African Americans

Baldwin, James, 1924-1987, African-American author; b. N.Y.C. His works, dealing with African Americans and relations between the races, include novels, e.g., Go Tell It on the Mountain (1953) and Just Above My Head (1979); essay collections, e.g., Notes of a Native Son (1955); plays; and short stories.

Carver, George Washington, 1864?-1943, African-American agricultural chemist; b. Diamond, Mo. Born a slave, he was director (1896-1943) of agricultural research at Tuskegee Institute. Carver dedicated his life to bettering the position of African Americans and to improving the economy of the South through soil improvement and crop diversification; he discovered hundreds of uses for the peanut, sweet potato, and soybean, and devised many products from cotton waste.

Douglass, Frederick, c.1817-1895, American ABOLITIONIST; b. near Easton, Md. Escaping from slavery in 1838, he took the name Douglass from Sir Walter Scott's Lady of the Lake. In 1845 he published his Narrative of the Life of Frederick Douglass, and in 1847, after English friends had purchased his freedom, he established the North Star (Rochester, N.Y.), which he edited for 17 years, advocating abolition through political activism. During the CIVIL WAR he urged African Americans to join the Union ranks, and during and after RECONSTRUCTION he held several government posts.

Garvey, Marcus, 1887-1940, African-American proponent of Black Nationalism; b. Jamaica. In 1914, he founded the Universal Negro Improvement Association to foster worldwide unity among blacks and establish the greatness of their African heritage. Rejecting any notion of integration in countries where blacks were a minority, he urged a "back to Africa" movement. Garvey's brilliant oratory and his newspaper, Negro World, made him the most influential African-American leader of the early 1920s, but his influence declined after his misuse of funds intended to establish a African-American steamship company resulted in a mail fraud conviction. He was jailed (1925) and deported to Jamaica (1927), dying in relative obscurity.

Jackson, Jesse Louis, 1941-, African-American political leader, clergyman, and CIVIL RIGHTS activist; b. Greenville, S.C. He was executive director (1966-71) of Operation Breadbasket, founder and national president (1971-83) of People United to Save Humanity (Operation PUSH), and the first serious African-American candidate in the presidential primaries (1984; 1988). An advocate of statehood for the District of Columbia, he was elected (1990) as one of the District's nonvoting “shadow" senators.

King, Martin Luther, Jr., 1929-1968, African-American clergyman and civil rights leader; b. Atlanta, Ga. An active Baptist minister and a moving orator, he first gained national prominence by advocating passive resistance to segregation and leading a yearlong boycott (1955-56) against the segregated bus lines in Montgomery, Ala. He subsequently set up the Southern Christian Leadership Conference as a base for nonviolent marches, protests, and demonstrations for African-American rights, such as the 1963 March on Washington and the 1965 voter-registration drive in Selma, Ala. King was awarded the 1964 Nobel Peace Prize, but his leadership was challenged as civil rights activists became more militant. In the late 1960s, he intensified his opposition to the war in Vietnam and to economic discrimination. While planning a multiracial Poor People's March for antipoverty legislation, he was shot and killed in Memphis; Tenn. James Earl Ray was convicted of the murder. King's wife, Coretta Scott King, 1927-, b. Heiberger, Ala., carried on his civil rights work after his assassination. She wrote My Life with Martin Luther King (1989).

Marshall, Thurgood, 1908-1993, associate justice of the U.S. SUPREME COURT (1967-91); b. Baltimore, Md.; grad. Howard Law School (1933). As chief counsel for the NAACP Legal Defense and Educational Fund, he became an influential civil rights lawyer, arguing 32 cases before the Supreme Court and winning 29 of them, including BROWN V. BOARD OF EDUCATION OF TOPEKA, KANSAS, which led to the end of de jure segregation in public schools. He was appointed to the U.S. Court of Appeals for the Second Circuit by Pres. Kennedy in 1961 and served (1965-67) as solicitor general of the U.S. under Pres. Johnson. In 1967, he became the first African-American Supreme Court justice when Johnson appointed him to the Court. During his tenure as associate justice, he was particularly concerned with civil rights and economic justice and was a strong opponent of CAPITAL PUNISHMENT.

Muhammad, Elijah, 1897-1975, African-American religious and political leader; b. Elijah Poole, near Sandersville, Ga. On the disappearance of Wali Farad in 1934, he assumed leadership of the Temple of Islam in Detroit, the sect that became the BLACK MUSLIMS. Preaching black separatism, Muhammad called himself "the messenger of Allah" and exercised autocratic control over his followers through a moralistic doctrine of social reform. On his death his son Wallace D. Muhammad, 1933-, b. Detroit, became the movement's leader. He has moved the sect closer to orthodox Islam and lifted restrictions on political activity and military service.

Obama, Barack (Hussein), II, 1961-, 44th President (2009-2017), First African American President of the United States; b. Hawaii. Graduate of Columbia University & Harvard Law School. 1st African American president of Harvard Law Review. Illinois Senator from 1997-2004. U.S. Senator from 2005-2008. Passed Wall Street Reform, 2010. Signed the Affordable Care Act, 2010. Oversaw attack on Osama Bin Laden, 2011. Ended Iraq War, 2011. 
Owens, Jesse, 1913-81, African-American track star; b. Alabama. While at Ohio State Univ. he broke (1935-36) several world records. At the 1936 Olympics in Berlin, Owens upset Hitler's "Aryan" theories by setting world records in the broad jump and the 200-meter race and equaling the record in the 100-meter race. His fourth gold medal came in the 400-meter relays.
Parks, Rosa Lee 1913-2005, American civil rights activist; b. Tuskegee, Ala. Her refusal to give up her seat to a white man on a bus in Montgomery, Ala., in 1955, led to a local bus boycott that inspired CIVIL RIGHTS activists nationwide.

Powell, Colin (Luther), 1937-, African-American U.S. army general, the highest-ranking African-American officer in U.S. history and chairman (1989- 93) of the Joint Chiefs of Staff; b. N.Y.C. He served two tours of duty (1962-63, 1968-69) during the Vietnam War and later served in both command (commander, 2d Brigade, 101st Airborne Division, 1976-77; commander, V Corps, Europe, 1986) and political (military assistant to the Deputy Defense Secy., 1979-81, and to the Defense Secy., 1983-86) positions. From 1987 to 1989, he was Pres. Reagan's national security adviser. In 1989, he was made a four-star general and was appointed chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff. Powell played an influential role in the planning of U.S. strategy during the PERSIAN GULF WAR.

Robinson, Jackie (Jack Roosevelt Robinson), 1919-1972, African-American baseball player; b. near Cairo, Ga. He was the first African-American to play in the major leagues; Robinson excelled in four sports at the Univ. of California, Los Angeles, and in 1945 he was signed by Branch Rickey of the Brooklyn Dodgers. He joined (1946) the Dodgers' farm team in Montreal, where he starred at second base and led the league in batting. In 1947, major-league precedent was shattered when he was brought up to Brooklyn. A fierce competitor, daring base runner, and solid hitter, Robinson led the Dodgers to 6 World Series appearances in his 10 years (1947-56) with the team. He was the first African-American to enter (1962) the National Baseball Hall of Fame.

Tubman, Harriet, c.1820-1913, African-American ABOLITIONIST; b. Dorchester co., Md. A slave, she escaped in 1849 and became one of the most successful "conductors" on the UNDERGROUND RAILROAD, leading more than 300 slaves to freedom. She was a friend of leading abolitionists and worked for Union forces during the Civil War as a laundress, nurse, and spy.

Wheatley, Phillis, 1753?-1884, American poet; brought from Africa, 1761. The first African-American writer in America, she was the slave of a Boston merchant, who educated her. Her work includes Poems on Various Subjects (1773).

Wilkins, Roy, 1901-1981, African-American social reformer and civil rights leader; b. St. Louis, Mo. As leader (1931-77) of the NATIONAL ASSOCIATION FOR THE ADVANCEMENT OF COLORED PEOPLE, Wilkins tirelessly advanced the cause of racial equality achieved through constitutional means, opposing both white supremacy and African-American separatism. He is credited by many as the principal architect of school desegregation and the 1964 Civil Rights Act.

Young, Andrew Jackson, Jr., 1932-, African-American civil rights leader, clergyman, and public official; b. New Orleans. He was a leading civil rights activist in the 1960s and, as a Democrat from Georgia, served (1973-77) in the U.S. House of Representatives. Under Pres. CARTER, Young was permanent representative to the UN (1977-79) and was noted for his outspokenness. He served as mayor of Atlanta (1982-89) and ran for, but failed to win, the Democratic nomination for governor of Georgia in 1990.
Young, Whitney Moore, Jr., 1921-1971, African-American civil rights leader; b. Lincoln Ridge, Ky. A social worker by profession, he joined the National Urban League in 1947 as director of industrial relations for St. Paul, Minn. He headed the League from 1961 until his death and was one of the leading CIVIL RIGHTS activists of the 1960s.

