clinton signed the "Oprah Bill" into
law in 1993, establishing the national database she had sought, which is now
available to law enforcement agencies and concerned parties across the
country.
Oprah's show also continued to attract the top names in the entertainment
industry; a 1993 interview with the reclusive entertainer Michael Jackson
drew a hundred million viewers, making it the most watched interview in
television history. Oprah Winfrey was named one of the "100 Most Influential
People of the 20th Century" by Time magazine, and in 1998 received a
Lifetime Achievement Award from the National Academy of Television Arts
and Sciences.
Despite her complete dominance of the daytime talk show field, Oprah
Winfrey had not given up her acting ambitions. In 1998, she produced and
starred in the feature film Beloved, adapted from the book by the Nobel Prizewinning American author Toni Morrison. Winfrey has long used her television
program to champion the works of authors she admires, including Morrison,
and her long-time friend Maya Angelou. Her influence over the publishing
industry exploded when she began her on-air book club in 1996. "Oprah Book
Club" selections became instant bestsellers, and in 1999 Winfrey received the
National Book Foundation's 50th anniversary gold medal for her service to
books and authors. She herself has authored five books. A proposed book on
weight loss, to be co-written with her personal trainer, has received a
publisher's advance fee reported to be the highest in history.

Oprah Winfrey's business interests have extended well beyond her own
production company. She is one of the partners in Oxygen Media, Inc., a cable
channel and interactive network presenting programming designed primarily
for women. With her success, she has also become one of the world's most
generous philanthropists. In 2000, Oprah's Angel Network began presenting a
$100,000 "Use Your Life Award" to people who are using their own lives to
improve the lives of others. She now publishes two magazines, O, The Oprah
Magazine, and O at Home. The launch of her first magazine was the most
successful start-up in the history of the industry. When Forbes published its
list of America's billionaires for the year 2003, it disclosed that Oprah Winfrey
was the first African-American woman to become a billionaire.
The Oprah Winfrey Show remained as popular as ever, airing in 140 countries
around the world. Many of her regular guests, including Dr. Phil McGraw and
Dr. Mehmet Oz, have gone on to shows of their own, produced by Oprah's
Harpo Productions. Over the years, she has also used her program to promote
the many philanthropic ventures she supports. After filming a Christmas
program in South Africa, she established the Oprah Winfrey Leadership
Academy for Girls, near Johannesburg. Her legendary generosity has
extended not only to her favourite charities, but to her loyal viewers. She
celebrated the beginning of her 20th season on national television by giving
every member of the studio audience a brand new Pontiac automobile.
Two decades after she first established herself as a national presence, Oprah
Winfrey was still devoting much of her prodigious energy to film and
television production. In 2005, she produced a film adaptation of Zora Neale
Hurston's novel, Their Eyes Were Watching God, with a screenplay by SuzanLori Parks. The same year, she produced a successful Broadway musical
version of The Color Purple. As an actress, she has been heard in a number of
successful animated films, including Charlotte's Web, Bee Movie and The
Princess and the Frog.
In the 2008 presidential election, Winfrey publicly endorsed a political
candidate for the first time, hosting a fundraiser for Senator Barack Obama
and appearing with him at campaign events. It is widely believed that her
support was crucial to his winning the Democratic nomination -- and the
Presidency itself. In that election year, she also announced plans for a new
broadcasting venture with the Discovery Health Channel, to be renamed
Oprah Winfrey Network (OWN). In an interview on the Larry King program at
the end of that year, she announced that in 2011 she would end her run on The
Oprah Winfrey Show, after 24 seasons and over 5,000 broadcasts. She has
since revealed plans to host a new program on the Oprah Winfrey Network.

Oprah Winfrey makes her principal home on a 42-acre ocean-view estate in
Montecito, California, just south of Santa Barbara, but also owns homes in
another six states and the island of Antigua. The business press measures her
wealth in numerous superlatives: the highest-paid performer on television,
the richest self-made woman in America, and the richest African-American of
the 20th century. More difficult to calculate is her profound influence over the
way people around the world read, eat, exercise, feel and think about
themselves and the world around them. She appears on every list of the
world's leading opinion-makers, and has been rightly called "the most
powerful woman in the world."

WLLIAM HENRY LANE

MASTER JUBA - William Henry Lane, also known as Master Juba or Boz’s
Juba, was an 1840s dancer known to have first performed the advance roots of
many dance styles of today. He got his name from the Juba dance, out of
central or West Africa. Master Juba performed at a lightning-fast tempo, with
a unique mix of Irish jig and African dance. He was one of the first black
performers in the U.S. to perform for a white audience and the first to tour
with a white minstrel group. Master Juba was highly influential in the
development of tap, jazz and step dancing.
As a teenager, Master Juba began his career in Manhattan's Five Points
neighbourhood, challenging and defeating the best white dancers in the area.
An orphan living on the streets at age 15, Master Juba danced for food and
tossed coins on the streets. The blacks and Irish mingled at the brothels and
bars of Five Points, dancing with one another. Juba was taught by people like

"Uncle" Jim Lowe, a local famous black jig and reel dancer. On those streets,
Master Juba held a series of dance competitions. He battled against white
Irish dancers for the title of Champion Dancer of the World.
It was said that Master Juba was hired by P.T. Barnum in 1841, who disguised
him as famous white minstrel dancer, John Diamond, who had cut out on
Barnum’s tour. He hired Master Juba as a black man imitating a white man
imitating a black man.
A vision of Master Juba dancing was told in Charles Dickens’ 1842
publication, "American Notes," which he wrote after seeing him perform.
Master Juba established himself as the king of all dancers, working day and
night for 11 years. He was rumoured to have died of exhaustion and
malnutrition in 1852 or 1853.

GENERAL ROSWELL RIPLEY

It has just become dark on the evening of May 12, 1862. General Roswell
Ripley and the other white confederate officers of the Steamer Planter have
just gone ashore to attend a party in Charleston, leaving the black crew alone.
This was not unusual except that the crew had planned on these events.
Quickly, the black crew's families left their hiding places on other vessels and
came aboard the Planter. Robert Smalls was the quartermaster, or wheelman

of the ship. In this capacity he had become knowledgeable of all navigation
channels in Charleston harbour as well as all the gun and troop positions of
the confederate armies guarding the harbour. Smalls and the other slaves
quietly got the ship underway and headed for the mouth of the harbour and
the blockading Union fleet. Soon they would have to pass under the guns of
Fort Sumter. To increase their chances of success, Smalls donned the clothing
of Planter's confederate captain. The trick apparently worked because they are
not fired upon until after they are out of range.
Planter eventually approached the U.S.S. Onward, of the blockading fleet to
surrender. She brought with her a 24-pound howitzer, a 32-pound pivot gun, a
7-inch rifle and 4 smooth-bore cannons. Planter had served as headquarters
ship for General Ripley and was a valuable ship because she could carry as
many as one thousand troops and her shallow draft gave her freedom
throughout much of the coastal waters. Robert Smalls had been born on the
Sea Islands and knew the waters from Beaufort, South Carolina to Florida.
Together they were important prizes for the Union. For the benefit of Robert
Smalls and others. Generally, any enemy ships taken in this manner are
treated as prizes for the men who performed the courageous act. Commander
Du Pont submitted the claim's for these men to Washington despite his
misgivings that they would be honoured. Since these men had been slaves and
the Dred Scott Decision said they were merely contraband, it took a special act
of congress to award the ship as a prize, and even so it was valued at $9168, or
1/3 it's true value. Captain Robert Smalls was commissioned as 2nd
Lieutenant, Company B, 33rd Regiment, United States Colored Troops. He
was then detailed as Pilot to the Planter. Later Smalls was assigned to the
ironclad Keokuk for an attack into Charleston Harbour. Things soon went
awry and the order of battle was abandoned, each ship fighting for itself.
Keokuk eventually suffered over 90 shell hits and was soon sent to the bottom.
Smalls survived and was transferred back to Planter. In late November of
1863, Planter saw action that prompted its white captain to surrender. Smalls
knew he could expect extremely poor treatment from the confederates and
instead urged the gunners to carry on. The captain took cover in the coal bin
for the duration of the battle while the crew fought on under Smalls'
leadership. This action prompted the dismissal of the captain of record and
the promotion of Robert Smalls to the position of Captain. Robert Smalls
eventually became a congressman after the Civil War. He lived in Beaufort,
SC. There is a memorial bust of him in front of the African Baptist Church in
Beaufort, SC.

JOHN WILLIAM “BLIND” BOONE

BORN MAY 17, 1864
Rachel Boone was a slave of the decedents of the Daniel Boone family who
escaped to an army camp near Miami, MO. She gave birth to a son & moved to
Warrensburg, MO. Her son became "Blind" Boone, famous classical pianist
known all over the U.S., Canada & Mexico who also reportedly played in
Europe. He became known as the "pioneer of ragtime" because he brought in
ragtime music to the concert stage as an encore or when the audience became
restless, saying "Let's put the cookies on the bottom shelf where everybody can
reach them." His motto was "Merit, not sympathy, wins." Read more about
him here…

DOCTOR HERMAN BRANSON

Born: August 14, 1914 Died: June 7, 1995
Birthplace: Pocahontas, Virginia
In 1947, Doctor Branson was named the Directory of the Office of Naval
Research and Atomic Energy Commission Projects in Physics at Howard
University. From 1946 to 1950 he was named Director of the Research
Corporation Project at Howard University. In 1944 Doctor Branson became a
full professor of Physics and was made Chairman of the Physics Department
of Howard University from 1941 to 1968. From 1968 to 1970, Doctor Herman
Branson was selected as President of Central State University. In 1970 Doctor
Herman Branson became the President of Lincoln University and served until
his retirement in 1985.

